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Political participation is a central component
in all democratic systems, since citizen involvement is
a prerequisite for assuring the legitimacy of the system.
Research on political participation has long acknowledged
that this involvement cannot be restricted to elections. Nonetheless, the different institutional systems found in the established
democracies create different possibilities and expectations for citizen
engagement beyond the vote. This goes not only for how much involvement is expected, but also for the ways in which citizens should be involved
in political matters.
In this study, the author examines how the institutional context affects various aspects of political participation in a comparative analysis of 18 established European
democracies. The aspects analysed include the dimensionality of participation,
country-level differences in the rates of participation, the characteristics of
the participants, and the institutional incentives for participation.
The results suggest that the institutional context affects key aspects
of political participation. However, the precise impact frequently
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1 Introduction
In any democracy worthy of its name, some extent of citizen involvement in the
political decision-making is indispensable. Nevertheless, there is no established
consensus on how involved citizens ought to be in the political decision-making
nor how this participation should take place. Modern democracies are
representative democracies where elected representatives make decisions on
behalf of the citizens. To ensure democratic legitimacy, the political apparatus
should strive for political outcomes that correspond to what citizens want.
Nonetheless, the representative democratic systems contain an inherent dilemma
between two rival ways to ensure this correspondence between outcomes and
preferences, which may at times be at odds with each other.
On one hand, the representatives – chosen through free and fair elections – have
a legitimate claim to represent a majority of the people. They can therefore make
authorative decisions with democratic legitimacy, even if the outcome is not
necessarily in accordance with the current public opinion. This perception
highlights the necessity of a political system where voters can hold those
responsible for the political outcomes accountable by punishing or rewarding
their actions in elections. This is in line with an elitist account of democracy,
according to which political participation between elections should be restricted
to a minimum to allow the elected officials the freedom to rule and ensure it is
clear who are responsible for the decisions taken. On the other hand, democratic
citizens should be free to express their opinions and seek to influence political
decisions. In a more participatory view of democracy, political participation can
elucidate the preferences of citizens for decision-makers on specific policy issues
better than the general information provided by elections. From this perspective,
participation is an inherent democratic good that should be encouraged whatever
form it may take, since the democratic system ought to be responsive to all
demands. Accordingly, there is an inherent conflict between two equally desirable
democratic goals of accountability and inclusiveness.
This dilemma has long been recognised. Since the democratic goods of
accountability and inclusiveness are at least partly mutually exclusive, this
necessitates trade-offs and compromises in the extent to which a specific political
system attains these goals. The representative democracies seek to accommodate
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this dilemma through a range of institutional mechanisms helping to fulfil either
the goal of inclusiveness or accountability.
This suggests that the institutional structure of the state holds a key role in
shaping patterns of political participation beyond the vote. Institutional
arrangements that promote inclusiveness make it easier for citizens to participate
in the political decision-making, whereas systems emphasising accountability
deter widespread participation, since this may skew outcomes towards the
preferences of active minorities. To understand how and why citizens engage in
political participation – regardless of the specific form it may take – it is necessary
to consider the institutional context in which the activities take place.
Nonetheless, studies examining forms of political participation have tended to
neglect this aspect. Consequently, the existing body of knowledge on the
relationship between political institutions and patterns of political participation is
fragmentary at best. This study aims to help fill this lacuna.

1.1

Research questions, analytical models, and hypotheses

Previous studies of political participation have found significant cross-national
differences in both levels of participation and the characteristics of participants
(Verba et al. 1978; Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979; Norris 2002; Teorell et al. 2007). A
number of theories have attempted to account for these differences. Some
involve individual characteristics such as socio-demographic resources (Verba et
al. 1995, Burns et al. 2001), political integration and values (Almond and Verba
1963; Pharr and Putnam 2000; Norris 1999b), or associational involvement
(Putnam 1995a, 1995b, 2000). Additionally, the social environment also affects
individual behaviour, as has long been recognised. Most macrolevel explanations
emphasise socio-cultural development and assert that societal modernisation
shapes the willingness to engage in political matters and the preferred forms of
participation (Lipset 1960; Deutsch 1964; Bell 1999; Inglehart 1997; Inglehart and
Welzel 2005). Despite their merits, these approaches have difficulties explaining
the substantial differences in political participation among the Western European
democracies, since they have similar levels of socio-economic development.
When it comes to political institutions, it is possible to outline two different
arguments for why institutions matter for behaviour. Institutions can be
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considered embodiments of deep-rooted cultural norms of how society ought to
function. As Conway (1989: 4) observes, the social context – where the political
institutions occupy a central role – contributes to the structuring of perceptions,
preferences, attitudes, and beliefs of the individuals inhabiting the contextual
environment. Accordingly, the political institutional context not only reflects the
prevalent values among the citizens inhabiting this particular environment, it
actively shapes beliefs about how democracy should work. It has also been
thought that institutions provide the „rules of the game‟ with significant
consequences for the behaviour of citizens (Norris 2002: 25-26). In this
conceptualisation, the institutions provide incentives directly affecting the
behaviour of citizens. These two conceptualisations of the role of political
institutions point to different approaches to the study of institutional effects, as
outlined below.
The literature on political participation beyond voting has hitherto only scarcely
addressed the role of the institutional framework in shaping how citizens become
active in the political arena. Accordingly, a need to examine the effect of the
political institutional context on more demanding forms of participation has been
suggested (Norris 2007: 642-643). The absence of institutional explanations in
cross-national survey research was previously ascribed to a lack of suitable
comparative data on contextual factors (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979: 22). Now,
however, data is available on the relevant institutional aspects. Nevertheless, the
research that has examined institutional effects on political participation has
focused on specific forms of political participation such as voting (Patterson
2002; Shugart and Wattenberg 2003; Norris 2004; Franklin 2004), forms of
protest (Kitschelt 1986; Amenta and Zylan 1991), or joining political
organisations (Morales 2009). What is still lacking is a comprehensive contextual
analysis of how the institutional structure affects patterns of political participation
more generally.
What is referred to as new institutionalism provides the theoretical underpinnings
for the study of the interplay between political institutions and behaviour (March
and Olsen 1984, 1989; Hall and Taylor 1996; Lane and Ersson 2000; Peters
2005). New institutional theories frequently trace their roots back to an article by
March and Olsen (1984), where the authors lamented the individualistic and
largely utilitarian assumptions and methodologies underlying the dominant
theories of political behaviour. They recommended refocusing analytical efforts
on the interplay between institutional structures and individual behaviour. As
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such, the new institutionalism attempts to find a balance between structure and
agency, which is one of the central problems of social theory (Archer 2003). Since
then, political institutions have been evoked to explain a plethora of political
phenomena. A survey of comparative political science found that about 51% of
articles published in three leading American journals within the period 1989-2004
involved democratic and state institutions (Munck and Snyder 2007: 9). Political
institutions in its various guises have become one of the key explanatory factors
in comparative politics, which makes the lack of a comprehensive account of the
institutional impact on political participation broadly conceived all the more
remarkable.
The basic research topic for this study is to explore how the institutional
frameworks of democracies shape how citizens engage in political participation
beyond the vote. As the literature on political participation is virtually endless, the
question of an institutional impact is restricted to four central research questions
within the literature on political participation:
1. The dimensionality of participation: Do political institutions affect how
participants combine political activities in modes of participation? This research
question examines whether political institutions affect how citizens
combine the many different participatory activities.1
2. The levels of participation: Do political institutions affect country level rates of
participation in the modes of participation? This question concerns whether the
institutional structure affects how much citizens participate and in what
activities.
3. The characteristics of the participants: Do political institutions affect the
individual characteristics of the participants in the modes of participation? This
research question examines whether the institutional structure affects the
characteristics of the participants in the different modes of participation.
4. The incentives to participate: Do political institutions provide incentives to
participate in modes of participation? The emphasis is here on examining the
incentives the political institutions provide for the individual choice to
participate in the different modes.

This analysis results in a number of modes of participation that constitute the dependent variables
in the subsequent research questions.
1
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Combined, these four aspects of political participation are referred to as patterns
of political participation. Although the last three research questions to some
extent cover similar issues, the specification of the relationships between
institutions and individual behaviour and consequently the analytical methods
differ, as outlined in the chapters of analysis. For this reason, it is warranted to
treat them separately as different aspects of participation. This calls attention to
subtle differences in theoretical and methodological underpinnings caused by
different approaches to the study of institutions, which may help explain
differences in results as well. Nonetheless, the different analyses can also be
considered different ways to approach the challenge posed by contextual analysis
(Kreft & de Leeuw 1998). In this sense, the analyses and the varying complexity
of the analytical methods help highlight the advantages and shortcomings of the
different analytic methods. The hypotheses for each of the four research
questions are summarised in table 1.1. The hypotheses are at a general level, and
the more exact expectations based on previous literature are discussed in the
individual chapters.

Table 1.1 Hypotheses for the effect of political institutions
Research questions

Hypotheses

(1) Dimensionality of participation

The political institutions affect the dimensionality of
participation

(2) Level of participation

The political institutions affect the levels of participation in the
modes of participation

(3) Characteristics of the participants

The political institutions affect the characteristics of the
participants in the modes of participation

(4) Incentives to participate

The political institutions affect the likelihood of activity by
providing incentives for participation in the modes of
participation

The study of these research questions necessitates contextual analysis, which
refers to cross-level method of analysis where the aim is to examine the effect of
the contextual level on individual behaviour and predispositions (Books and
Prysby 1991: 4).2 Analysing pooled data ignores that individuals are nested within
Books and Prysby (1991: 6-8) distinguish three types of contextual variables: compositional
variables, structural variables, and global variables. Compositional variables involve mathematical
operations on individual level characteristics whereas structural variables involve variables created
by measuring interaction patterns within a context. The third kind of global contextual variables
concerns contextual properties that are not derived from the members of the collective, such as
political institutions.
2
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different contexts and it is assumed that there is no systematic influence from the
context (Kreft and De Leeuw 1998:26-27). This may well be an audacious
assumption when it comes to political participation, and therefore the analyses
use the different options available for confronting the contextual challenge (Kreft
and De Leeuw 1998: ch. 2).
Context may be defined as “the relevant aspects of a setting (analytical, temporal, spatial,
or institutional) in which a set of initial conditions leads (probabilistically) to an outcome of a
defined scope and meaning via a specified causal mechanism or a set of causal mechanisms
(Falleti and Lynch 2009: 1152). As this definition makes clear, it is necessary to
specify causal mechanisms connecting the context with individual behaviour.
Accordingly, the specification of how the context affects behaviour differs
fundamentally between different approaches to contextual analysis.
Goertz (1994) specifies three ways to specify how context shapes individual
behaviour: 1) Context as cause, 2) Context as barrier, and 3) Context as changing
meaning. To consider context as a cause means to regard it as a variable that is
neither necessary nor sufficient; but together with other factors makes an
outcome more likely (Goertz 1994: 3). The second specification refers to
instances where the context presents constraints on individual action. However,
as noted by Falleti and Lynch (2009: 1162, fn. 5) this constitutes a special instance
of the third mode: context as changing meaning.3 In this third mode of context,
the relationship between cause and effect differs according to the surroundings
(Goertz 1994: 4).
This provides two different contextual scenarios of how the context operates in
shaping individual behaviour. As outlined in more detail below, these two
contextual conceptualisations can be thought of as two different analytical
approaches to the study of institutional effects that are based on different
theoretical underpinnings and therefore stipulate different causal mechanisms.
These analytical approaches are ideal models, since empirical research frequently
combine aspects from both, but presenting them may understand the principal
differences in how institutions are conceived. This part only outlines the main

Since the context as barrier-mode offers a special case of the changing meaning-mode where the
context specifies a strong negative relationship and thus works as a barrier to individual action.
3
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differences in how the two approaches address the research questions, whereas
the specific details are outlined in the following chapter.4
The first approach to the study of institutions is connected to what Goertz calls
context as changing meaning, where the context does not cause the variables X or Y
but mediates how they interact. Here, the institutions refer to settings in which
individuals function and the individual behaviour is contingent upon the
environment (Johnson et al. 2002: 220-221). In this approach, the institutional
arrangements constitute endogenous factors where the form and functioning
depend on the conditions under which they emerge and endure. Accordingly, the
intent is here to examine whether the institutional regime has a mediating effect
on the relationship between the microlevel independent variables and political
participation, i.e. that this institutional structure affects the strengths of these
same relationships. The model of analysis for this approach is shown in figure
1.1.

Figure 1.1 Model of approach 1: Political institutions as mediators
Institutional regime
Macro
Micro

Individual level variable(s)

Political participation

Causal effect

Mediating effect

Source: Modified from Goertz (1994: 27).

Neither approach address developments over time. As noted by Norris (2002: 26), the relative
stability of political institutions makes them less plausible as explanations over time. It may be
argued that even if institutions cannot explain change per se, they can still shape developments over
time, even if the relationship is not causal. Nevertheless, this research question is besides the aim of
the present study. As noted by Gallego (2007), there is a lack of appropriate cross-national
longitudinal data to examine developments over time. The best available source for developments
over time is the World Values Survey (WVS), but this suffers from inconsistencies due to changes
in the phrasings of many questions, which make comparisons over time difficult. Consequently,
developments over time are beyond the scope of this study.
4
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The second approach is connected to the conceptualisation Goertz (1994) refers
to as context as cause. Unlike the first approach, the institutions are not considered
manifestations of unobservable underlying factors but independent explanatory
variables influencing individual behaviour directly (Johnson et al. 2002: 220).
Here, the intent is to examine the effect of the specific institutional variables
under consideration. Figure 1.2 depicts the model of analysis for this approach.

Figure 1.2 Model of approach 2: Political institutions as independent variables
Political
Institution 1

Political
Institution 2

Political
Institution N

Macro

Micro
Individual level variable(s)

Mediating effect

Political Participation

Causal effect

Source: Modified from Goertz (1994: 17).

It is somewhat atypical to include both approaches when examining the effects of
political institutions. However, the two approaches represent two diverging views
of how the relationship between individual behaviour and the context is
conceptualised. This is not only of theoretical importance, since the divergences
in epistemological and ontological underpinnings mean different inferences can
be drawn from the analyses. To include both approaches makes it possible to
gain a more comprehensive understanding of how institutions affect political
participation. The two approaches are complementary rather than competing,
even if both approaches are not used to examine all the four research questions.
In this sense, they are theoretical lenses that help provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the impact of institutions (Allison 1971).
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1.2

Outline of the remainder

The following chapter 2 introduces the research design for the study and the
major trade-offs are discussed as well as the implications for the validity of the
findings. In chapter 3, the state-of-the-art of the research on political
participation is presented. This includes an overview of the developments in
political participation and a presentation of the explanatory theories accounting
for participation with individual characteristics. Chapter 4 outlines what
institutional aspects are likely to have implications for participation, and how
these aspects are operationalised. The four research questions are addressed
separately in the chapters 5-8. Chapter 5 contains an analysis of the
dimensionality of participation to examine the implications of the political
institutions on this aspect. In chapter 6, the institutional impact on levels of
participation is examined. Chapter 7 includes an examination of how the
institutions shape the characteristics of the participants. The final analysis in
chapter 8 examines the importance of the incentives for participation provides by
the political institutions. In the final chapter 9, the findings are summed up and
the implications discussed.
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2 Research Design
This section outlines the methodological choices made in connection to the study
and the implications of these. Since it is not possible to pursue all desirable
methodological aims simultaneously, these methodological choices invariably
involve trade-offs (Przeworski and Teune 1970, Brady and Collier 2004). The
following contains discussions on three central components: key concepts and
variables, selection of cases, and the data material. The specific analytical methods
are discussed in conjunction with each analysis. The main point is to provide a
comprehensible plan for the study and to discuss how the choices made affect
the validity of the findings.

2.1

Key concepts and variables

It is necessary to define the key components of the study in order to delineate the
subject matter. In this case, there are two key components: political participation
and political institutions. Other variables are included to explain political
participation at the micro level, but these are presented in ch. 3 on political
participation.

2.1.1 Political participation
The dependent variable of the study is political participation. Over time, the
concept of „political participation‟ has evolved from „a relatively straightforward
concept‟ (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979: 42) to becoming a multifaceted phenomenon
(more on this development in ch. 3). This has led to divergences on how to
define the topic, and political participation may even be considered an „essentially
contested concept‟, which inevitably involves disputes over the proper definition
(Gallie 1956; Collier et al. 2006). This transformation causes a danger of
conceptual stretching, where the use of old concepts to describe new phenomena
results in vague conceptualisations (Sartori 1970: 1034).5 However, the literature
Sartori asserts that to avoid this it is necessary to use a „ladder of abstraction‟, which means either
using concepts with a greater extension – that includes more cases – or greater intension, which
5
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on political participation has included few contributions trying to untangle the
conceptual difficulties (For exceptions, see van Deth 2001; Warren 2002; Teorell
2006).
The most evident consequence of the development in political participation has
been the offering of several new definitions to delineate the object of study (See
Teorell 2006).6 The definition offered by Brady (1999: 737) has become widely
used in recent years: „action by ordinary citizens directed towards influencing some political
outcomes‟. This provides a suitable stipulative definition of the object of study for
this study as well. According to Teorell et al. (2007: 336), this definition entails
that political participation is observable7 behaviour undertaken by non-elites
directed by an intention to assert demands or influence any decision over the
authorative allocation of values. This conceptualisation is compatible with what
Teorell (2006) terms political participation as influencing attempts, where the
point of participation is to influence the relevant decision-makers.8 The definition
does not restrict participation to activities aimed at state personnel, which is the
case for the definition first offered by Verba and Nie (1972) and since then used
in numerous studies.9 Brady‟s definition is therefore able to embrace the
development in the repertoire of political activists to include activities outside of
the formal political sphere, since the relevant activities are not restricted to those
taking place within the formal political domain. Activities not aimed at formal
political decision-makers also have relevance if they intend to influence some
political outcome in society, and this may include activities outside of the formal
political sphere.
The use of a comprehensive definition of political participation is contentious,
since worries have been expressed over the study of political participation
means a more specifically defined concept. Since then, other scholars have proposed alternative
approaches to concept formation that are more flexible than Sartori‟s framework (Collier and
Mahon 1993; Collier and Levitsky 1997; Goertz 2006).
6 According to Collier and Levitsky (1997: 442-445), to offer new definitions may be seen as a way
to alleviate conceptual problems. Nonetheless, to change definitions does not necessarily clarify
conceptual difficulties; it can also obfuscate them and only help defending the inclusion of more
activities in the category.
7 Strictly speaking, acts of political consumerism rest on the motives of the participants as well as
actions (Stolle et al. 2005: 255), and are therefore not directly observable. Nonetheless, it has been
customary to include this activity under this definition (See for instance van Deth et al. 2007).
8 It thus excludes acts connected with direct democracy and deliberative democracy, as well as acts
that are connected to life style politics (See Teorell 2006).
9 The definition restricts political participation to (Verba and Nie 1972: 2): “…those legal activities by
private citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of governmental personnel and/or the
actions they take.”
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becoming a study of everything, in the process rendering the concept meaningless
(van Deth 2001). Nonetheless, and even if the definition is somewhat vague, it is
appropriate to use a broad definition, since an inclusive conceptualisation of
political participation is required to be able to examine how the institutional
framework affects different forms of participation. To restrict the study to a
particular subgroup of traditional forms of political participation may neglect
emerging forms of participation. This also involves a conceptual slide that may
have important consequences for the results, since a particular kind of
participation such as voting is not necessarily representative for political
participation more generally (Dalton 2006: 35-36).10 Accordingly, excluding
potential acts of participation forms a more serious threat to the validity of the
study. In addition, as all survey indicators included have been used in previous
research on political participation, the risk of including superfluous activities
seems negligible.11
Some more specific remarks on the activities included to constitute the object of
study are in order. To start with what is not included, the study does not examine
voter turnout, since the intent is to examine how the political institutions shape
participation in-between elections. The study of electoral behaviour has grown
into a separate research area where research into the link between institutions and
voter behaviour is well underway (Lijphart 1994; Shugart and Wattenberg 2003;
Norris 2004; Patterson 2002; Franklin 2004). Nonetheless, the impact of the
institutions may well differ when it comes to activities in-between elections,
especially since the various activities differ in their perceived legitimacy in society
and the efforts required on behalf of the participants. The study also omits acts
of terrorism and revolutions that aim to overthrow the existing political system as

Examples of studies of voting behaviour purporting to study political participation are numerous
(Fowler et al. 2008; Woshinsky 2008).
11 On the contrary, the inherent inertia in large-scale comparative surveys carries with it a risk of
neglecting recent additions to the repertoire of political activists that have not found their way into
the standard battery of indicators. This could pertain to political participation via the Internet,
which has been argued to constitute an important new sphere for political participation (Jordan and
Taylor 2004; Best and Krueger 2005). Nevertheless, the consequence of this might be negligible, as
studies suggest that the same people who use the internet participate in offline political activities
(Bimber 2001). Activities closer to the private sphere such as public institutions and work places
have also been argued to form a distinct form of participation in the small-scale democracy (Andersen
and Rossteutscher 2007). However, since the data material does not include indicators on these
activities it is not possible to include this form of participation, nor has it been customary to do so
in the literature on political participation.
10
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forms of political participation, since the intent is to study political participation
within the representative democratic system.12
The included activities resemble the activities included in previous comparative
studies of participation. The main difference is the inclusion of membership of
political issue organisations such as environmental organisations and human
rights groups as forms of political participation. Whether such activities
constitute political participation is debatable, and some scholars instead refer to
civic engagement to distinguish them from political participation proper (Verba et al.
1995; Norris 2002). Putnam (2000:154-161) contends that membership of these
organisations should not be confounded with political participation since it
amounts to little more than a financial contribution wringed from „members‟ by
professional fundraising staffs. Contrary to this, Morales (2009) maintains that
membership of these organisations ought to be considered a form of political
participation since it has an impact on political processes. At the very least,
membership fees serve to fund the activities of political associations and have a
potential impact if they are successful in achieving the goals of these associations
(Morales 2009: 2-5). Rosanvallon (2008: 62-66) also maintains that they constitute
new political forms within the representative democracy, even if they exert new
functions distinct from traditional forms of political organisation. Again, since the
aim is to consider the impact of political institutions on a wide array of forms of
political participation, it is appropriate to include membership of these issue
organisations as a form of political participation. Even if Putnam is correct in
pointing out that membership does not necessarily involve a deep sense of
engagement, even miniscule contributions are signs of a political involvement no
less relevant than traditional political activities. In addition, the initial loose
connection may lead to deeper forms of involvement since members are exposed
to more information on the topics of interest.
This decision makes it necessary to distinguish political from non-political
organisations, given that only the former forms part of the dependent variable.13

It has been argued that activities as these can be included within the same explanatory framework
(McAdam et al. 2001), but it is common to disregard these activities in the literature.
13 Involvement in non-political associations is considered an explanatory factor, as is customary in
the literature (more below). It has not been unheard of to include involvement in political
organisations as part of the independent variables (Armingeon 2007). However, this increases the
risk of a tautological explanation by explaining participation with participation. Although
associational involvement also forms part of both the dependent and independent variables in this
study, to distinguish between political and non-political involvement increases the distance between
12
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Morales (2009: 48) notes that there are different ways to distinguish political from
non-political organisations, but the method most frequently used – and in
practice the only one available in this case – is to use an operational classification
based on some theoretical criterion and the analyst‟s best judgement. Political
parties provide a clear-cut example of a political organisation but other
organisations are harder to classify unambiguously (Morales 2009: 47-53).
Fortunately, this research has resulted in somewhat established classifications.
Maloney and Rossteutscher (2007) make a distinction between leisure, interest,
and political organisations.14 Leisure associations consist of various forms of
sports and hobby associations, whereas interest associations involve organisations
such as trade unions and professional associations. The explicitly political
organisations that are of primary concern for this study include political parties as
well as issue organisations such as human rights groups and environmental
groups. Political parties occupy a central role in representative democracies, and
since contrasting involvement in traditional vehicles of political mobilisation with
newer forms of political participation occupies a central concern for this study,
several indicators on involvement in parties are included. Only passive
membership is included as an indicator for the other types of political
organisations, which is the approach advocated by Morales (2009).15
In her study, Morales considers interest organisations to be political organisations
since they may pursue political goals. Nonetheless, even if these organisations
have historically formed part of political movements – the obvious example being
trade unions and the workers‟ movement – and they have pursued political goals,
it is debatable whether membership of these should be considered an act of
political participation. The individual motivations for membership vary and there
are important differences between countries in the political saliency of this type
of organisation. For example, membership of trade unions in the Scandinavian
countries is often tied to the provision of welfare entitlements such as
unemployment benefits (Morales 2009: 52; Lind 1996). Even if interest
organisations occasionally do get involved in political matters, the choice to
become a member is not necessarily an action intended to influence political
outcomes but an attempt to ensure personal benefits. For this reason,
the dependent and independent variables and thereby minimises the risk of tautological
explanations.
14 Although other studies have resulted in slightly different categorisations (van Deth and Kreuter
1998), this one works well for the present purposes.
15 This makes it possible to analyse associational involvement as a distinct form of participation, as
will be made clear in the chapter on the dimensionality of participation.
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involvement in this type of organisations forms part of the independent variables
as associational involvement.
Just as important as defining the research topic is the question of available
indicators in the data material. Table 2.1 displays the 16 relevant indicators for
political participation available in the data material (for more on the data, see
below).

Table 2.1 Indicators on political participation in the ESS, 2001-2002
Activity

Indicator
Signed a petition
Boycotted certain products
Deliberately bought certain products for political, ethical or environmental
reasons
Taken part in a lawful public demonstration

Political actions

Worn or displayed a campaign badge/sticker
Donated money to a political organisation or group
Contacted a politician, government or local government official
Participated in illegal protest activities
Worked in another organisation or association
Worked in a political party or action group
Organisation for environmental protection, peace or animal rights: member
Organisation for humanitarian aid, human rights, minorities, or immigrants:
member

Political organisations Political party: member
Political party: participated
Political party: donated money
Political party: voluntary work
Note: Phrasings: Political actions: There are different ways of trying to improve things in [country] or help prevent things from going wrong.
During the last 12 months, have you done any of the following? Associational involvement: Membership: For each of the voluntary
organisations I will now mention, please use this card to tell me whether any of these things apply to you now or in the last 12 months, and, if so,
which [Member, participated, donated money, voluntary work].

The questions are grouped under two headers of political actions and political
organisations.16 The first group of indicators concerns specific acts of political
participation, whereas the other set of indicators concerns involvement in
The research question on the dimensionality of participation involves combining these activities
into modes of participation that form the basis for the remaining analyses.
16
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political organisations. Hence, this approach combines two approaches outlined
by Brady (1999: 742): The political actions-approach, where respondents indicate
whether they performed certain acts, and the institutions-approach, where
respondents are asked about their institutional ties.17 Some of the activities
included under the specific activities – e.g. worked in another organisation or
deliberately bought certain products for political, ethical, or environmental
reasons – may not appear to be explicit political activities. However, as already
stated they have been used in previous research, and the phrasing of the question
ensures that the respondents claim that the activities were performed in an
attempt to influence political outcomes in a broad sense. In this sense, they are
consistent with the definition offered above. Although such indicators may
overestimate the extent of political participation, it is still appropriate to include a
broad range of activities.
This provides a suitable range of indicators on political participation making it
possible to explore cross-country differences in the activity levels of citizens.

2.1.2 Political institutions
The other key concept of the study is political institutions, which has also been a
contentious topic in the social sciences, and therefore some remarks are in order
concerning the complexities involved in doing a contextual study of the impact of
political institutions on political participation. As concerns the definition of what
an institution is, the different forms of new institutionalism differ in their
conceptualisation of what institutions are and how they shape individual
behaviour (Lowndes 1996; Hall and Taylor 1996; Lane and Ersson 2000; Peters
2005). Despite the controversies, Peters (2005: 18-19) lists four defining
characteristics of institutions shared by the different versions of new
institutionalism:
1. A structural feature of society and/or polity: Institutions engage
individuals in patterned and predictable interactions that may be formal
or informal.
A third possibility outlined by Brady (1999) is the problems approach, which concerns asking about
the specific problems and concerns of the respondents. This kind of indicators is not available in
the data material used here.
17
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2. Stability over time: Institutions involve some recurrence over time,
even if there is disagreement on how stable institutional arrangements
must be.
3. Affect individual behaviour: Institutions must have an impact on the
behaviour of individuals.18
4. Shared values or meanings: Institutions involve some sharing of
norms and/or meaning among the members of the institution.
These commonalities outline how political institutions are conceptualised in the
study. This also entails a broad-minded perspective on what constitutes an
institution, which is warranted given that the use of different approach to the
study of political institutions necessitates a broad conceptualisation.
The political institutions examined are found at the national level. When doing
contextual analyses, one of the primary challenges is to determine what
contextual environment is the most relevant for the research purpose, since all
individuals are member of several groups simultaneously (Iversen 1991: 4;
Przeworski 1974: 33ff.). Previous contextual analyses of political behaviour have
focused on the sub-national level such as municipalities or neighbourhoods
(Huckfeldt et al. 1993; Books and Prysby (1991: 2). However, there is no a priori
specification of what geographical unit to use. Since the interest lies in explaining
cross-national differences in political participation, the nation state provides the
obvious contextual unit to consider.19 At the same time, the available data does
not make it possible to compare differences in participation at lower levels of
aggregation.
Contextual explanations require the analyst to specify the operative causal
mechanism that connects the context with individual behaviour in order to
connect the macro- and micro levels (Falleti and Lynch 2009: 1152). The status of
causal mechanisms is debated, since some contrive them simply as intervening
variables, whereas other contends that they deserve an ontological status distinct
from variables (Ibid.: 1146). In this case, the connection depends on the
Although institutions are defined as having an impact on behaviour, this does not necessarily
imply that they have an impact on political participation as a form of behaviour, and certainly not all
forms of participation. Accordingly, this part of the definition does not imply that the research
questions stated above are trivial or tautological.
19 Others argue that local variations in the possibilities for participation may be important (Parry et
al. 1992: ch. 15). However, the data does not make it possible to scrutinise this aspect in more
detail.
18
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theoretical conceptualisation of how the institutions have an effect on the
individuals within the contextual space. Here, the different versions of the new
institutionalism point to different causal mechanisms. Although different versions
exist (see for example Peters 2005 or Lowndes 1996), the best-known distinction
outlines three new institutionalisms (Hall and Taylor 1996):






Rational choice institutionalism: The emphasis is on how rules and
procedures structure the behaviour of rational agents with a fixed set of
preferences and behave strategically to maximise the attainment of these.
Institutions are introduced through voluntary agreements to avoid
collectively suboptimal outcomes.
Historical institutionalism: The emphasis is on how the inertia of
institutional arrangements shapes political outcomes over time.
Highlights the importance of path-dependency and unintended
consequences of institutional arrangements for explaining outcomes.
Sociological institutionalism: The emphasis is on how institutions
associated with cultural practices more generally shape behaviour.
Institutions structure the identities of actors, thus blurring the distinction
between culture and institutions. Individuals act in accordance with a
„logic of appropriateness‟ rather than an instrumental logic.

For the present purposes, the most important differences exist between
sociological institutionalism and rational choice institutionalism. These two may
be considered the two polar types of the institutional research agenda, since they
hold opposite perspectives on a number of epistemological and ontological issues
concerning institutions (Lane and Ersson 2000: 28-36). Sociological
institutionalism generally has a broader notion of institutions20, whereas the
rational choice variant tends to restrict institutions to formal rules and
procedures, with the historical variant occupying an intermediate position.21
These two accounts of how institutions operate help specify two different
approaches to the study of how institutions affect political participation. The two
Lane and Ersson (2000: 31) contend that the conceptualisation contained in the sociological
variant is too broad and runs the risk of confounding institutions with separate concepts such as
interests and culture. Nonetheless, the point here is not to identify the correct conceptualisation of
institutions, but to discover what insights the approaches can provide.
21 The preoccupation of historical institutionalism with developments over time falls outside the
scope of this study. In addition, proponents of historical institutionalism prescribe to notions of
institutions associated with both other versions (Peters 2005: 74-75). Therefore, the discussion that
follows focuses on the two polar models. Nonetheless, the central idea in historical institutionalism
of path dependency fits more easily with the approach associated with sociological institutionalism.
20
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versions outlined here are ideal models of institutional approaches, and empirical
studies frequently combine elements of both are often combined (Crepaz 1996;
Kaiser 1998; Armingeon 2002; Schmidt 2002). Nonetheless, outlining two polar
models of institutional research makes it possible to appreciate the considerable
differences that exist in the institutional research agenda and thereby the need to
consider alternative understandings of institutions to achieve a more
comprehensive understanding of the impact of the institutional context.
The first approach is based on sociological institutionalism. This approach
resembles the contextual mode Goertz labels context as changing meaning, where the
institutions constitute an encompassing system that does not directly affect
variables, but rather the relations between variables within the context (Goertz
1994: 34). Accordingly, there is no direct effect of the institutional context on
participation, but the institutional structure mediates how other variables affect
participation. This contextual mode with its emphasis on mediated effects fits
better with the view of institutions inherent in sociological institutionalism.
Although it is certainly possible to examine direct causal effects of institutional
regimes (Lijphart 1999), the sociological school of though may be argued to rest
more comfortably with a view of institutions as mediating rather than causal
factors. This is due to the causal mechanism of this approach.
In sociological new institutionalism, the institutional structure shapes the
identities and conceptions of the actors. Institutions are neither neutral
reflections of exogenous environmental forces, nor neutral arenas for the
performances of individuals driven by exogenous preferences and expectations
(March and Olsen 1984: 742). Institutions form complex organisational wholes of
shared life and practices that are not reducible to their individual parts.22 Actors
within an institutional context follow a logic of appropriateness and act in accordance
with the norms and rules the institutions embody (March and Olsen 1989: 160162). This logic of appropriateness provides the causal mechanism for this
approach, where the institutions are structures of meaning permeating actors and
instilling in them the dominant norms or modes of operandi. According to this
specification, institutions operate by mediating the importance of various
individual characteristics rather than through a direct impact on the individual
calculus as in the subsequent approach. Behaviour generally follows the dominant
This approach thus seems more in line with a Wittgensteinian approach to democratic theory
championed by Chantal Mouffe (2000: 68) with its emphasis on shared forms of life and
agreements in judgements as prerequisites for the proper functioning of procedures.
22
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norms at any given time, even if there are opportunities for individual agency and
evolvement over time. In this specification, the causal agent is collective, implying
that the social structures shape action (Falleti and Lynch 2009: 1149).
This is in line with Dyson‟s notion of the idea of the state as neither a passive
reflection, nor a determinant, of political conduct, since they are connected in a
complex and mutually reinforcing relationship (Dyson 1980: 2-3). Przeworski
(2004: 527) notes that this conceptualisation entails that it is inappropriate to
speak of institutional causal effects, since it is impossible to distinguish the
institutional effect from the conditions that give rise to them. This critique is
acknowledged by Lijphart (1999: 306), since he notes that consensus democracy
(i.e. the institutional arrangements) must be supported by a consensual political
culture. It may be argued that this problem is less pertinent according to the
sociological institutional theoretical basis, since the broad conception of
institutions in this entails that these underlying causes may also be considered
institutions. As this implies a symbiotic relationship this issue is less pertinent.
Additionally, the research design here alleviates this problem since it aims to keep
these confounding factors constant, and they should therefore not be able to
explain any differences found.
This approach has also been criticised for not specifying a causal mechanism
based on individual reasoning (Johnson 2003). Although cultural causal
mechanisms are often vague, this critique and the emphasis on individual
underpinnings ignores that causal mechanisms may also be collective (Falleti and
Lynch 2009: 1149). The logic of appropriateness provides a causal mechanism
where the environment is the key causal agent, and the individual adopt
behaviour to conform to the prevailing norms embedded in the political
institutions.
This approach observes that political systems consist of different institutional
arrangements making it unfeasible to disentangle the effects of separate
institutions (Kaiser 1998: 206). Historical and cultural experiences shape
institutional regimes, and the individual parts should not be analysed separately,
since it is necessary to consider the circumstances under which they function. In
this sense, the political institutional regime constitutes an observable
manifestation of the dominant norms in a society. The need for a fit between
political culture and political regime leads to a certain scepticism about the
possibilities of institutional engineering, i.e. promoting objectives by manipulating
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institutions (Lijphart 1999: 306; Eckstein et al. 1998). Within this approach, the
overarching analytical strategy is to keep the institutional context to examine
differences in political participation among regimes with similar institutional
characteristics (Powell and Whitten 1993; Bengtsson 2002). Consequently, the
task is to examine differences between institutional contexts to discern whether
the institutional structures display a mediating effect on the patterns of political
participation.
Powell (2000) provides an example of this approach to the study of institutional
impact on political participation.23 He examines how elections serve as
instruments for democracy in two different contextual settings: majoritarian and
proportional visions of democracy. His point of departure is the basic question of
whether the government should be responsive to a majority or to as many as
possible when people are in disagreement. He outlines different answers in his
two visions of democracy with implications for the institutional arrangements.
According to the majoritarian vision, office-holders should always have the
backing of a majority of the electorate, implying that policy-making powers
should be concentrated in the hands of the incumbent government (Powell 2000:
4-5). The proportional vision advocates decision-making that incorporates the
preferences of as many citizens as possible. To achieve this, powers should be
dispersed among all major factions in society, and the elected representatives
should bargain in an accommodative fashion (Powell 2000: 6).
As a result, the concentration of decision-making powers inherent in the
constitutional designs designates what vision a political system adheres to (Powell
2000: 20-21). This entails that the norms for how democracy ought to function
are embedded in the institutional framework, which is in accordance with the
abolition of the rigid distinction between institutions and norms within this
approach to the study of institutions. The work of Powell also suggests how
institutional designs seek to achieve equally commendable, but mutually exclusive,
goals. The majoritarian vision focuses on accountability as the primary objective
to be obtained, whereas the proportional vision seeks to attain the equally
desirable goal of democratic inclusiveness. It is possible to make trade-offs in

The work of Lijphart (1984, 1999) provides a better-known example of this approach, but
Powell‟s work along the same lines is more explicit in connecting norms and institutions with
political participation.
23
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constitutional designs, but it is rarely possible to achieve both goals
concurrently.24
Critics contend that this approach entails an unsatisfactory institutional grand
theory-approach. Instead, they recommend developing middle-range hypotheses
to examine the causal effect of each institutional aspect (Lane and Ersson 2000:
207-224; 2002). This idea is central in the second approach to the study of
political institutions compatible with the contextual mode Goertz (1994) calls
context as cause. Here the institutions form causal variables and the theoretical basis
is provided by rational choice institutionalism. In this approach, the institutional
parts of the political system constitute explanations in their own right rather than
an all-embracing whole.25 This approach implicitly assumes that institutions are
formed on a tabula rasa (Peters 2005: 51), which allows for the possibility of
institutional engineering, since specific institutions result in similar effects under
all circumstances (Przeworski 2004: 528). The impact of institutions is considered
a mechanical process where individuals respond to the stimuli provided by
institutions.
In rational choice institutionalism, the rational calculus of the individual provides
the causal mechanism connecting institutional context with individual behaviour
and the causal agent is therefore individual rather than collective (Falleti and
Lynch 2009: 1149). According to this logic, citizens become active in the forms
of participation they see as the most effective manner to further their interests,
meaning the highest probability of achieving success with as little efforts as
possible required. This theoretical basis permits a formalistic deductive approach,
where the individual calculus for choosing to participate is derived from the
perceived costs and benefits associated with the action (Downs 1957, Olson
1965, Tullock 1980). Slightly different variants exist, but (Olson 1965) presents a
classic example in his work on collective action:26

Powell‟s work suggests that both visions work to achieve each desired goal, but the proportional
vision does slightly better in achieving both simultaneously.
25 Some rational choice analyses have examined differences between institutional whole such as
majoritarian and proportional systems (Schmidt 2002). As mentioned, the two approaches to
institutional analysis are ideal models, and empirical analyses frequently mix elements from both.
Nonetheless, a rational choice institutionalism along the lines of Lane and Ersson (2000) fits more
easily with an emphasis on the effects of individual institutions. The focus on institutional wholes,
at least implicitly, presupposes a broader conceptualisation of institutions where the line between
culture and institutions becomes blurry (Lijphart 1999: 306; Lane and Ersson 2000).
26 The collective action problem made clear by (Olson 1965) consists in the paradox that the most
rational individual choice in this is usually to abstain from participating, since the probability that
24
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CA = p*B + D - C
where CA represents the decision to act collectively, p the perceived probability
that the individual contribution will be decisive (whether the collective action is
successful in producing the desired outcome), B the potential benefits from this
activity, D the selective incentives or the utility received directly as a consequence
of performing the act, and C the costs associated with the activity. The
institutions may influence each of these terms and may thus provide incentives
for participation. They can influences the cost aspect by shaping how much effort
the individual has to invest for an activity to be effective. It can also influence the
perceived probability of an individual act being decisive by adjusting the
importance of individual input in the decision-making and the perceived benefits
associated with the action. To examine the causal effect of each institution
directly, it is necessary to use statistical models that make it possible to discern
the effect of each institutional aspect on individual behaviour.
Several analyses of political participation as a collective action rely on rational
choice theory for the theoretical basis (Muller and Opp 1986; Finkel et al. 1990;
Finkel and Muller 1998; Bäck et al. 2006). These contributions frequently
examine whether selective or collective incentives are most relevant for predicting
participation (Bäck et al. 2006). However, although not explicitly based on
rational choice institutionalism, the most interesting example for the current
purposes is provided by the political opportunity structure-approach (POS). This
provides an example of a theory implicitly based on a rational choice perception
of how institutions structure individual behaviour (Haunss 2004: 28). Tarrow
(1994: 85) defines the political opportunity structure as “consistent – but not
necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of the political environment that provide incentives
for people to undertake collective action by affecting their expectations for success or failure.”
Underlying this view is an implicit view of individuals as actors who react to the
stimuli provided by the environment and rationally perform the political actions
serving to achieve the intended political goals most effectively. Accordingly, POS
may be considered a form of rational choice institutionalism.
the individual contribution is decisive is usually virtually zero. Olson‟s solution was to emphasise
the need for selective incentives, utility that is directly connected to performing the act and can
therefore not be enjoyed without performing the act. However, many solutions have had a tendency
to stretch the limits of the concept of rationality or have not been tested empirically (See Verba et
al. 2000 for an appraisal of the rational choice-approach to political participation, and Klosko 1987;
Green and Shapiro 1994, especially ch. 4 and 5; Parsons 2005 for critiques of the rational choice
analyses of political action).
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Eisinger (1973: 11) coined the concept of political opportunity structure to refer
to environmental variables as a context within which politics take place, even if
the notion of protest activities being related to more conventional activities was
not completely novel at the time (Meyer 2004: 126-129). Scholars within this
tradition frequently operate with a broad conceptualisation of what contextual
aspects are relevant, and POS has been criticised for soaking up every aspect of
the environment, thus making it impossible to discern what contextual aspects
are most relevant (Gamson and Meyer 1996: 275). Nonetheless, most adherents
emphasise the relevance of political institutions for forms of participation such as
protest and new social movements (Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi et al. 1992; Kitschelt
1993; Amenta and Zylan 1999; Meyer and Minkoff 2004: 1458).
POS maintains that the degree to which the system incorporates or excludes
citizen demands for influence on decisions has important implications for
participation (Morales 2009: 168). Institutional openness in this regard promotes
participation within the system whereas closed systems are associated with higher
levels of participation in activities outside the formal system such as protest and
new social movements. Several studies have found mobilisation in elitechallenging activities to be more widespread in contexts defined by a relatively
closed institutional structure (Kriesi et al. 1992; Koopmans et al. 1995; Kitschelt
1986; Meyer and Minkoff 2004). A few contend that the relationship is more
intricate and find a curvilinear relationship, meaning both relatively open and
relatively closed systems promote protest (Eisinger 1973; Tilly 1978). However,
POS is predominantly associated with the view that closed institutions are
associated with higher levels of participation outside the system. Kitschelt (1993)
exclaims it to be one of the few valid generalisations in the literature on social
protest that social movements arise when groups cannot work through the
established channels to communicate claims into the political process.
To sum up, table 2.2 presents the major theoretical differences between the two
approaches used in this study.
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Table 2.2 Two approaches to the impact of political institutions
Institutions as mediators

Institutions as variables

Contextual mode

Context as changing meaning

Context as cause

Theoretical basis

Sociological institutionalism

Rational choice institutionalism

Notion of
institutions

Include norms and belief systems

Restricted to roles and
procedures

Causal
mechanism

Logic of appropriateness

Individual utility

Causal agent

Collective

Individual

Institutional
effect

Norms of democratic citizenship embedded in
institutional setup

Affects costs and benefits of
participation

Institutional context as constant

Causal effect of separate
institutions

Method of
analysis

These two approaches are used to examine the four research questions
concerning the institutional impact on patterns of political participation. What
approach is used and why this is so is outlined in the beginning of each analytical
chapter.

2.2

Case selection

The selection of cases is an essential ingredient in the research design since it has
important implications for the external validity of the study. As noted by King et
al. (1994: 51-52), the cases should not be confounded with the unit of analysis.
There are two different units of analysis in this study: countries and individuals.
The most pressing issue here concerns the countries included in the study since
the number of countries implies some restrictions on the inferences to be drawn,
whereas there are an abundant number of individuals (a total number of 35684,
the selection of who are discussed in connection to the subsequent section on
data).
The countries included in this study are restricted to established democracies in
Europe. By only examining countries similar in as many aspects as possible, the
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research strategy resembles a most similar systems-design (Peters 1998: 37-38) or
most comparable cases (Lijphart 1971: 687). According to this strategy, a study
should examine similar countries to control for „concomitant variation‟ (Peters
1998: 38). As mentioned above, a number of macrolevel factors have been
claimed to influence political participation, including the level of democratisation
(Norris 2002), socio-economic development or modernisation (Lipset 1960;
Deutsch 1964, Bell 1999; Inglehart and Welzel 2005), and political culture
(Almond and Verba 1963; Putnam 1993; Denk 2009). Since these factors are
broadly similar in the established European democracies, it is possible to
disregard them as explanatory factors given that a constant cannot explain
variation (Morales 2009: 34-35). The similarities among the countries in these
regards can be seen in appendix 1.27 Even if it is not possible to eliminate all
potential confounding factors, the intentional selection of similar cases makes it
more likely to draw valid inferences. The following presents the reasons for each
of the criteria for including a country.
The restriction to a European context is primarily due to the data material used
for the analyses. Although the European examples provide the majority of all
established democracies to be found, this restriction makes it uncertain whether
the findings can be generalised to countries outside of Europe.28 It also has the
unfortunate consequence that the institutional variation is limited, since the
relevant countries outside of Europe frequently have political systems with
institutional structures clearly differing from the ones found in Europe.
Nonetheless, the data material is superior to the alternatives when it comes to
examining political participation, which makes this a warranted restriction.
Furthermore, as outlined above the relative homogeneity of the countries has
certain advantages when it comes to drawing inferences from the findings.

All countries are well off economically and exhibit a high level of human development.
Religiously, the countries also predominantly exhibit a Judeo-Christian heritage. The cultural values
of the populations predominantly reflect a secular-rational combined with self-expression values. At
least in a global perspective, the countries are very similar in all of these aspects.
28 The inclusion of Israel is contentious according to this restriction, since it is geographically
outside of Europe and has hade a number of problems concerning their democratic record in
relation to the Palestine question. Nonetheless, Israel has constantly been regarded as democratic by
Freedom House, belongs to the Western Judeo-Christian world, and has implemented a
representative democratic system that is similar to the ones found in a European context (Shamir
and Sullivan 1983: 914; Lijphart 1999: 55-61). For this reason, it is justifiable to include Israel in this
study.
27
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Additionally, the selection is restricted to established democracies. There are different
ways to categorise political regimes, but a suitable distinction can be made
between authoritarian regimes, electoral democracies, liberal democracies, and
advanced or established democracies (Schedler 1998: 93).29 This restriction also
impairs the ability to generalise any results to other political regimes, but again,
there are valid reasons for doing so.
The restriction to democracies ensures that the central concepts „political
institutions‟ and „political participation‟ have similar meanings in all contexts. This
is an important concern for comparative studies since the same labels may denote
very different phenomena in different contexts (Teune 1968; Sartori 1970; Collier
and Mahon 1993). Transferring the same denomination to different contexts runs
the risk of camouflaging significant differences by declaring them alike (Sartori
1970: 1052). To include non-democracies would augment this risk, since concepts
such as elections and political participation exist outside of a democratic context,
but the connotations differ. Elections are per definition non-competitive outside
of democracies and authoritarian leaders frequently distort results. For political
participation, even innocuous activities are much more demanding and potentially
lethal risk outside of the democratic protection of civil and political rights. In
both cases, the nominal resemblance is illusionary since the concepts have
completely different meanings in democratic and non-democratic settings.
Accordingly, the population is restricted to democracies to avoid conceptual
stretching, where the travelling problem of applying old concepts to new cases
leads to vague classifications of dissimilar phenomena (Sartori 1970, Collier and
Mahon 1993).30
Established democracies are democratic systems possessing some traits over and
above the minimal defining criteria of liberal democracy (Schedler 1998: 93). To
restrict the study to mature democracies helps avoid the problem of endogeneity,
where it is not possible to determine the direction of causality among a set of
related variables (King et al. 1994: 61). In more recently established democracies,
political participation can have shaped the political institutions since citizen
involvement helped shape the democratic political institutions. Additionally, since
Schedler refers to advanced democracies. Here, the denotation „established‟ or „mature‟
democracies is preferred, as the older democracies are not necessarily more advanced in the sense
of being more democratic than younger democracies. Several younger democracies currently receive
a score by Freedom House as good as or better than some of the included countries.
30 An appropriate next step after having identified causal mechanisms would be to test their
applicability with a most different systems design, which may well include non-democracies.
29
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it takes time for an institutional effect to materialise the institutions under
scrutiny need to have been in operation for some time. To restrict the study to
established democracies alleviates these problems. There are also more normative
reasons to examine established democracies, since it has been asserted that
citizens in these are growing increasingly dissatisfied with the performance of the
dated representative democratic systems (Norris 1999b; Pharr and Putnam 2000).
The established democracies face other problems than newer democracies, and
even if both are worthy research questions, they merit separate examinations.
The difference between established and liberal democracies can be expressed in
terms of the number of years of uninterrupted democratic experience.
Consequently, the study includes countries with a continuous democratic record
of no less than 20 years. The specific limit of 20 years is somewhat arbitrary but
the specific threshold to distinguish established from younger democracies has
often been just about this value (Norris 2002, Lijphart 1999). The findings of
Treisman (2001) support this threshold since his findings suggest that the length
of democratic experience makes a qualitative difference.31 The number of years of
democratic experience is established using Freedom House, which has become
the most used source for this kind of endeavour.32 In the end, the study includes
18 countries, as shown in table 2.3, although the exact number of countries in
various analyses differs depending on the data.

Uslaner (2002) finds that democracy produces positive effects only after 46 years of continuous
democracy, but this delineation seems too restrictive.
32 Although alternative indexes of democracy exist, all of them contain potential flaws (Munck and
Verkuilen 2002) and the resulting classifications are similar for most countries (Vanhanen 2000).
31
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Table 2.3 Countries included in the study
Rated free since year

Country

1972

Austria (AT)
Belgium (BE)
Denmark (DK)
Finland (FI)
France (FR)
Germany (West) (DE)
Ireland (IE)
Israel (IL)
Italy (IT)
Luxembourg (LU)
Netherlands (NL)
Norway (NO)
Sweden (SE)
Switzerland (CH)
United Kingdom (UK)

1974

Greece (GR)

1976

Portugal (PT)

1978

Spain (ES)

Source: www.freedomhouse.org.
Note: The first report came out in 1973, meaning that most countries rated F since 1972 have been democratic for even
longer time.

This restrictive selection compromises the generalisability or external validity of
the findings, since it is not possible to conjecture whether the findings pertain to
established democracies outside of Europe or other political systems than
established democracies. In this sense, the study gives impetus for further
research on the interplay between political institutions and political participation
rather than to resolve the issue indefinitely.

2.3

Data

The data for the study is cross-national survey data from the first round of the
European Social Survey (ESS) from in 2002-2003.33 The ESS was established in
2002 with an emphasis on methodological rigour and uniformity (Heath et al.

The ESS has regular rounds of data collection at 2-years intervals, with each round involving
cross-sectional samples in each nation, where the populations are defined as all persons 15 years or
older resident in private households, regardless of nationality (Lynn et al. 2007: 109). For more on
the ESS, see www.europeansocialsurvey.org.
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2005: 310). The first round includes twenty-two countries (the then fifteen
member states of the EU plus the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia,
Israel, Norway, and Switzerland). Even if this survey is limited to European
countries, it represents the best available option to study cross-sectional
differences in political participation since the alternatives suffer from serious
defects.34 Most importantly, it includes a broad variety of indicators on political
participation, as shown in table 2.1.
There are a number of potential sources of errors when doing comparative
survey research. Errors may be purely random or systematic, and whereas the
presence of random errors does not necessarily cause faulty estimates (since the
errors are expected to even out), four sources of systematic error may produce
biased estimates (Braun 2003: 135-136): sampling error, coverage error,
nonresponse error, and measurement error. These four sources of error and their
likely implications are discussed below.
Sampling error refers to the different strategies available for selecting a sample
representative of the general population. Ideally, a sample should be drawn
randomly but as this is often unattainable in practice, it is frequently necessary to
use different techniques for selecting respondents. The ESS uses systematic
random sampling in all countries, where neither quota sampling nor any form of
substitution of non-responding households or individuals (whether „refusals‟ or
„non-contacts‟) was allowed.35 According to the review of the first round, the ESS
was the first cross-national survey succeeding in achieving random samples in all
countries (Bethlehem et al. 2008: 17). Hence, this potential source of error is not
a problem in this case.
Coverage errors concern discrepancies between sample survey results and results
of a full enumeration of the population under study arising from segments of the
population not being covered by the sampling frame (Heath et al. 2005: 315).
Other possible sources of data include the World Values Survey (WVS), which also includes
countries outside of Europe. However, this has relatively few indicators on political participation
that have been asked in all relevant countries. In addition, the phrasings of the questions on
participation do not include time frames and it is therefore not possible to establish when the
activity took place. This makes it obvious that participation will grow during the life cycle, not
because people are more active, but because older people have had more possibilities to participate
(Gallego 2007). Another possible source is the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP).
Nonetheless, this is more of a collaboration than a truly cross-national survey and includes a
number of methodological problems (Davis and Jowell 1989: 3; Kish 1994: 178; Jowell 1998).
35 Although in exceptional circumstances replacement was permitted at the first stage of sampling
(Lynn et al. 2007: 111).
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Ideally, the sample should consist of a miniature of the population, where each
unit has a nonzero chance of being excluded (Braun 2003: 136). The most
important sources of error are the sources samples are drawn from and the
method of data collection. The quality of the available sources differed from
nations with reliable lists of resident such as Denmark to nations without reliable
or available lists such as Portugal and Greece (Lynn et al. 2007: 110).
Various methods were used to achieve the goal of minimal bias from this source
of error (see Lynn et al. 2007: 110-11). The method of data collection was faceto-face personal interviews, which is generally considered superior for this sort of
endeavour, even if it exacerbates some potential errors such as interviewer effect
(Groves 1989). Despite the efforts, the ESS did not fulfil the ideal of a miniature
population. To ensure that the samples reflect the populations more adequately, it
is necessary to weight the data. There are two weights in the ESS: a design weight
correcting for underrepresentation of certain population segments in the sample,
and a population weight correcting population sizes. The study here mainly uses
the design weight, which adjusts for certain segments being overrepresented. The
populations are representatives for different contexts, not the countries, and
therefore a Luxembourgian respondent should count as much as a German
respondent, making it inappropriate to give them different weights.
Nonresponse error occurs when the net sample does not include all members of
the gross sample (Braun 2003: 138). The increasing rates of nonresponse in
affluent urbanised societies have become a major worry for surveys (Heath et al.
2005: 316). The ESS set ambitious targets of response rates of 70% in all
countries, but this was not achieved in several countries (Bethlehem et al. 2008:
17), since the response rates vary from a low of 33% in Switzerland to 79.6% in
Greece, with an average of about 60.5%. Therefore, despite the efforts to
increase the rates of response, there is a potential lack of bias from this error
source.
A related problem concerns missing values, which involves the recurring problem
in surveys that respondents do not fill in one or more questions in the survey.
This can be due to various reasons, simple mistakes, deliberate planning of the
survey, and – more seriously – due to the respondent refusing to answer because
the question is considered controversial or sensitive to answer.36 The best
Missing data can be divided into Missing Completely at Random (MCAR), when missing values
are distributed randomly across all observations, Missing at Random (MAR), where missing values
36
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solution to the problem of missing data is not to have any (Allison 2001), but
alternative methods exist to cope with the problem. Listwise deletion has been
the most common way to deal with missing values. This method deletes all cases
with missing values from the data used to perform the estimations, and is a
convenient way to deal with this problem. According to Garson (2009), it is
generally considered harmless to use this method when the percentage is lower
than 5%. There are more advanced techniques for dealing with the problem of
missing data such as multiple imputation of data (King et al. 1998), but these
techniques also suffer from potential flaws (Allison 2000). Accordingly, the
choice of how to deal with this problem should be based on a consideration of
possible pros and cons. Table 2.4 presents the variable to be included in the
analysis and the percentages of missing data in the observed data.

Table 2.4 Variables and missing data percentages
Variable

Valid n

Missing

% missing

Age

35438

246

0.69

Gender

35640

44

0.12

Education

33206

2478

6.94

Marital status

35357

327

0.92

Place of living

35511

173

0.49

Religiosity

35471

213

0.60

Political interest

35571

113

0.32

Party identification

34862

822

2.30

Exposure to news

35231

454

1.27

Internal efficacy

34621

1063

2.98

External efficacy

35058

626

1.76

Trust parliament

34385

1299

3.64

Trust politicians

35006

679

1.90

Satisfaction democracy

34281

1403

3.93

Social trust

35216

468

1.31

Ideology

31549

4135

11.59

Ideological extremism

31549

4135

11.59

Leisure associational involvement

33645

2039

5.72

Interest associational involvement

33645

2039

5.72

Valid n listwise

24585

Note: Data weighted with design weight. The total number of respondents is 35684.

are not randomly distributed across all observations but are randomly distributed within one or
more subsamples, and Not Missing at Random (MNAR) (Garson 2009). MNAR presents the more
problematic case, as it is not possible to predict the missing values from the variables in the model.
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As the table shows, the shares of missing data are well below 5% for most
variables, indicating the problem to be of limited concern. Nevertheless, a few
exceptions appear ominous. This is most clearly the case for the ideological
measures with a percentage of about 11.6% missing values. However, this
percentage is relatively low for this type of measure in survey research (Converse
2007: 146). Additionally, since the missing data is spread evenly across countries,
it is unlikely to bias inferences about the effect across countries. The higher
percentages of missing values for education and the forms of associational
involvement are caused by these questions not being asked in certain countries
rather than unknown segments choosing not to answer. Therefore, the missing
values do not necessarily bias the results, even if it has the unfortunate
consequence of excluding certain countries from some analyses. As the problem
with missing data appears limited, listwise deletion will be used to exclude
respondents with missing values since this is the simpler option.37
The final source of error – measurement error or the discrepancy between
respondent‟s attributes and their survey responses (Heath et al. 2005: 318) – is a
particular challenge when it comes to cross-national surveys. The ESS made great
efforts to ensure comparable results, and even though the objective of achieving
perfect “data comparability” was not achieved, the referee panel believed that the
efforts were laudable (Bethlehem et al. 2008: 9-13).
Nonetheless, it may be questioned whether it is possible to measure the extent of
political participation adequately in surveys (Nie et al. 1969; van Deth 1986;
Brady 1999). Many activities are episodic and irregular, which means that asking
respondents about their political activities places strong demands on them (Brady
1999: 741-743). Different measures face different problems in this regard. For
example, differences exist among countries in the meaning of a relatively
straightforward concept such as party membership, whereas respondents may be
unwilling to concede to participation in illegal activities. Both problems may
cause wrong estimates of the actual level of participation.38 New forms of
engagement such as political consumerism have also presented difficulties in
Test runs with imputed data do not lead to any noteworthy changes in the results, suggesting that
this choice does not affect the inferences drawn from the data.
38 See Brady 1999: 766-782 for a detailed discussion of the difficulties associated with these
measures.
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survey research (Micheletti 2003; Stolle et al. 2005; Micheletti et al. 2004). Stolle et
al. (2005) maintain that it is possible to study political consumerism through
survey methods, but also note the need to use complicated indicators, especially
when it comes to the frequency of the activities. It is doubtful whether the
frequency entailed in the ESS of at least once within the last year qualifies as
regular rather than occasional involvement, as the definition of political
consumerism specifies (Stolle et al. 2005: 255). This leads to a risk of
overestimating the extent of involvement.
Another problem concerns the social desirability bias caused by respondents
being unwilling to admit not behaving in a socially approved manner like living
up to the norms of active citizenship. This effect may be accentuated by using
personally interviews for data collection and it can result in an overestimation of
the actual level of participation (Presser and Stinson 1998; Presser and Traugott
1992). However, Verba et al. (1995: 615-617) contend that over-reporters look a
lot like truthful reporters, meaning the problem might be negligible, an assertion
also suggested by Brady (1999: 794). Either way, it is important to be aware of
these potential sources of bias.
The ESS has aimed to diminish the potential sources of errors, and even if it falls
short in some respects, it currently represents the best available source of data
when it comes to studying cross-national differences in political participation.
Nonetheless, it is prudent to be careful when drawing conclusion based on crossnational survey data without sound knowledge, not only about the methods
employed in gathering data, but also the social structure and history of the
countries (Jowell 1998).
Following this outline of the research design, the subsequent chapter outlines
how political participation has developed in the established democracies in
Europe.
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3 Political Participation: Developments in Citizen
Engagement
This chapter introduces the developments in political participation that has
occurred in Western Europe. This first involves examining the expansion in
activities considered acts of political participation and establishing how these
activities differ from each other. In the section following this, there is a
presentation of the empirical developments in the popularity of these acts and an
assessment of the current situation, before turning to explanations for political
participation emphasising individual characteristics in the final section in this
chapter.

3.1

Developments in forms of participation

The comparative study of political participation traditionally takes as its point of
departure the time following the Second World War. Although citizens also acted
politically before this, there are valid reasons for this demarcation. For one, there
is a paucity of comparable data for the previous period, which impairs the
possibility to study the topic. Secondly, and more substantially, participation
before this frequently concerned a struggle to attain basic political and civil rights.
For this reason, participation was a different phenomenon from the one we find
presently in the established democracies where these rights are per definition
accorded to all citizens and largely taken for granted.
Even in this relatively short period, political activism39 has morphed into new
shapes and sizes and the number of activities under scrutiny has broadened
considerably. Political participation was initially equated with voting, since this
was how ordinary citizens were involved in political matters in representative
democracies (Milbrath 1965; Lazarsfeld et al. 1944; Berelson et al. 1954).
However, the field of research soon abolished the narrow focus on electoral
activities and gave attention to activities in-between elections such as contacting
and involvement in political parties (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978). This
I here use activism and participation interchangeably to refer to engagement in any of the
activities under scrutiny, although others have used activism to refer to demanding and extremist
activities to distinguish them from relatively undemanding forms of mainstream political
participation (Jordan 2002).
39
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entailed a substantial expansion of the range of activities under consideration, but
the study was still confined to activities occupying legitimate channels of
influence within the institutional frameworks of the representative democracy.
The study of political participation has expanded even further to include activities
outside the formal political system. As Rosanvallon (2008: 290) observes,
democratic activity is not confined to the electoral-representative dimension, but
includes a range of practices by which society exerts pressure on its rulers.
Accordingly, it was acknowledged that activities outside of the formal political
system could also be considered acts of political participation. This was strongly
influenced by the findings from the influential Political Action-study (Barnes,
Kaase et al. 1979). In this work, the multiple authors introduced a distinction
between conventional and unconventional or protest activities such as
demonstrations and signing petitions (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979: 86). Before,
scholars generally regarded protest activities as irrational outbursts reflecting the
immaturity of the populace and even a threat to the survival of the representative
democratic systems (Le Bon 1896; Kornhauser 1959; Gurr 1970; Crozier et al.
1975). Contrary to this, the Political Action-study argued convincingly that these
activities constituted an addition to the political repertoire of political activists.
Today, these activities are popular forms of political engagement among sizeable
segments of the citizenry (Norris 2002; Norris et al. 2005; Van Aelst and
Walgrave 2001).40
The expansion in the political repertoire has also included involvement in new
social movements (NSM) and lifestyle politics – frequently epitomised by political
consumerism. To consider these activities forms of political participation was
contentious due to the important differences from more traditional forms of
engagement. Consequently, this expansion has not been without its critics (van
Deth 2001), and some studies still exclusively focus on more traditional activities
placed firmly within the political sphere (Verba et al. 1995; Macedo et al. 2005).
Nonetheless, current studies of the topic do regard these activities as forms of
participation (van Deth et al. 2007). As noted by Rosanvallon (2008: 19),
democratic citizenship has changed in nature, and there has been a diversification
of the range, forms, and targets of political expression. NSM cover a range of
new forms of political organisations differing from the traditional forms of
As these activities are not unconventional in the sense of being infrequent, it is more appropriate
to distinguish between actions that work from within or outside the established system or
institutionalised and non-institutionalised forms of participation (van Deth 1986; Marien et al.
2009).
40
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political organisation such as political parties and trade unions (Offe 1985;
Koopmans et al. 1995; Kriesi et al. 1995; della Porta and Diani 2006; Morales
2009). Even if it is sometimes unclear exactly what is new about these
movements, they tend to be less hierarchical and more informal networks
mobilising citizens in single issues without offering a coherent ideological
framework or seeking representation in formal democratic institutions (Morales
2009: 26-27).
The nature of political participation has also changed with the advent of lifestyle
politics, where citizens express their political preferences in their everyday practices
(Bennett 1998). A prominent example of this form of engagement is ethical or
political consumerism (Micheletti 2003; Micheletti et al. 2004; Stolle et al. 2005;
Soper and Trentmann 2008). Political consumerism typically refers to activities
such as boycotting products or deliberately buying certain products – known as
buycotting – out of political or ethical concerns.
These activities differ from previous forms of engagement in two important
ways. The first concerns the purpose of the activity in question. Following
Hirschman (1970), a distinction can be made between „exit‟ and „voice‟ (Teorell et
al. 2007: 341). Voice concerns actions aiming to influence decisions by working
within the system and improve the status quo, whereas exit refers to withdrawing
from the existing alternatives to signal discontent. The second difference
concerns the distinction between collectivist and individualised collective action
(Micheletti 2003: 28). The new forms of engagement are individualised collective
actions, where citizens engaged in these activities create their own political spaces
by framing their own aims and channels for political action instead of seeking
prefabricated political homes. Even though it is still necessary to involve a high
number of citizens for an action to be effective, it is in principle free for everyone
to express their political preferences how they see fit.
As this discussion makes clear, the diversification of political participation has
resulted in at least three elements determining how far removed a political activity
is from the core of the political sphere. These are:
1) Whether the activity takes place inside or outside the formal political system
2) Whether the activity expresses an exit or voice strategy
3) Whether the activity is collectivist or individualised collective action
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This calls attention to the substantial differences between acts of participation in
their relation to the formal political sphere. Some activities, here most distinctly
represented by involvement in political parties, are intrinsically linked to the
functioning of representative democracies. Other activities, such as illegal protest
and consumerism, are less intimately linked to the functioning of the
representative democracy, but have nonetheless become channels through which
citizens vent their political preferences. These activities are not any less political,
but their connection to the institutional structures differ, since they do not
operate within the formal system nor do they necessarily aim to influence the
actors residing within the system. This may well mean that the institutional
structure of the political system has different implications for these different
forms of participation. The indicators presented in table 2.1 are used to examine
these relationships. Table 3.1 below presents descriptive information on the
distribution of the variables.

Table 3.1 Descriptive statistics for dependent variables
Variable

Countries

n

Mean

St.d.

Min.

Max.

Boycott

18

35411

0.19

0.39

0.00

1.00

Buycott

18

35418

0.29

0.45

0.00

1.00

Contacting

18

35528

0.17

0.37

0.00

1.00

Donate money

18

35486

0.09

0.28

0.00

1.00

Illegal protest activities

18

35478

0.01

0.11

0.00

1.00

lawful demonstration

18

35491

0.09

0.28

0.00

1.00

Sign petition

18

35416

0.27

0.44

0.00

1.00

Worn campaign badge/sticker

18

35490

0.09

0.29

0.00

1.00

Work other organisation

18

35498

0.17

0.37

0.00

1.00

Work political party/action
group

18

35540

0.05

0.22

0.00

1.00

Environmental etc.: member

17

33645

0.07

0.25

0.00

1.00

Humanitarian organisation.:
member

17

33645

0.06

0.25

0.00

1.00

Political party: member

17

33645

0.06

0.23

0.00

1.00

Political party: participated

17

33645

0.02

0.15

0.00

1.00

Political party: donated money

17

33645

0.01

0.12

0.00

1.00

Political party: voluntary work

17

33645

0.01

0.11

0.00

1.00

Note: Data weighted with design weight. The questions on associational involvement were not asked in Switzerland. For
phrasings of the questions, see table 2.1
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The indicators for political participation are all dichotomous variables. For the
different acts of political participation, „1‟ indicates that a respondent has
performed the action in question during the last 12 months. For involvement in
political organisations, membership in humanitarian organisations and
environmental organisation are both coded with „1‟ for membership, and for the
various forms of involvement in political parties, „1‟ indicates that the respondent
has performed them during the preceding 12 months.

3.2

Developments in the popularity of the acts

It is not just scholarly awareness that has evolved; the popularity of the activities
has also changed over time. Several studies have found diminishing voter turnout
in the established democracies (Franklin 2004) and a lack of interest in other
traditional forms of political participation (Putnam 2000). The implications of this
development are controversial. Some see it as a potential threat to the legitimacy
of the representative democratic systems (Putnam 2000; Macedo et al. 2005;
Stoker 2006; Hay 2007), whereas others maintain that what is happening is not a
uniform decline in civic engagement, but a transformation in the forms of civic
engagement (Schudson 1996; Bennett 1998; Norris 2002; Stolle and Hooghe
2004; Dalton 2006, 2008; Rosanvallon 2008).41
There are few reliable sources on developments in political participation over
time in a comparative perspective. The best available data is the Political Action
survey combined with WVS. This data series goes back to the early 1970s, and
gives a rough indication of what has happened since then. Table 3.2 displays the
results for the countries included in the original Political Action-survey.42
Since the questions in the Political Action study/WVS do not include a reference
to when the activity was performed, a cumulative effect can be expected over
time. Nevertheless, the figures indicate substantial developments in the popularity
of the activities.
This dispute is rooted in the conceptual disagreements over the proper definition of what
activities constitute proper political participation, and demonstrate why it is important to find
common ground on the conceptual framework for the study of participation.
42 Only five countries were included in the Political Action study by Barnes, Kaase et al. (1979), but
the survey was carried out in eight nations between 1973 and 1976: Great Britain, West Germany,
the Netherlands, Austria, the United States, Italy, Switzerland, and Finland.
41
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Table 3.2 Percentages performed selected activities and countries, 1974-2002
1974 Political
Action

1981 WVS

1990 WVS

1995/97 WVS

1999/00 WVS

Germany (West)

5.7

8.1

7.6

8.6

3.1

United Kingdom

4.4

4.6

5.0

…

2.6

The Netherlands

5.0

7.6

10.1

…

9.3

Austria

15.6

…

…

…

…

Italy

5.6

6.4

5.3

…

4.1

Switzerland

6.7

…

9.0

16.9

…

Finland

7.9

3.2

…

9.8

6.1

Germany (West)

30.5

47.4

57.0

65.9

47.0

United Kingdom

22.2

63.3

75.3

57.6

80.7

The Netherlands

20.9

35.1

50.9

…

61.4

Austria

34.2

…

…

…

…

Italy

9.9

42.1

48.1

…

54.6

Switzerland

44.3

…

63.3

68.0

…

Finland

18.7

29.8

…

39.2

50.8

Germany (West)

8.5

14.7

21.0

25.7

21.7

United Kingdom

5.6

6.9

10.0

…

13.3

The Netherlands

7.0

12.6

25.3

…

32.3

Austria

6.2

…

…

…

…

Italy

16.7

26.7

36.0

…

34.8

Switzerland

8.0

…

16.0

17.3

…

Finland

5.7

14.4

…

12.8

14.8

Germany (West)

0.2

1.5

1.1

2.3

0.8

United Kingdom

0.8

2.5

2.4

…

2.1

The Netherlands

1.5

2.4

3.2

…

5.4

Austria

…

…

…

…

…

Italy

4.3

5.8

7.6

…

8.0

Activity
Member of party

Sign petition

Demonstration

Occupy buildings

Switzerland

…

…

…

…

…

Finland

0.0

0.7

…

0.5

0.1

Germany (West)

4.3

7.5

10.4

18.1

10.2

United Kingdom

5.3

7.2

13.8

…

16.6

The Netherlands

5.2

6.5

8.5

…

21.9

Austria

2.1

…

…

…

…

Italy

0.8

6.0

10.9

…

10.3

Switzerland

4.4

…

…

…

…

Finland

1.1

8.5

…

12.2

15.2

Boycott

Source: Stolle and Hooghe 2004.
Note: The phrasings for the questions on party membership differ somewhat between the WVS and the Political action
surveys.
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In most countries, there has been a slight decline in traditional participation –
here represented by party membership – except for Switzerland. This decline is
compensated by an increased engagement in activities outside the established
system, especially more peaceful ones such as signing a petition – the most
popular activity in most countries in 2002 – and taking part in demonstrations,
which has been growing in popularity during this period. The more radical
measures represented by occupying buildings are less widespread, with the
possible exception of Italy, where 8% of the respondents have done so. Taking
part in boycotts of products has also gained in popularity, indicating the increased
popularity of political consumerism. Overall, there is no uniform tendency for a
decline in political participation over time in the countries presented here.
Instead, the popularity of the activities differs over time, which indicates a
transformation in political participation.
Moving on to the current situation, the data from the ESS shown in table 3.3
show a similar pattern. Among the least popular activities in most countries is
involvement in activities associated with political parties. Even if activities such as
contacting remain popular in many countries, the overall result corroborates the
previous finding. Citizens are less eager to be involved in the political activities
most directly associated with the representative democracy. Instead, they find
alternative channels to vent their political preferences further removed from the
formal political sphere.
The most popular activities are the ones requiring little effort on behalf of the
participants, such as signing a petition, but more demanding activities in terms of
time, for example demonstrations, are also popular in many countries. Political
consumerism in the form of boycotting and buycotting also attract large
segments of the populations in most countries.
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Table 3.3 Percentages performed political activities last 12 months
Member
Environmental etc.
Member
Humanitarian etc.

Boycott

Buycott

Illegal protest

Lawful demonstration

Sign petition

Worn campaign
badge/ sticker
Work other
association

Donate money

Voluntary work

Contacting

Donate money

AT

11.4 5.2

3.2

2.2 10.3 18.5 11.4 19.1 7.9 27.3 9.6

1.3 29.7 21.5 8.3 13.1

BE

6.4

3.2

1.1

2.0

5.4 17.8 9.5 23.2 7.4 33.9 8.4

2.4 27.0 12.8 6.5

DK

6.2

2.6

1.5

1.3

4.1 17.9 9.1 17.3 5.1 28.2 8.3

1.1 43.8 22.9 11.4 12.4

FI

6.2

1.7

0.4

0.5

3.5 24.4 6.9 30.7 15.7 24.0 2.0

0.3 41.8 26.8 3.8

2.2

FR

2.0

1.7

1.1

0.9

4.9 17.6 2.9 17.6 11.5 34.8 17.9 2.6 28.0 26.6 5.5

5.0

DE

3.3

3.5

1.4

2.1

3.9 12.8 9.2 17.8 5.8 30.4 10.6 1.1 39.2 26.1 5.8

6.2

GR

4.0

1.9

1.1

1.2

4.8 14.6 2.3

1.0

1.4

IE

3.8

1.5

3.2

1.2

4.7 22.1 10.5 13.8 9.4 27.6 7.1

0.8 24.6 13.6 4.7

4.3

IL

8.4

1.6

0.7

0.6

5.7 12.7 12.3 7.4 11.9 18.4 9.9

1.4 17.7 15.0 2.8

3.5

IT

3.1

1.7

0.2

0.6

3.0 12.1 3.1

LU

6.3

1.2

1.2

0.6

3.7 18.4 15.0 16.4 5.2 28.9 20.9 3.5 30.0 15.9 9.3 14.2

NL

4.6

1.7

2.1

0.9

3.3 14.4 7.9 23.1 3.8 22.4 2.9

0.4 25.7 10.4 7.9 20.1

NO

8.7

3.3

1.2

2.4

9.4 23.9 11.5 28.1 22.8 37.3 9.0

0.8 36.7 20.3 16.7 5.1

PT

4.0

1.9

0.7

0.7

4.2 12.3 3.9

0.3

3.4

1.9

1.1

ES

2.8

1.9

0.6

0.8

6.1 12.0 5.3 16.7 9.8 24.2 17.5 1.7 11.6 8.0

4.0

1.8

SE

8.4

3.5

1.8

2.1

5.0 16.5 6.5 24.6 10.7 40.8 6.4

0.8 55.1 32.5 13.5 6.9

Country

Participate

Member

Work political party/
action group

Political party

5.7

7.6

4.2

2.7

4.7

4.5

1.5

7.3 17.4 11.0 1.8

6.5

7.3

4.3

6.6

6.6

6.9

8.5

7.6

4.5

7.7

2.8

CH

…

…

…

…

7.8 17.4 18.1 17.3 9.4 39.3 7.9

1.9 44.6 31.4

…

…

UK

2.7

0.8

1.5

0.5

3.4 18.1 7.8

9.8 40.0 4.4

0.8 32.3 26.1 3.6

5.8

AV

5.1

2.1

1.2

1.2

4.9 16.8 8.3 16.5 9.1 27.0 9.0

1.4 28.1 18.1 6.4

6.3

9.2

Note: Data weighted with design weight. Average score is unweighted averages of country scores. The highest percentage of
participation for each activity is bolded while the lowest is in italics.

The ESS snapshot from 2002 sustains the trends found in the WVS. The
activities more closely connected with formal representative structures – here
epitomised by party activities – have lost in popularity. They have been
supplanted with other activities less closely connected to the formal institutions,
which nonetheless provide effective outlets for citizens. This underlines why it is
important to include different forms of participation when studying political
participation. The popularity of the activities included under this label differs
widely over place and time, and only studying a subgroup runs the risk of drawing
wrong conclusions about the development in the phenomenon as a whole.
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The results show a substantial development in how citizens participate in political
affairs, leading to a diversification of political expressions, rather than a decline in
civic engagement. Political parties still occupy a central role in representative
democracies and may still be indispensable to the proper functioning of
representative democracy (White and Ypi 2010), but they are not the only link
between citizens and representatives, nor necessarily the most important one in
pure quantitative terms. A rise in participation in alternative forms of political
mobilisation counters the apparent drop in participation in traditional activities
(Dalton 2006: 73; Stolle and Hooghe 2004). Despite these similarities in the
trends over time, noticeable differences in the popularity of the activities remain
among the countries. It has been one of the primary concerns of the literature on
political participation to explain these cross-national differences in participation.

3.3

Explanations for political participation

A number of explanations purport to account for political participation. As
explained in ch. 2.2, most potential macrolevel explanations can be disregarded as
explanatory factors and the macrolevel factors considered are therefore restricted
to political institutions, which are the topic for the following chapter.
Accordingly, the focus is here on individual characteristics as explanations for
political participation.
There are different ways to categorise the microlevel theories of political
participation. Nonetheless, it is possible to distinguish three groups of theories
that are persistent in the literature, albeit with somewhat different labels (Verba et
al. 1995, Norris 2002): socio-demographic43 resources, political integration and
values, and associational involvement. These factors may either be thought of as
individual characteristics of the participants or motivations for participation. This
difference in terminology is connected to the two approaches to the study of
political participation, where these factors play slightly different roles, as outlined
in the analytical chapters. The following presents the three categories in more
detail.

I here prefer socio-demographic to the more common socio-economic resources to point out the
diversity in the factors included here.
43
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3.3.1 Socio-demographic resources
Socio-demographic resources have frequently been found to affect the inclination
to participate (Milbrath 1965; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978; Barnes,
Kaase et al. 1979). When it comes to the relationship between political
participation and socio-demographic resources, important contributions have
been made by Sidney Verba together with various collaborators during the 1990s
and 2000s (Verba et al. 1995, Brady et al. 1995, Schlozman et al. 1999, Burns et al.
2001, Verba 2003). In Voice and Equality (Verba et al. 1995), the authors examine
the root causes of participation and the consequences of inequality in
participation in the USA. The authors go beyond the traditional socio-economic
resources-model and present their Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) to explain
how socio-economic position is linked to political participation (Verba et al.
1995: 19-21). CVM combines three groups of explanatory theories similar to the
ones used here in a common framework under the labels of resources,
engagement, and recruitment. However, the authors grant primacy to the status
of socio-economic resources, which they see as the root cause of participation,
whereas the other factors contribute to the understanding of how these resources
produce inequalities in participation. In effect, they claim differences in socioeconomic resources to be the central explanation for differences in participation,
whereas the other causal links are spurious, a claim also advanced by Armingeon
(2007).
This group of variables addresses the central question of democratic equality and
the legitimacy of participation. As Schattschneider (1960) famously noted, “the
flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent,”
expressing the belief that active citizens tend to be from a privileged upper class.
Work that is more recent has replicated this distortion (Parry et al. 1992; Verba et
al. 1995; Teorell; Galego 2007; Sum and Tobiasen 2007). Lijphart (1997b) sees
inequalities in participation as an unresolved dilemma for democracy since it
weakens the equality of citizens.
Due to the disproportionate representation of privileged citizens, activism may
distort the information channelled to the political decision-makers and may
therefore be considered a threat to the equal protection of interests (See Verba
2003: 671-672, Schlozman et al. 1999). Non-participation due to a lack of
resources is normally considered a greater violation of democratic values, since it
violates the democratic principle of equal voice, which is not the case for the
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individual choice not to participate due to a lack of interest (Verba 2003). On the
other hand, the dream of political equality could turn out to be a nightmare, since
“the educated are better social scientists and more democratic moral reasoners. They are not only
more active; they are better citizens” (ibid.: 669). Consequently, greater equality in
participation may not necessarily lead to more influence and may even constitute
a de-skilling of political activists (Topf 1995: 71).
Furthermore, the impact of having a high socio-economic status may differ for
different forms of participation. Protest was previously held to be the political
tools of the marginalised in society (Le Bon 1895; Gurr 1970). Contrary to this,
Barnes, Kaase et al. (1979: 171-184) found that citizens with the highest
education were more likely to be politically active in all forms of participation
including protest. New research suggests that protesters have become normalised,
meaning their socio-economic profile is similar to participants in traditional
activities (van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). Nonetheless, some differences may
persist. Whereas women are generally considered to be less active in traditional
forms of politics (Burns et al. 2001), new forms of engagement such as political
consumerism has often been considered more women-friendly form of
participation (Stolle et al. 2005; Micheletti 2004), and a similar pattern is found
for non-institutionalised forms of engagement more generally by Marien et al.
(2009).
Different factors are included under this label. Age has frequently been found to
have a significant impact on the propensity to be politically active. The link is
frequently contended to be curvilinear, since younger and older citizens tend to
participate less and middle-aged the most, a pattern typically linked to life-cycle
determinants (Gallego 2007: 7; Morales 2009: 76; Verba et al. 1978).44 However,
this become more complicated for alternative forms of participation since studies
frequently find young citizens to be more inclined to protest (Dalton 2006: 70;
Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979; Norris et al. 2005; Bloemraad and Troest 2008).
The propensity to take active part in political affairs is also affected by gender.
Despite more opportunities exist for women to be politically active since the
introduction of the suffrage to women in most established democracies in the
It has been argued that the differences are related to a cohort effect or are related to certain
periods (Morales 2009: 76-77; Dalton 2008; Inglehart 1997; Jankowski and Strate 1995). Age is
simultaneously connected to a number of other factors such as education and income, which may
mean that the net effect is less dramatic than it may appear (Woshinsky 2008: 128-130).
44
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early 20th century, substantial differences persist in the inclination to be politically
active (Verba et al. 1978; Burns et al. 2001; Norris and Inglehart 2003; Norris et
al. 2004). This difference is to some extent explained by differences in the
distribution of socio-economic resources, but cultural values also contribute by
fostering a view of the female role as incompatible with an active role in politics
(Dalton 2006: 51). Some newer forms of participation, most notably political
consumption, may counter the male dominance in political participation by
representing women-friendly forms of political participation (Stolle et al. 2005;
Micheletti 2003).
Education is imperative for teaching citizens many of the skills necessary for taking
political action and improve the social status of the individual (Verba et al. 1978:
66-69; Verba et al. 1995; Milner 2002; Woshinsky 2008: 89), and has been
regarded as one of the best predictors of political participation (Norris 2002: 29).
Furthermore, the effect is typically found to be positive regardless of whether the
study concerns traditional forms of participation (Verba et al. 1978), involvement
in political organisations (Morales 2009: 104), or new forms of participation such
as political consumerism (Micheletti et al. 2003; Armingeon 2007: 378).
Nevertheless, it has been contended that education enhances participation in
direct forms of involvement more drastically (Dalton 2008).45
Besides these three central characteristics (Marien et al. 2009), a number of other
socio-demographic factors help explain differences in participation. Marital status
may influence the inclination to be active, since conventional ties to society help
develop social awareness and involvement (Booth and Babchuk 1969; Woshinsky
2008: 95). Nevertheless, the effect of marriage may differ dependent on gender,
since marriage can limit the propensity to be active for women (Parry et al. 1992:
148). The place of living may also influence the propensity to be active, although the
effect is subject to debate (Verba et al. 1978; Parry et al. 1992). What Verba and
Nie (1972: ch. 13) term the mobilisation model and associate with (Milbrath
1965) predicts higher levels of participation in more urban settings, since people

Income is also frequently argued to influence participation, since individuals with higher incomes
can more easily perform certain political acts such as donating and be members of several political
organisations simultaneously (Morales 2009: 74). However, there is a close affiliation with
education, and it has been debated which of the two has the most significant causal influence
(Verba et al. 1978; Verba et al. 1995: ch. 7; Norris 2002). Additionally, there are serious defects in
the data material due to missing values. Not only is data completely missing from France, the rates
of unwillingness to answer are very high. For this reason, income has not been included as an
explanatory factor in the analyses.
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living in urban areas have more interaction with other people and are therefore
more likely to develop traits facilitating participation. Opposed to this, the
decline-of-community model predicts that living in smaller societies enhances
participation, since citizens are personally acquainted with how the relatively
uncomplicated political entities functions, whereas the more impersonal style of
politics in larger units discourages participation (Verba and Nie 1972: 231).
As a final factor, religiosity can affect the tendency to become politically active
(Norris and Inglehart 2003; Norris 2002: 177-181; Woshinsky 2008: 92; Campbell
2004; Driskell et al. 2008).46 Religious sentiments can serve as a spark plug for
participation for various reasons, including frequent interaction with people of
similar beliefs and strong opinions on specific issues. Norris (2002: 185) finds
religious attendance to be positively related to such forms of participation as
voting turnout, party membership, and civic activism, whereas a negative
correlation is found for protest. Table 3.4 displays descriptive information on the
included variables under this header.

Table 3.4 Descriptive statistics for socio-demographic variables
Variable

Countries

n

Mean

St.d.

Min.

Max.

Age

18

35438

0.41

0.16

0.12

1.00

Gender

18

35640

0.48

0.50

0.00

1.00

Education*

17

33206

0.48

0.25

0.00

1.00

Marital status

18

35357

0.64

0.48

0.00

1.00

Place of living

18

35511

0.51

0.30

0.00

1.00

Religiosity

18

35471

0.50

0.29

0.00

1.00

Note: Data weighted with design weight. * The question on education was not asked in Austria.

For details on the coding, see appendix 2.

Although opinions differ as to whether it is church attendance or religiosity that is the driving
force (Morales 2009), and denomination has also been argued to matter (Putnam 1993). As
membership of religious groups forms part of the associational activities, this indicator is restricted
to religiosity regardless of denomination, as the study takes place in a predominantly JudaicChristian setting.
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3.3.2 Political integration and values
The second group of variables involves two sets of variables: political integration,
or the psychological involvement in political affairs, and political values, which
concern attitudes towards the existing system and society as well as political
attitudes more generally. Since both concern psychological predispositions, they
are treated under the same header, although they might have different
implications for participation.
It is not always straightforward to settle the direction of causality for these
attitudinal factors, as participation can be argued to enhance political integration
and vice versa (Dalton 2006: 51, Verba et al. 1995: 276-279). For examples, Morrell
(2005) examines the effect of participation in political deliberation on political
efficacy, and Finkel (1985, 1987) finds participation to have positive
consequences for feelings of political efficacy. In addition, there are complicated
connections between many of the explanatory factors that it is not possible to
untangle satisfactorily in this work. To disentangle this relationship is beyond the
aspirations of this study. The close proximity also means that these are less
interesting as potential explanations (Verba et al. 1995: 279). Nonetheless, it is of
interest to examine whether participants in different forms of participation have
different characteristics and how the institutional structure affects the
implications of psychological involvement and values.
Political integration includes factors gauging the extent to which the individual is
psychologically involved in political matters, such as political interest, efficacy,
and party identification. It is generally held that low political integration is
associated with low political participation (Milbrath 1965; Norris 2002;
Woshinsky 2008). Nonetheless, the exact implications may well depend on the
form of participation, since the increased participation in new forms of
participation is frequently linked to a lack of integration within the formal
political system (Inglehart 1997; Tarrow 2000). Contrary to this, some contend
that participation in non-institutionalised activities is not necessarily a sign of
alienation (van Aelst and Walgrave 2001; Norris 2002). Furthermore, there may
be differences for the different factors included under this umbrella term.
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A positive relationship between political interest and participation has been found in
numerous studies (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978; Verba et al. 1995; Parry
et al. 1992). This is hardly surprising given the reciprocal relationship existing
between the two, since political participation may in turn increase levels of
political interest as well, creating a mutually reinforcing affiliation.
Party identification expresses a psychological identification with a political party
distinct from a voter preference, since a person may vote for one party but still be
psychologically attached to another party (Campbell et al. 1960; Budge et al. 1976;
Franklin and Jackson 1983; Dalton and Wattenberg 2000). It has been contended
that this concept does not work well in multiparty systems (Budge et al. 1976),
but the emotional attachments between the political parties and citizens have
likely consequences for the propensity to participate, especially in activities within
political parties, but also other forms of participation (Finkel and Opp 1991).
Party identification helps make politics more “user-friendly” (Dalton 2006: 185),
and thus helps make it easier for the individual to get involved in political issues.
This effect is likely to be particularly pronounced for more traditional forms of
participation, whereas the more issue-oriented and non-institutionalised forms of
participation have been linked to a weakening of party partisanship (Dalton 2006:
191-192).
Exposure to news about politics in various media is an important indicator for how
engaged the individual is in the political sphere. The media and especially
television has been blamed for much of malaise affecting established democracies
(Postman 1985; Patterson 1993; Fallows 1996, Putnam 2000). However, Norris
(2000) qualifies this statement, since she finds watching television entertainment
to be associated with apathy whereas watching news strengthens political
engagement. As noted by Badescu and Neller (2007: 162), media news exposure
helps people gather information about society, which is a prerequisite for
involvement.47 Accordingly, a high degree of media exposure to political news
may lower the threshold for getting involved.
Political efficacy has been defined as the „feeling that individual political action does have, or
can have, an impact upon the political processes, that is, that it is worthwhile to perform one’s
civic duties‟ (Campbell et al. 1954, quoted from Morrell 2003: 589). Since the 1970s,
scholars have referred to two separate components: internal political efficacy,
Again, the alternative argument that politically active people spend more time on political news is
also plausible, so the causal relationship is not straightforward.
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referring to beliefs about one‟s own competence to understand and to participate
effectively in politics, and external political efficacy, which refers to beliefs about the
responsiveness of governmental authorities and institutions to citizen‟s demands
(Niemi et al. 1991: 1407-1408). Both of them refer to the perceived possibility to
influence political matters, but they may have entirely different effects (Valentino
et al. 2008). Nonetheless, research suggests they are positively linked to
participation (Finkel 1985, 1987; Morrell 2005), although differences may exist
for different forms of participation (Wolfsfeld 1986). External efficacy, or belief
in the responsiveness of the political system, is related to the second aspect
concerning attitudes towards the political system.
Political values concern factors measuring individual attitudes towards political
institutions and practices as well as the surrounding society. A number of studies
have found a growing dissatisfaction among citizens in the established
democracies with the performances of the democratic institutions (Pharr and
Putnam 2000; Norris 1999b; Dalton 2006: 245-246). Nonetheless, the
implications for political participation and democracy more generally is not
straightforward. It was originally held that the lack of support and trust
constituted a serious threat to the survival of the democratic systems, since the
democracies were becoming unruly due to the widespread discontent (Crozier et
al. 1975).48
More recent contributions have been less apocalyptic, but nonetheless stressing
that the development is a cause for concern (Dalton 2006: 247; Pharr and
Putnam 2000). Citizens have raised their expectations of government: they have
become more demanding and less inclined to follow their leaders heedlessly and
instead assess their actions critically (Dalton 2006: 256). In addition, increased
awareness of misconduct and political corruption has eroded the confidence of
the public in the elected officials (Pharr 2000; della Porta 2000). Similarly,
Newton and Norris (2000) contend that the decline in public support found in
some of the advanced democracies of the central democratic institutions is not
explainable with traditional theories such as social trust or socio-economic
variables. Instead, bad performance of governments and political institutions in
Samuel P. Huntington lambasts the people who no longer felt the compulsion to obey the ones
they had previously considered superior as the questioning of authority pervaded society, which in
turn lead to a weakened coherence, purpose, and self-confidence of the political leadership (Crozier
et al. 1975: 75-76). Generally, the operation of democracy was considered to have generated: „… a
breakdown of traditional means of social control, a delegitimation of political and other forms of authority, and an
overload of demands on government, exceeding its capacity to respond‟ (Crozier et al. 1975: 8).
48
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these countries explains the decline in confidence among the citizenry. This does
not necessarily constitute a democratic crisis, since support for democracy as the
best available political system remains widespread (Dalton 2006: 256-257).
According to Dalton, we are witnessing the development of „dissatisfied democrats”,
who are dissatisfied with the performance of particular political institutions but
remain supportive of the democratic creed as such, a thought also expressed by
Inglehart (1999). The impact of political dissatisfaction may vary with form of
participation, since it can inhibit participation within the representative system
but promote participation in activities outside the formal system (Denk 2009: 77).
Political trust in the key democratic institutions is a central political value, as well as
satisfaction with the workings of the political system (Robinson et al. 1999; Bretzer
2005; Grönlund and Setälä 2007). This is represented by trust in parliament as a
central body in parliamentary democracies and trust in politicians as the key
political actors. An erosion of trust in the former constitutes a more serious
threat to democracy than the latter (Newton and Norris 2000: 52). Another
aspect of trust concerns trust in other citizens, or generalised social trust, which was
brought to the fore by the proponents of social capital (Putnam 1993, 2000;
Kaase 1999). People who are more trusting of their fellow citizens are ceteris
paribus more likely to be involved in political matters as well.
As concerns ideology, it has been contended that being left wing enhances the
propensity for activism (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979: 442; Martín and van Deth
2007: 324). This may be put down to the legacy of the labour movement, but also
activism in never mobilising networks such as the anti-globalisation movement
are generally considered associated with left-leaning ideologies (della Porta et al.
2006).
Others have examined right-wing movements such as militia groups (Freilich
2003), and these findings suggest that ideological extremism may be more important
than being ideologically committed to the left, a sentiment also expressed by
others (Fiorina 1999; Putnam 2000: 342-343). There may be notable differences
in the ideological profile of participants in different forms of participation. As
noted by Jordan (2002), participants in newer forms of activism do not
necessarily fit easily into the traditional left-right distinction. Table 3.5 displays
the relevant information on the variables included under this header.
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Table 3.5 Descriptive statistics for political integration and values
Variable

Countries

n

Mean

St.d.

Min.

Max.

Political interest

18

35571

0.48

0.30

0.00

1.00

Party identification

18

34862

0.54

0.50

0.00

1.00

Exposure to news

18

35231

0.20

0.13

0.00

1.00

Internal efficacy

18

34621

0.44

0.23

0.00

1.00

External efficacy

18

35058

0.36

0.27

0.00

1.00

Trust parliament

18

34385

0.51

0.24

0.00

1.00

Trust politicians

18

35006

0.40

0.23

0.00

1.00

Satisfaction with
democracy

18

34281

0.57

0.23

0.00

1.00

Social trust

18

35216

0.53

0.20

0.00

1.00

Ideology

18

31549

0.51

0.22

0.00

1.00

Ideological
extremism

18

31549

0.31

0.30

0.00

1.00

Note: Data weighted with design weight.

For information on the coding of variables, see appendix 2.

3.3.3 Associational involvement
The final group of theories concerns voluntary engagement in non-political
associations, which has become a contested explanatory factor for political
participation. This aspect concerns the mobilising agencies connecting individuals
to the surroundings. It is customary to restrict this aspect to the question of
associational involvement, since this has been considered more important than,
or at least a suitable indicator for, other vehicles of mobilisation such as ties to
family and friends, which may also be of importance (Norris 2002; Morales
2009).
Alexis de Tocqueville advanced the thought that associational involvement has
consequences for the functioning of democracy in his work Democracy in America
(1835/1954), and this notion has been emphasised by other contributions
(Almond and Verba 1963). The idea gained a renaissance within political science
with the work of Robert D. Putnam (1993, 1995, 2000, 2002). In Making

54

Chapter 3: Political Participation

Democracy Work (1993), Putnam examines explanations for differences in
democratic performance in Italian regions and proclaims the most likely
explanations to be differences in the historically amassed levels of social capital.
Here, the notion of social capital and its implications have been elaborated in
later works (Putnam 1995a, 1995b, 2000, 2002; see also Castiglione et al. 2008;
Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988; Maloney and Rossteutscher 2007 for other
perspectives on social capital).
In Bowling Alone (Putnam 2000), Putnam maintains that a reduction in voluntary
associational activities has depleted the American stock of social capital. This has
a number of detrimental effects for society, among them a fall in political
participation. Putnam maps the apparent fall in various participatory activities
such as working for political parties, attending political meetings, writing officials
or newspapers, or signing petition (Putnam 2000: ch. 2, see especially p. 45).
Putnam‟s definition of social capital is (Putnam 2000: 19): “…social capital refers to
connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and
trustworthiness that arise from them.”
According to this definition, there are two key components of social capital. The
cultural component consists of social norms or generalised social trust whereas
the structural component encompass voluntary associational networks. Putnam
does not disentangle the causal relationship between associational involvement
and social trust; they are considered a coherent phenomenon, where the two
reinforce each other in an intricate interaction (Putnam 2000: 137). Nonetheless,
the definition grants primacy to the associational aspect since the norms of
reciprocity and trustworthiness arise from the social networks. It is therefore
common to accentuate the importance of associational involvement when it
comes to explaining political participation (Armingeon 2007; Howard and Gilbert
2008; Krishna 2002; Teorell 2003).49 Putnam himself contends that voluntary
associations instil habits of cooperation and public-spiritedness in their members
and function as „schools of democracy‟ (Putnam 2000: 338-339).
Putnam‟s claims have not gone undisputed. Armingeon (2007) examines the
significance of associational involvement for different forms of political
What aspect is more important is contentious, as Norris (2002) finds social trust to be more
important for explaining electoral participation when considering the whole period after WW2, but
she finds no significant impact in the 1990s from either component. Generalised social trust is
included under the political integration and values group of theories.
49
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participation at the microlevel, and finds that associational involvement is only
weakly related to political participation. The apparent connection is spurious and
best explained by self-selectivity, since the same underlying factors of resources
and values explain both associational involvement and political participation
(Armingeon 2007: 361-364). In Stealth Democracy, Hibbing and Theiss-Morse
(2002: 183-189) find that associational involvement is unlikely to overcome
people‟s aversion to get involved in politics. Quite the contrary, increased
interaction may well do damage to the functioning of the political system
(Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002: 184).
However, the authors also unwittingly demonstrate that social capital may still
have an impact, since their examples show that even if associational involvement
produce a disdain for voting, it can also bring about other forms of political
involvement such as voluntary work (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002: 186-187).
Putnam has been criticised for focusing to one-sidedly on traditional forms of
participation, ignoring the changes in how citizens express their political
preferences (Dalton 2006: 48). The effect of associational involvement may differ
for different kinds of participation (Teorell 2003).
How to measure associational involvement appropriately is disputed in the
literature (Teorell 2003; Wollebæk and Selle 2003; Howard and Gilbert 2008;
Morales 2009). According to Putnam, it is necessary to gauge the extent of
involvement, since just being a member is not sufficient to reap the benefits of
associational involvement, active involvement is required for this to happen
(Putnam 2000: 155-161; Armingeon 2007: 366). On the other hand, passive
members have better access to information, which may spur participation and
even passive membership may therefore help foster political participation (Teorell
2003). Alternative measures have been proposed to measure the scope and
intensity of involvement (Wollebæk and Selle 2003; Howard and Gilbert 2008).
Here, two separate indexes are used for involvement in leisure associations and in
interest associations. The indexes reflect rising levels of involvement in the
relevant associations in both scope and intensity, given that they include both
passive and active engagement. The indexes vary from 0-1, where „1‟ denotes the
highest level of involvement. Table 3.6 displays information on the distribution
of respondents under these two headers.
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Table 3.6 Descriptive statistics for associational involvement variables
Variable

Countries

n

Mean

St.d.

Min.

Max.

Leisure
associations*

17

33645

0.09

0.12

0.00

1.00

Interest
associations*

17

33645

0.05

0.08

0.00

0.88

Note: Data weighted with design weight. * The questions on associational involvement were not asked in Switzerland.

Again, appendix 2 can be consulted for more information on the coding of
variables.

3.3.4 Individual characteristics and participation
To sum up, table 3.7 recapitulates how the theoretical underpinnings see the links
between these factors and political participation. The table distinguishes between
participation inside and outside the formal political system, since this is the most
common distinction in the literature.
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Table 3.7 The links between microlevel factors and participation
Within political system

Outside political system

Age

Variable

↑

↓

Gender

↑

?

Education

↑

↑

Marital status

↑

↓

Place of living

?

?

Religiosity

↑

↓

Political interest

↑

?

Party identification

↑

↓

Exposure to news

↑

?

Internal efficacy

↑

?

External efficacy

↑

?

Trust parliament

↑

↓

Trust politicians

↑

↓

Satisfaction democracy

↑

↓

Social trust

↑

?

Ideology

?

↓

Ideological extremism

↑

↑

Leisure associations

↑

?

Interest associations

↑

?

Note: ↑ = positive association, ↓ negative association, ? unclear or conflicting expectations

Despite the many attempts to explain participation with microlevel factors, it has
not been possible to account satisfactorily for cross-national differences in
political participation. For this reason, it has been suggested that there is a need
for cross-national studies systematically examining the effect of the political
institutional context on more demanding forms of participation (Norris 2007:
642-643). The institutional context is the topic of the following chapter.
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4 Political Institutions and Participation
This chapter introduces political institutions in more detail. This first involves a
discussion of how political institutions affect political participation. Following
this, the subsequent section outlines what institutional aspects the study focuses
on, before turning to the question of how these institutions are measured
empirically. The final section sums up how the institutional variables are
measured in the ensuing analyses.

4.1

Institutional openness and concentration of decisionmaking powers

As outlined in the introduction, different motivations have been offered for
explaining the institutional impact on the involvement of citizens in political
matters. Institutional openness is a central notion in explaining how and why the
institutions affect the patterns of political participation.50 The openness of a
political system or a specific institution depends on the degree to which it
incorporates or excludes citizen demands for influence on decisions (Morales
2009: 168). This is a central concept in both approaches to the study of political
institutions.
For Powell (2000), who exemplifies the first approach, the institutional structure
embodies the democratic norm on which the system is build. According to this
approach, institutional openness is a sign of participatory democratic norms
inviting participation to enhance the inclusiveness of the democratic system. This
is in line with theories of participatory democracy advocating citizen involvement
in all political decisions, since participation is beneficial for both citizens and the
quality of decisions (Pateman 1970; Barber 1984). Institutional closedness then
becomes a sign of more elitist norms, where the institutional structure enhances
the accountability of the elected decision-makers by shielding them from outside
influences. Elitist accounts of democracy maintain that citizen involvement
A slightly different approach to the study of institutions is the veto player-approach advanced by
George Tsebelis (2002). In this approach, multiple access points (=veto players) are expected to
increase policy stability. However, as the approach is mainly concerned with policy outcomes, it is
difficult to use for the current purposes, and does not necessarily lead to different analytical results.
It does suggest, however, that political participation may well be harder when there are fewer veto
players (i.e., the systems are closed), but the influencing attempts may well be more decisive when
effective. However, factors affecting the success of participation are beyond the aspirations of the
present study.
50
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should be confined to electoral participation, since most citizens are incapable of
or unwilling to take part in more demanding political decisions (Schumpeter
1942; Crozier et al. 1975; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002). Although few today
would argue that participation is detrimental for democracy, the elitist legacy may
still be found in the institutional arrangements (Aberbach et al. 1981: 171).
Accordingly, the institutional structure may still have implications for political
participation beyond the vote.
In the second approach, institutional openness shapes how easy it is for citizens
to further their political preferences from within the established political system
(Kitschelt 1986, 1993; Kriesi et al. 1995). POS contends that institutional
openness makes it easier to obtain political goals by working within the system,
whereas institutional closedness provides incentives for working outside the
established system. Kitschelt (1993: 14) even exclaims it to be one of the few
valid generalisations in the literature on social protest that mobilisation occurs
when groups cannot work through the established channels to communicate
claims into the political process. This approach assumes that citizens rationally
employ the most effective means to achieve their political goals, and the
effectiveness of these acts is structured by the degree of institutional openness.
Institutional openness is a multi-faceted notion with three central elements: the
number of available access points, the fragmentation of elites, and the porousness
of the political system. The institutional openness generally increases when there
are multiple access points for citizens to advance their preferences, the political
elites are fragmented, and the system is porous (Morales 2009: 169-183). In her
work, Morales (2009) connects each of these three aspects with specific
institutional aspects, but the same institutional aspect may have consequences for
several of them.
Instead, it is helpful to consider the connection between institutional openness
and the concentration of decision-making powers to determine the institutional
openness of a specific institutional system. As the concentration of the decisionmaking powers inherent in the institutional system affects all three aspects, it is
appropriate to focus on this to determine the extent of institutional openness
(Lijphart 1984, 1999; Powell 2000). Powell (2000) asserts that the degree of
concentration of decision-making powers in the hands of the incumbent
government shapes how well citizens can control their elected representatives

60

Chapter 4: Political Institutions

through elections.51 Nevertheless, not only electoral participation is affected,
since the degree of power-sharing in the constitutional design has implications for
citizen participation in political matters outside of the electoral arena as well.
When the decision-making powers are concentrated, the formal decision-makers
are shielded from outside influencing attempts, whereas the system is relatively
open for outside interests when the decision-making powers are dispersed
(Powell 2000: 5-7).
According to this specification, the concentration of decision-making powers is
inversely related to institutional openness given that dispersed decision-making
powers promotes institutional openness and vice versa.52 Whether this is
conceived as a system promoting certain democratic norms or an incentive
structure, differences in this regard can be expected to have implications for the
patterns of political participation. Consequently, it is necessary to determine how
a specific institutional element affects institutional openness through the
implications for the concentration of decision-making powers. To do this, it is
first necessary to determine what institutional aspects to include in this
endeavour.

4.2

What institutions affect the concentration of decisionmaking powers?

As the list of democratic institutions is virtually endless, it is futile to include all of
them (Lane and Ersson 2000: 215). One way to get around this problem would
be to use an established classification of democracies, such as Lijphart‟s
distinction between majoritarian and consensus democracies (Lijphart 1984,
1999). However, this classification has received a fair amount of criticism (Kaiser
1998; Lane and Ersson 2000; Armingeon 2002), and it would be cumbersome to
consider all ten institutional variables Lijphart (1999) includes in his classification.
Instead, it is required to concentrate the endeavour to the institutional aspects

Although Powell is associated with the first approach to the study of institutional effects, the
argument that institutional openness determines the concentration of decision-making powers
appears to be valid for both approaches.
52 According to this specification, institutional openness should not be confounded with the similar
concept of transparency. Political systems with high concentration of decision-making powers may
well be more transparent as it is clear who has responsibility for decisions. However, they are still
closed institutionally as it is difficult for citizens to influence these decisions in-between elections.
51
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determining the functioning of the political system. This makes it possible to
include input from other studies of institutions and political participation –
mainly POS – and restrict the institutional aspects included to a more manageable
number of institutional aspects of the outmost importance.
To identify the most important institutional aspects, the parliamentary chain of
governance (Olsen 1978) – an ideal of the workings of the political system in a
parliamentary democracy – offers valuable guidance. This ideal was developed in
connection with the first Norwegian power study, and was subsequently used in a
similar Danish project (Christiansen and Togeby 2006: 3).53 Figure 4.1 illustrates
the parliamentary chain of governance.

Figure 4.1 The parliamentary chain of democratic governance

Link 2:
Parliamentexecutive

Executive

Link 3: Politicaladministrative

Public
Administration

Parliament

Citizens
Link 1: Citizensrepresentatives

Link 4: State-civil
society

Source: Olsen (1978)

This ideal has been criticised for providing an inadequate description of how reallife democracies function, especially when international globalisation encroaches
on the sovereignty of the nation state and leaves little room for manoeuvre for
national governments (Hirst and Thompson 1999; Boyer and Drache 1996; Held
In a German context, Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde (1991) has developed a similar principle
known as the legitimationskettentheorie, which states that all government decisions ultimately should
rest on the “will of the people”, and points to the same central institutional linkages in the political
system.
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2000). Nevertheless, even if ideal types such as this do not adequately describe
political realities, they provide yardsticks for comparing countries by identifying
key institutional linkages with significant consequences for the workings of a
democratic political system. Hence, this ideal makes it possible to pinpoint the
institutional aspects with central relevance for the functioning of the political
system. As figure 4.1 shows, there are four pivotal institutional linkages in the
parliamentary chain of governance:
1. Citizens-parliamentary representatives: Links citizens to the political
system and ensures that the elected officials have democratic
legitimacy. This concerns the input-side of the political system
transferring citizen demands to the elected representatives in line
with the ideal of representative democracy.
2. Parliaments-executives: Links elected representatives to the incumbent
government ensuring all decisions have the required backing in
parliament.
3. Political-administrative elites: Links the formal political decision-makers
to formally neutral bureaucrats, who implement the political
decisions in accordance with political guidelines.
4. State-civil society: Links the state to the citizens. This is the output-side
of the political system where the implementation of decisions takes
place.

These four institutional linkages will form part of the analyses. However, the
parliamentarian chain of governance does not address all institutional aspects of
importance. A central deficiency for the present purposes is the exclusive focus
on what Koopman (2005: 135) calls the horizontal centralisation of power,
thereby disregarding the vertical centralisation of power. This institutional aspect
concerns how decision-making powers are distributed between local, regional,
and state levels of decision-making. This dimension of political decentralisation is
often equated with degree of local autonomy (Kriesi et al. 1992). The second
dimension in Lijphart‟s classification also consists of federal vs. unitary traits,
suggesting there is good reason to examine this aspect as well.54 Consequently,
Lijphart, as well as many others, focuses on the degree of federalism for this dimension.
However, it has been argued that federal systems differ in their type of federalism (Braun et al.
2002), and that even if federalism often implies decentralisation, unitary states often have
arrangements that allow for some autonomy within the unitary state (Lane and Ersson 2000: 219220). For this reason, local autonomy is used as a more generic term (see more on this below).
54
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the horizontal distribution of decision-making powers is included as a second
dimension. Accordingly, the institutional aspects included probe two dimensions
of the distribution of decision-making powers, as illustrated in figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2 Two dimensions of institutional openness
High

Intermediate openness

High openness

Low

Low openness

Intermediate openness

Low

High

Vertical distribution of decisionmaking powers: Local autonomy

Horizontal distribution of decision-making powers:
The parliamentarian chain of governance

Other institutional linkages may affect the distribution of decision-making powers
(Lijphart 1999; Powell 2000: 36-38). Of particular notice is the omission of the
effective number of parties, since this has been included in several studies as
measuring the fragmentation of political elites (Kitschelt 1986; Morales 2009).
However, as has been clear ever since Duverger‟s seminal study (1954), the
characteristics of the party system depends largely on the election system forming
part of the study instead.
The included aspects shares traits with previous proposals such as Lijphart‟s
distinction between majoritarian and consensus models of democracy (1999), but
also the distinction between weak and strong states found within POS (Kitschelt
1986; Kriesi et al. 1992). Several institutional aspects are common, which is hardly
surprising given the similar aims.55 The main innovation is the enhanced focus on
the administrative part of the state. Examinations of democratic institutions have
tended to neglect the administrative side of the state, even if a working
Although this aspect includes the regional and local levels, the emphasis is still on the national level
as the main locus of participation.
55 Although the final classifications of several countries differ notably, compare figure 4-3 below to
Lijphart (1999: 248).
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democracy to some extent presupposes a functioning bureaucracy to carry out
the political will. The relationship between democratic mass participation and
bureaucracy has often been perceived as detrimental (Aberbach et al.1981: 238).
Nevertheless, the situation is more complex than this suggests since interaction
with the administrative side of the state are recurring incidents for most citizens
in the modern well-regulated democratic societies. As a result, the administration
has become recognised as a locus for democratic participation (Fung 2006;
Christiansen and Togeby 2006: 4). This makes it important to include how the
role of the administration is envisioned in the institutional structure. This
broadens the issue of the concentration of decision-making powers beyond
considering political elites in a narrow sense to including administrative elites and
leaders of key interest organisations as well. Nonetheless, the basic premise
remains the same, the distribution of decision-making powers affect the openness
of the political system.
Having settled what institutional features the study includes, it is necessary to
discuss how these aspects are most appropriately measured and what values the
countries have for the institutional variables.

4.3

How to measure the five institutional aspects

The following sections contain discussions on each of the five institutional
aspects included. For each aspect, there is a discussion of the basic differences in
this regard, how these influence the institutional openness, and how it is
measured.

4.3.1 The link between citizens and representatives
The first aspect concerns the linkage in the parliamentary chain of governance
between citizens and their representatives. This linkage probes the number of
access points in the political system, but also concerns the fragmentation of the
political elites. Even if it is a pivotal point of this study that these contacts are not
confined to elections, the electoral rules reflect how the role of citizens is
envisioned in the constitutional design (Powell 2000). The election rules refer to
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the formal institutions for conducting elections including the constitutional
structure, the electoral system, and the electoral procedures (Norris 2004: 39).
The most important aspect is the electoral system, since it has a profound impact
on fundamental aspects of the political system (Norris 2004; Baron and
Diermeier 2001; Stratmann and Baur 2002; Siaroff 2000). A central distinction
concerns the division between majoritarian and proportional electoral systems,
with a number of intermediate systems combining features of both (Norris 2004:
40). Majoritarian electoral systems are associated with a “winner takes all”
principle, where candidates within a voting district compete for a single seat, and
the winner is the candidate with the most votes. Proportional systems aim at
ensuring a close match between the distribution of votes and the distribution of
seats in the legislature.
There are different options available for gauging differences in this aspect.
However, Powell (2000: 25) provides a suitable measure in following Lijphart
(1994) and focusing on the effective electoral threshold. This expresses the difficulty a
political party faces in achieving legislative representation through elections, and
therefore adequately captures the most important characteristics of the electoral
system for the present purposes. This measure gauges whether the electoral
system concentrates decision-making powers by allowing few political parties to
gain representation or disperses the same by allowing several political parties to
enter the bargaining arena by gaining representation. High effective thresholds
penalise small political parties by encouraging a smaller number of parties to
compete and voters to vote strategically for candidates with a chance of gaining
representation. Majoritarian electoral systems are generally associated with high
effective thresholds, whereas proportional systems tend to have lower effective
thresholds. As the number of parties competing in elections increases, a single
party winning a majority becomes less likely. Hence, the number of access points
available to citizens and the fragmentation of the political elites both increases,
leading to greater institutional openness. In view of this, low effective electoral
thresholds are associated with institutional openness whereas high effective
thresholds denote institutional closedness.
There is some disagreement in the literature on how to calculate the effective
threshold (See Taagepera 1998, 2002). Powell bases his classification on the
method advanced by Lijphart (1994), in his study of electoral systems and party
systems, where the calculation of the effective threshold is based on the equation:
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50% / (M+1) + 50% / (2M),
for M > 1 (M = number of seats allocated). For M=1, this equation yields 50%,
which is too high since the single seat is most often won with fewer votes, and
therefore Lijphart (1994: 28) set the threshold for M=1 to 35%, which is also the
value reported by Powell for single-member districts. Taagepera has proposed an
alternative equation:
T‟ = 75 %/( M + 1)
that results in broadly similar results for M >>1, but for M=1 it results in T‟ =
37.5% (Taagepera 1998: 394). Even if the methods yield broadly similar results,
agreement on what equation to use is desirable for the sake of comparability of
results (Taagepera 1998: 394). Lijphart has later found Taagepera‟s formula more
appropriate (Lijphart 1997a: 73-74), and therefore this way of calculating the
effective threshold is used.56 Table 4.1 presents the scores of the countries on this
dimension.
For most countries, the effective electoral threshold has remained relatively stable
over time, although there are exceptions. France has changed the electoral system
several times, but except for the election in 1986, the threshold has remained at
the highest level (Powell 2000: 28), and therefore this classification is appropriate
to use. In 1993, Italy reformed the electoral system substantially, moving from a
PR system to a mixed system closer to the majoritarian formula since 75% of the
members were elected by a majoritarian formula, whereas 25% of the seats were
reserved to compensate for wasted votes in the single-member districts.

Later on, Taagepera (2002) has contented that this specification misses the point in that it
conflates nationwide and district level thresholds. Despite this potential fault, this specification is
used due to the availability of data.
56
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Table 4.1 Country scores for effective electoral threshold
Years

Effective Threshold
score

Range of values
(if changes)

Score 0-1
(1 high openness)

AT

1960-2007

5.8

4.0-9.9

0.85

BE

1960-2007

9.2

8.8-9.6

0.75

DK

1960-2007

2.3

2.0-2.6

0.94

FI

1960-2007

5.2

-

0.86

FR*

1960-2007

37.5

11.1-37.5

0.00

DE

1960-2007

5.0

-

0.87

GR

1974-2007

12.0

-

0.68

IE

1960-2007

16.0

14.9-16.9

0.57

IL

1960-2007

1.5

1.0-2.0

0.96

IT*

1960-1993

3.7

3.5-3.8

0.90

LU

1960-2007

4.8

4.4-5.4

0.87

NL

1960-2007

0.7

-

0.98

NO

1960-2007

4.0

-

0.89

PT

1975-2007

6.2

6.1-6.3

0.83

ES

1977-2007

9.7

-

0.74

SE

1960-2007

6.7

4.0-8.1

0.82

CH

1960-2007

8.5

8.3-8.6

0.77

UK

1960-2007

37.5

-

0.00

Country

Source: Lundell and Karvonen 2008.
Note: * Major change resulting in change of classification. For minor changes that do not result in a change of
classification, the reported effective threshold is an average. - No change in the effective threshold during the period.

This went against the dominant trend of reforms making electoral systems more
proportional (IDEA 2005: 23). Even if the data does not include the most recent
years, a proportional system was reintroduced in 2005. Overall, it seems fair to
assume that the score for Italy is adequately represented by the score from 19601993 – especially since most research suggest the effect of the institutional
changes were limited at best (Bartolini and D‟Alimonte 1998).57

4.3.2 The link between parliaments and executives
The second aspect concerns how the parliament is linked to the executive. This
aspect mainly involves the fragmentation of the political elites, but also covers the
The European Journal of Political Research devoted a special issue to research on the elections held in
Italy 1996, the article in question summarises the results. The results generally find that the reforms
did not help limit the fragmentation of the Italian party system.
57
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number of access point. The question of types of executives is frequently
discussed in terms of parliamentarian and presidential executive systems, where
much research has been carried out on the relative advantages of each system
(See Lijphart 1992 for an overview). Nonetheless, since the study predominantly
includes parliamentary democracies, this discussion is less relevant for the present
purposes. However, there are other important differences in links between
executives and parliaments.
A pertinent question is the degree of decision-making powers concentrated in the
hands of the executive vis-à-vis the parliament (Strom 1984; Siaroff 2003). This
calls attention to the division between a working parliament and a debating
parliament, which has important implications for the concentration of the
decision-making powers. In a working parliament, all elected representatives have
a potential say in the decision-making, since the opposition also has the
possibility to influence the outcome. In a debating parliament, on the other hand,
the incumbent government effectively takes the decisions, which are approved by
the parliamentarian majority backing the government. This leaves the opposition
as bystanders that can criticise decisions but not influence them. Accordingly, a
strong executive is associated with institutional closedness, since this decreases
the fragmentation among political elites and limits the number of available access
points. Institutional openness is associated with weak executives, where the
dispersion of decision-making powers increases the fragmentation among the
political elites and the number of access points.
Studies of parliament-executive relations have used different indicators to gauge
the question of executive dominance. Lijphart (1999: 132-133) uses average
cabinet life as a measure since strong cabinets tend to live longer. Powell (2000)
uses the committee structure to determine the opposition influence in policymaking, and classifies the countries according to the number of standing
committees corresponding to government departments (over/under 10) and
whether committee chairs are shared with opposition parties. Siaroff (2003)
provides an informative article on executive dominance in parliamentary
democracies. Siaroff examines 27 variables affecting the relationship between
legislatures and executives. He finds that executive dominance can be adequately
measured by an index comprising 11 items: government control of plenary
agenda, restriction on introduction of private member‟s bills, plenary first
determines the principles of a bill, ability of committees to rewrite legislation,
influence of committee members on party positions, money bill a prerogative of
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government, curtailing of debate before final vote, parliamentary bureau or
presidium, recognised leader of the opposition, single member electoral system,
and power of the prime minister. This index provides the most comprehensive
indicator to gauge executive dominance.
Siaroff accords two points for institutional features concentrating powers in the
hand of the government, meaning his index varies between 0 and 22. One of the
factors in this index involves the electoral system, which in accordance with the
parliamentary chain of governance is treated separately here, and the points
awarded for this are deducted from Siaroff‟s scores. Consequently, the index
ranges from 0-20, where a higher score indicates higher executive dominance.
Table 4.2 displays the data for this component.
Most countries have had few or no changes over time, and therefore a mean
score for the whole period adequately reflect the degree of executive dominance.
The major exception is France, where the have been a number of major changes.
Nonetheless, the score for executive dominance has been stable since 1959, and
the mean score for this period is used. Since Siaroff focuses on parliamentary
democracies and semi-presidential systems, he excludes Switzerland from this
article since the government is chosen for a fixed four-year period. Nevertheless,
Switzerland is generally considered a prime example of executive-legislative
balance (Lijphart 1999: 134), a classification supported by Powell (2000: 34).

70

Chapter 4: Political Institutions

Table 4.2 Country scores for executive dominance
Country

Time

Executive dominance score

Score 0-1
(1 high openness)

Austria

Since 1945

6

0.70

Belgium

Since 1945

6

0.70

Denmark

Since 1945

7

0.65

Finland*

1945-91

3

Finland*

Since 1992

4

France IV*

1946-51

1

France IV *

1952-58

2

France V*

1959-73

12

France V*

1974-85

13

France V*

1986-1987

13

France V*

Since 1988

13

Germany

Since 1949

8

Greece*

1974-86

14

Greece*

since 1987

15

Ireland

0.83

0.35

0.60
0.28

Since 1948

18

0.10

Israel

1949-95, since
2001

5

0.75

Italy

Since 1948

4

0.80

Luxembourg

Since 1945

9

0.55

Netherlands

Since 1946

3

0.85

Norway

Since 1945

3

0.85

Portugal*

1976-81

9

Portugal*

Since 1982

10

Spain

Since 1977

12

0.40

Sweden

Since 1948

4

0.80

NA

NA

0.95

Since 1945

20

0.00

Switzerland
United Kingdom

0.53

Sources: Siaroff (2003), Powell 2000, pp. 34, Lijphart (1999).
Note: * Change in score means the country is reported several times.

Hence, Switzerland is accorded a score of 0.95 to reflect the high degree of power
sharing.58 Siaroff also excludes Israel 1996-2001 since the prime minister was
elected directly in three elections. However, this has since been abolished and the
previous system restored. The quick return to the previous system implies that
Israel retains the score of „5‟ on Siaroff‟s index.

Switzerland does not receive the top score to reflect that total equality is considered an ideal type;
in practice, the government has an advantage in performing executive functions connected to the
legislative process.
58

71

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

4.3.3 The link between the executive and the administration
The third linkage at the politico-administrative level involves the interaction between
political and administrative elites at the top echelons of the state. This involves
the question of the fragmentation of political elites. Traditionally, a sharp
distinction was drawn between political and administrative decisions, but it has
long been realised that this neat distinction is unattainable. Aberbach et al. (1981:
4-23) outline different versions of the relationship between the political and
administrative elites with differences in the extent to which political and
administrative elites compete or cooperate in the decision-making.
Nevertheless, there is hardly any agreed upon classification of how countries
differ in this regard. The degree of politicisation of the administration is often
considered a central feature, but this concept has a number of interrelated
meanings, and the complexity of the issue means no valid classification scheme is
available (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004: 50-52). However, a closely related topic is
the relationship between ministers and mandarins – politicians and top civil
servants – and the extent to which these share similar worldviews, since this has
important consequences for the concentration of decision-making powers
(Dahlström and Lapuente 2008). When politicians and civil servants come from
similar political backgrounds it is easier to manage state affairs and for the formal
decision-makers to ensure compliance from those implementing the decisions.
For example, Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004: 51) maintain that it is easier to find
agreement (in their case on management reform) when ministerial and mandarin
careers are integrated, since politicians and bureaucrats share worldviews due to
similarities in education, socio-economic status and career paths.
According to this, it is possible to gauge the concentration of decision-making
powers in this linkage by examining relations between ministers and mandarins.
In line with this, institutional openness is associated with politicians and
administrators having separated career paths, since the dispersion of decisionmaking powers increases the fragmentation among the elites. Conversely,
institutional closedness is connected to ministers and mandarins having
intertwined career paths, since this concentrates decision-making powers in the
hands of similar elites in both the political and the administrative parts of the
state system.
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Dahlström and Lapuente (2008) examine the effect of minister/mandarinrelations on the success of New Public Management-reforms such as
performance related pay-salaries. The authors capture use a dichotomy
distinguishing between separated and integrated minister/mandarin career paths
for capturing this aspect, since they contend that this most adequately captures
how intertwined the interests of ministers and mandarins are. The authors,
somewhat impressionistically, classify 11 of the countries in their study based on
Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004), and an additional 14 countries based on a
comprehensive review of the literature on the subject (Dahlström and Lapuente
2008: 10-12). The clearest examples of separated career paths are the instances
where the law explicitly forbids civil servants to be active members of parties, but
formal rules are not the only relevant classification criteria given that informal
rules and traditions may be just as decisive. Where data on career paths were
unavailable, the authors used politicisation of the administration as a proxy based
on the argument that a high degree of politicisation indicates integrated career
paths between minister and mandarins. Table 4.3 displays the results.

Table 4.3 Country scores for minister/mandarin relations
Country

Career paths

Score 0-1
(1 high openness)

Austria

Integrated

0.00

Belgium

Integrated

0.00

Denmark

Separated

1.00

Finland

Separated

1.00

France

Integrated

0.00

Germany

Separated

1.00

Greece

Integrated

0.00

Ireland

Separated

1.00

Israel

Integrated

0.00

Italy

Integrated

0.00

Luxembourg

Integrated

0.00

Netherlands

Separated

1.00

Norway

Separated

1.00

Portugal

Integrated

0.00

Spain

Integrated

0.00

Sweden

Separated

1.00

Switzerland

Integrated

0.00

United Kingdom

Separated

1.00

Sources: Dahlström and Lapuente (2008), Arian et al. (2002) for Israel, Schedler (1997) for Switzerland.
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This somewhat crude dichotomy involves some contentious classifications.
Especially the classification of Germany is debatable (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004:
42). However, Pollitt and Bouckaert state that the careers of ministers and
mandarins are not integrated in Germany, and therefore the classification of
Dahlström and Lapuente remains appropriate. Despite the simplistic dichotomy
used to measure this aspect, it constitutes the best available alternative for
gauging this aspect.

4.3.4 The link between the state and civil society
The fourth linkage in the parliamentarian chain of governance links the output
side of the political system with civil society. This is a central linkage for probing
the porousness of the political system. Originally, the interaction between the
administration and civil society was considered a one-way street, where the public
administration implemented political decisions and citizens would voice any
complaints through the appropriate channels. This is also the situation depicted
in the parliamentarian chain of governance. Nevertheless, this perception is far
too simplistic given that there are important differences in how the state relate to
citizens and affected interests in civil society. These are not only passive objects
for public decisions, but have an active and reactive role to play in relations to
decisions affecting them (Christiansen and Togeby 2006: 4).
There are different ways to gauge this relationship (See Peters 2000), but the
theoretical categories rarely specify criteria making it possible to classify countries.
However, the system of interest mediation provides a suitable institutional aspect
for classifying countries in this linkage. The literature on systems of interest
mediation is characterised by a bewildering variation in the operationalisation and
meaning of the concepts. A common distinction is between corporatist and
pluralist systems of interest mediation (Siaroff 1999: 177), where the former
entails cooperation between the state and key interest organisations, particularly
in managing economic affairs, whereas pluralism refers to the absence of such
structures.
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There is some controversy in the literature over the effects of the system of
interest mediation when it comes to institutional openness (Morales 2009: 181183). On one hand, corporatism introduces an element of power sharing since a
functioning corporatist system implies that the incumbent government is
compelled to consult various interests before taking major decisions (Lane and
Ersson 1997: 18). On the other hand, others consider corporatist arrangements to
imply a lack of openness since new interests and demands are excluded from the
decision-making (Christiansen and Togeby 2006: 11; Kitschelt 1986: 63).
Nonetheless, corporatism entails an ideology of social partnership and the
absence of a winner-take-all mentality (Katzenstein 1985: 32, 157). It indicates a
relationship between the state and civil society, where negotiations and
compromise is an inherent part of the association between the state and major
concerned interests.
Accordingly, since corporatism disperses decision-making powers, this is
associated with institutional openness for the present purposes. Even if strong
corporatist systems may have an excluding effect, it does entail power sharing
among political elites and thus an increase in the porousness of the political
system according to the logic applied here. In pluralist systems, interests compete
for influencing the decision-making of the political elites, but the government is
in principle free to take any decision it wants. Consequently, the responsibility for
all decisions is in the hands of the government, which implies that pluralist
structures are associated with a concentration of decision-making powers and
institutional closedness.
The system of interest mediation has been contended to constitute a behavioural
pattern to be explained by institutional theories rather than an institution as such
(See Peters 2005: 123-124; Lane and Ersson 2000: 222). Nonetheless, even if not
codified in law, traditions of interest mediation are so strong that it is hard –
albeit not impossible – for actors to circumvent the traditions and norms of the
tradition. According to Jordan (1990), the interest mediation structures are
institutions formalising bargaining relationship between interest groups and
government, even if the degree of institutionalisation may well vary. Hence, the
system of interest meditation is considered an institutional aspect on par with
other institutional aspects, in line with many previous contributions (Lijphart
1999; Todosijevic and Enyedi 2003; Molina and Rhodes 2002).
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Siaroff (1999) examines previous studies of corporatism and distinguishes
different interpretations of the concept. The broadest conceptualisation of
corporatism he calls „corporatism proper‟, whereas other uses of the concept
focus on specific aspects of corporatism; i.e. „the power resources of labour‟,
„consensus‟, or „the centralisation of wage bargaining‟. To avoid different uses of
„corporatism‟, the scores used here are based on the average score of the 13
studies on „corporatism proper‟. Siaroff (199: 182) has recalibrated the scores into
a five-point scale, with „5‟ being strong corporatism and „1‟ pluralism. Table 4.4
displays the results for this aspect.

Table 4.4 Country scores for system of interest mediation
Country

System of interest mediation score

Score 0-1
(1 high openness)

Austria

5.0

1.00

Belgium

2.8

0.44

Denmark

3.6

0.65

Finland

3.5

0.61

France

1.5

0.12

Germany (West)

3.3

0.58

Greece

1.0

0.00

Ireland

2.1

0.26

Israel

3.0

0.50

Italy

1.6

0.15

Luxembourg

3.0

0.50

Netherlands

4.3

0.82

Norway

4.9

0.98

Portugal

1.0

0.00

Spain

1.0

0.00

Sweden

4.8

0.95

Switzerland

3.4

0.59

United Kingdom

1.6

0.14

Source: Siaroff 1999.

There is relatively few countries with clear corporatist systems, which may be
testimony to the decline of corporatism in terms of both relevance and legitimacy
noted during the late 1980s and 1990s (Lane and Ersson 2000). Nonetheless, the
scores may underestimate the corporatist system in some countries, since for
example Finland – receiving an intermediate score of 3.5/0.61 – is often seen as a
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country with a distinctively corporatist system that still prospers even if changes
have occurred (Heidar and Berntzen 1995: 98; Bergholm 2009). Additionally,
clear differences appear among the countries with two extremes maintaining
prominent features of either corporatism or pluralism, showing a considerable
variation in how the decision-making powers are distributed in this regard.

4.3.5 The vertical distribution: Degree of political
decentralisation
Moving on to the vertical distribution of powers, the degree of political
decentralisation is frequently considered a major determinant in the structure of
the political system in POS (Kitschelt 1986; Morales 2009: 169-172). This affects
the number of available access points in the political system. When significant
powers are transferred to the regional and/or local levels in a decentralised
political system, this brings decisions closer to the affected parties. A fundamental
distinction can be made between unitary and federal states, where the former
concentrate decision-making powers in the hands of the central government,
whereas the latter is characterised by relatively autonomous sub-national units
with wide authorities to take decisions in a number of policy areas (Elazar 1997).
This simple dichotomy is somewhat misleading, since there are important
differences in the extent of local autonomy within both of these systems (Lane
and Ersson 2000: 81-84). The extent of regional autonomy is frequently measured
with indexes gauging the formal distribution of functions between different levels
of government such as Lijphart‟s federalism-decentralisation index (1999: 313).
However, this method suffers from problems in discerning the extent of the
actual decentralisation, since formal powers do not always result in actual capacity
to take decisions and the actual degree of power sharing between levels of
government is debatable (Lane and Ersson 2002: 243, 246). It is therefore
necessary to include more nuanced distinctions estimating the actual degree of
regional autonomy. Although there are different measures available to probe the
impact of political decentralisation, Morales (2009: 170) claims that most scholars
measure this aspect by using the proportion of local and regional spending in
relation to the total spending. Consequently, this way of measuring fiscal
decentralisation is used to gauge the extent of regional autonomy.
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Here, greater regional autonomy in the form of a greater share of costs incurred
at the regional and/or local levels implies institutional openness, since the
dispersed decision-making powers between several layers of government provide
more access points to citizens. Conversely, greater fiscal centralisation
concentrates decision-making powers in the hands of the state government and is
therefore associated with institutional closedness.
As it is unrealistic to expect any country to have a decentralisation of 100%, the
scores on the scale of institutional openness express the extent of decentralisation
compared to the country with the highest percentage, which is Switzerland.
Again, the scores are relatively stable for most countries. In France, the higher
scores refer to three years 1982-84, where the local share was around 27%, but
other than this, it has been stable around 16-18%, so the means score seem
appropriate. Table 4.5 displays the country scores in this regard.

Table 4.5 Country scores for fiscal decentralisation
Country

Fiscal decentralisation score
(average 1980-2000)*

Range

Score 0-1
(1 high openness)

Austria

30.51

29.47-31.39

0.61

Belgium

11.66

10.71-14.14

0.23

Denmark

44.57

42.55-47.51

0.89

Finland

37.84

33.35-40.55

0.76

France

18.89

16.15-27.53

0.38

Germany (West)

41.08

37.54-43.56

0.82

Greece

4.31

3.84-4.66

0.09

Ireland

24.10

21.61-26.54

0.48

Israel

11.31

8.09-14.26

0.23

Italy

22.04

20.27-24.45

0.44

Luxembourg

14.90

12.46-16.62

0.30

Netherlands

24.55

21.71-25.97

0.49

Norway

32.88

31.46-34.52

0.66

Portugal

10.38

7.23-12.83

0.21

Spain

24.47

10.96-32.40

0.49

Sweden

35.77

30.59-40.14

0.71

Switzerland

50.09

46.90-53.76

1.00

UK

24.14

21.70-26.99

0.48

Source: http://www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/decentralization/fiscalindicators.htm.
Note: * Data are not available for all countries for the whole period.
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The most noteworthy change occurred in Spain, where the local share of
expenditures increased markedly in the 1990s according to the World Bank
figures. Nonetheless, considering the strong legacy of a centralist unitary state as
well as the substantial differences in autonomy among the Spanish regions (OrtizGriffin and Griffin 2003: 20-27), it seems appropriate to use the mean score for
the whole period.

4.4

The distribution of institutional openness

This concludes the discussion on the five institutional elements considered here.
To sum up, figure 4.3 displays how the countries are placed on the vertical and
horizontal dimensions of distribution of decision-making powers. The scores for
the four linkages in the parliamentarian chain of democracy are combined to
reflect the openness on the horizontal distribution of powers. There is an additive
relationship between these four dimensions, meaning that a country with high
scores on all four receives a high total score (the maximum is 4), and conversely a
country with low scores on all dimensions receive a low total score (the minimum
is 0).59 The score for fiscal decentralisation is used to measure the vertical
distribution, and this ranges between 0-1.

This approach implies that the institutional aspects are not considered necessary and/or sufficient
conditions. Instead, there is a principle of substitututability, where a higher score on one aspect can
compensate a lower score on another (Goertz 2006: ch. 2). The extent of correlation between the
institutional aspects, which is often considered central (Lijphart 1999), is not a key concern in this
approach to the construction of concepts. Nonetheless, as table 6-1 shows, there is a high degree of
correlation for many (but not all) of the institutional aspects.
59
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Figure 4.3 Countries classified according to horizontal and vertical distributions of decisionmaking powers

As can be seen, two groups of countries emerge; one with relative open
institutions on both dimensions, and another with relatively closed institutions on
both.60 This clean pattern is to some extent due to the limited institutional
variation found in the Europe61, but it nonetheless suggests that the countries
may reasonably be classified into two groups. The first group displaying relative
openness on both dimensions consists predominantly of Northern European
countries. The other group, which is countries with relatively closed institutions
on both dimensions, contains mainly South-Central European countries, as well
as the UK and Ireland. There is a notable difference in the extent of institutional
openness in these two groups. The eight countries with open institutional systems
have an average score of institutional openness of 3.9 on a combined scale of the
two indices, whereas the 10 countries with closed institutional systems have an
average score of 1.8, which is a statistically significant difference (p<0.001). In the
first approach to the study of political institutions, where institutional systems
constitute indivisible wholes, the focus is on examining differences in

The visual interpretation was checked with a k-means cluster analysis that classified the countries
into two groups according to their institutional characteristics. This resulted in two similar groups,
the only exception being Ireland, which was classified with the open systems. Nonetheless, Ireland
has been classified with the group of closed systems in the remainder.
61 For example, Australia would be located somewhere towards the upper-left corner, and Japan
would be placed somewhere towards the lower-right corner.
60
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participation between these two groups of countries with similar institutional
openness.
In the second approach, where the institutions constitute explanatory variables,
the point is to determine how each institutional linkage affects participation.
Table 4.6 displays descriptive information for each institutional linkage. All
institutional variables are again coded to vary from 0-1, where the „1‟ indicates
maximum institutional openness and „0‟ indicates maximum institutional
closedness.

Table 4.6 Descriptive statistics for institutional variables
Variable

Countries

n

Mean

St.d.

Minimum

Maximum

Effective Threshold

18

35684

0.75

0.27

0.00

0.98

Executive dominance

18

35684

0.59

0.27

0.00

0.95

Minister-Mandarin
relations

18

35684

0.47

0.50

0.00

1.00

System of interest
mediation

18

35684

0.48

0.33

0.00

1.00

Fiscal
decentralisation

18

35684

0.52

0.25

0.09

1.00

The following four chapters examine what impact these institutional
characteristics have on the patterns of political participation. The first research
question involves the dimensionality of political participation.
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5 Political Institutions and the Dimensionality of
Participation
The first research question concerns the impact of the political institutions on the
dimensionality of participation, or how citizens combine political activities into
modes of participation. Following in the footsteps of the work by Sidney Verba
and his colleagues in the 1970s (Verba et al. 1971, 1978; Verba and Nie 1972), a
great deal of scholarly interest has gone into discerning „modes of political
participation‟ (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979; Parry et al. 1992; Jankowski and Strate
1995; Norris 2002; Glaggett and Pollock 2006; Teorell et al. 2007).
Before this, participation was considered a cumulative one-dimensional
phenomenon, often thought of in terms of a ladder of participation, where
citizens engaged in the top-level activities also engaged in lower-level activities
(Milbrath 1965). Accordingly, citizens ranged from being political spectators,
engaging in no or only few activities, to being political gladiators engaged in all or
most activities (Milbrath 1965: 18). This changed when Verba and his colleagues
contended that participation was a multidimensional phenomenon, where
activists specialise in a specific group of activities but they do not necessarily
perform all participatory activities (Verba et al. 1978: 51-56). The claim of
participation being multi-dimensional phenomenon has been disputed. Barnes,
Kaase et al. (1979: 86) maintain that a one-dimensional model is a fully
appropriate way to measure conventional participation in a European context,
and Parry et al. (1992) consider participation to be one-dimensional in their study
of participation in Great Britain. Nevertheless, most studies of political
participation adopt a multi-dimensional approach (Verba et al. 1995; Norris 2002;
Teorell et al. 2007).
Verba et al. (1972, 1978) identified four distinct modes of participation: voting,
campaigning, communal activity, and particularised contacting. However, there is
still little agreement on the proper dimensionality of political participation, since
the results depend on what activities are included in the data material. Hence, the
dimensionality depends on the definition of the study object as well as the
available data material. Consequently, most studies of political participation
examine the dimensionality of the data to identify the relevant modes of participation
(Teorell et al. 2007: 340). Even if there is no agreement on the proper
dimensionality of participation, previous comparative studies suggest that
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countries have a similar dimensionality of political participation (Verba et al.
1978; Teorell et al. 2007). Nevertheless, none of these studies relates the question
of dimensionality to the institutional context in which the activities take place.
The analysis should examine whether institutional openness affects the
dimensionality of political participation. Even if this analysis does not discern a
mediating effect of the institutional structure on the relationships among
individual level variables, this research question is adequately addressed within the
first approach to the study of institutions where the institutional structure is
considered an indivisible whole. Conceived in this fashion, the analysis examines
whether the same dimensionality exist in the two groups of countries with closed
and open institutional systems. The analytical model for this research question is
presented in figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1 Analytical model for analysis of institutional impact on dimensionality of
participation
Open or closed institutional regime
Macro

Micro

Observed
variables

Sign petition
Boycott
Buycott
Demonstration
Donate money
Contacting
…
Member:
Political party

Latent variables
Mode1
x
x
x

Mode2

Moden

x
x
x
…
x

No previous research has studied the interplay between the institutional context
and the dimensionality of participation. For this reason, it is not possible to
advance any more specific hypothesis on the impact of the institutions, which
would also run counter to the spirit of the analytical technique used.
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The issue of dimensionality is addressed through factor analysis62, which involves
an attempt to reduce a set of p observed variables to a set of m new variables
(m<p) in order to be able to interpret the pattern matrix A to describe the
relationship between the original variables and the new variables and to derive
scores for the m new variables that replace the original ones (Velicer and Jackson
1990: 1).63 There are two forms of factor analysis: exploratory and confirmatory
factors analysis, where the former involves an a priori exploration of data without
explicit theories and the latter involves theory testing of models (Kim and
Mueller 1978: 55). Since there is no established agreement on the dimensionality
and the indicators on participation included differ among studies, the use of
confirmatory factor analysis has been limited in the literature on political
participation.64 Following the bulk of the literature, I here use exploratory factor
analysis, which embodies a conservative research strategy preferable when no
well-defined theories exist (Velicer and Jackson 1990: 21). To perform factor
analysis, it is necessary to consider four issues (Preacher and MacCallum 2003): 1)
method of extraction, 2) number of components to extract, 3) method of
rotation, and 4) threshold value for loadings.
The choice for method of extraction is between exploratory factor analysis (EFA)
and Principal Component Analysis (PCA). EFA is used to examine data and
Factor analysis has been criticised for providing misleading results (Armstrong 1967). Others
maintain that any misleading results are due to inadequacies in the use of factor analysis rather than
the technique as such (Preacher and MacCallum 2003; Fabrigar et al. 1999). According to Preacher
and MacCallum (2003), the problem consists in a widespread tendency to use a bundle of
techniques they call „Little Jiffy‟: to use principal component analysis to extract factors, retain
components with eigenvalues greater than 1.0, and use Varimax-rotation to achieve interpretable
solution. This approach is also found in literature on political participation (Norris 2002; Bäck and
Teorell 2005). Even if this problem is resolved, it should be acknowledged that the use of factor
analysis might be considered problematic for various reasons (van Schuur 2003; Hustinx and Denk
2009). Nonetheless, factor analysis is used here since it is the dominant approach in the literature on
political participation and the intent is to study the relevance of political institutions for the research
endeavours that have traditionally occupied the literature on political participation.
63 Strictly speaking, factor analysis requires variables to be measured at least at the interval level
(Kim and Mueller 1978: 73). Nevertheless, even if the political participation-variables are
dichotomous, it has been argued that factor analysis can be used for these (Kim and Mueller 1978:
75; Kim et al. 1977).
64 Glaggett and Pollock (2006) provide an exception, as they use confirmatory factor analysis to
examine the dimensionality of participation developed by Verba and others. Nevertheless, there is a
paucity of theories on the dimensionality of political participation with suitable indicators for the
relevant dimensions, since confirmatory analysis requires at least two manifest variables for each
latent variable (Glaggett and Pollock 2006: 595). More indicators in the data and stronger theories
on the impact of political institutions on the dimensionality would allow for the use of more
advanced statistical techniques such as confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation
modelling. Accordingly, these analyses here provide a first dig at examining the institutional impact
on how activists combine activities.
62
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identify underlying structures whereas PCA is suitable for data reduction and
constructing indices based on measured variables (Fabrigar et al. 1999: 275).
Nonetheless, the two are often used interchangeably. Some scholars maintain that
there are important differences between them (Fabrigar et al. 1999: 275), whereas
others claim that the two yield virtually indistinguishable results (Velicer and
Jackson 1990; Joliffe 2002: 150). Since one aim is to reduce the number of
variables to a smaller number of non-observed or latent variables, the use of PCA
appears to be the most appropriate approach, even if there is also an intention to
scrutinise the underlying and unobserved structure of political participation.
Consequently, the analyses are performed with PCA.
Concerning the number of dimensions to extract, an ideal model contain
dimensions having at least 2-3 variables loading strongly onto them and few or
no variables loading onto several dimensions. To decide how many dimensions
are suitable, the Kaiser criterion recommends extracting all components with
eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and is the most widespread method to decide the
number of dimensions to extract. Nonetheless, it is helpful to consider
alternatives and combine methods to achieve a model allowing a meaningful
interpretation, since the Kaiser criterion is indicative rather than definitive
(Velicer and Jackson 1990: 9-10; Kim and Mueller 1978: 41-45). In the
subsequent analyses, initial solutions are obtained with the Kaiser criterion, but
these are verified by extracting fewer and more components to verify that the
initial solution is the most appropriate. When dubious models with alternative
interpretations occur, these are discussed in more detail.65 This approach is
advocated by Hutcheson and Sofronio (1999: 228-230).
It is customary to rotate the initial solutions to ease interpretation (Preacher and
MacCallum 2003: 25; Kim and Mueller 1978: 29).66 Orthogonal and oblique
rotations constitute the two main groups of rotation methods (Kim and Mueller
1978: 30). The orthogonal methods assume that the rotated dimensions are
uncorrelated, and although this assumption is difficult to sustain, the orthogonal
Varimax method has been the dominant rotation method (Preacher and
MacCallum 2003: 25-26). The oblique techniques do not make this assumption,
The scree-plots and alternative number of dimensions are available in appendix 3.
More formally, when m components account for most of the variation in a p-dimensional data
set, it is possible to simplify the interpretation of the m-dimensional space defined by the m
components by rotating the axes. Preferably, each variable should only load strongly onto one
dimension, as it is difficult to determine the nature of the relationship when a variable loads weakly
or moderately onto several different dimensions (Jolliffe 2002: 270).
65
66
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and this is more appropriate when the researcher is uncertain about the
underlying structure, since the structure of the data becomes an empirical
question rather than an assumption (Preacher and MacCallum 2003: 26; Teorell et
al. 2007: 344). Accordingly, oblique oblimin rotation will be used to rotate the
initial results, a method also used by Teorell et al. (2007).
The final topic concerns how to decide onto what underlying dimension each
manifest variable loads. A strong loading indicates that a manifest variable is
strongly associated with the unobserved dimension (Agresti and Finlay 1997:
630). Nevertheless, there is no strict rule for determining when a variable loads
sufficiently strong onto a dimension.67 The current analyses will follow Hair et al.
(1998) in regarding loadings below 0.4 as weak, loadings between 0.4 and 0.6 as
moderate (marked with italics in the tables), and loadings stronger than 0.6 as
strong (bolded in the tables). All loadings are included in the tables, as
recommended by Preacher and MacCallum (2003: 27).
Based on the results, indexes will be constructed to measure the level of
engagement in the modes of participation discerned. These indexes form the
dependent variables in the subsequent analyses, meaning this research question
helps resolve the question of equivalence for the dependent variables, which is a
central concern in comparative survey research (van de Vijver and Leung 1997:
ch. 2). The central constructs should be measured adequately in the different
contexts under scrutiny. If the dimensions are similar in different contexts, it
suggests a high degree of equivalence and the forms of participation can be
measured in an equal manner under different circumstances (van de Vijver and
Leung 1997: 8).
Two tests examine whether the data meet the prerequisites for doing factor
analysis. Bartlett's test of Sphericity examines whether any correlation is likely to be
due to sampling error rather than actual correlations, since it tests the null
A commonly held threshold is that loadings should be 0.7 or higher (Garson 2009). Others argue
that lower levels such as 0.6 or even 0.4 may be appropriate cut-off points when doing exploratory
factor analysis (Hair et al. 1998; Garson 2009). Still others maintain that it is more important to be
interested in the complete pattern of loadings, rather than only the ones above an arbitrary
threshold (Preacher and MacCallum 2003: 27). There is little agreement in the literature on political
participation as to what constitutes an appropriate threshold, but they are conventionally lower than
0.7. Verba et al. (1978) interprets loadings as low as 0.33 as loading onto a dimension, Parry et al.
(1992) reports values higher than 0.20, Norris (2002: 195-196) does not specify a threshold but only
reports values as high as 0.423 or higher, whereas Teorell et al. (2007: 346-347) operates with a
general threshold of 0.3.
67
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hypothesis that the variables in the included sample are uncorrelated (Pedhazur
and Schmelkin 1991: 596). The other test is the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of
Sampling Adequacy (KMO) examining whether the data are likely to factor well
based on correlation and partial correlation (Hutcheson and Sofroniou 1999: 224226). The KMO-scores range from 0-1, and should be as high as possible.
According to Kim and Mueller (1978: 54), the value must be above 0.50 in order
to proceed, but preferably, it should be above 0.80. Table 5.1 displays the results
from the tests performed in the pooled data as well as each of the two groups
constituting the sub-contexts.

Table 5.1 Bartlett's test of sphericity and KMO measure of sampling adequacy
Pooled

Open

Closed

83954.72

29629.37

54909.38

Degrees of freedom

120

120

120

Significance

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.82

0.81

0.82

App. Chi-Square
Bartlett’s test of
sphericity

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure (KMO)

All tests indicate that the data is appropriate to use, since Bartlett‟s test of
sphericity suggests that the null hypothesis can be rejected, meaning the
correlation among the variables is unlikely to be due to sampling error, and the
KMO-requirement is also fulfilled without problems since the scores are above
0.80 under all circumstances. Hence the analysis of the dimensionality of
participation proceeds.

5.1

The dimensionality of participation in the pooled data

The first analysis examines the dimensionality in the pooled data. Table 5.2
displays the results obtained when extracting dimensions with the help of the
Kaiser criterion.
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Table 5.2 PCA analysis, pattern matrix with oblimin rotation, eigenvalues over 1.0
extracted
1. Party activism

2. Consumer activism

3. Protest activism

4. Associational activism

Contacting

0.16

0.07

0.31

0.23

Work political party/action group

0.49

-0.13

0.40

0.12

Work other organisation

0.05

0.04

0.41

0.37

Worn campaign badge/sticker

0.10

0.06

0.60

0.04

Sign petition

-0.01

0.51

0.35

0.00

Lawful demonstration

-0.04

0.08

0.71

-0.06

Boycott

-0.01

0.83

-0.00

-0.03

Buycott

0.02

0.84

-0.08

0.05

Donate money

0.40

0.13

0.12

0.15

Illegal protest

-0.08

-0.03

0.57

-0.13

Humanitarian etc.: member

-0.06

-0.03

-0.06

0.78

Environmental etc.: member

-0.03

0.06

-0.11

0.70

Political party: member

0.67

-0.12

0.07

0.11

Political party: participate

0.76

0.02

-0.02

-0.09

Political party: donate money

0.76

0.09

-0.19

-0.06

Political party: voluntary work

0.77

-0.01

-0.02

-0.11

Initial Eigenvalue

3.56

1.94

1.21

1.08

% Variance explained

22.22

12.09

7.54

6.75

0.11

-0.23

0.21

1.00

-0.24

0.23

1.00

-0.18

Type of activity

Rotation converged in
Correlation

9 iterations
Party
Consumer
Protest
Associational

1.00

1.00

Note: Entries are loadings from a principal component analysis with oblique rotation of all respondents who have responded
to all items. Loadings stronger than 0.6 are bolded and stronger than 0.4 in italics. When all loadings loading strongly or
moderately are negative, the signs have been reversed.
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The principal component analysis of the 16 variables led to four dimensions
being extracted when using the Kaiser criterion. These four components explain
about 22%, 12%, 7.5%, and 7% of the variance respectively. Furthermore, the
correlation between these four components reveal that they are only modestly
correlated, since all coefficients are below 0.30, suggesting the dimensions are
relatively independent of each other.
Each of the dimensions has an interpretation related to forms of activism
previously identified in the literature on participation. The results do not replicate
the dimensionality found by Teorell et al. (2007: 348) or Verba et al. (1978).
However, this was to be expected due to differences in the observed variables
included in the analyses. The first dimension relates to party activism, since the
four indicators on party activities load strongly onto this dimension. A fifth
indicator, „work in political party or action group‟, loads moderately onto this
dimension, but also loads moderately onto the third dimension, which may be
interpreted as a dimension involving protest activism. This at first sight appears
erratic until considering the dual nature of the two organisational forms included
in the question. To work in a political party or an action group has quite different
connotations when it comes to these modes of participation. Involvement in the
former concerns party activism, whereas the latter can include many different
organisational forms and even arranging forms of protest such as
demonstrations. When considering this, the eclectic loadings of this variable are
less surprising.68
The other variables loading onto the protest dimension are „participation in legal
demonstrations‟ – loading strongly onto the dimension – and „work in other
organisations‟ and „illegal protest‟, both loading with moderate strength. These
protest activities thus concern episodic activities – frequently of a disruptive
nature –taking place outside of the formal system, but often aimed at influencing
the formal political decision-makers. Going back to the second dimension, this
may be interpreted as a dimension involving consumer activism, since the two
variables on buying and boycotting products out of ethical or political concerns
load strongly onto this dimension. In addition, signing a petition loads moderately
onto this dimension. Even if signing a petition is not a form of political
Due to this ambiguity, this variable is excluded from the subsequent analyses, an approach also
chosen by Teorell et al. (2007: 345). Two other items should cover the two substantially different
interpretations of this form of activism; „Political party: voluntary work‟ and „Work other
organisation‟. To make the results comparable, it is included when extracting alternative numbers of
dimensions in the pooled data.
68
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consumerism, it shares characteristics with these activities, since it is an act of
individualised collective action, and it therefore makes sense that they cluster
together (Teorell et al. 2007: 345).69 These activities also take place outside of the
formal political sphere, but do not necessarily aim to influence the formal
political decision-makers, since campaigns frequently target other actors such as
businesses and IGOs. The fourth dimension involves associational activities in
new social movements, since both membership of humanitarian organisations
and environmental/peace/animal organisations load strongly onto this
dimensions. These associational activities also take place outside of the formal
political sphere, but the activities of these associations nonetheless aim to
influence the formal political decision-makers.
An inspection of the alternative numbers of dimensions extracted (see appendix
3) shows that the party dimension appears as a stable component regardless of
the number of components extracted. The consumer activism-dimension also
consistently reappears regardless of the number of components extracted, albeit it
is blurred when only two components are extracted. Generally, there is no
evidence suggesting that an alternative number of dimensions provide a more
appropriate solution, and it seems like the original solution provided by the
Kaiser criterion adequately describes the dimensionality in the data. The results
are similar to the ones obtained by Teorell et al. (2007) although they obtain a
contacting dimension that does not appear here due to the lack of indicators
gauging this aspect of participation.

5.2

The institutional impact on the dimensionality of
participation

As mentioned, Verba and his collaborators (Verba et al. 1978: 330) find the four
modes of participation they identify to exist in a number of countries. Similarly,
Teorell et al. (2007: 348) find a persistent dimensionality across a diverse group of
countries, although they operate with more indicators and thus also more modes
of participation than Verba. According to these findings, citizens tend to
combine activities in a similar manner regardless of context. However, their
Although the name consumer activism of this mode of participation may be considered slightly
misleading since signing a petition is not an act of consumption, I here follow Teorell et al. (2007)
in using this label, since it is also important to restrict the use of different labels in the literature.
69
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results are not linked to the institutional context. It seems reasonable to expect
the institutional openness to have implications for how citizens combine
activities, since it shapes what activities are more apt at channelling demands to
the formal decision-makers. The following examines whether the same
dimensionality exist in the two groups of countries with similar institutional
openness identified in chapter 4. To examine the persistency of this dimensional
structure, table 5.3 displays the results of two separate analyses carried out in the
two groups.
The results in the closed systems are virtually identical to the results obtained
from the pooled data, since four dimensions with eigenvalues above 1.0 are
extracted that are relatively uncorrelated – with the possible exception of party
activism and consumer activism negatively correlated at -0.32. In the open
systems, the Kaiser-criterion leads to five components being extracted rather than
four, suggesting that the dimensionality differs in countries characterised by
institutional openness. The fifth dimension contains two variables, „Contacting‟
and „Work other organisation‟, which in most other instances loaded onto the
protest dimension. This dimension resembles the contacting-dimension identified
by Teorell et al. (2007), but it contains fewer indicators.
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Table 5.3 PCA analysis in open and closed countries, pattern matrix with oblimin rotation,
eigenvalues over 1.0 extracted
CLOSED SYSTEMS

OPEN SYSTEMS

1.Protest activism

2. Party activism

3. Associational activism

4.Consumer activism

1. Party activism

2 Consumer activism

3. Protest activism

4. Associational activism

5.

Contacting

0.29

0.17

0.12

0.16

0.06

0.03

-0.03

-0.04

0.77

Work other organisation

0.56

0.04

0.23

-0.00

-0.04

0.03

-0.01

0.15

0.75

Worn campaign badge/
sticker

0.61

0.06

0.05

0.09

0.19

-0.02

0.51

-0.05

0.25

Sign petition

0.33

-0.02

-0.03

0.53

-0.01

0.45

0.29

0.01

0.17

Lawful demonstration

0.72

-0.01

-0.05

0.04

-0.03

0.09

0.74

-0.02

0.04

Boycott

-0.05

-0.02

0.00

0.85

-0.02

0.84

-0.00

-0.05

-0.03

Buycott

-0.09

-0.01

0.01

0.87

0.01

0.83

-0.11

0.04

0.01

Donate money

0.19

0.40

0.06

0.11

0.42

0.14

0.13

0.26

-0.01

Illegal protest

0.59

-0.05

-0.10

-0.08

-0.06

-0.07

0.68

0.04

-0.16

Humanitarian etc.:
member

0.02

-0.03

0.80

-0.04

-0.04

-0.06

-0.03

0.74

0.12

Environmental etc.:
member

-0.06

-0.03

0.76

0.03

0.02

0.05

0.01

0.72

-0.04

Political party: member

0.07

0.64

0.11

-0.08

0.68

-0.10

-0.03

0.05

0.14

Political party: participate

-0.02

0.71

-0.06

-0.02

0.77

0.01

0.01

-0.11

0.08

Political party: donate
money

-0.16

0.81

-0.04

0.06

0.78

0.04

-0.05

0.08

-0.19

Political party: voluntary
work

0.01

0.71

-0.06

-0.05

0.80

-0.03

0.01

-0.12

0.04

Initial Eigenvalues

3.27

1.88

1.17

1.09

3.18

1.86

1.17

1.06

1.00

% of Variance

21.79

12.51

7.78

7.27

21.22

12.38

7.83

7.06

6.67

Type of activity

Rotation converged in
Correlation

8 iterations

Party
Protest
Associational
Consumer
5

1.00

8 iterations

0.23

0.18

-0.32

1.00

0.17

-0.14

1.00

-0.24
1.00

1.00

-0.16

-0.16

0.11

-0.24

1.00

-0.21

0.19

-0.21

1.00

-0.09

0.16

1.00

-0.12
1.00

Note: Entries are loadings from a principal component analysis with oblique rotation. Loadings stronger than 0.6 are
bolded and stronger than 0.4 in italics. When all loadings loading strongly or moderately are negative, the signs have been
reversed.
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However, the eigenvalue is only just over the 1.0 cut-off value, and an inspection of
the scree-plot does not warrant the extraction of five components (See appendix
3). Accordingly, the fifth dimension may be unnecessary for adequately describing
the data. Table 5.4 displays the results when extracting four dimensions.

Table 5.4 PCA analysis in countries with open political systems, pattern
matrix with oblimin rotation, four dimensions extracted
1. Party activism

2. Consumer
activism

3. Protest activism

4. Associational
activism

Contacting

0.18

0.02

0.14

0.43

Work other organisation

0.06

0.02

0.14

0.59

Worn campaign badge/sticker

0.22

-0.02

0.56

0.10

Sign petition

0.01

0.45

0.33

0.10

Lawful demonstration

-0.04

0.09

0.73

-0.01

Boycott

-0.03

0.84

-0.00

-0.07

Buycott

0.01

0.83

-0.11

0.03

Donate money

0.39

0.14

0.09

0.19

Illegal protest

-0.10

-0.06

0.62

-0.07

Humanitarian etc.: member

-0.10

-0.06

-0.10

0.70

Environmental etc.: member

-0.05

0.06

-0.09

0.58

Political party: member

0.70

-0.10

-0.02

0.11

Political party: participate

0.79

0.01

0.03

-0.06

Political party: donate money

0.75

0.05

-0.12

-0.07

Political party: voluntary work

0.82

-0.03

0.02

-0.09

Initial Eigenvalues

3.18

1.86

1.17

1.06

% of Variance
Rotation converged in

21.22

12.38

7.83

7.06

0.12

-0.19

0.22

1.00

-0.21

0.26

1.00

-0.15

Type of activity

Correlation

7 iterations
Party
Protest

Associational
Consumer

1.00

1.00

Note: Entries are loadings from a principal component analysis with oblique rotation. Loadings stronger than 0.6 are bolded
and stronger than 0.4 in italics. When all loadings loading strongly or moderately are negative, the signs have been reversed.
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The obtained solution is similar to the one obtained in the previous analyses,
since the same four modes appear with the same variables loading onto them. At
the same time, the loadings for most variables are moderate to strong, which
suggest a proper fit. This four-dimensional model does not appear to be inferior
to the five-dimensional model extracted with the Kaiser criterion, and it is easier
to interpret. Accordingly, a four-dimensional solution provides a solution as good
as or better than the five-dimensional solution. There is therefore little discernible
evidence to support the hypothesis of an institutional effect on the dimensionality
of participation. The same four-dimensional solution provides a reasonable
solution to reducing the observed indicators in both open and closed institutional
systems.
Even if some reservations are in order, how participants combine political
activities seems unconnected to the institutional context in which the activities
take place. Although the results do not exactly replicate the same modes found in
previous studies, both Verba et al. (1978) and Teorell et al. (2007) support the
conclusion that the dimensionality is stable across contexts.
The differences in the precise number of modes and the interpretations of these
are most likely due to differences in indicators included rather than the
dimensionality of participation as such.

5.3

Discussion of the results and measuring the modes of
participation

The analysis in this chapter has examined the institutional impact on the
dimensionality of participation. The hypothesis for this analysis was that the
institutional structure affects how activists combine activities to form modes of
participation. The results provided little evidence of an institutional impact on
this dimensionality since four modes of participation captured the dimensionality
adequately regardless of whether the institutional system was open or closed.
These four modes of participation have all been the topic of previous research:
1. Party activism: Although not formally part of the political system, political
parties are frequently considered indispensable for the proper
functioning of democracy and the political expression of citizen
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groupings (Schattschneider 1942; Rokkan 1970; Sartori 1976; Webb et al.
2002). This dimension has an affinity with the campaign dimension
identified by Verba and his colleagues, but it is broader since the
activities are not restricted to election campaigns. Despite the central
position, some questions the capability of political parties to convey
citizen preferences to decision-makers (Dalton 2006: 172-175).
Nonetheless, this remains an important outlet for citizen participation
due to the central position within the system.
2. Protest activism: Ever since the Political Action-study (Barnes, Kaase et al.
1979), it has been acknowledged that this form of participation is an
important channel for citizens to vent their preferences. This often
involves a move from coherent political action based on ideological
similarities or social class to issue politics based on common preferences
on specific issues (Dalton 2006: 193). From being considered a threat to
democratic stability (Kornhauser 1959; Crozier et al. 1975), this form of
participation are today popular forms of political engagement used by
considerable segments of the populations (Norris 2002; Norris et al.
2005; Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). Despite the popularity and
widespread legitimacy, it remains outside of the established system and it
is less institutionalised and more episodic form of participation.
3. Associational activism: This dimension concerns associational activities in
new social movements, and includes membership in environmental and
humanitarian organisations (Offe 1985; Koopmans et al. 1995; Kriesi et
al. 1995; della Porta and Diani 2006; Morales 2009). The communal
activity-dimension identified by Verba et al. (1971, 1978) taps some of
the same inclinations, but the indicators included here represent new
social movements reflecting a new way for citizens to vent their political
preferences compared to more traditional political organisations, even if
the distinction between „old‟ and „new‟ politics is sometimes difficult to
make in practice (Offe 1985; Morales 2009). The new social movements
work outside of the formal institutions, but they structure political
mobilisation (Amenta and Zylan 1991). These associational forms do not
seek representation within the formal system, even if they do try to
influence the decisions made by the formal decision-makers
(Rosanvallon 2008: 61-66).
4. Consumer activism: This form of participation is the most recent addition
to the repertoire of political activists, and concerns acts such as not
buying products –or boycotting – or deliberately buying certain products
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or buycotting out of political or ethical concerns. This has been the topic
of much research in the last years (Micheletti 2003; Micheletti et al. 2004;
Stolle et al. 2005; Soper and Trentmann 2008). This form of engagement
differs from the others since it represents an exit-strategy for influencing
decisions. Rather than working for improving the existing alternatives
directly, the political consumers express their political preferences
through the market mechanism by choosing some products over others
(Hirschman 1970: 86; Teorell et al. 2007: 342). Some still dispute the
status of this mode as a genuine form of political participation, but it has
become common to include it as such (van Deth et al. 2007).
These four modes of participation differ significantly in their relationship to the
formal political system, as adjudged by the three elements outlined in ch. 3. Table
5.5 summarises the differences.

Table 5.5 Distance to formal political system of the four modes of participation
Party activism

Protest
activism

Associational
activism

Consumer
activism

Inside/outside formal
political system

Inside

Outside

Outside

Outside

Exit/Voice

Voice

Voice

Voice

Exit

Collectivist

Collectivist

Collectivist

Individualised

Individualised/collectivist
collective action

Party activism lies at the heart of the representative system and is on all three
dimensions squarely placed inside the formal representative system. The other
three activities are somewhat removed from the political core. Both protest
activism and associational activism take place outside the formal political system,
but are voice-based activities aiming to influence the formal political decisionmakers and are traditional forms of collectivist collective action much like
political parties. Consumer activism is the furthest removed from the formal
political sphere, since it occurs outside the formal political system, it is typically
not aimed at the formal political decision-makers (even when aimed at specific
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countries, this is typically of residence and therefore not the formal decisionmakers within the representative system), and it constitutes an example of
individualised collective action.

5.3.1 Measuring the modes of participation
The similar dimensionality across institutional contexts makes it possible to use
the same indexes to measure the forms of participation, since there is full score
comparability (van de Vijver and Leung 1997: 8). There are two different
methods available for using these dimensions as variables: To use the factor
scores directly and transform the dimensions into a variable or to create indexes
for each dimension by only including the variables loading strongly onto it.
The first approach assigns each respondent a score according to the answers to
the questions weighted by the loadings onto this dimension. The other alternative
has been the prevalent approach in the literature on political participation (Parry
et al. 1992; Norris 2002; Teorell et al. 2007). Kim and Mueller (1978: 70-72)
contend that this alternative should be used when the model does not fit the data
completely due to non-random measurement errors in the variables and/or when
minor unspecified factors explain some of the observed correlations. As already
noted, a problematic aspect with the data is that the variables are dichotomous.
According to Kim and Mueller (1978: 74-75), the use of factor analysis on
dichotomous data should be used as a heuristic device to find clusters of
variables. Hence, it is prudent to consider the values obtained to be indicative,
and therefore use the second alternative to measure the dimensions.
The four scales contain variables with loadings above 0.4, i.e. those loading
moderately or strongly onto the dimension.70 Table 5.6 shows the items included
in the various scales and descriptive statistics on the scales after they have been
recoded to vary between 0-1, where „1‟ indicates the highest level of participation.

Kim and Mueller (1978) advocate a cut-off value of 0.3, but here a somewhat stricter threshold is
used to avoid uncertainty about what dimension variables belong to. „Donate money‟ also loads
moderately onto the party activism dimensions. However, this item has commonalities with the
item on donating money to political parties, which loads strongly onto this dimensions. To avoid
the same action counting twice, this broader donating-activity is excluded.
70
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Table 5.6 Descriptive statistics of scales of activism
Items included

Number
of items

n

Mean

st.d.

Cronbach’s
Alpha/
Pearson*

Party

‘Political party: member’
‘Political party: participate’
‘Political party: donate money’
‘Political party: voluntary work’

4

3364
5

0.03

0.11

0.70

Protest

‘Work other organisation’
‘Worn campaign badge/sticker’
‘Lawful demonstration’
‘Illegal protest’

4

3532
3

0.09

0.17

0.50

Associational

‘Humanitarian etc.: member’
‘Environmental etc.: member’

2

3364
5

0.07

0.20

0.22

Consumer

‘Sign petition’
‘Boycott’
‘Buycott’

3

3517
2

0.25

0.33

0.64

Form of
activism

Note: * Cronbach‟s alpha is not usable when a scale only contains two items, therefore a Pearson correlation value is
reported instead. Data weighted with design weight.

Cronbach‟s Alpha examines the reliability of scales. It is commonly held that the
value should at least be above 0.70, although some find values above 0.60
acceptable (Santos 1999; Garson 2009). For the scales created here, party activism
and consumer activism barely passes these thresholds, while the value for protest
falls well below the recommended threshold, and the correlation coefficient for
the associational dimension is modest.
Although apparently ominous, this does not necessarily indicate that the scales
are worthless for measuring the forms of participation. The low scores are
affected by the relatively few numbers of indicators for each dimension, since the
number of items in the scale affects the value, meaning it increases as more items
are added even if the correlations are relatively low (Kopalle and Lehmann 1997:
192). The low rates of participation in most activities also contribute to the low
values of Cronbach‟s Alpha, since the correlations are not symmetrical. This
asymmetry is connected to the differences in efforts required by participants in
performing the activities. Research shows that participation is cumulative,
meaning individuals active in more demanding activities are also active in less
demanding activities (Dalton 2006: 65). However, the opposite is not necessarily
true since participation in easier activities only marginally affects the propensity to
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participate in demanding activities71, and there is little reason to expect a
symmetrical relationship between participation in these activities.72 Hence, the
low values of Cronbach‟s Alpha do not necessarily mean that the indexes are
incapable of measuring the rates of participation adequately, since they are due to
inherent characteristics of the data rather than faulty measurement. These
characteristics help explain why reporting Cronbach‟s Alpha is rare in the
literature on political participation. In accordance with this, the four indexes in
table 5.6 constitute the basis for the dependent variables in the subsequent
analyses.

Non-participation is always the most likely alternative. Nonetheless, if a respondent has
performed a less demanding activity, say signing a petition, there is a higher probability of also
performing more demanding activities such as illegal protesting compared to if he or she did not
sign the petition.
72 Bollen and Lennox (1991) explore an additional reason. Cronbach‟s Alpha assumes that manifest
indicators of the same latent concept should be positively correlated with one another. They refer
to this as the „effect indicator model‟, where the indicators are dependent on the latent variable. An
alternative model is the „causal indicator model‟, where the indicators cause the latent variable
(Bollen and Lennox 1991: 305-307; Diamantopoulus and Winklhofer (2001) refer to the latter as
index construction with formative indicators). Whereas high correlations are important for effect
models, this is not the case for causal models (Bollen and Lennox 1991: 307). It may be argued that
the modes of political participation resemble causal indicator models rather than effect models, as
participation in the related activities (observed variables) causes the mode of participation (latent
variable). However, as Bollen and Lennox (1991: 312) note, there is a danger that the causal
indicator model offers a handy excuse for low internal consistency. In addition, the „effect indicator‟
model is comparable with the factorial approach and the disease-symptom model of phenomena it
implies (Goertz 2006: 14).
71
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6 Political Institutions and Levels of Participation
The second research question concerns how the political institutions affect
country level rates of participation in the four modes of participation. The level
of participation has been a central concern for representative democratic systems,
even if disagreement persists on the optimal levels of participation. As mentioned
in ch. 3, some scholars see a decline in participation as constituting a potential
threat to the legitimacy of the representative democratic systems (Putnam 2000;
Macedo et al. 2005; Stoker 2006; Hay 2007). Others maintain that what is
happening is not a uniform decline in civic engagement, but a transformation of
the forms of civic engagement (Schudson 1996; Bennett 1998; Norris 2002; Stolle
and Hooghe 2004; Dalton 2006, 2008; Rosanvallon 2008).
This dispute also involves what forms of participation are considered appropriate
to use to channel preferences.73 This debate has frequently focused on whether
activities take place inside and outside of the formal political system. According
to some scholars, any growth in new forms of participation is insufficient to
counter the detrimental effects of the drop in forms of participation at the centre
of the political system (Putnam 2000; White and Ypi 2010). The diminished
ability of the political parties to attract popular involvement and link citizen
demands to the political decision-makers poses a challenge to the legitimacy of
the established democracies (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000). Different proposals
to augment the problems have been suggested (Zittel and Fuchs 2007; White and
Ypi 2010).
Contrary to this, it has been contended that the changes are consequences of
persistent value changes among citizens that do not constitute a threat to the
survival of the democratic regimes. Instead, it is a rejection of the formal and
hierarchical traditional political activities in favour of less time-consuming and
more egalitarian ways to engage in political matters (Schudson 1996; Inglehart
1997; Norris 2002; Dalton 2006). Inglehart‟s theory of postmaterialism or
postmodernisation is arguably the best-known exponent of the idea of a
persistent value change in the established democracies (Inglehart 1977, 1997,
1999; Inglehart & Welzel 2005). According to this theory, the material well-being
This is tied to the conceptual disagreements over what activities constitute proper political
participation, and demonstrate why it is important to find common ground on the conceptual
framework for the study of participation.
73
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in the affluent Western societies after WW2 has led to a shift from materialist to
postmaterialist concerns, which has also important consequences for political
participation.
Rosanvallon (2008) considers both the electoral-representative institutional
system and what he terms counter-democratic activity as two constitutive
dimensions of democracy. Even if the relative importance of these varies over
time, both are essential for ensuring a vibrant democracy. Nevertheless, the
recent strengthening of the counter-democratic civic dimension has important
consequences for the functioning – and malfunctioning – of the modern
democratic regimes.
Activities as these occasionally come into conflict with democratic norms.
Activities resting on a „logic of numbers‟ aiming to mobilise citizens are more in
line with the basic democratic principle of majority rule (della Porta and Diani
171-3). Other, predominantly illegal, forms of participation rest on either a “logic
of inflicting damage” or a “logic of bearing witness”, and these do not depend on
mobilising large numbers of citizens, but rather the few who are willing and able
(Della Porta and Diani 2006: 173-176). These activities may come into conflict
with basic democratic principles such as the rule of law, even if few would argue
that there should be no place for conscientious breaches of the law in the form of
civil disobedience in a democracy.
Irrespective of what value is attached to political activities inside or outside the
formal system, it is worthwhile to examine how the institutional characteristics of
the formal political systems shape levels of participation. As already explained, it
has been one of the central claims of POS that the institutional structure is a key
ingredient in explaining country-level differences in the occurrence of protest and
new social movements outside of the formal political system. Institutional
openness promotes participation inside the formal system whereas protest
outside of the formal system occurs when the institutional environment makes it
difficult to channel political demands into the formal political system (Kitschelt
1993; Kriesi et al. 1992, 1995).
This research question concerns the macro level of participation, i.e. country level
differences in participation. To perform analyses at the aggregated level has been
described as a crude way to do contextual analysis (Kreft and de Leeuw 1998: 27),
but examining country-level differences may also be considered an interesting
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question in its own right. Both approaches to the study of institutions may be
used to deal with this research question. In the first approach, differences in
levels of participation are expected to exist between systems with different
degrees of institutional openness.74 In the second approach, the focus is on the
effect of the separate institutional aspects expected to affect the level of
participation directly. The analytical models for the two approaches are outlined
in figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1 Analytical models for analysis of institutional impact on levels of participation
Approach 1

Approach 2
Effective
electoral
threshold

Country level of
political
participation in
forms of
activism:
Open or
closed
institutional
regime

Party
Protest
Associational
Consumer

Executive
dominance
Minister/
mandarin

Country level of
political
participation in
forms of
activism:
Party
Protest
Associational
Consumer

System of
interest
mediation
Fiscal
decentralisation

Macro

Macro

Micro

Micro

The two approaches to the impact of political institutions address this research
question in somewhat different ways. By examining both differences between
open and closed systems as well as the effects of specific institutions, it is possible
to gain a more complete understanding of how the political institutions shape the
As the political institutions are not explanatory variables in this approach, it is strictly speaking
inappropriate to talk of an institutional effect on participation, as it is not possible to assert whether
the institutions are the root cause of any observed contextual differences. Nonetheless, the
comments in the subsequent chapters may do so for linguistic reasons.
74
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level of political participation. In this chapter, the analyses within both
approaches are simplistic in that they disregard the impact of variables at the
individual level as well as indirect effects from the institutions through these. The
analyses merely discern whether differences found for levels of participation exist
when institutional differences are present. Accordingly, it is strictly speaking
inappropriate to conclude that the institutional structures are the main cause
behind the differences found. In the subsequent analyses, it will become clear that
this deficiency may cause misestimating the institutional effects.
In the first approach, where the institutional setting constitutes an indivisible
whole, the question is addressed by examining the correlation between degree of
openness and rates of participation, as well as differences in means scores
between systems with similar degrees of openness. In doing this, the two
dimensions of the distribution of decision-making powers are combined into a
single scale of institutional openness, since there is a high degree of correlation
between the two dimensions (Pearson‟s correlation coefficient = 0.62 at the
macrolevel, p < 0.01).
In the second approach, the intent is to examine the links between the separate
institutional aspects and rates of participation. The individual contribution of
each institutional aspect is first disentangled with simple bivariate regressions for
each institution. However, these bivariate regressions do not make it possible to
draw firm conclusions on the individual effects since the analyses do not control
for other factors. To do this, it is necessary to include use multivariate techniques,
where all five institutional aspects are included in a single regression analysis.
Given the limited number of countries, this approach is unlikely to yield strongly
significant results. Additionally, the multiple regression approach assumes that all
explanatory variables are independent of each other, but previous contributions
have made it clear that institutions tend to go hand in hand (Siaroff 2003; Lijphart
1999). As can be seen in table 6.1, some of the institutional aspects included
correlate strongly. This is particularly evident for the effective threshold and
executive dominance, echoing the finding of Siaroff (2003), but also for other
aspects such as minister-mandarin relationships and fiscal decentralisation.75

Strictly speaking, it is inappropriate to use Pearson‟s correlation for examining a dichotomous
variable, but the relationships are also strongly significant when using other measures of association.
75
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Table 6.1 Pearson correlations between institutional factors

[ET]

[ED]

[MM]

[SIM]

Effective threshold [ET]

1.000

Executive dominance [ED]

0.76

1.000

Minister mandarin [MM]

0.02

0.04

1.000

System of interest mediation
[SIM]

0.48

0.67

0.47

1.000

Fiscal decentralisation [FD]

0.19

0.31

0.73

0.59

[FD]

1.000

This demonstrates the difficulties involved in discerning individual institutional
effects, especially when examining a relatively small number of cases with
relatively limited institutional variance. Nonetheless, despite these high
correlations, the VIF values displayed in table 6.2 show that the problems are
limited.

Table 6.2 VIF scores for institutional variables
Institutional linkage

VIF

Effective threshold

2.38

Executive dominance

3.81

Minister-mandarin relationship

2.64

System of interest mediation

2.92

Fiscal decentralisation

2.69

According to the low VIF scores, multicollinearity is not a major problem, since
all scores are below the rule of thumb threshold of 4.0 for when multicollinearity
is a problem (Garson 2010). Nevertheless, the results of the multivariate
regression analyses should be taken with some caution.
To scrutinize differences in levels of participation, it is necessary to determine
what differences in the levels of participation in the four modes of participation
exist among the countries in the study. This is the topic of the following section.
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Following this, the subsequent section explores the extent to which the political
institutions can help explain these country level differences.

6.1

Country level differences in participation

The tables below display differences among countries in the extent of
participation. The mean scores measure the extent of participation in each mode
and the percentages show what shares of the populations have performed none
of the relevant activities and all of the activities respectively. These figures show
whether the activity is widespread among the population or restricted to an active
minority. To start of with involvement in political parties, table 6.3 displays data
for the involvement in this activity.

Table 6.3 Country level differences in the level of participation in party activism
Mean

% Inactive

% perform all

n

Austria

0.06

84.5

0.7

2256

Belgium

0.03

90.9

0.3

1899

Denmark

0.03

93.5

0.7

1506

Finland

0.02

91.8

0.1

2000

France

0.01

96.9

0.5

1503

Germany

0.03

94.4

0.6

2918

Greece

0.02

95.7

0.7

2567

Ireland

0.02

93.1

0.6

2045

Israel

0.03

90.0

0.2

2499

Italy

0.01

94.6

0.0

1206

Luxembourg

0.02

93.4

0.3

1551

Netherlands

0.02

94.2

0.4

2364

Norway

0.04

90.7

0.5

2035

Portugal

0.02

95.5

0.5

1510

Spain

0.02

96.0

0.4

1729

Sweden

0.04

90.6

1.1

1999

Switzerland
UK

…

…

…

…

0.01

96.4

0.1

2053

Note: The mean score ranges from 0-1 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of engagement. The questions on party
activism were not asked in the Swizz part of the ESS. Data weighted with design weight.
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The results demonstrate that the extent of popular involvement in party activism
is limited. Austria is the country with the highest level of party activism with a
mean score of 0.06, while France, UK, and Italy share last place with a score of
0.01. About 90-95% indicates they have been completely inactive in party
activities, the most notable exception being Austria, where “only” 84.5% have
been passive in the last 12 months. Generally, only small minorities have
performed all four activities. Sweden is the only country where more than 1% of
the population has performed all activities, and in Italy, there are so few highly
active they do not even register on the scale. Even if some differences persist, the
most evident finding is a pattern of relative passivity for most countries.
The low levels of involvement in party activism mean that it may be
inappropriate to consider this form of participation as representative for
participation within the formal system. Other studies identify other channels of
involvement also placed within the electoral-representative system such as
contacting and campaign activities (Verba et al. 1978; Aars and Strømsnes 2007),
which are more popular activities than the relatively demanding party activities
(Verba et al. 1995: 72; Teorell et al. 2007: 349). However, due to the lack of
appropriate indicators in the data, these modes of participation are excluded from
the analysis, since they did not appear as separate dimensions in the factor
analysis in ch. 5.
Additionally, political parties occupy a central role in representative democracies
and has traditionally been conceptualised as the link between citizens and
representatives in representative democracies (White and Ypi 2010). It is
therefore a significant challenge to the functioning of the representative
democracy if the political parties are no longer able to function as a link between
citizens and decision-makers (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000), and different
proposals have been made to augment the problems (Rahat and Hazan 2007;
White and Ypi 2010).
As already observed, the lack of involvement in political parties does not
necessarily imply that citizens are not active in politics. Increased engagement of
citizens in less hierarchical forms of political engagement has been a trend since
the 1970s (Inglehart 1997; Dalton 2006; Purdue 2007; Morales 2009). Table 6.4
displays information on participation in the three modes of participation outside
of the formal political system.
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Table 6.4 Country level differences in the level of participation in protest, associational, and
consumer activism
Protest activism
Mean

%
%
Inactive perform
all

Associational activism
n

Mean

%
%
Inactive perform
all

Consumer activism
n

Mean

%
%
Inactive perform
all

n

AT

0.09

72.2

0.1

2208

0.11

82.4

3.8

2257

0.26

54.6

9.0

2189

BE

0.10

68.5

0.2

1880

0.07

88.6

2.8

1899

0.24

54.4

6.9

1868

DK

0.08

75.5

0.3

1497

0.12

79.5

3.2

1506

0.32

42.2

9.0

1497

FI

0.12

62.7

0.1

1997

0.03

94.6

0.6

2000

0.31

45.7

10.2

1991

FR

0.12

68.3

0.9

1496

0.05

91.4

1.9

1504

0.30

48.8

11.6

1493

DE

0.09

72.9

0.1

2916

0.06

89.1

1.1

2919

0.32

44.7

10.8

2904

GR

0.04

90.0

0.4

2534

0.01

98.1

0.5

2566

0.07

86.2

1.2

2528

IE

0.08

76.8

0.3

1975

0.05

92.7

1.8

2046

0.22

59.5

6.4

1979

IL

0.08

78.3

0.1

2457

0.03

94.4

0.7

2499

0.17

68.1

4.1

2446

IT

0.07

82.5

0.5

1196

0.04

93.6

1.0

1208

0.10

79.2

2.9

1192

LU

0.11

67.0

0.3

1525

0.12

80.7

4.2

1551

0.25

52.6

6.9

1514

NL

0.08

74.0

0.1

2355

0.14

76.6

4.7

2364

0.19

61.6

4.9

2351

NO

0.15

57.5

0.2

2035

0.11

80.5

2.2

2036

0.31

43.1

9.4

2030

PT

0.04

89.2

0.1

1497

0.01

97.2

0.1

1511

0.06

87.4

0.9

1496

ES

0.11

73.8

0.5

1680

0.03

94.9

0.6

1729

0.14

71.8

4.6

1684

SE

0.11

67.8

0.2

1994

0.10

81.9

2.3

1999

0.43

29.5

16.8

1964

CH

0.09

74.1

0.3

2031

…

…

…

…

0.38

37.5

16.5

2006

UK

0.06

81.3

0.1

2050

0.05

91.8

1.2

2052

0.33

43.8

12.7

2042

Note: The mean scores range from 0-1 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of engagement. Data weighted with design
weight. The questions on associational activism were not asked in the Swizz part of the ESS.

Protest activism is most popular in Norway with a mean score of 0.15 and almost
half of the population has been active in protest, although only 0.2% of the
population performed all activities. Greece and Portugal have the lowest protest
attendance rates, since both have a score of 0.04 and about 90% of the
populations are completely inactive. Nonetheless, slightly more Greeks have
performed all activities than in Norway. This percentage is highest in France,
where 0.9% performed all activities in the last year. In many countries, only few
activists have performed all protest activities during the last year, and several
countries share last place with a paltry percentage of 0.1.
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As concerns associational activism, the Netherlands claims first spot with a mean
of 0.14 and 4.7% who performed all, but Denmark has the population with the
lowest inactive percentage, since 79.5% have not performed any associational
activities in the last 12 months. In most countries, the vast majority is inactive
and several countries have percentages well above 90% in this respect. Greece
has the highest share with 98.1% in this respect, but otherwise, Portugal is the
laggard with a mean score of 0.01 again and only 0.1% who performed all
activities. The scores for consumer activism are generally high. Sweden emerges
as the top scorer here with a mean score of 0.43, and only 29.5% of the Swedes
have not performed any consumer activities in the last year. Portugal is the
country with the lowest score with a mean score of 0.06 and 87% not performing
either of the consumer activities in the last 12 months. As noted, there is a risk
that the indicators overestimate the actual extent of involvement in this form of
participation, but this is nonetheless testimony to the popularity of this relatively
effortless form of activism in most countries.
These results emphasise the popularity of the forms of participation outside of
the formal political system. The traditional forms of participation are being
replaced by, or at least supplemented with, newer and more issue-specific forms
of participation (Dalton 2006: 73). Accordingly, the mean scores for the activities
outside of the formal political system are generally higher than for party activism.
Political participation is not dwindling as such, but it has morphed into new
shapes and sizes, taking place outside of the formal channels designed to funnel
citizen demands to the decision-makers.
Another noteworthy finding is the considerable differences among the countries
in the popularity of the forms of participation. The Southern European countries
generally emerge as the least active populations, whereas the most active
countries are Continental and/or Northern European. In most countries, there
are important variations in the activity levels in the different activities, although
most notably Portugal has a somewhat apathetic population. In the following, it is
examined how well this variation can be explained with the help of institutional
characteristics.
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6.2

The political institutions and levels of participation

The following examines how well the political institutions can help explain
country level differences in participation. The analyses are performed for each
mode of participation separately, before the final section summarises and
discusses the implications of the findings.

6.2.1 The political institutions and party activism
As outlined above, a noteworthy drop in levels of party activism has been found
here and in previous findings (Norris 2002: 113-114; Morales 2009: 54-64). The
institutional structure may well have a bearing on the popularity of party activism.
According to POS, open institutional systems are associated with higher degrees
of participation within the system. Redding and Viterna (1999) finds that
proportional representation eases the entry of new social movements into the
party system, thereby also transforming NSM into genuine political parties. This
also suggests that institutional openness should be associated with higher levels of
participation in party activism. Somewhat counter to this, Norris (2002: 124-125)
contends that first-past-the-post systems associated with closed political systems
ought to promote party activism. To examine the relationship between the
relative openness of the political system and the level of participation in party
activism, figure 6.2 displays the relationship between institutional openness and
country level means scores in party activism in the form of a scatter plot.
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Figure 6.2 Institutional openness and party activism, country level mean scores

The result shows a positive association between the relative institutional openness
and participation in party activism, although there is a tendency for the effect to
dwindle at high levels of openness, as indicated by the curvilinear line. However,
Austria represents an outlier compared to the general levels of participation, and
the propensity for a curvilinear relationship diminishes when this is considered.
The fit of the linear model is decent according to the R2-measure, indicating that
the institutional scale explains about 30% of the variation. A simple regression
yields the result Y= 0.012 + 0.005X, where Y is the mean score and X the
institutional openness. Hence, a one-unit increase in openness can be expected to
lead to an increase in party activism of 0.005. The difference in level of
participation in party activism between the most closed systems (a score of „0‟ on
the institutional openness-scale) and the most open systems (a score of „5‟) can be
expected to be 0.025, which bearing in mind the overall low activity rates is a
substantial difference. Accordingly, the slope is significant at the 0.05-level
(p=0.021).
This is in accordance with the expectation that open systems are associated with
higher levels of participation in party activism. To examine the differences
between the two groups containing countries with similar degrees of institutional
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openness, table 6.5 presents some descriptive information along with the results
of an ANOVA-analysis to examine the differences in mean scores.76

Table 6.5 Differences in mean scores of party activism for countries with open and closed
systems
Descriptives

Closed

Open

10

7

Mean

0.02

0.03

Std. Deviation

0.01

0.01

Minimum

0.01

0.02

Maximum

0.03

0.05

n

ANOVA

Variance

Sum of squares

df

F

Between
Groups

0.001

1

8.43*

Within
Groups

0.001

15

Total

0.002

16

Note: Data weighted with design weight. The questions on party activism were not asked in the Swizz part of the ESS.
* p < 0.05

These results show that countries with open institutional systems have slightly
higher mean scores on average, and the differences are statistically significant at
the 0.05-level according to the ANOVA-test. This supports the positive effect of
the institutional structure on participation in party activism, since it indicates that
open institutional structures promote engagement in this form of participation.
Even if the differences are meagre due to the low overall rates of participation,
open institutional systems on average have significantly higher levels of party
activism.
Moving on to discerning the effects of each institutional aspect, as advocated by
the second approach to the study of political institutions, figure 6.3 examines the

This is more informative than the independent samples t-test, which can also be used to test for
equality of means, since it decomposes the variance in between-groups and within-groups elements.
The substantive results are identical.
76
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relationships between the four horizontal institutional aspects and the level of
participation in party activism.

Figure 6.3 Individual horizontal institutions and party activism, country level mean scores

According to the figures, institutional openness is associated with higher levels of
participation in party activism for each aspect, even if there are substantial
differences in the strengths of these associations. The result for the effective
electoral threshold clearly shows the limited variation in this institutional aspect in
a European context. Only France and the UK have high thresholds, whereas
most other countries are found at the other end of the spectrum, and have low
thresholds signifying high openness. Hence, the positive relationship found
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should be taken with some caution. Nonetheless, greater openness appears to
promote party activism, which runs counter to the belief of Norris (2002) that
first-past-the-post systems promote party activism.
For executive dominance, the relationship is also positive, since low dominance
tends to be associated with higher degrees of party activism. The result for the
minister-mandarin linkage does not show a strong effect, and there is no clear
tendency for either group to have higher attendance in party activism in the
distribution of the countries.77 Even if the countries with separated career paths
have a slightly higher average, as indicated by the positive slope, the country level
variation in participation in rates is considerable for both groups. The system of
interest mediation, on the other hand, seems to exhibit a strong relationship with
party activism, with corporatist systems tending to have higher levels of
participation, although slightly stronger effects are found at either of the
extremes.
Figure 6.4 shows the relationship between the vertical distribution of decisionmaking powers or fiscal decentralisation and party activism.

Figure 6.4 Vertical distribution of powers and party activism, country level mean scores

This is partly due to the inappropriate use of statistical tools for this dichotomous variable, which
means that not too much emphasis should be put on the regression line and the R 2-value.
Nevertheless, the trend seems unequivocal.
77
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This also results in the expected positive relationship between institutional
openness and participation in party activism, since countries with higher levels of
fiscal decentralisation tend to have higher levels of party activism as well.
However, the R2 measure indicates that a substantial amount of variation is left
unexplained, which is partly attributable to Austria being an outlier.78
Nevertheless, the impact of regional autonomy seems less pronounced than the
horizontal distribution of powers.
Overall, the results are again in line with the expectations – with the possible
exception of the minister-mandarin linkage – since institutional openness is
associated with higher levels of party activism. To examine the strength of the
associations in more detail, table 6.6 presents the results of bivariate regression
for four of the five institutional linkages. Since the minister-mandarin institution
is dichotomous, this is only examined with the help of a mean test.

Table 6.6 Bivariate regressions of individual institutions on party activism
Effective
electoral
threshold

Executive
dominance

Constant
(Std. error)

0.014*
(0.01)

Coefficient
(Std. error)

n=17

R2
Independent
sample ttest
Value

System of
interest
mediation

Fiscal
decentralisation

0.015**
(0.01)

0.014***
(0.00)

0.018***
(0.01)

0.015*
(0.01)

0.019*
(0.01)

0.025***
(0.00)

0.015
(0.01)

0.17

0.21

0.68

0.11

Ministermandarin†

-0.462

Note: † Since this institutional linkage is dichotomous, an independent samples t-test is used to examine differences in means
scores. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Three of the five institutions have significant positive relationships with party
activism, as indicated by the coefficients of the slopes, although the coefficients
are only significant at a lenient 0.10-threshold for the effective electoral threshold
The results were double-checked excluding Austria, which did not leave to any substantial
differences in the conclusions.
78
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and executive dominance. Only the system of interest mediation has a strong
association with the party activism, since the coefficient of 0.025 is highly
significant. This implies that corporatist systems can be expected to have a 0.025
higher score on the party activism scale compared to pluralist systems. This
difference is not impressive in absolute terms, but considering the low overall
participation rates, it is a considerable impact.
Table 6.7 presents the results of the multiple regression analysis examining the
individual effects of each institutional aspect when controlling for the other
factors.

Table 6.7 Multiple regression analysis of institutional effects on party activism, OLS
n=17

B

Std. Error

0.019***

0.004

0.008

0.006

Executive dominance

-0.024**

0.009

Minister mandarin

-0.011**

0.004

System of interest mediation

0.041***

0.006

0.004

0.009

Constant
Effective threshold

Fiscal decentralisation
R2

0.86

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

As can be seen, the effects change dramatically for some of the institutional
variables. Somewhat surprisingly, the effective electoral threshold does not
appear to have any independent effect on party activism, thus contradicting both
Norris (2002) and Redding and Viterna (1999) simultaneously. Both executive
dominance and the minister-mandarin relationship have significant negative
effects indicating that institutional closedness promotes party activism. Not too
much emphasis should be put on these contradictory findings. When interpreting
these results, it is necessary to keep in mind the high degrees of correlation
between some of these institutional variables, which may help explain some of
these rather drastic changes. This, together with the rather low level of
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institutional variation found in the relatively few European countries, means it is
necessary to be cautious about drawing inferences. This notwithstanding, the
system of interest mediation maintains a significant positive effect on party
activism, and this institutional aspect appears to be the most important one for
predicting the level of party activism.
Overall, these results indicate a significant positive effect of institutional openness
on the level of party activism at the macrolevel. The openness of the
amalgamated political system was positively related to the level of party activism,
since the group of open systems has a higher average level of party activism
compared to the group consisting of countries with relatively closed systems.
Several individual institutions aspects are also related positively to the level of
party activism, although the specific contributions vary and some institutional
aspects seem less important for predicting the level of participation in this regard.
The system of interest mediation appear to be the institutional aspect with the
strongest independent effect since countries with corporatist systems of interest
mediation tend to have higher levels of party activism.

6.2.2 The political institutions and protest activism
As explained, the drop in participation in political parties has been accompanied
by an increase in other forms of participation, even if the implications of this
change are still unclear (Inglehart 1997; Putnam 2000; Dalton 2006). One of these
new forms of participation concern acts of protest, which have grown
increasingly popular since the 1970s (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979; Kitschelt 1986;
van Aelst and Walgrave 2001; della Porta et al. 2006). Much research has found
the level of protest to be connected to the institutional structures (1993: 14). On
the other hand, protest is no longer necessarily a last resort for the marginalised
in society, it has become just another way of communicating political preferences
(van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). According to this logic, participation in protest
activities may be just as widespread when the institutional system is open for
demands.
Figure 6.5 examines the link between the amalgamated institutional openness and
country level differences in protest participation. Contrary to Kitchelt‟s assertion,
a positive relationship exists between institutional openness and the level of
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participation in protest activism. Nevertheless, there are deviations from this
trend. France in particular is a country with a high level of protest and a relatively
closed institutional structure.

Figure 6.5 Institutional openness and participation in protest activism

Accordingly, there is a tendency for a curvilinear relationship between
institutional openness and protest, a finding in previous research as well (Eisinger
1973; Tilly 1978). Furthermore, when examining the differences in average
protest participation between the two groups of countries shown in table 6.8, the
differences in levels of participation are less substantial than the theories would
have us believe.
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Table 6.8 Differences in mean scores of protest activism for countries with open and
closed systems
Descriptives

Closed

Open

10

8

Mean

0.08

0.10

Std. Deviation

0.03

0.03

Minimum

0.04

0.08

Maximum

0.12

0.15

n

ANOVA

Variance

Sum of squares

df

F

Between
Groups

0.002

1

2.351

Within
Groups

0.013

16

Total

0.015

17

Note: Data weighted with design weight.

The more open systems have higher averages than the countries with more
closed political systems. Nonetheless, according to the ANOVA analysis, the
differences are not significant due to the relatively large variations within the
groups. Contrary to the claims of POS, these results do not support the claim
that protest is widespread when the political system is relatively closed. Protest
does not appear to be a caused by an incapability to channel demands through
the established system, since institutional openness seems to have little
significance in determining the level of protest. However, there may also be
contradictory effects at play, levelling the institutional effect.
Even if the amalgamated institutional system does not appear to be central in
predicting the level of protest activism, the individual institutional aspects may
still have a bearing. Figure 6.6 explores the connections between the horizontal
institutional aspects and protest activism.
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Figure 6.6 Individual horizontal institutions and protest activism, country level mean scores

The effective electoral threshold and the minster-mandarin relationship are not
connected to the level of protest given that the lines indicate little change in
participation for different values of openness in these two institutions. For the
other two vertical linkages, there are clear positive associations between the level
of openness and the level of protest, suggesting higher openness is associated
with higher levels of protest. This then runs counter to the expectations of the
proponents of POS.
There is, however, considerable spreads around the lines for all four institutional
aspects, indicating that these institutional aspects only explain a limited amount of
variation.
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For the vertical distribution of powers or fiscal decentralisation, a similar pattern
appears as shown in figure 6.7.

Figure 6.7 Vertical distribution of powers and protest activism, country level mean scores

The relationship is also positive in this case, indicating that higher levels of fiscal
decentralisation are on average associated with higher levels of protest.
Nonetheless, there is a substantial amount of variation around the line, and
countries with intermediate levels of decentralisation have a tendency to have
higher levels of protest, since there are signs of a curvilinear relationship between
fiscal decentralisation and the level of protest. The simple regression models in
table 6.9 examine the relationships in more detail.
These results indicate weak relationships between the institutional aspects and
levels of protest at best. For all five aspects, there are positive relationships
between openness and levels of protest, but only the model for the system of
interest mediation has a significant coefficient.
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Table 6.9 Bivariate regressions of individual institutions on protest activism
Effective
electoral
threshold

Executive
dominance

Constant
(Std. error)

0.088***
(0.02)

Coefficient
(Std. error)

n=18

R2
Independent
sample t-test
value

System of
interest
mediation

Fiscal
decentralisation

0.066***
(0.02)

0.069***
(0.01)

0.067***
(0.02)

0.003
(0.03)

0.039
(0.03)

0.043**
(0.02)

0.044
(0.03)

0.00

0.13

0.26

0.15

Ministermandarin†

-0.712

Note: † Since this institutional linkage is dichotomous, an independent samples t-test examines differences in mean scores.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Accordingly, this institutional aspect has a disproportionately large effect on
levels of protest, whereas the other institutional elements are less relevant in
predicting the level of protest. According to this result, a corporatist system can
be expected to have an average level of protest of about 0.11 compared to 0.07
for a pluralist system. Again, although the differences are not vast, there is
evidence of a significant positive impact of this institutional aspect. To examine
the individual contributions when controlling for other factors, these effects are
examined in a multiple regression in table 6.10.
None of the institutional variables reaches significance in this analysis. The
modest R2-value of 0.38 also shows that deviations from the model are plentiful.
Again, one should be careful when drawing to steady conclusion from this.
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Table 6.10 Multiple regression analysis of institutional effects on protest activism, OLS
n =17

B

Std. Error

0.080***

0.02

Effective threshold

-0.049

0.04

Executive dominance

0.038

0.05

Minister mandarin

-0.004

0.02

System of interest mediation

0.042

0.03

Fiscal decentralisation

0.010

0.04

Constant

2

R

0.38

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Nonetheless, there is little to suggest a substantial institutional effect on levels of
protest. The only evidence of any institutional effect on protest is the bivariate
regression for the system of interest mediation and this suggests that institutional
openness is connected to higher levels of protest, thus running counter to the
claim of POS. Contrary to the expectations of this approach, there is no evidence
suggesting protest to be more widespread when the political systems make it
harder for citizens to channel their demands into the formal political system.

6.2.3 The political institutions and associational activism
Associational activism in new forms of political organisations such as NSM has
also become increasingly popular (Norris 2002: 202-204; Morales 2009).
Proponents of POS have expected mobilisation in these movements to be
connected to the institutional structure in a similar manner as protest,
mobilisation is larger when the structure is closed (Kriesi et al. 1992).
Nonetheless, there has been some dispute over the effects of corporatism.
According to some, corporatism induces engagement in new social movements
(Kitschelt 1990), whereas others claim that pluralist systems allow a diverse range
of political actors to enter the bargaining arena, thus inducing mobilisation
(Morales 2009: 180-181). Empirically, the degree of corporatism has been found
to be positively connected to levels of membership in new political movements
(Morales 2009: 203-204; Schofer and Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001; Todosijević
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and Enyedi 2003). Figure 6.8 displays the association between the openness of
the compound institutional system and associational activism.

Figure 6.8 Institutional openness and participation in associational activism

The relationship between institutional openness and associational activism shows
that open political systems have higher levels of participation in associational
activism. The regression equation equals Y=0.008 + 0.02x, meaning a one-unit
increase in institutional openness is expected to lead to an increase in
participation in 0.02. Consequently, the average difference between the most
closed and the most open systems is about 0.10 points on the index, which
considering the general levels of activity is a substantial difference.
The differences are examined in more detail in table 6.11, which displays data on
differences between the two groups of countries.
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Table 6.11 Differences in mean scores of associational activism for countries with open
and closed systems
Descriptives

Closed

n

Open

10

7

Mean

0.05

0.10

Std. Deviation

0.03

0.04

Minimum

0.01

0.03

Maximum

0.12

ANOVA

Variance

0.14

Sum of squares

df

F

Between
Groups

0.010

1

8.855**

Within
Groups

0.017

15

Total

0.027

16

Note: Data weighted with design weight. The questions on associational activism were not asked in the Swizz part of the
ESS. ** p < 0.01.

The group of countries with more open institutional systems has an average level
of associational activism of 0.10 compared to 0.05 in the group with closed
systems. According to this, an open institutional structure is conducive to
participation in associational activism. This runs counter to the prediction of POS
of activism in these forms of political organisations being connected to closed
institutions.
Figure 6.9 explores the links between the four institutional aspects on the
horizontal dimension.
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Figure 6.9 Individual horizontal institutions and associational activism, country level mean
scores

As can be seen, the relationships between all four institutional linkages and the
level of associational political participation are positive, suggesting institutional
openness is related to higher participation in associational activities for all of
them. For the effective electoral threshold, a tendency for a curvilinear
relationship is apparent, but the lack of intermediate cases makes this somewhat
uncertain. A linear interpretation suggests that a low electoral threshold is
conducive to NSM-mobilisation, a finding corroborated by Amenta and Zylan
(1991), who finds open party systems to further mobilisation.
Both executive dominance and the system of interest mediation are apt predictors
of participation, especially the latter as indicated with the R2 value of 0.62,
showing that this factor alone explains more than 60% of the variance. For
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differences in the minister-mandarin linkage, the relationship is weaker, but
nonetheless clearly positive. For the vertical distribution in figure 6.10, a positive
relationship also appears.

Figure 6.10 Vertical distribution of powers and associational activism, country level mean
scores

Accordingly, openness in all five institutional aspects is associated with higher
degrees of associational activism. Closed institutions are not necessarily
associated with participation outside of the established system, as proposed by
POS. Instead, institutional openness not only invites participation inside the
system, but also outside. According to this, the popularity of the activities does
not depend on providing the simplest route to the formal decision-makers. The
examination of the strengths of the relationships shown in table 6.12 further
underlines this tendency.
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Table 6.12 Bivariate regressions of individual institutions on associational activism
Effective
electoral
threshold

Executive
dominance

Constant
(Std. error)

0.036
(0.03)

Coefficient
(Std. error)

n=17

R2
Independent
sample t-test
value

System of
interest
mediation

Fiscal
decentralisation

0.028
(0.02)

0.025**
(0.01)

0.028
(0.02)

0.041
(0.03)

0.067*
(0.04)

0.091***
(0.02)

0.077*
(0.04)

0.09

0.19

0.62

0.19

Ministermandarin†

-1.505

Note: † Since this institutional linkage is dichotomous, an independent samples t-test examines differences in mean scores.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

For three of the five variables, there is a significant relationship with associational
activism. Even if the coefficients for executive dominance and fiscal
decentralisation are only significant at the 0.10-level, institutional openness is
associated with higher levels of participation in associations. The strongest effect
is found for system of interest mediation, where a fully corporatist system can be
expected to have a 0.09 higher score than a pluralist system. For both effective
threshold and the minister-mandarin linkage, the effects are not significant.
The multiple regression analysis shown in table 6.13 also point to the system of
interest mediation as a key institutional feature in explaining differences in
associational participation.
This aspect is the only institutional linkage with a positive effect when controlling
for the impact of the other institutional aspects, even if these findings should
again be taken with some caution. Nevertheless, all results suggest that
corporatist systems are more likely to have higher levels of participation in
associational activities, which is in line with previous findings by Morales (2009)
and Todosijević and Enyedi (2003).
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Table 6.13 Multiple regression analysis of institutional effects on associational activism, OLS
n =17

B

Std. Error

Constant

0.04

0.03

Effective threshold

0.00

0.04

Executive dominance

-0.03

0.06

Minister mandarin

-0.01

0.02

0.11**

0.04

-0.01

0.05

System of interest mediation
Fiscal decentralisation
R2

0.64

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Institutional openness appears to be conducive to associational activism, the main
institutional link being the system of interest mediation. Again, these findings run
counter to the claim of POS that associational activism is widespread when the
formal political system makes it hard for citizens to convey their preferences into
the political decision-making.

6.2.4 The political institutions and consumer activism
Political consumerism is a more recent additions to the repertoire of political
activists, and for this reason, no comparative studies relate political consumerism
to differences in the institutional framework. However, political consumers are
frequently contended to be motivated by a lack of belief in the formal political
authorities taking authorative decisions concerning the matters they are interested
in (Follesdal 2004: 8; Beck 1994; Micheletti 2003: 9). According to this logic,
political consumerism would be expected to be associated with closed institutions
since it discourages citizen intervention in political affairs. This is also in line with
the basic premises of POS that mobilisation outside the formal system occurs
when the institutions make it difficult to transfer demands inside the system.
Somewhat opposed to this interpretation, political consumers do not necessarily
exhibit lower levels of trust in political institutions (Goul Andersen and Tobiasen
2004: 213-214). In accordance with this view, political consumerism has its roots
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in cultural changes leading to cosmopolitanism, and is therefore not necessarily
connected to the institutional structures. In line with this, political consumerism
may be less drastically affected by the institutional structures. Figure 6.11 displays
the relationship between institutional openness and participation in consumer
activism.

Figure 6.11 Institutional openness and participation in consumer activism

The line shows a positive relationship between institutional openness and the
level of consumer activism indicating that open political systems are associated
with higher levels of political consumption. There is a quite clear tendency for a
positive linear relationship, although both France and the UK with relatively
closed political systems have higher levels of participation than might be
expected. Other than this, the fit of the model is fairly good since a considerable
amount of variation is explained by this simple model (R2 = 0.33). Table 6.14
examines differences between the two groups with the help of an ANOVA
analysis to compare mean level differences.
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Table 6.14 Differences in mean scores of consumer activism for countries with open and
closed systems
Descriptives

Closed

n

Open

10

8

Mean

0.19

0.32

Std. Deviation

0.09

0.08

Minimum

0.03

0.19

Maximum

0.14

ANOVA

Variance

0.43

Sum of squares

df

F

Between
Groups

0.073

1

10.100**

Within
Groups

0.115

16

Total

0.188

17

Note: Data weighted with design weight. ** p < 0.01

According to the results, countries with open institutional systems have higher
mean scores of consumer participation, since the group with open systems has an
average of 0.32 compared to 0.19 in the closed group, a result significant at the
0.01-level. This implies that institutional openness promotes consumer activism.
Contrary to the initial expectations, participation in these activities does not
predominantly occur when the system makes it hard for citizens to communicate
their views into the formal decision-making, nor is the institutional structure
irrelevant for explaining levels of political consumerism.
Figure 6.12 makes it possible to inspect the individual contribution of each of the
four vertical institutional linkages, to see whether some contribute
disproportionately.
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Figure 6.12 Individual horizontal institutions and consumer activism, country level mean
scores

The figures show some contradictory institutional effects, since the effective
electoral threshold has a negative relationship with political consumerism,
although this finding is somewhat dubious due to the lack of institutional
variation. For the other institutions, the relationship is positive. There is a
curvilinear tendency for executive dominance given that the effect is stronger in
the extremes, whereas the intermediate countries exhibit lower levels of
participation than the linear model predicts.
Countries where minister and mandarins have separate career paths also tend to
have higher levels of political consumerism. This is also the case for countries
with corporatist models, where there is also a tendency for the effect to be
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weaker at the extremes, although the differences in explained variance for the two
lines are slight. Turning to the vertical distribution and fiscal decentralisation,
figure 6.13 displays the results.

Figure 6.13 Vertical distribution of powers and consumer activism, country level mean scores

The relationship is also in this case positive, indicating that higher
decentralisation is associated with higher levels of political consumerism. In most
cases, institutional openness is associated with higher levels of participation in
political consumerism according to the findings. The only exception is the
effective electoral threshold, where a negative relationship appears.
Table 6.15 examines the strength of the relationships and the overall direction
through bivariate regressions.
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Table 6.15 Bivariate regressions of individual institutions on consumer activism
Effective
electoral
threshold

Executive
dominance

Constant
(Std. error)

0.292***
(0.07)

Coefficient
(Std. error)

n=17

R

2

Independent
sample t-test
value

System of
interest
mediation

Fiscal
decentralisation

0.191***
(0.06)

0.157***
(0.03)

0.087**
(0.04)

-0.065
(0.09)

0.089
(0.09)

0.190***
(0.06)

0.306***
(0.07)

0.03

0.05

0.38

0.55

Ministermandarin†

-2.407**

Note: † Since this institutional linkage is dichotomous, an independent samples t-test is used to examine differences in mean
scores. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

The negative relationship found for the electoral threshold is not significant,
which is also true for executive dominance, but here the tendency for a
curvilinear relationship diminishes the strength of the relationship. The
differences between separate and integrated career paths for the ministermandarin linkage in this case turn out to be significant implying that countries
with separated minister-mandarin career paths have significantly higher levels of
political consumerism.
This is also true for the models for system of interest mediation and fiscal
decentralisation. This suggests that openness in these three institutional aspects is
associated with higher levels of political consumerism, whereas openness in the
electoral threshold has a weak tendency to diminish consumer activism. To
examine the relative contribution in more detail, table 6.15 shows the results of a
multiple regression.
When taking into consideration the combined effects, the difference for the
minister-mandarin linkage turns insignificant, whereas the effective threshold has
a significant negative effect on the level of participation in political consumerism.
This suggests that political consumerism is associated with institutional
closedness, since participation increases when access to the formal system is
restricted. This is especially noteworthy since a high effective threshold makes it
difficult for new political parties to enter the formal political arena.
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Table 6.16 Multiple regression analysis of institutional effects on consumer activism, OLS
n=17

B

Std. Error

0.203***

0.04

-0.225***

0.06

Executive dominance

0.040

0.09

Minister mandarin

0.005

0.03

System of interest mediation

0.174**

0.06

Fiscal decentralisation

0.197**

0.06

Constant
Effective threshold

R2

0.85

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

According to this, political consumers may turn away from traditional politics
since they are unsatisfied with the existing political parties, finding no alternatives
to further their preferred causes. However, both the system of interest mediation
and fiscal decentralisation has significant positive effects at the 0.05-level, thus
running counter to the expectations. More corporatist and more decentralised
countries have higher levels of consumer activism, suggesting that political
consumerism is widespread when these institutional features make it easier for
citizens to channel their demands into the formal system. The results
demonstrate the importance of examining individual contributions, since there
can be contradictory effects from the institutions. It is surprising that the
institutional structure has such a strong bearing on political consumerism given it
is the form of participation under consideration differing the most from
traditional political participation.

6.3

Discussion of the results

The focus of this chapter has been to examine the institutional impact on levels
of participation. The hypothesis was that the institutional structure affects the
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levels of activity in the four modes of participation. Table 6.17 summarises the
findings for each of the five institutional elements included in the study.

Table 6.17 The institutional effects on levels of participation at the country level
Party
Difference institutional regimes

+

Protest

Associational

Consumer

+

+

Effective electoral threshold

-

Executive dominance

-

Minister-mandarin

-

System of interest mediation

+

Fiscal decentralisation

+

+
+

Note: The results are from the multiple regression models for each mode of participation. „+‟: positive impact of institutional
openness on aggregate level of participation; „-„: Negative impact of institutional openness on aggregate level of
participation.

These results generally support the hypothesis of an institutional effect on levels
of participation for most forms of political participation. Institutional openness
was conducive for participation, since countries with more open institutional
structures on both the vertical and horizontal dimension exhibited higher levels
of participation in party activism, associational activism, and consumer activism.
The one exception was for protest activism, where no discernible impact was
found on the levels of participation. This is surprising given the interest previous
research – most notably POS – has placed in the impact of the institutional
structure for the level of protest. Nonetheless, the results contradict this
expectation in most regards.
The examination of each institutional aspect separately showed that the
institutional aspects are not equal in shaping the levels of participation in the four
modes of participation. Consequently, the impact of institutional openness was
not straightforward, since some institutional aspects appeared to be irrelevant and
both negative and positive effects existed for both party activism and consumer
activism. Furthermore, the effective electoral threshold and executive dominance
had surprisingly limited effects on the levels of participation. Powell (2000)
contends that these two aspects define how elections function as instruments of
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democracy, and the effective electoral threshold in particular has a substantial
impact on the political choices offered to citizens when acting as voters
(Bengtsson 2008: 97-98). Therefore, these institutional aspects could be expected
to have a particular strong impact on how active the citizenries are in other
participatory activities as well.
Nonetheless, they at best have weak effects on country level differences in
participation. The effective electoral threshold only had a significant effect for
political consumerism in the multiple regressions, and even in the bivariate
regressions, it was only weakly significant for party activism. This lack of impact
is partly due to the limited institutional variation existing in Europe in this regard,
since only France and the UK have high effective electoral thresholds.
Additionally, there is a high degree of correlation between these two aspects,
which mean they may cancel out each other‟s explanatory powers. Nevertheless,
the evidence for them being essential institutional aspects for explaining levels of
participation is unconvincing. Executive dominance did have a limited positive
effect on party activism in the bivariate regression, but the effect turned negative
when controlling for the other institutional aspects in the multiple regression.
Other than this, the effect was negligible. A closely related concept, the number
of political parties, has been found to have contradictory effects on turnout in
elections, and findings are frequently mixed when examining the link between the
two (Blais and Dobrzynska 1999). Some evidence for a curvilinear effect of these
institutional aspects existed in the analyses and this may also help explain the lack
of impact observed and even the contrary effects. However, more research is
necessary to be able to draw any firm conclusions about this.
The third linkage in the parliamentarian chain of governance, the link between
ministers and mandarins, also had a limited effect at best. This is hardly surprising
given the obscure position of this institutional aspect as a link between
governments and bureaucracy that neither impede nor facilitate citizen
participation directly. The vertical distribution of decision-making powers as
measured by fiscal decentralisation also had positive effects on levels of
participation in associational and consumer activism, whereas little significance
was found when it comes to the forms of participation closer to the core of the
representative system.
The system of interest mediation appeared as the strongest predictor for levels of
participation in party activities, associational activities, and consumer activism.

137

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

According to this, corporatism promotes participation in a wide range of
activities. Corporatism has been argued to deter citizen involvement since it
restricts the possibilities of citizens to affect the political decision-making by only
grating access to privileged interests (Christiansen and Togeby 2006). For similar
reasons, Kitschelt (1990) contends that corporatism leads to increased levels of
protest. Nevertheless, the present results find no evidence of corporatism being
linked to citizen apathy or higher levels of protest. Instead, the corporatist
countries were vibrant democratic systems with higher levels of citizen
participation in a wide range of political activities.
All of this shows that the institutional context broadly defined has a significant
impact on the levels of participation in most forms of participation. Institutional
openness is associated with higher levels of participation in most, if not quite all,
forms of political participation. Systems with dispersed decision-making powers
promote participation in all or most forms of participation, which runs counter to
the expectations of POS, since the observable effect of institutional openness is
positive irrespective of whether the activity takes place inside or outside the
formal system. To participate in alternative forms of participation is not
necessarily contingent upon what forms of activism are most suitable to access
decision-makers. This suggests that rather than a rational calculation of what
form of participation most effectively furthers political goals, participatory norms
promote political participation in all its forms. Alternative forms of participation
have become more widespread in all countries regardless of the institutional
openness, but countries characterised by institutional openness maintain higher
levels of participation both within and outside the formal system.
These findings are far from definitive due to the limited institutional variation
and the relatively few countries. Nonetheless, the institutional structure appears
to have an important role to play in explaining country level differences in
participation, albeit not necessarily in the way the theories would have us believe.
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7 Political Institutions and the Characteristics of
the Participants
The research question for the third aspect of the patterns of political participation
addresses whether political institutions affect the individual characteristics of the
participants in the four modes of participation. Petersson (2006: 233-236)
contends that research on political participation frequently focuses on whether
participation is high or low. However, the qualitative aspect of participation has
also received attention, since the characteristics of participants has been a central
concern in the research on political participation (Parry et al. 1992; Verba et al.
1995; Norris 2002; Macedo et al. 2005; Dalton 2006; Bengtsson and Christensen
2009). This approach does not directly examine the motivations or ideas of the
participants, but the characteristics are central for the qualitative aspect of
participation since individuals with certain qualities may perform their citizen
duties more aptly (Verba 2003; Macedo et al. 2005: 164; Marien et al. 2009).79 As
outlined in ch. 3, there are different individual characteristics – sociodemographic characteristics, sentiments about the political system and society,
and individual ties to the surrounding community – influencing the propensity to
be politically active.80 These three groups make it possible to examine how the
institutional structure affects the characteristics of the participants.
The hypothesis states that the institutional structure leads to differences in the
characteristics of the participants in the different modes of participation.
Accordingly, the aim is to explore how the institutional context shapes
differences in the characteristics of the participants embodied by the independent
variables. The hypothesis implies that the institutional framework can be
expected to result in different answers to the questions posed by Verba et al.
(1995: 14-15) as to why citizens do not participate: because they cannot due to a lack
of key socio-demographic resources, because they do not want to due to a lack of
psychological engagement and/or trust in the authorities, or because nobody asked
due to a lack of involvement in associations of recruitment. Since institutional
openness affects the ease with which citizens can channel preferences through

An alternative approach links the qualitative aspect to the level of civic literacy or factual political
knowledge among activists (Delli Carpini and Skeeter 1996; Milner 2002).
80 As noted in ch. 3.3.2, it is not always easy to settle the arrow of causality for these variables, as
they may promote participation and vice versa. It might therefore be more appropriate to think of
these as individual characteristics rather than causal factors.
79
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the modes of participation, it seems fair to expect it to shape the characteristics of
the participants in these as well.
The first approach to the study of political institutions, where the institutional
structures are conceptualised as a mediating context, can help examine this claim.
By grouping countries with similar institutional openness, it is possible to explore
the institutional effect on the causal relationships at the microlevel between the
independent variables and forms of activism. The same relationships are
examined in the open and closed systems to see whether there are systematic
differences in the relationships. The analytical model for this research question is
outlined in figure 7.1.

Figure 7.1 Analytical model for analysis of institutional impact on characteristics of the
participants
Open or closed institutional regime
Macro

Micro

Causal effect

Individual level variables:

Participants in forms of
activism:

Socio-demographic
characteristics
Political integration and values
Associational involvement

Party
Protest
Associational
Consumer

Mediating effect

This analytical approach is similar to the one used by amongst others Powell and
Whitten (1993) and Bengtsson (2002). By holding the institutional context
constant, it is possible to identify differences in the relationships between
microlevel variables dependent between different institutional contexts.81 As the

To discern differences in the effects of individual level variables could also be done with the help
of multilevel statistical techniques as outlined in the following chapter. However, to examine the
institutional impact with the help of a hierarchical model would imply complex analytical models
that the limitations in the present data make unfeasible. For this reason, the present approach
81
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main interest lies in examining how the institutional structure mediates the
relationships between the microlevel variables and the forms of participation,
there is little emphasis on examining how the institutional structure affects the
independent variables and thereby participation indirectly. Nonetheless, as will be
clear from the comments, this aspect may at times be relevant for interpreting the
differences found. The relative importance of the institutions vis-à-vis the
individual-level variables is examined in the subsequent chapter.
The existing literature has established some regularities for these characteristics,
even if disputes persist. As mentioned, it is the conventional wisdom that
politically active citizens tend to have a particular social background
(Schattschneider 1960; Milbrath 1965; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978;
Verba et al. 1995; Teorell, Sum and Tobiasen 2007). It has even been contended
that unequal participation is democracy‟s unresolved dilemma (Lijphart 1997b).
Nonetheless, differences exist among forms of participation since some of these
may promote participation among groups often thought to be excluded from the
political process (Dalton 2006; Micheletti 2004; Marien et al. 2009).
For the second group of variables, political integration and values, the growing
mistrust and dissatisfaction in the established democracies is frequently linked to
the increase in participation in new forms of participation (Inglehart 1997;
Tarrow 2000; Dalton 2006: 261), although participation in non-institutionalised
activities is not necessarily considered a sign of political alienation (van Aelst and
Walgrave 2001; Norris 2002; Norris et al. 2005). Nevertheless, the characteristics
of the participants may well differ for different forms of participation (Inglehart
1997: ch. 10; Denk 2009: 74-79).
For the final theoretical group of associational involvement, politically active
citizens tend to be active in non-political associations as well (Armingeon 2007;
Putnam 2000: 338-339). Nevertheless, critiques maintain that Putnam only
consider the implications of associational involvement for traditional forms of
political participation (Dalton 2006: 48). Hence, there is no consensus on the
relationships between these characteristics and participation in the four modes of
participation. These doubts suggest a need to re-examine these characteristics and
what impact the institutional framework of the state has on them.

provides a more suitable alternative even with the inherent weaknesses it confers on the possibilities
to examine institutional mediating effects.
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The analysis proceeds in two steps. The first section involves an analysis of the
pooled data. First, simple bivariate analyses examine differences in the
characteristics of the participants. Here, ratios compare the participation rate of
the lower group to the highest group for each variable to get an idea of the effect
of the variable. A value above „1‟ indicates that respondents with higher values on
the variable in question are more active than respondents with lower values, and
vice versa for values below „1‟. The further away from „1‟ the value is, the more
pronounced the differences are. This gives some idea about the relationship
between the variable and participation, even if this crude measure is only
indicative, since it is for example unable to handle curvilinear relationships. In
addition, row percentages examine the distribution of the variables among the
populations in the pooled data as well as the two groups. This is followed by
multiple regression analysis of the characteristics for each mode of participation.
These multivariate analyses explore whether there are persistent differences in the
characteristics when controlling for other factors. This gives an idea of the overall
profiles of the participants for the pooled data.
The second step involves examining the differences in these characteristics
created by a mediating effect of the institutional setting; i.e. the openness of the
institutional system. This is done by examining the same characteristics in the two
groups consisting of countries with open and closed institutional systems. This
again involves bivariate analyses separate multivariate analyses run in the two
groups. Additionally, the multivariate analyses include the interaction effects from
a third regression, run on the full model from the pooled data. The coefficients of
the interaction effects estimates the extent to which the effect of the variables is
smaller or greater in the open group compared to the same effects in the closed
group (Hardy 1993: 31). These make it possible to determine whether the impact
of the institutional structure significantly alters the relationships between the
explanatory factors and participation.
This analytical approach resembles the ANCOVA method used for exploring the
effect of group membership (Kreft and de Leeuw 1998: 30-32). However, the
emphasis here is not on exploring the effect of group membership, but rather
differences between similar groups. Ordinal logistic regression is used to analyse
the data, since this can be used for categorical dependent variables with relatively
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few categories. The ordinal logistic model can be expressed as (Norušis 2010:
69):82
ln(θj) = αj + β1X1 + β2X2 +… + βpXp

where j goes from 1 to the number of categories of the dependent variable minus
1, and indexes the cut-off points for all categories of the outcome variable. The
threshold (αj) and the regression coefficients (β) are unknown parameters to be
estimated (Chen and Hughes 2004: 3-4).83
The coefficients of an ordinal logistic regression are ordered logit coefficients
similar to the ones found in regular logistic regression. The interpretation of the
coefficient is that for a one-unit increase in the explanatory variable, the
dependent variable is expected to change by the regression coefficient in the
ordered log-odds scale while the other variables in the model are held constant.
Since all variables have been recoded to vary on a scale from 0-1, the coefficients
can be interpreted as the impact each variable has on the dependent variable
when it changes from its minimum to its maximum value.84
The variance inflation factor-scores (VIF) indicate a problem with
multicollinearity among the explanatory variables (See appendix 4). High levels of
correlation among the explanatory variables might result in unstable slope
estimates with larger standard errors and consequently a risk of registering
statistical insignificance when the variable has a significant effect (Maddala 1992:
The function for the ordinal regression model depends on what link function is used to specify
the transformation applied to the dependent variable. This one is for the most common logit link
function used here (Garson 2009).
83 The data failed the test for the assumption of parallel lines, which is a requirement for ordinal
logistic regression (Chen and Hughes 2004: 2). This concerns the relationship between the
dependent variable and independent variables, where it is assumed that the relationship is identical
for each of the categories of the dependent variables (Norušis 2010: 74). However, O‟Connell
(2006: 41) notes that the test is not very powerful, and with continuous independent variables and
large sample sizes, the test will usually indicate rejection of the null hypothesis of proportionality of
the odds. O‟Connell (2006: 47) suggests checking discrepancies through separate logistic regressions
analyses for each of the categories of the dependent variable. The results of these suggest that
several of the independent variables – as might be expected – have a weaker effect at the higher
levels of activism for the dependent variables, where only few active are to be found in most forms
of participation. Otherwise, the patterns are rather similar. Nonetheless, the coefficients should be
considered indicative, which is also reflected in the comments to the analyses.
84 Put simply, a positive parameter estimate indicates a higher score on the dependent variable is
more likely and conversely with negative parameter estimates (Garson 2009).
82
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269).85 „Trust in parliament‟ has a VIF-score of 10.5, which is a potential
problem. Inspecting the correlations between the independent variables shows
„trust in parliament‟ to be correlated with „external efficacy‟ (Pearson = 0.47),
„trust in politicians‟ (Pearson = 0.68), and „satisfaction with democracy‟ (Pearson
= 0.49). All of these variables relate to attitudes towards the existing political
system, so in this sense, the correlation is not surprising. A potential solution
would be to create an attitudinal index combining these variables and thereby
alleviating the problems. However, this option is unappealing, since this reduces
the obtainable information from the analyses and important potential differences
exist for these attitudes. Fortunately, further examining the collinearity
diagnostics provided by SPSS suggests that the problem is limited, since none of
the values for the condition indexes are above 15, which is a common rule of
thumb-threshold for indicating possible problems with multicollinearity, whereas
scores above 30 indicate strong problems (Garson 2009). In addition, test runs
leaving out variables indicate that the results are robust, since no substantial
changes occur in the significance of the estimates. Accordingly, the analyses
include all the variables separately.
The fit of the model is less relevant since the intent is to examine the
characteristics of the participants rather than to find parsimonious models
explaining as much variance as possible. Nonetheless, it is still helpful to
determine how much each of the three theoretical blocks explains in different
circumstances. In logistic regression, Nagelkerke's R2 is the most frequently
reported surrogate measure for R2 (Garson 2009), and it is the one used here. The
analyses are stepwise regressions where the first block contains the sociodemographic variables, the second block the political integration and values
variables, and the third block contains associational involvement.86 The
explanatory variables are entered as covariates, which is the appropriate
alternative for continuous variables. Although some variables are categorical, this
makes it possible to obtain a single estimate for the variable, and although some
information is lost through this choice, since it makes it more difficult to discern
The VIF-score indicates to what extent variables are affected by multicollinearity and ranges from
1.0 (being no collinearity) to infinity. The score should be as low as possible, but there is little
agreement on when the VIF score becomes so high it is problematic. Scores below 10.0 are
commonly accepted, but it has been suggested that values above 2.5 may be a cause for concern in
logistic regression (Allison 1999). The VIF-scores are indicative rather than definitive, and SPSS
provides additional possibilities for examining the data for multicollinearity.
86 The thresholds for the categorical dependent variables correspond to the intercept for traditional
linear regression of continuous dependent variables. However, as these have little analytical value in
ordinal logistic regression (Garson 2009), they are not reported in the tables.
85
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substantial differences for categorical variables with more categories, it makes it
easier to compare the effects of the variables.

7.1

Characteristics of the participants in the pooled data

The first part of the analysis examines the characteristics of the participants in
each of the four modes of participation for the pooled data to get an overview of
what characteristics distinguishes the more active segments of the populations.
Table 7.1 displays differences in the relationships between socio-demographic
factors and the four political activities.
The results generally indicate the importance of socio-demographic resources for
being politically active, even if the ratios indicate the differences in participation
to be modest for many variables, the most obvious exception being education.
The younger cohorts are generally less active, and then the rates slowly rise to
peak around the 40-50s, before there is a drop among the oldest cohorts. The
one exception to this pattern is protest, where the youngest are the most active, a
recurring finding in the literature (Dalton 2006: 70; Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979).
For gender, there is a male dominance in party activism and protest activism,
whereas there are slight female overrepresentations in associational activism and
consumer activism. This lends credit to the idea of certain forms of participation
encouraging women to participate (Stolle et al. 2005; Micheletti 2004).
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Table 7.1 Socio-demographic resources and political participation in the pooled data, bivariate
relationships
Variable
Age
-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65+
Ratio
Gender
Female
Male
Ratio
Education
Not completed primary
Primary/ first stage basic
Lower secondary/ second stage
basic
Upper secondary
Post secondary, non-tertiary
First stage of tertiary
Second stage tertiary
Ratio
Marital status
Single
Married/living with partner
Ratio
Residence
Farm or home in country side
Country village
Town/small city
Suburbs/ outskirts big city
Big city
Ratio
Religiosity
Low (0-0.3)
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
High (0.61-1.0)
Ratio
n

PA

PR

AS

CO

%
100
15.8
16.0
19.7
17.9
14.4
16.2

0.01
0.02
0.02
0.03
0.04
0.03
3.0

0.11
0.09
0.09
0.10
0.09
0.06
0.6

0.04
0.06
0.08
0.08
0.08
0.05
1.3

0.22
0.28
0.30
0.28
0.25
0.15
0.7

0.02
0.03
1.5

0.08
0.10
1.3

0.07
0.06
0.9

0.26
0.23
0.9

0.01
0.02

0.03
0.05

0.01
0.03

0.06
0.11

100
3.9
14.0

0.02

0.07

0.04

0.18

22.4

0.03
0.02
0.03
0.04
4.0

0.09
0.10
0.13
0.15
5.0

0.06
0.08
0.11
0.14
14.0

0.26
0.31
0.39
0.45
7.5

33.1
6.3
15.9
4.5

0.02
0.03
1.5

0.09
0.09
1.0

0.06
0.07
1.2

0.23
0.25
1.1

0.04
0.03
0.02
0.02
0.02
0.5

0.09
0.08
0.09
0.09
0.09
1.0

0.06
0.06
0.07
0.08
0.07
1.2

0.24
0.22
0.25
0.29
0.25
1.0

0.03
0.03
0.03
1.0

0.10
0.08
0.08
0.8

0.07
0.06
0.07
1.0
35684

0.29
0.24
0.22
0.8

100
52.1
47.9

100
35.6
64.4
100
7.4
30.9
28.5
15.7
17.5
100
31.7
34.3
34.0

Note: PA= Party activism, PR= Protest activism, AS= Associational activism, CO= Consumer activism. Data weighted
with design weight. The reported scores are mean scores on the corresponding scales of activism. The scales range from 01 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of participation. The ratios compare the score in the upper row to the lower
row for each variable.

As mentioned, the most noteworthy differences exist for education, since highly
educated citizens tend to be more politically active in all forms of activism, which
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is hardly a contentious finding (Verba et al. 1995; Woshinsky 2008: 89). For
marital status, citizens who are married or cohabitating tend to be more active in
line with previous assertions (Woshinsky 2008: 95; Booth and Babchuk 1969).
For residence, the characteristics of the active segments differ between the forms
of activism. Party activists tend to be rural dwellers, lending credit to the declineof-community model (Verba and Nie 1972: 231), whereas urban citizens are
slightly more active in the other activities, supporting the mobilisation model of
Milbrath (1965). For religiosity, the differences are generally minor, although
there is a tendency for protesters and political consumers to be less religious, in
accordance with the findings of Norris (2002).
Turning to the second group of variables – political integration and values – the
bivariate relationships are displayed in table 7.2.
The ratios indicate that participants in all four modes of participation have high
levels of psychological involvement in politics as indicated by the political
integration variables, and they hold higher values of political trust, social trust,
and satisfaction. For ideological self-placement, left-leaning citizens tend to be
more active.
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Table 7.2 Political integration and values and political participation in the pooled data,
bivariate relationships
Variable

PA

PR

AS

CO

%

Political interest
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.00
0.04
0.02
0.09
17.0
Intermediate (0.31-0.60)
0.01
0.07
0.05
0.20
32.9
High (0.61-1)
0.05
0.12
0.09
0.33
50.1
Ratio
12.4
3.0
4.5
3.7
Party identification
100
No
0.01
0.06
0.05
0.20
45.8
Yes
0.05
0.11
0.08
0.29
54.2
Ratio
5.0
1.8
1.6
1.5
Media news exposure
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.09
0.06
0.24
83.9
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.04
0.11
0.08
0.27
15.1
High (0.61-1)
0.04
0.09
0.08
0.23
1.0
Ratio
2.0
1.0
1.3
1.0
Internal efficacy
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.01
0.05
0.04
0.14
27.3
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.02
0.09
0.07
0.26
51.9
High (0.61-1)
0.07
0.16
0.11
0.38
20.8
Ratio
7.0
3.2
2.8
2.7
External efficacy
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.07
0.05
0.19
51.6
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.03
0.10
0.08
0.29
35.0
High (0.61-1)
0.06
0.13
0.11
0.35
13.5
Ratio
3.0
1.9
2.2
1.8
Trust in parliament
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.08
0.05
0.22
24.4
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.02
0.09
0.07
0.24
45.8
High (0.61-1)
0.04
0.11
0.09
0.29
29.9
Ratio
2.0
1.4
1.8
1.3
Trust in politicians
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.08
0.05
0.22
39.9
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.03
0.09
0.07
0.26
45.4
High (0.61-1)
0.05
0.11
0.09
0.29
14.7
Ratio
2.5
1.4
1.8
1.3
Satisfaction with democracy
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.09
0.06
0.25
17.8
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.02
0.08
0.06
0.23
40.6
High (0.61-1)
0.03
0.10
0.08
0.27
41.7
Ratio
1.5
1.1
1.3
1.1
Social trust
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.06
0.04
0.14
14.0
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
0.02
0.08
0.06
0.24
49.8
High (0.61-1)
0.03
0.11
0.09
0.31
36.1
Ratio
1.5
1.8
2.3
2.2
Left/right Ideology
100
Left (0-0.3)
0.04
0.15
0.10
0.36
21.2
Centrist (0.31-0.6)
0.02
0.08
0.07
0.25
53.6
Right (0.61-1.0)
0.03
0.08
0.06
0.22
25.2
Ratio
0.8
0.5
0.6
0.6
Ideological extremism
100
Centrist (0-0.4)
0.02
0.09
0.07
0.26
74.9
Extremist (0.41-1)
0.04
0.12
0.08
0.27
25.1
Ratio
2.0
1.3
1.1
1.0
n
35684
Note: PA= Party activism, PR= Protest activism, AS= Associational activism, CO= Consumer activism. Data weighted
with design weight. The reported scores are mean scores on the corresponding scales of activism. The scales range from 01 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of participation. The ratios compare the score in the upper row to the lower
row for each variable.
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These relationships are similar across forms of participation, suggesting that
psychological political involvement is important regardless of what form of
participation is under consideration. If these findings hold up under further
scrutiny, participation outside the established forms of participation is not
necessarily tied to disengagement from the formal political system. This is
testimony to the mutually reinforcing relationship between psychological
predispositions and participation, but it also underlines the normalisation of
protesters and indeed other participants. Higher levels of dissatisfaction or
mistrust do not appear to be key characteristics of participants, as proposed by
Inglehart (1997), amongst others. Nonetheless, since these factors are
interconnected and connected to socio-demographic factors (Newton 1999;
Bretzer 2005; Denk 2009), noteworthy changes are likely to appear when
controlling for other variables.
Finally, table 7.3 examines the connection between associational involvement and
participation in the different forms of political participation.

Table 7.3 Associational involvement and political participation in the pooled data, bivariate
relationships
Variable
Leisure involvement
Low (0-0.3)
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
High (0.61-1)
Ratio
Interest involvement
Low (0-0.3)
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
High (0.61-1)
Ratio
n

PA

PR

AS

CO

0.02
0.07
0.18
9.0

0.08
0.18
0.27
3.4

0.06
0.15
0.22
3.7

0.23
0.39
0.52
2.3

0.02
0.14
0.35
17.5

0.09
0.23
0.32
3.6

0.06
0.22
0.33
5.5
35684

0.23
0.51
0.53
2.3

%
100
92.4
6.9
0.7
100
98.0
1.9
0.1

Note: PA= Party activism, PR= Protest activism, AS= Associational activism, CO= Consumer activism. Data weighted
with design weight. The reported scores are mean scores on the corresponding scales of activism. The scales range from 01 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of participation. The ratios compare the score in the upper row to the lower
row for each variable.

Associational involvement has been considered an important prerequisite for
being politically active (Verba et al. 1995; Putnam 2000; Teorell 2003). The table
shows that citizens who are more active in non-political associations also tend to
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be more active in political activities, even if the groups of highly active in
associational involvement are small for both kinds of associations, indicating that
few have time to be very active in many associations simultaneously. Nonetheless,
the intermediate groups are also clearly more active than the groups with low
levels of associational involvement. This sustains the notion that voluntary
associations function as schools of democracy, as suggested by Putnam (2000).
Since many of the factors under scrutiny are interrelated, it is necessary to turn to
multivariate analysis to estimate whether the relationships persist when
controlling for other variables. Table 7.4 displays the results to sketch profiles of
the participants in the four modes of participation.
The findings are generally in accordance with previous studies of the relationships
between individual level characteristics and the propensity to be active in political
activities (Norris 2002; Dalton 2006; Bengtsson 2008). As such, there are few
surprises in comparison to the theoretical expectations outlined in table 3.7.
For party activism, most socio-demographic factors are initially significant,
marital status being the only insignificant variable. For age, the age-squared
coefficient shows the curvilinear relationship also evident in the bivariate analysis.
Accordingly, there is a tendency for middle-aged to be more active whereas the
very young and very old are less active. However, age turns insignificant and is
not a strong characteristic when considering other factors. Other than this, when
only considering the socio-demographic factors, party activists tend to be men
living in rural areas with high levels of education who also tend to be religious,
which is in accordance with the theoretical expectations.
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Table 7.4 Ordinal logistic regression of political participation, pooled data
Party activism

Protest activism

Associational activism

Consumer activism

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

Age

3.99***
(0.80)

0.88
(0.90)

-0.71
(0.92)

0.12
(0.42)

Age Squared

-2.47**
(0.93)

0.44
(1.05)

2.36*
(1.07)

-0.69
(0.52)

0.37
(0.59)

1.77**
(0.64)

-5.10*** -4.31***
(0.80)
(0.88)

Gender
(1=male)

0.59***
(0.05)

0.12*
(0.06)

0.06
(0.06)

0.27***
(0.03)

0.09**
(0.03)

0.06
(0.03)

-0.23*** -0.39*** -0.47*** -0.23*** -0.48*** -0.53***
(0.04)
(0.04)
(0.04)
(0.02)
(0.03)
(0.03)

Education

1.29***
(0.09)

-0.15
(0.11)

-0.04
(0.06)

-0.06
(0.06)

Marital status
(1=in steady
relationship)
Place of living
(1=urban)
Religiosity

B
(S. E.)

0.23*
(0.09)

B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

-1.25** -2.41*** 5.22*** 4.16***
(0.48)
(0.52)
(0.66)
(0.73)

B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

2.29**
(0.75)

4.57*** 3.49*** 1.99***
(0.37)
(0.42)
(0.45)

-2.10*
(0.90)

-6.29*** -5.70*** -4.09***
(0.46)
(0.52)
(0.56)

-0.59*** 1.70*** 0.80*** 0.43*** 2.25*** 1.39*** 0.99*** 2.39*** 1.38*** 1.06***
(0.12)
(0.05)
(0.06)
(0.07)
(0.08)
(0.09)
(0.09)
(0.05)
(0.06)
(0.06)
-0.08
(0.06)

-0.08*
(0.03)

-0.07*
(0.03)

-0.80*** -1.07*** -0.93*** -0.25*** -0.30***
(0.08)
(0.09)
(0.09)
(0.04)
(0.05)
0.22**
(0.08)

B
(S. E.)

0.14
(0.10)

-0.05
(0.05)

0.17**
(0.05)

-0.08*
(0.04)

-0.04
(0.04)

-0.05
(0.05)

-0.08
(0.05)

-0.06*
(0.03)

-0.08**
(0.03)

-0.09**
(0.03)

-0.11*
(0.05)

-0.15*
(0.06)

-0.11
(0.07)

0.08
(0.07)

-0.09*
(0.04)

-0.05
(0.04)

0.13**
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.05)

-0.04
(0.07)

0.13
(0.07)

0.02
(0.08)

-0.47*** -0.30*** -0.48***
(0.04)
(0.05)
(0.05)

Political
interest

1.59*** 1.54***
(0.12)
(0.12)

0.83*** 0.73***
(0.06)
(0.07)

0.80*** 0.71***
(0.09)
(0.10)

1.10*** 1.00***
(0.05)
(0.06)

Party
identification
(1=yes)

1.44*** 1.42***
(0.08)
(0.08)

0.33*** 0.30***
(0.03)
(0.03)

0.18***
(0.05)

0.14**
(0.05)

0.27*** 0.24***
(0.03)
(0.03)

Media news
exposure

0.58**
(0.19)

0.38**
(0.12)

0.36*
(0.16)

0.33*
(0.17)

Internal
efficacy

2.55*** 2.44***
(0.14)
(0.15)

1.29*** 1.10***
(0.08)
(0.08)

0.65*** 0.44***
(0.11)
(0.11)

1.07*** 0.94***
(0.07)
(0.07)

External
efficacy

0.51***
(0.11)

0.38**
(0.12)

0.41***
(0.07)

0.20**
(0.07)

0.53*** 0.37***
(0.09)
(0.09)

0.60*** 0.49***
(0.06)
(0.06)

Trust
parliament

-0.30
(0.16)

-0.36*
(0.16)

-0.04
(0.09)

-0.08
(0.09)

-0.12
(0.13)

-0.17
(0.13)

Trust
politicians

0.58**
(0.18)

0.55**
(0.18)

-0.09
(0.10)

-0.06
80.10)

0.29*
(0.14)

0.25
(0.14)

-0.48*** -0.59***
(0.08)
(0.09)

Satisfaction
democracy

0.04
(0.13)

0.10
(0.13)

-0.26*** -0.21**
(0.07)
(0.08)

-0.03
(0.11)

0.03
(0.11)

-0.20** -0.29***
(0.06)
(0.07)

Social trust

-0.12
(0.15)

-0.41**
(0.15)

0.94*** 0.62***
(0.09)
(0.09)

1.11*** 0.82***
(0.13)
(0.13)

1.40*** 1.22***
(0.07)
(0.08)

Ideology

-0.16
(0.10)

-0.10
(0.11)

-1.01*** -0.97***
(0.06)
(0.07)

-0.73*** -0.68***
(0.09)
(0.10)

-1.13*** -1.03***
(0.06)
(0.06)

Ideological
extremism

0.58**
(0.20)

0.32**
(0.12)

0.12
(0.07)

0.17*
(0.07)

0.17
(0.10)

0.07
(0.08)

-0.01
(0.04)

0.25*
(0.11)

0.09
(0.08)

0.70*** 0.76***
(0.09)
(0.09)

0.47*** 0.54***
(0.05)
(0.05)

0.02
(0.05)

Leisure
associations

1.68***
(0.17)

3.08***
(0.11)

2.05***
(0.14)

2.24***
(0.10)

Interest
associations

3.09***
(0.26)

2.69***
(0.18)

3.35***
(0.22)

2.71***
(0.17)

Nagelkerke's R2 0.04
0.20
0.22
0.05
0.13
0.19
0.07
0.10
0.14
0.13
0.21
0.25
Valid n
30414
24585
24585
32157
26134
24439
30414
24585
24585
32021
26035
24360
Note: The reported entries are ordinal logistic coefficients and standard errors. Data weighted with design weight. All variables coded to vary
between 0-1. Significance: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001
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Some noteworthy changes occur when controlling for the attitudinal factors and
associational involvement. Gender and religiosity are no longer significant
characteristics when controlling for other factors. For education, the relationship
reverses and becomes negative, implying that party activists are less likely to have
longer educations when taking into account the attitudinal and associational
factors.
As expected, the political integration variables are positively related to party
activism, but some notable deviations from the expectations occur for political
values. Trust in parliament is negatively related to party activism, showing party
activists to be less likely to trust the parliament, and they are less trustful of their
fellow citizens, as indicated by the negative estimate for social trust. They are
more trustful of politicians and tend to be ideologically extreme. Satisfaction with
democracy and ideology appear to be irrelevant for predicting party activism,
whereas both forms of associational involvement have strong positive
relationships with party activism, showing that voluntary associational activity is a
strong characteristic of party activists.
For protest activism, the effects of the socio-demographic variables are initially in
line with the expectations. The age-squared coefficient shows a curvilinear
relationship attributable to the very old being much less inclined to be active,
whereas the young and middle-aged tend to be more active. However, age is
insignificant in the first model so age is only a relevant characteristic when
considering attitudinal and associational factors. Even if younger citizens
continue to be more active, age-related differences in the inclination for protest
may be evening out. When the more postmaterialist generations of protesters
examined by Barnes, Kaase et al. (1979) grow older, they continue to be more
prone to protest, suggesting that the effect of age is more than a life cycle effect.
Otherwise, protesters tend to be single males with high educations according to
the first model. The most surprising is the tendency for protesters to live
predominantly in rural areas, since protest is often considered a predominantly
urban phenomenon. Changes again occur when controlling for the two other
groups of theories. Gender becomes non-significant, meaning the initially
observed differences were due to differences in attitudes and associational activity
between the sexes. Education retains the positive relationship with protest
activism and marital status and place of living maintain the negative association
with protest participation. Being politically integrated appears to be conducive for
participation in protest as well. The findings are more diverse for the items on
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trust and other political values, since the positive relationship found between
values and participation changes considerably for the factors. Protesters tend to
be less satisfied with democracy, which is in accordance with Inglehart (1997) and
the notion of postmaterial citizens tending to be more critical of authorities. The
findings for trust in parliament and politicians gainsay this, since there are no
significant differences. This also contradicts the findings of Kaase (1999),
whereas the positive association between social trust and protest is in accordance
with his findings. As concerns ideological self-placement, the protesters tend to
be leftwing and somewhat extreme in their ideological views. For associational
involvement, the results show that protesters are also likely to be active in nonpolitical associational activities, regardless of whether this is leisure or interest
organisations.87
For associational activism, the age-squared coefficient indicates a curvilinear
relationship. Middle-aged citizens tend to be more active, whereas the youngest
and oldest citizens are less inclined to be active. Otherwise, highly educated
women tend to be more active in political associations. The other sociodemographic variables appear to be irrelevant for explaining participation in this
mode. The political integration-variables indicate that associational activists tend
to be well integrated within the political sphere and hold a high belief in the
responsiveness of the system. The coefficients for political trust and satisfaction
with democracy are not significant, which means that the active segments are no
different from the general populations in these regards, whereas the associational
activists are more inclined to trust their fellow citizens. Ideologically, they tend to
be more to the left than the general population and they are more likely to have a
particular ideological preference, although this trait is weak. Involvement in nonpolitical associations also increases the likelihood of being active in associational
activism, regardless of whether the involvement concerns involvement in interest
organisations or leisure associations. This underlines the importance of networks
for being politically active.
For the final form of activism, political consumerism, the socio-demographic
characteristics explain a fair amount of variation as indicated by the value of
As noted on page 13, footnote 13, there is a risk of a tautological explanation here, since “work
other organisation” is one of the indicators used to measure the extent of protest engagement, and
this is closely related to voluntary associational involvement. Although the coefficient for the
relationship between leisure associations and protest is the highest of the four forms of
participation, the coefficient for interest associations and protest is the lowest. Accordingly, it is
unlikely that this strong relationship is only due to a tautology.
87
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Nagelkerke‟s pseudo R2 in the first model and all predictors being significant in
all models. The age-squared coefficient shows that political consumers are
predominantly middle-aged, whereas the young and especially old citizens are less
inclined to be active in this manner. Other than this, consumer activists are more
likely to be women with high educational attainments, which is in line with
previous research (Andersen and Tobiasen 2004). Additionally, political
consumers are slightly more likely to be single and less likely to be religious.
When controlling for other factors, the sign for place of living changes indicating
that consumer activists live in urban settings when controlling for attitudinal and
associational variables. This is, however, a weak characteristic as judged by the
magnitude of the estimate. As for all other forms of participation, political
consumers tend to be integrated politically, since they tend to have higher levels
of political interest, party identification, exposure to news, and political efficacy.
There are thus no signs of alienation from the formal political system.
When it comes to beliefs about the political system, the results are mixed.
Political consumers are more likely to believe in the responsiveness of the
political system as gauged by external political efficacy – a trait shared by all kinds
of activists. On the other hand, they are less trustful of politicians and less
satisfied with democracy, suggesting some dissatisfaction with the functioning of
the formal political system, which may explain why they choose alternative outlets
for their political preferences. They also tend to be more trustful of their fellow
citizens and be to the left of the ideological spectrum, but not extreme in their
ideological views. As for all other forms of activism, political consumers are
characterised by a relatively high extent of involvement in non-political
associations whether judged by involvement in interest or leisure associations.
This once again calls attention to the pivotal role played by networks of
recruitment for mobilising citizens.
Overall, these results show the diversity in the implications of the individual level
factors when it comes to different forms of participation. The most consistent
finding is that all activists are psychologically involved in political affairs, whether
this is gauged by the political interest, party identification, media news exposure,
or efficacy. Furthermore, they tend to have high beliefs in their own ability to
influence political matters and be involved in associations. Most variables have
significant estimates but the impact is limited given the low magnitudes of the
estimates. The significance is primarily due to the large sample sizes of the pooled
data, whereas the actual importance – or the „oomph‟ in the words of Ziliak and
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McCloskey (2008) – is limited. Even when the effect of a variable is significant,
i.e. different from zero, it does not necessarily imply that the impact is important,
i.e. has a major effect on the levels of participation. However, a low estimate can
also mask conflicting effects in different contexts. The next section explores the
impact of institutional openness on these relationships.

7.2

Characteristics of the participants in the two groups of
countries

The first part explores differences in the bivariate relationships in the two groups.
Socio-demographic inequalities between active and passive citizens exist in all
countries but there are substantial differences in how pronounced they are
(Teorell, Sum and Tobiasen 2007). Accordingly, there is reason to examine how
institutional openness mediates the relationships between the socio-demographic
variables and participation, which is shown in table 7.5.
When examining the differences between the two institutional contexts, the
institutional effect appears to be limited, since the ratios are broadly similar in the
two groups. Education provides an exception, since the differences between
respondents with high and low education are less pronounced in the countries
with open institutional systems, albeit the educated are also more likely to be
active here. Nevertheless, and although the findings are only suggestive, these
results hardly indicate that extensive differences exist between the institutional
contexts.
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Table 7.5 Socio-demographic variables and political participation in open and closed countries,
bivariate relationships
Variable
Age
-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65+
Ratio
Gender
Female
Male
Ratio
Education
Not completed primary
Primary/ first stage
basic
Lower secondary/
second stage basic
Upper secondary
Post secondary, nontertiary
First stage of tertiary
Second stage tertiary
Ratio
Marital status
Single
Married/living with
partner
Ratio
Residence
Farm or home in country
side
Country village
Town/small city
Suburbs/ outskirts big
city
Big city
Ratio
Religiosity
Low (0-0.3)
Intermediate (0.31-0.6)
High (0.61-1.0)
Ratio
n

PA

PR

Closed
AS

CO

PA

PR

Open
AS

CO

0.01
0.02
0.02
0.03
0.03
0.02
1.9

0.10
0.08
0.08
0.09
0.07
0.04
0.4

0.04
0.05
0.05
0.06
0.05
0.03
0.8

0.18
0.22
0.23
0.22
0.17
0.10
0.6

0.02
0.02
0.03
0.04
0.05
0.04
2.4

0.11
0.09
0.10
0.11
0.10
0.07
0.7

0.06
0.08
0.11
0.11
0.10
0.09
1.6

0.28
0.36
0.36
0.34
0.32
0.20
0.7

0.01
0.03
2.3

0.07
0.09
1.4

0.04
0.05
1.1

0.19
0.19
1.0

0.03
0.04
1.6

0.09
0.11
1.2

0.11
0.08
0.7

0.34
0.28
0.8

0.01

0.02

0.01

0.04

100
6.2

0.01

0.10

0.05

0.18

100
1.0

0.02

0.04

0.02

0.07

18.6

0.03

0.08

0.05

0.20

8.2

0.02

0.07

0.03

0.16

24.1

0.02

0.08

0.06

0.22

20.2

0.02

0.08

0.05

0.19

25.1

0.03

0.09

0.08

0.32

43.0

0.02

0.10

0.06

0.27

7.4

0.03

0.10

0.13

0.39

5.0

0.03
0.04
3.8

0.12
0.16
7.9

0.09
0.11
22.1

0.34
0.40
10.1

13.5
5.1

0.04
0.04
3.0

0.14
0.14
1.3

0.14
0.19
3.6

0.43
0.53
2.9

18.9
3.8

0.02

0.09

0.04

0.18

100
37.3

0.02

0.10

0.08

0.30

100
33.7

0.02

0.07

0.04

0.19

62.7

0.04

0.10

0.10

0.32

66.3

1.4

0.8

1.0

1.0

1.5

1.0

1.4

1.1

%
100
17.5
16.9
18.3
17.5
13.1
16.7
100
53.3
46.7

100

%
100
13.9
15.0
21.3
18.4
15.8
15.7
100
50.8
49.1

100

0.03

0.07

0.04

0.18

6.1

0.05

0.11

0.07

0.28

8.8

0.02
0.02

0.07
0.08

0.04
0.04

0.17
0.19

30.5
28.0

0.04
0.03

0.09
0.09

0.08
0.10

0.28
0.32

31.4
28.9

0.02

0.08

0.05

0.22

15.9

0.03

0.11

0.11

0.37

15.6

0.02
0.7

0.08
1.1

0.04
1.1

0.18
1.0

19.6

0.02
0.4

0.11
1.1

0.10
1.4

0.34
1.2

15.2

0.02
0.02
0.02
1.0

0.10
0.08
0.06
0.6

0.06
0.04
0.04
0.7
18564

0.25
0.18
0.15
0.6

0.03
0.03
0.04
1.4

0.10
0.09
0.11
1.1

0.08
0.09
0.11
1.3
17120

0.32
0.30
0.32
1.0

100
28.9
33.5
37.6

100
34.7
35.2
30.1

Note: PA= Party activism, PR= Protest activism, AS= Associational activism, CO= Consumer activism. Data weighted
with design weight. The reported scores are mean scores on the corresponding scales of activism. The scales range from 01 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of participation. The ratios compare the score in the upper row to the lower
row for each variable.
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For age, the differences in ratios between open and closed systems suggest some
mediating effect, strongest for associational activism, where the young are more
active in the countries with closed systems and the older in the open countries.
For gender, men are slightly more active in the closed group, whereas the pattern
in the open systems resembles the pattern found in the pooled data. For
education, the differences found in the pooled data appear to be less drastic in
the open systems, even if notable differences persist. In addition, the populations
in the open systems appear to hold higher levels of education on average. About
65% of the populations in these countries have completed upper secondary or
higher, compared to about 51% in the closed systems.
The patterns for marital status are similar in the two groups, which is also the
case for residence. For religiosity, there are differences in the religiousness of
activists in open and closed systems. In the closed political systems, the active
tend to be less religious, whereas they are more religious in all forms of
participation in the open group. Contrary to Norris (2002), there is little evidence
for protesters to differ markedly from participants in other activities. For the rest
of the socio-economic variables, the differences are generally minor between the
two groups.
Moving on to the political integration and values variables, several studies have
found an institutional impact on levels of trust and satisfaction with democracy
(Anderson and Guillory 1997; Cusack 1999; Norris 1999a; Karp and Banducci
2007; van der Meer et al. 2009). To the extent that these variables have an effect
on participation, the differences found in the preceding chapter in the levels of
participation may be due to an indirect effect rather than a direct institutional
effect on political participation. The relative importance of institutional effects
when controlling for individual characteristics is examined in the subsequent
chapter. For now, the question concerns whether the institutional structure
mediates the relationships between the individual level variables and participation.
The differences in the two groups are examined in table 7.6.
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Table 7.6 Political integration and values and political participation in open and closed
countries, bivariate relationships
Variable

PA

PR

Closed
AS

CO

%

PA

PR

Open
AS

CO

%

Political interest
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.00
0.03
0.02
0.08
25.0
0.00
0.04
0.04
0.13
8.4
Intermediate (0.3-0.67)
0.01
0.06
0.04
0.16
32.7
0.01
0.07
0.07
0.25
33.0
High (0.6-1)
0.04
0.12
0.07
0.27
42.3
0.05
0.13
0.12
0.37
58.6
Ratio
10.7
3.4
4.2
3.5
15.3
3.0
3.2
2.9
Party identification
100
100
No
0.00
0.05
0.03
0.16
48.4
0.01
0.07
0.07
0.24
43.0
Yes
0.04
0.10
0.05
0.22
51.6
0.05
0.12
0.11
0.37
57.0
Ratio
7.7
1.8
1.6
1.4
8.8
1.8
1.6
1.5
Media news exposure
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.07
0.04
0.18
83.6
0.03
0.10
0.09
0.31
84.1
Intermediate (0.4-0.6)
0.04
0.10
0.06
0.23
14.8
0.05
0.11
0.11
0.31
15.4
High (0.7-1)
0.03
0.08
0.08
0.21
1.6
0.06
0.15
0.09
0.29
0.5
Ratio
2.0
1.1
1.9
1.2
2.1
1.5
1.0
0.9
Internal efficacy
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.01
0.04
0.02
0.11
33.3
0.01
0.05
0.06
0.19
20.8
Intermediate (0.3-0.67)
0.02
0.08
0.04
0.20
49.2
0.02
0.09
0.09
0.31
54.8
High (0.6-1)
0.07
0.15
0.08
0.32
17.4
0.08
0.16
0.13
0.42
24.3
Ratio
11.5
3.8
3.5
2.9
8.0
3.0
2.2
2.2
External efficacy
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.01
0.06
0.03
0.15
60.0
0.02
0.08
0.07
0.26
42.5
Intermediate (0.3-0.67)
0.03
0.09
0.06
0.24
31.0
0.03
0.11
0.10
0.34
39.2
High (0.6-1)
0.05
0.12
0.08
0.27
9.0
0.06
0.14
0.13
0.39
18.3
Ratio
3.2
1.9
2.5
1.8
2.9
1.8
1.8
1.5
Trust in parliament
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.07
0.04
0.18
29.2
0.02
0.08
0.07
0.27
19.3
Intermediate (0.4-0.6)
0.02
0.08
0.04
0.19
46.0
0.03
0.09
0.09
0.30
45.6
High (0.7-1)
0.03
0.09
0.06
0.21
24.8
0.05
0.12
0.11
0.35
35.2
Ratio
1.7
1.2
1.5
1.1
1.9
1.4
1.7
1.3
Trust in politicians
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.01
0.07
0.04
0.18
47.3
0.02
0.09
0.07
0.29
32.1
Intermediate (0.4-0.6)
0.02
0.08
0.05
0.20
41.3
0.03
0.10
0.10
0.32
49.8
High (0.7-1)
0.04
0.09
0.06
0.20
11.4
0.05
0.12
0.12
0.34
18.2
Ratio
2.7
1.3
1.6
1.1
2.3
1.4
1.7
1.2
Satisfaction with democracy
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.08
0.04
0.21
22.1
0.03
0.11
0.08
0.32
13.1
Intermediate (0.4-0.6)
0.02
0.07
0.04
0.18
42.7
0.03
0.10
0.09
0.29
38.3
High (0.7-1)
0.03
0.09
0.05
0.20
35.1
0.04
0.11
0.10
0.33
48.5
Ratio
1.4
1.0
1.3
0.9
1.3
1.0
1.2
1.0
Social trust
100
100
Low (0-0.3)
0.02
0.05
0.03
0.11
20.6
0.02
0.07
0.06
0.23
7.0
Intermediate (0.4-0.6)
0.02
0.08
0.04
0.19
54.1
0.03
0.09
0.08
0.30
45.2
High (0.7-1)
0.03
0.10
0.06
0.24
25.3
0.04
0.11
0.11
0.34
47.8
Ratio
1.3
1.8
2.1
2.1
1.6
1.6
1.7
1.5
Left/right Ideology
100
100
Left (0-0.3)
0.03
0.13
0.07
0.27
21.2
0.05
0.16
0.13
0.44
21.2
Centrist (0.4-0.6)
0.02
0.07
0.04
0.20
53.4
0.03
0.09
0.09
0.30
53.8
Right (0.7-1.0)
0.03
0.07
0.04
0.17
25.4
0.04
0.10
0.08
0.28
25.0
Ratio
1.0
0.5
0.6
0.6
0.8
0.6
0.6
0.6
Ideological extremism
100
100
Centrist
0.02
0.08
0.05
0.21
72.1
0.03
0.09
0.09
0.32
77.6
Extremist
0.04
0.10
0.05
0.20
27.9
0.05
0.14
0.10
0.35
22.4
Ratio
1.94
1.36
1.20
0.96
1.8
1.5
1.1
1.1
n
18564
17120
Note: PA= Party activism, PR= Protest activism, AS= Associational activism, CO= Consumer activism. Data weighted
with design weight. The reported scores are mean scores on the corresponding scales of activism. The scales range from 01 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of participation. The ratios compare the score in the upper row to the lower
row for each variable.
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As can be seen, the percentages in the columns suggest notable differences in the
distribution of citizens with high and low levels of political integration and values
in open and closed systems. These differences are remarkably uniform, since
virtually every variable has a larger percentage of respondents in the highest
categories in the open group compared to the closed group. The exceptions are
ideological extremism, where more citizens consider themselves to hold relatively
extreme ideological views in closed institutional systems, and for exposure to
news, where the differences are modest. Otherwise, it seems like institutional
openness promotes feelings of political integration and positive attitudes towards
the political system.
Moving on to examine differences in associational involvement in the two
groups, there is contradictory evidence from cross-national studies on the effect
of associational involvement (Norris 2002; Adam 2008; Howard and Gilbert
2008). These differences may be tied to a mediating institutional effect on the
causal relationships. This is examined through bivariate relationships in table 7.7.

Table 7.7 Associational involvement and political participation in open and closed countries,
bivariate relationships
Variable
Leisure
involvement
Low (0-0.3)
Intermediate
(0.4-0.6)
High (0.7-1)
Ratio
Interest
involvement
Low (0-0.3)
Intermediate
(0.4-0.6)
High (0.7-1)
Ratio
n

PA

PR

Closed
AS

CO

%

PA

PR

Open
AS

CO

%

0.02

0.07

0.04

0.18

95.0

0.03

0.09

0.09

0.29

89.3

0.06

0.19

0.14

0.39

4.5

0.08

0.17

0.15

0.38

9.8

0.15
8.0

0.28
3.9

0.23
6.1

0.50
2.9

0.5

0.20
7.5

0.26
2.8

0.22
2.5

0.53
1.8

0.9

0.02

0.08

0.04

0.18

98.6

0.03

0.10

0.09

0.30

97.3

0.14

0.24

0.22

0.51

1.3

0.14

0.22

0.22

0.50

2.6

0.35
18.3

0.30
4.0

0.34
8.3
18564

0.57
3.2

0.1

0.37
12.3

0.37
3.7

0.30
3.4
17120

0.42
1.4

0.1

Note: PA= Party activism, PR= Protest activism, AS= Associational activism, CO= Consumer activism. Data weighted
with design weight. The reported scores are mean scores on the corresponding scales of activism. The scales range from 01 with 1 indicating the highest possible level of participation. The ratios compare the score in the upper row to the lower
row for each variable.
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The politically active in all forms of participation also tend to be active in
voluntary associations, and this finding corroborates the central role networks of
recruitment play in furthering participation (Putnam 2000; Verba et al. 1995).
Nevertheless, the ratios show that there may be a mediating effect of the
institutional structure, since the differences in voluntary activism are less
pronounced in countries with open systems. Additionally, there is some evidence
to suggest that the institutional context promotes the willingness to be active in
voluntary associations, since the percentage columns indicate that citizens are
slightly more likely to be active in voluntary associations when the institutional
setting is open.
These bivariate relationships indicate some notable differences between countries
with open and closed institutional systems. However, it is again necessary to turn
to multivariate analysis to verify the findings. This is done for each mode of
participation in turn in the following sections. The tables display the results from
separate regressions run in the open and closed groups, as well as the results from
a regression on the pooled data including interaction effects of the institutional
groups and the variables.

7.2.1 The institutional impact on the characteristics of party
activists
Table 7.8 displays the results of the analyses examining the mediating effect of
the institutional structure on the characteristics of party activists.
Some notable differences become clear for the characteristics of party activists in
the two groups. For the socio-demographic factors, the most obvious difference
concerns gender. The interaction term for the mediating effect of the institutional
structure is negative, implying that the mediating effect of institutional openness
decreases the impact of gender. This causes gender to lose significance after
controlling for other factors in the open systems, whereas party activists continue
to be predominantly male in closed systems. Accordingly, the gender gap for
party activists disappears in open systems when controlling for other factors,
whereas this is not the case when the political system is closed.
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Table 7.8 Ordinal logistic regression of party activism in open and closed countries

Age
Age squared
Gender (1=male)
Education
Marital status (1=in
steady relationship)
Place of living
(1=urban)
Religiosity
Political interest
Party identification
(1=yes)
Exposure to news
Internal efficacy
External efficacy
Trust parliament
Trust politicians
Satisfaction
democracy
Social trust
Ideology
Ideological
extremism

Closed
Model 1 Model 2
B
B
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
5.98***
2.38
(1.11)
(1.27)
-5.16*** -1.57
(1.31)
(1.50)
0.81*** 0.32***
(0.07)
(0.08)
1.32***
0.03
(0.12)
(0.15)
-0.12
-0.15
(0.08)
(0.09)
-0.47*** -0.77***
(0.11)
(0.12)
0.11
0.06
(0.11)
(0.13)
1.64***
(0.16)
1.21***
(0.11)
0.55*
(0.24)
2.49***
(0.19)
0.33*
(0.16)
-0.49*
(0.20)
0.45*
(0.23)
0.32
(0.17)
-0.32
(0.20)
-0.02
(0.14)
0.68***
(0.11)

Model 3
B
(S. E.)
0.49
(1.30)
0.66
(1.53)
0.26**
(0.08)
-0.47**
(0.16)
-0.15
(0.09)
-0.65***
(0.13)
-0.01
(0.13)
1.57***
(0.16)
1.24***
(0.11)
0.50*
(0.24)
2.41***
(0.19)
0.19
(0.169
-0.54**
(0.21)
0.42
(0.23)
0.40*
(0.17)
-0.61**
(0.20)
0.07
(0.14)
0.73***
(0.11)

Open
Model 1 Model 2
B
B
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
2.24
-0.03
(1.18)
(1.30)
-0.14
1.93
(1.35)
(1.49)
0.34***
-0.08
(0.07)
(0.08)
1.08*** -0.42*
(0.16)
(0.18)
0.06
0.02
(0.08)
(0.09)
-1.15*** -1.43***
(0.12)
(0.13)
0.40**
0.29*
(0.13)
(0.14)
1.62***
(0.19)
1.74***
(0.14)
0.50
(0.33)
2.64***
(0.22)
0.72***
(0.17)
-0.04
(0.25)
0.85**
(0.28)
-0.36
(0.22)
0.33
(0.26)
-0.24
(0.16)
0.66***
(0.13)

Interaction Effect
Model 3
B
(S. E.)
-1.22
(1.33)
3.42*
(1.53)
-0.13
(0.08)
-0.75***
(0.18)
-0.02
(0.09)
-1.32***
(0.14)
0.12
(0.14)
1.61***
(0.19)
1.68***
(0.14)
0.53
(0.34)
2.49***
(0.22)
0.60***
(0.17)
-0.12
(0.25)
0.88**
(0.28)
-0.29
(0.22)
0.22
(0.26)
-0.21
(0.16)
0.71***
(0.13)

B
(S. E.)
-1.75
(1.86)
2.85
(2.16)
-0.38***
(0.11)
-0.29
(0.24)
0.12
(0.13)
-0.70***
(0.19)
0.13
(0.20)
0.07
(0.25)
0.45*
(0.18)
0.03
(0.41)
0.13
(0.30)
0.41
(0.24)
0.42
(0.32)
0.48
(0.36)
-0.68*
(0.28)
0.83*
(0.33)
-0.28
(0.21)
0.00
(0.18)

Leisure associations

1.81***
(0.26)

1.83***
(0.24)

0.06
(0.35)

Interest associations

3.62***
(0.36)

2.43***
(0.39)

-1.12*
(0.53)

Nagelkerke’s R2
Valid n

0.05
17793

0.20
13241

0.23
13241

0.05
12621

0.21
11344

0.23
11344

Note: The reported entries are ordinal logistic coefficients and standard errors. Data weighted with design weight. Variables
vary between 0-1. The interaction effects assess the impact of being in the group with open institutional systems compared
to being in the other group. The displayed results are from a full model regression analysis including all individual level
variables as well as interaction effects. Significance: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001

161

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

Differences in attitudes and associational involvement may also be signs of a
gender gap, since they are signs of social structures disadvantaging women (Burns
et al. 2001: 48). Nevertheless, the evidence suggests party activism to be more
gender neutral in the open systems. The other socio-demographic characteristic
where the institutional structure has a significant mediating effect is place of
living.
Party activists tend to be rural in both groups, thus supporting the decline-ofcommunity model, which predicts citizens to be more active in tight-knit smaller
communities (Verba and Nie 1972). The institutional effect means this
characteristic is stronger in open institutional systems, even if this is a matter of
degree rather than kind. Both findings suggest that institutional openness help
further the participation of groups in society often thought less likely to be
politically active. Other than this, there are no clear differences in the impact of
socio-demographic factors, which the similar values of Nagelkerke‟s R2 in the
first models also indicate.88
For the items on political integration and values, the institutional setting also
mediates some relationships significantly. Hardly surprising, party activists hold
high levels of party identification in both groups. Nevertheless, the interaction
term indicates that this characteristic is more noticeable in the open institutional
setting. This runs somewhat counter to the belief that proportional electoral
systems create weaker ties between citizens and political parties (Bengtsson 2008:
140). If this were true, party identification should have a stronger impact in more
closed systems associated with high electoral thresholds. Low electoral thresholds
also means that more political parties have a chance of winning representation in
elections, and therefore citizens can engage actively in political parties they
identify strongly with and have a chance of winning representation. The
interaction term for satisfaction with democracy is also significant, suggesting
party activists are satisfied with how democracy works when the institutional
setting is closed, whereas there is no discernible difference in this regard in open
institutional surroundings (although the sign of the estimate for open systems
suggests party activists are less satisfied). That satisfaction with democracy has a
stronger impact on party activism in closed institutional systems suggests that this
activity is more rewarding when the system enhances accountability and clarifies

Although it is formally inappropriate to compare the results when the sizes of the populations
differ.
88
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who hold the responsibility, which is the case in closed systems according to
Powell (2000).
The third and final significant difference exists for social trust, where the
tendency for social mistrust found in the pooled data is only a relevant
characteristic in the closed political systems. The significant positive interaction
term indicates that institutional openness alleviates social mistrust as a
characteristic of the party cadre, since party activists in the group of open
countries do not differ significantly from the general population in this regard.
There are other notable differences between the groups in the strengths of the
estimates, even if the interaction terms are not significant. High external efficacy
and trust in politicians promotes party activism in open systems but not in the
closed systems. Here, however, party activists are instead less likely to trust the
national parliament, which is not a significant characteristic in the open systems.
These differences are not definitive proof of a significant mediating effect, but
they suggest differences in the characteristics of the party activists in the two
groups.
For associational involvement, the differences are miniscule when it comes to
leisure associations, where the estimates are virtually identical in the two groups,
suggesting that party activists tend to be involved in non-political leisure
associations in both institutional settings. However, there is a significant
mediating effect from the institutional structure for involvement in interest
associations. Even if this aspect also has strong positive effects in both groups –
again underlining associational involvement as a characteristic for party activists –
the impact is mediated by institutional openness, as indicated by the significantly
negative interaction effect. According to this, involvement in interest associations
is less effective in promoting party activism when the institutional system is open.
Nevertheless, the tendency for voluntary associational activity is found in both
groups.

7.2.2 The institutional impact on the characteristics of
protesters
Much like the results from the pooled data, previous studies have found
protesters to be well-educated men (Barnes, Kaase et al. 1979; Norris 2002;
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Bengtsson and Christensen 2009), even if the socio-demographic profile may
have become normalised (Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001; Norris et al. 2005).
Table 7.9 displays the results for the analyses in the two groups as well as the
interaction effects from the pooled data.
The institutional setting creates some important differences in the characteristics
of participants. For age, there is initially a curvilinear tendency for protesters in
the open countries whereas age is insignificant in closed countries. When
controlling for attitudinal factors and associational involvement, age grows
insignificant in the open countries, whereas protesters in the closed countries still
tend to be younger. The significant interaction effect shows that institutional
openness evens out age differences for protesters.
A noteworthy mediating effect exists for educational attainment as a
characteristic of protesters, which means that education is not important for
mobilising protesters in open institutional settings. According to the first models
in both groups, protesters tend to have higher levels of educational attainment.
However, when controlling for other factors, the differences grow insignificant in
the open countries but remains significant in the closed systems. This implies that
even if the highly educated are overrepresented among protesters in the open
systems, this is due to certain attitudes and associational ties prevalent among
highly educated rather than education as such.
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Table 7.9 Ordinal logistic regression of protest activism in open and closed countries
Closed

Age
Age squared
Gender (1=male)
Education
Marital status (1=in
steady relationship)
Place of living
(1=urban)
Religiosity

Model 1
B
(S. E.)
-0.73
(0.62)
0.11
(0.77)
0.34***
(0.04)
1.79***
(0.07)
-0.13**
(0.05)
-0.24***
(0.06)
-0.33***
(0.06)

Political interest
Party identification
(1=yes)
Exposure to news
Internal efficacy
External efficacy
Trust parliament
Trust politicians
Satisfaction
democracy
Social trust
Ideology
Ideological extremism

Model 2
B
(S. E.)
-2.24**
(0.73)
1.32
(0.91)
0.13**
(0.04)
0.97***
(0.09)
-0.15**
(0.05)
-0.32***
(0.07)
-0.08
(0.08)
1.02***
(0.09)
0.39***
(0.05)
0.15
(0.16)
1.34***
(0.11)
0.27**
(0.10)
-0.25*
(0.12)
-0.08
(0.14)
-0.06
(0.10)
0.90***
(0.12)
-1.04***
(0.09)
0.34***
(0.07)

Interaction
Effect

Open
Model 3
B
(S. E.)
-3.29***
(0.76)
2.43*
(0.94)
0.05
(0.05)
0.49***
(0.09)
-0.13*
(0.05)
-0.10
(0.08)
-0.23**
(0.08)
0.88***
(0.09)
0.42***
(0.05)
0.00
(0.16)
1.27***
(0.12)
0.04
(0.10)
-0.23
(0.13)
-0.12
(0.14)
0.01
(0.10)
0.59***
(0.13)
-1.00***
(0.10)
0.45***
(0.07)

Model 1 Model 2
B
B
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
1.25*
0.06
(0.60)
(0.65)
-2.02**
-1.02
(0.73)
(0.79)
0.21***
0.06
(0.04)
(0.04)
1.25*** 0.46***
(0.09)
(0.10)
-0.01
0.02
(0.04)
(0.05)
-0.08
-0.20**
(0.06)
(0.07)
0.39*** 0.49***
(0.07)
(0.07)
0.55***
(0.09)
0.30***
(0.04)
0.67***
(0.18)
1.30***
(0.11)
0.52***
(0.09)
0.26*
(0.13)
-0.18
(0.14)
-0.52***
(0.11)
0.69***
(0.13)
-0.95***
(0.09)
0.65***
(0.07)

Model 3
B
(S. E.)
-0.91
(0.73)
0.33
(0.88)
0.06
(0.04)
0.20
(0.10)
0.01
(0.05)
-0.06
(0.07)
0.28***
(0.08)
0.49***
(0.10)
0.21***
(0.05)
0.67***
(0.20)
1.01***
(0.12)
0.37***
(0.10)
0.14
(0.14)
-0.03
(0.16)
-0.48***
(0.12)
0.50***
(0.14)
-0.92***
(0.10)
0.66***
(0.08)

B
(S. E.)
2.51*
(1.05)
-2.21
(1.29)
0.01
(0.06)
-0.30*
(0.14)
0.15
(0.07)
0.04
(0.10)
0.50***
(0.11)
-0.43**
(0.14)
-0.23***
(0.07)
0.67**
(0.26)
-0.33*
(0.17)
0.32*
(0.14)
0.38*
(0.19)
0.09
(0.21)
-0.46**
(0.16)
-0.11
(0.19)
0.15
(0.14)
0.17
(0.10)

Leisure associations

3.49***
(0.17)

2.77***
(0.15)

-0.92***
(0.22)

Interest associations

2.81***
(0.26)

2.50***
(0.25)

-0.53
(0.36)

Nagelkerke’s R2
Valid n

0.07
17553

0.15
13107

0.21
13107

0.03
14604

0.10
13027

0.15
11332

Note: The reported entries are ordinal logistic coefficients and standard errors. Data weighted with design weight. Variables
vary between 0-1. The interaction effects assess the impact of being in the group with open institutional systems compared
to being in the other group. The displayed results are from a full model regression analysis including all individual level
variables as well as interaction effects. Significance: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001
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Another significant mediating effect exists for religiosity, where the relationships
run in opposite directions in the two groups, since protesters tend to be less
religious in countries with closed systems and more religious in countries with
institutional openness. This is a clear example where the results from the pooled
data mask a significant difference.89 The results generally suggest that the
normalisation of protest found by van Aelst and Walgrave (2001) is
predominantly a phenomenon found in countries characterised by institutional
openness, whereas there are still noticeable differences in the socio-economic
profile of protesters in closed countries.
For the political integration and values-variables, protesters tend to be well
integrated in both groups as judged by interest in politics, party identification, and
internal efficacy, but the interaction effects suggest that these are weaker
characteristics in open systems. This could suggest a weaker integration of
protesters in open systems, which would be evidence of detachment from the
formal political system, or it may indicate that less psychological involvement is
required to get actively involved. Nevertheless, some results contradict this
finding.
There is a significant mediating effect for exposure to news, suggesting that
following news helps mobilise protesters in open systems whereas this is not the
case in closed systems. This finding suggests a higher extent of psychological
political involvement of protesters in the open systems. Nonetheless, most
evidence suggests that political integration is weaker among protesters in
countries with institutional openness. For political values, the significant
mediating effect for external efficacy indicates that believing in the
responsiveness of the system promotes protest in an open institutional setting.
The interaction term for trust in parliament indicates that being distrustful of the
national parliament promotes protest in closed systems, whereas trust in the
parliament promotes protest in open systems. Even if the estimates in both
This could also be due to differences in the effects of different religious denominations, since the
countries with closed systems are predominantly catholic whereas the open countries are
predominantly protestant. As already mentioned, denomination has been considered more
important and the Catholic Church in particular has historically been seen as an impediment for
civic engagement (Putnam 1993: 107-109). This highlights a minor shortcoming in the research
design, since it has not been possible to control for this difference. Nonetheless, this should not
have major consequences since the differences between Catholicism and Protestantism are
nowadays minor in a global perspective.
89
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groups lose significance when controlling for associational involvement, this
suggests that trust in parliament is a stronger characteristic among protesters
when the institutional context is open.
The ensuing notion of a higher degree of satisfaction with the political system is
contradicted by the finding for satisfaction with democracy, since an open
institutional context promotes dissatisfaction with democracy among protesters.
Overall, protesters are less politically integrated but at the same time more
trusting of the system in open systems. This suggests that protesters in open
institutional systems feel less need to follow political matters continuously, but
they are nonetheless confident they can affect matters should the need arise.
There is also an important mediating effect for associational involvement,
although it is again a matter of degree rather than kind. In both groups,
participants are characterised by involvement in both leisure and interest
associations. Nonetheless, according to the interaction term, an open institutional
environment moderates the effect of leisure involvement, making this
characteristic less decisive in the open systems. Protesters in both groups are
more likely to be involved in voluntary leisure associations, but this inclination is
less palpable in open institutional systems.

7.2.3 The institutional impact on the characteristics of
associational activists
According to the findings from the pooled data, associational activism tends to
engage well-educated women to the left ideologically, who are well integrated
politically and hold high degrees of social trust. Contrary to the postmaterialist
thesis (Inglehart 1997), the participants were no more distrustful of political
authorities or dissatisfied with the system. Table 7.10 displays the results.
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Table 7.10 Ordinal logistic regression of associational activism in open and closed countries
Closed

Age
Age squared
Gender (1=male)
Education
Marital status (1=in
steady relationship)
Place of living (1=
urban)
Religiosity

Model 1
B
(S. E.)
5.52***
(1.04)
-6.14***
(1.30)
0.00
(0.06)
2.39***
(0.11)
-0.24***
(0.07)
-0.28**
(0.10)
-0.15
(0.10)

Political interest
Party identification
(1=yes)
Exposure to news
Internal efficacy
External efficacy
Trust parliament
Trust politicians
Satisfaction
democracy
Social trust
Ideology
Ideological extremism

Model 2
B
(S. E.)
4.50***
(1.18)
-5.34***
(1.47)
-0.19**
(0.07)
1.58***
(0.14)
-0.28***
(0.08)
-0.27*
(0.11)
0.10
(0.12)
0.83***
(0.14)
0.13
(0.07)
0.28
(0.23)
0.62***
(0.17)
0.55***
(0.14)
-0.10
(0.19)
-0.11
(0.21)
0.08
(0.16)
0.89***
(0.19)
-0.74
(0.14)
0.32**
(0.11)

Interaction
effects

Open
Model 3
B
(S. E.)
2.43*
(1.22)
-2.96*
(1.51)
-0.28***
(0.07)
1.05***
(0.14)
-0.28***
(0.08)
-0.04
(0.11)
-0.05
(0.12)
0.67***
(0.15)
0.14
(0.07)
0.16
(0.24)
0.42*
(0.18)
0.34*
(0.15)
-0.13
(0.20)
-0.19
(0.22)
0.19
(0.16)
0.55**
(0.20)
-0.64***
(0.15)
0.43***
(0.11)

Model 1
B
(S. E.)
5.32***
(0.89)
-5.14***
(1.05)
-0.40***
(0.05)
1.77***
(0.11)
0.13*
(0.06)
0.16
(0.08)
0.32***
(0.09)

Model 2
B
(S. E.)
4.53***
(0.95)
-4.47***
(1.12)
-0.51***
(0.06)
1.20***
(0.13)
0.11
(0.06)
0.10
(0.09)
0.32**
(0.10)
0.62***
(0.13)
0.23***
(0.06)
0.63**
(0.24)
0.64***
(0.15)
0.46***
(0.12)
-0.08
(0.18)
0.51*
(0.20)
-0.27
(0.15)
0.56**
(0.18)
-0.72***
(0.13)
0.02
(0.10)

Model 3
B
(S. E.)
2.91**
(0.97)
-2.50*
(1.15)
-0.56***
(0.06)
0.93***
(0.13)
0.08
(0.06)
0.23*
(0.09)
0.22*
(0.10)
0.62***
(0.13)
0.17**
(0.06)
0.62*
(0.13)
0.44**
(0.15)
0.35**
(0.12)
-0.14
(0.18)
0.50*
(0.20)
-0.22
(0.15)
0.41*
(0.18)
-0.70***
(0.13)
0.03
(0.10)

B
(S. E.)
0.47
(1.56)
0.46
(1.90)
-0.27**
(0.09)
-0.13
(0.19)
0.36***
(0.10)
0.27
(0.15)
0.27
(0.16)
-0.06
(0.20)
0.03
(0.10)
0.46
(0.34)
0.01
(0.24)
0.00
(0.20)
-0.01
(0.27)
0.68*
(0.30)
-0.41
(0.22)
-0.14
(0.27)
-0.04
(0.19)
-0.41**
(0.15)

Leisure associations

3.00***
(0.22)

1.22***
(0.18)

-1.82***
(0.29)

Interest associations

3.71***
(0.33)

2.95***
(0.30)

-0.85

Nagelkerke’s R2
Valid n

0.07
17793

0.09
13241

0.16
13241

0.06
12621

0.09
11344

0.12
11344

Note: The reported entries are ordinal logistic coefficients and standard errors. Data weighted with design weight. Variables
vary between 0-1. The interaction effects assess the impact of being in the group with open institutional systems compared
to being in the other group. The displayed results are from a full model regression analysis including all individual level
variables as well as interaction effects. Significance: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001
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For the socio-demographic characteristics, women are overrepresented among
associational activists in both groups of countries. However, a mediating
institutional effect promotes female participation in the open systems. The
institutional structure also moderates the estimate for marital status, which means
singles are overrepresented among associational activists in closed countries but
no discernible differences exist in the open systems. Two other noticeable
differences concern place of living and religiosity, since urban residence and
religiosity are significant characteristics in the open group but not in the closed
group. The interaction effects are here not significant, but this still indicates
perceptible differences in the characteristics of the participants in the two groups.
There are two significant interaction effects when it comes to political integration
and values. One is for trust in politicians, where institutional openness promotes
trust in politicians among associational activists. The other major difference
concerns ideological extremism, since institutional openness decreases extremism
among associational activists, which is a significant characteristic in the closed
group but not in the open systems. Furthermore, party identification and
exposure to news are significant characteristics in the open systems but
insignificant in the closed countries. All of these findings indicate that the
associational activists are more detached from mainstream political affairs in the
closed systems.
Finally, for associational involvement the results are virtually identical to the ones
found for protest. Involvement in both leisure and interest associations are
significant characteristics in both groups, but there is a significant mediating
effect on the propensity to be involved in leisure associations, meaning
institutional openness decreases the consequences of this characteristic.

7.2.4 The institutional impact on the characteristics of
consumer activists
The political consumers are often portrayed as an elitist group of younger, well
educated, high-income, women (Micheletti 2003; Stolle et al. 2005; Goul
Andersen and Tobiasen 2004). This view was corroborated by the pooled data,
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which also suggested that these activists tend to be sceptical towards the
established system. The results in table 7.11 examine whether the institutional
structure mediates the characteristics.
The institutional structure has clear implications for the socio-demographic
characteristics of the participants. A curvilinear tendency persists for age in both
groups, but in the final model, political consumers are more likely to be older in
the closed group whereas the differences grow insignificant in the open countries.
Nevertheless, since this is only after controlling for involvement in voluntary
associations not too much emphasis should be placed on this result. As concerns
gender, women are overrepresented in both groups, as they were in the pooled
data. Nonetheless, an institutional mediating effect strengthens the female
overrepresentation in the open countries.
A similar situation exists for education, where the highly educated are also
overrepresented in both groups, but institutional openness decreases the
differences according to the significant negative interaction effect. There is also a
significant mediating effect for place of living indicating political consumers to be
predominantly urban dwellers in the open systems, whereas this difference in not
relevant in closed systems when controlling for other factors.
The final significant interaction effect for these variables is for religiosity, where
the political consumers in the closed systems are less likely to be religious,
whereas this does not pertain to the open systems where institutional openness
nullifies this characteristic. Finally, there is a tendency for consumers to be singles
in the closed group, which is not the case in the open group, even if the
interaction effect is not significant. Overall, institutional openness decreases the
importance of socio-demographic factors, which is also indicated by the lower
value of Nagelkerke's R2.
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Table 7.11 Ordinal logistic regression of consumer activism in open and closed countries
Closed

Interaction
effect

Open

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B
B
B
B
B
B
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
(S. E.)
(S. E.)

B
(S. E.)

Age

4.89***
(0.56)

4.01***
(0.65)

3.32***
(0.67)

4.32***
(0.52)

3.19***
(0.57)

0.86
(0.63)

-2.50**
(0.92)

Age squared

-6.58***
(0.70)

-6.10***
(0.81)

-5.38***
(0.84)

-6.62***
(0.64)

-5.73***
(0.70)

-3.22***
(0.77)

2.26*
(1.14)

Gender (1=male)

-0.10**
(0.03)

-0.31***
(0.04)

-0.39***
(0.04)

-0.37***
(0.03)

-0.61***
(0.04)

-0.66***
(0.04)

-0.24***
(0.05)

Education

2.44***
(0.07)

1.58***
(0.08)

1.20***
(0.08)

1.88***
(0.08)

1.04***
(0.08)

0.83***
(0.09)

-0.40***
(0.12)

-0.09*
(0.04)

-0.14**
(0.05)

-0.13**
(0.05)

-0.03
(0.04)

-0.02
(0.04)

-0.03
(0.04)

0.10
(0.06)

Place of living (1=urban)

-0.19***
(0.05)

-0.14*
(0.06)

0.05
(0.06)

0.30***
(0.05)

0.18**
(0.06)

0.29***
(0.06)

0.24**
(0.09)

Religiosity

-0.77***
(0.06)

-0.64***
(0.07)

-0.76***
(0.07)

0.11
(0.06)

0.23***
(0.06)

0.04
(0.07)

0.81***
(0.10)

Political interest

1.13***
(0.08)

1.03***
(0.08)

0.84***
(0.08)

0.76***
(0.09)

-0.30*
(0.12)

Party identification (1 =
yes)

0.19***
(0.04)

0.20***
(0.04)

0.39***
(0.04)

0.33***
(0.04)

0.12*
(0.06)

Exposure to news

0.46***
(0.14)

0.35*
(0.14)

-0.06
(0.16)

0.15
(0.17)

-0.21
(0.22)

Internal efficacy

0.82***
(0.10)

0.74***
(0.10)

1.35***
(0.10)

1.25***
(0.11)

0.47**
(0.14)

External efficacy

0.66***
(0.08)

0.49***
(0.08)

0.36***
(0.08)

0.35***
(0.09)

-0.15
(0.12)

Trust parliament

-0.22*
(0.11)

-0.19
(0.11)

0.55***
(0.11)

0.60***
(0.12)

0.79***
(0.16)

Trust politicians

-0.34**
(0.12)

-0.39**
(0.12)

-0.89***
(0.12)

-1.04***
(0.13)

-0.63***
(0.18)

Satisfaction democracy

-0.38**
(0.09)

-0.34***
(0.09)

-0.16
(0.10)

-0.31**
(0.10)

0.05
(0.14)

1.32***
(0.11)
-0.73***
(0.09)

1.08***
(0.11)
-0.71***
(0.09)

0.66***
(0.11)
-1.48***
(0.08)

0.70***
(0.12)
-1.37***
(0.09)

-0.40*
(0.16)
-0.61***
(0.12)

-0.14*
(0.06)

-0.09
(0.06)

0.27***
(0.06)

0.28***
(0.07)

0.36***
(0.09)

Marital status (1=in
steady relationship)

Social trust
Ideology
Ideological extremism
Leisure associations

3.17***
(0.16)

1.22***
(0.14)

-2.03***
(0.21)

Interest associations

2.69***
(0.24)

2.47***
(0.24)

-0.34
(0.34)

Nagelkerke’s R2
0.14
0.21
0.26
0.10
0.19
0.21
Valid n
17502
13073
13073
14519
12962
11287
Note: The reported entries are ordinal logistic coefficients and standard errors. Data weighted with design weight. Variables
vary between 0-1. The interaction effects assess the impact of being in the group with open institutional systems compared
to being in the other group. The displayed results are from a full model regression analysis including all individual level
variables as well as interaction effects. Significance: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001
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The institutional structure also creates some interesting deviances for political
integration and values. For political interest, institutional openness reduces
political interest among political consumers, even if this is still a significant
characteristic in open systems. Political consumers are more exposed to news in
closed institutional systems, whereas this is not a significant trademark in the
open systems. This indicates that institutional openness promotes detachment
from the formal political system. However, other factors suggest the opposite.
Institutional openness promotes party identification as a characteristic for
political consumers, even if the differences are meagre in substantial terms since
the estimates are of the same magnitude and direction in both groups.
Institutional openness also strengthens increases internal efficacy as a
characteristic of political consumers in open systems, although internal efficacy
also characterises consumers in the closed systems. The institutional structure
also mediates how trust in parliament affects participants, since trust in
parliament promotes political consumerism in the open systems, whereas this is
not the case in the closed systems.
All of these results suggest that political consumers are no more detached from,
nor more dissatisfied with, the formal political system in countries with open
systems than in closed systems. Institutional openness also mediates the effect of
trust in politicians, but the effect is the opposite, since political consumers in the
open systems are distinguished by a greater mistrust to politicians. According to
this, dissatisfaction with the actors inhabiting the system rather than with the
system as such cause political consumers to seek alternative outlets for their
political preferences in countries with institutional openness. Irrespective of the
institutional openness, political consumers tend to have high social trust, but this
is a significantly stronger characteristic when the system is closed. The
institutional structure also affects the ideological predispositions of political
consumers, since they tend to be further to the left in the open systems and more
extreme in their ideological views.
For associational involvement, the pattern is a recurring finding. As with all other
forms of participation, associational involvement in either form is a distinguishing
trade mark of political consumers, since they have higher degrees of associational
involvement in both leisure and interest associations. Nonetheless, the interaction
term of involvement in leisure associations indicates a mediating effect making
this a less distinct trait in the open systems.
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7.3

Discussion of the results

This chapter has examined the institutional impact on the characteristics of the
participants. The hypothesis was that an institutional mediating effect changes the
characteristics of the participants. To create an overview of the results, table 7.12
sums up the results from the full models in a condensed manner.

Table 7.12 Effect of institutional openness on key characteristics
PA
Age
Gender

AS

+
-

Education

(+)
-

Religiosity

+

Political interest

-

CO
-

-

-

+

+

(+)

+

(+)

+

-

Marital status
Place of living

PR

-

-

Party identification

+

-

(+)

+

Exposure to news

(-)

+

(+)

(-)

External efficacy

(+)

+

Trust parliament

(+)

+

Trust politicians

(+)

Internal efficacy

-

Satisfaction
democracy

-

Social trust

+

+

+
+

-

Ideology

-

Ideological
extremism
Leisure associations
Interest associations

-

-

-

+

-

-

-

Note: PA = party activism, CO = consumer activism, PR = protest activism, AS = associational activism. „+‟ indicates a
positive mediating effect of institutional openness; „-„ indicates a negative mediating effect of institutional openness; brackets
indicate differences in significance where the interaction effect is not significant.
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The results generally support the hypothesis of a mediating effect of the
institutional structure on the characteristics of the participants, although the
specific impact differs immensely considering what form of participation is
considered. The results also underline that there are contradictory institutional
effects and notable differences in the characteristics of the participants in the four
modes of participation.
The discussion below assesses the mediating effect of the institutional structure
on the three theoretical groups to see whether different answers exist in the two
groups to the questions posed by Verba et al. (1995: 14-15) as to why citizens do
not participate: because they cannot due to alack of key socio-demographic resources,
because they do not want to due to a lack of psychological engagement and/or trust in
the authorities, or because nobody asked due to a lack of involvement in associations
of recruitment.
Institutional openness generally decreases the significance of the central sociodemographic characteristics or furthers the participation of groups often
considered marginalised politically such as young citizens and women. This is
particular evident for the effect of gender, since women tend to participate in
greater proportions in open systems, resulting in gender equality in party activism
and protest after controlling for all factors, whereas there is an overweight of
women in associational activism and political consumerism. It may be that –
contrary to the suggestions of Micheletti (2004) – political consumerism is not
the only form of participation distinguished by greater gender equality. Instead,
this is a trend evident in other forms of participation as well. Even in the closed
systems, male dominance only persists for party activism after controlling for all
factors. Even if this trend is particularly evident in open institutional systems, it is
not restricted to this setting. Institutional openness also diminishes disparities in
participation due to age and education, even if notable differences persist.
Religiosity also plays a decidedly different role in open systems, since religiosity
tend to be a stronger characteristic among participants in open systems. How to
interpret this disparity is debatable, but one possibility is offered by Verba et al.
(1995: 518-519), who contend that religious organisations help further the
participation of the otherwise disadvantaged. They see this as a distinctively
American phenomenon but it may be that institutional openness also promotes
religiosity as a participatory factor.
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To answer the question of Verba et al. (1995), citizens in closed systems to a
larger extent refrain from participating because they cannot due to a lack of key
socio-demographic resources, whereas participation in the open systems is more
egalitarian in this respect, granting channels of influence for different segments of
the population. As mentioned, Topf (1998) asserts that a decrease in the impact
of socio-demographic factors may constitute a de-skilling of participants. It is not
possible to settle this issue unequivocally here, but the evidence mainly supports
the former interpretation. According to the bivariate examinations, open systems
generally display higher levels of education and higher levels of political
integration and satisfaction on the different indicators available. Hence, higher
overall levels of the key factors rather than lower levels of these among the active
segments of the population cause the weaker effects. Although not examined in
detail here, this may suggest that institutional openness promotes participation
through an indirect effect on key individual level variables. Either way, this means
de-skilling of the political activists is an implausible explanation. Instead, it would
seem like institutional openness helps promote participation among segments of
the population frequently thought to be politically passive.
For the political integration and values variables, all results indicate that
psychological involvement in political matters is an important characteristic,
virtually regardless of the measure used, the institutional context, and the form of
participation. This is hardly surprising given the mutually reinforcing relationships
existing between psychological predispositions of political involvement and active
participation.
However, despite the question of the direction of causality, the similarity of the
relationships regardless of form of participation underlines that participation in
activities outside of the formal political sphere is not necessarily a sign of
detachment from political affairs. Political activists may choose different outlets
than before, but they are not any less involved or interested in political matters.
Nevertheless, the institutional structure modifies some characteristics of the
participants in the two groups. This mediating effect takes various guises for the
different forms of activism, which makes it difficult to discern a uniform
institutional impact.
Some evidence suggests that institutional openness decreases the importance of
political involvement as a characteristic of the participants, especially in the
activities outside of formal system. This could indicate detachment from formal
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politics among these participants in the open systems. According to another
interpretation, the lower values show that institutional openness decreases the
emotional involvement necessary to become active. Here the bivariate
relationships found in the two groups support the second interpretations.
According to the differences between the two contexts, the populations in open
systems have higher levels of psychological involvement regardless of what
measure is used. Hence, the seemingly lower involvement among activists in the
open systems is due to the passive segments having higher levels of involvement
in an open setting, making it less characteristic for the active segments.
For political values, political trust tends to be a stronger characteristic when the
institutional system is open. The clearest exception is trust in politicians for
political consumers, since these tend to be characterised by lower degrees of trust
than the corresponding activists are in closed systems – even if political
consumers distrust politicians in both groups. Somewhat contrary to this,
satisfaction with democracy tends to be more widespread among party activists
and protesters in countries with closed institutional systems. Since this pertains to
the forms of participation closest to the formal political system, it may be due to
the problems of achieving radical change in the more open systems due to the
dispersed decision-making powers. The more decisive closed systems may
generate greater satisfaction among the citizens involved in influencing decisions
within or in the vicinity of the formal system. This greater satisfaction does not
pertain to the whole population, since satisfaction with democracy is more
widespread in the open systems according to table 7.6.
Another noteworthy institutional impact exists for ideology, where the
institutional structure mediates ideological extremism as a characteristic in a
somewhat conflicting manner. Ideological extremism becomes more widespread
among associational activists in the closed systems and among political
consumers in the open systems. There is thus no uniform tendency.
Nevertheless, it is interesting that party activists and protesters – the forms of
activism closer to the formal representative system – tend to be ideologically
extreme in both groups, whereas associational activists and political consumers
are less extreme in their ideological views. This could suggest that having extreme
ideological views is primarily a characteristic of activists in the mainstream
political activities, whereas centrist views further activity on the fringes of the
political arena.
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An alternative interpretation is that participation closer to the political core helps
develop coherent ideological views. This is in line with Jordan (2002), who
observes that participants in newer forms of direction action do not necessarily
fall at either extreme on a left-right ideological continuum. This may be attributed
to a lack of ideological control in these frequently more individualised activities.
Since the participants are not expected to conform to any specific ideological
teachings, they exhibit less coherent ideological worldviews mixing ideological
elements into a centrist blend.
Although some results are contradictory, most findings suggest that the passive
citizens in the open systems are so because they have less of a subjective feeling
that political involvement matters. To answer the question of Verba et al. (1995),
citizens in open systems refrain from participation because they do no want to
participate. Verba (2003) contends that this type of abstention is less of a
democratic problem since it does not involve a hindrance for willing citizens to
participate.
For associational involvement, the first impression is that this is of major
importance regardless of what form of participation is considered and in what
institutional context the activity takes place. The measure used to gauge
associational involvement does no differentiate between intense involvement in
one association and extensive involvement in many associations. Nonetheless, the
evidence of the Tocquevillian interpretation of associational involvement
functioning as schools of democracy (Putnam 2000) or networks of recruitment
(Verba et al. 1995) appears to be compelling.
Under all circumstances, there is a highly significant connection between being
active in political participation and being involved in voluntary associations,
irrespective of these are interest or leisure associations. Even so, the interaction
effects reveal that the institutional structure mediates how much this involvement
matters, since institutional openness decreases the significance of involvement in
voluntary associations. Being involved in voluntary associations functions less as
a democratic school when the institutional system is open. Institutional openness
decreases the importance of involvement in interest associations for party
activism and involvement in leisure associations for the other forms of
participation. Even if the role of recruitment networks cannot be ignored in open
institutional systems, the importance is much less pronounced. In the words of

177

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

Verba et al. (1995), abstention from participation in the open systems is to a
lesser extent due to not being asked.
Overall, there is ample evidence for the institutional structure to have mediating
effects on the characteristics of the participants in the four modes of
participation. Despite some contrary findings, a reasonable interpretation suggest
that different answers can be found in open and closed systems to the question
posed by Verba et al. (1995: 15) as to why people do not take part in politics. The
open systems are more inclusive since citizens are able to participate when they
want to do so, and are not excluded due to a lack of capabilities or missing access
to networks of recruitment. This is in accordance with what might be expected
from the institutional openness, since this should make it easier for citizens to
channel their political views into the system. Nonetheless, this inclusiveness is not
confined to party activism within the formal political system, nor is it even
particularly pronounced for this activity. There are slightly different profiles for
the participants in different activities, but the overarching result is that
institutional openness has a similar effect for all forms of participation, since the
same pattern of inclusiveness is evident in the open countries.
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8 Institutional Incentives for Political Participation
The fourth research question concerns institutional incentives for participation, a
line of inquiry falling naturally within the second approach to the study of
institutions. All new institutional theories are essentially multilevel theories, but
only the rational choice variant shares the emphasis on direct causal effects,
which is an inherent part of multilevel analysis as a statistical technique.
One of the central issues within the rational choice approach to the study of
political participation has been to resolve the paradox of participation – or why
citizens contribute to a public good such as elections or other forms of collective
actions when the expected benefit of the individual contribution is miniscule, any
contribution involves sacrificing scarce resources such as time, and the outcome
can be enjoyed even if the individual does not contribute (Downs 1957; Olson
1965; Finkel et al. 1989; Finkel and Opp 1991; Finkel and Muller 1998; Bäck et al.
2006). Under such circumstances, free riding on the contribution of others
become the rational alternative.
Shapiro and Green (1994) question the success of rational choice explanations,
but this conceptualisation has still – at least implicitly – become dominant in
much of the literature on political participation, where the theoretical point of
departure is frequently the „simple calculus of participation‟ (Teorell, Sum and
Tobiasen 2007: 398; Morales 2009: 114-124). This also applies for POS,
according to which actors use the most effective channels to influence decisionmaking that the institutional structures make available (Haunss 2004: 28).
To explain the paradoxical participation, rational choice theories focus on what
incentives are paramount for explaining participation (Verba et al. 2000; Bäck et
al. 2006). Selective incentives involve specific goods that can only be enjoyed
through participation, and therefore makes participation more likely. This covers
factors enhancing the utility derived from participation in the form of direct
material benefits, expressive needs, or entertainment value derived from the
pleasure of performing the activity. Accordingly, factors such as political interest
and party identification are subsumed under selective incentives (Bäck et al. 2006:
52-53). Collective incentives, or the subjective feeling that participation matters,
may override the costs associated with activity (Muller and Opp 1986; Bäck et al.
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2006: 54).90 This includes factors such as external efficacy and satisfaction with
democracy, both of which can enhance the subjective feeling of an activity
making a difference in achieving the goal.
The emphasis is here on examining how the incentives provided by the
institutional structure affects the calculus of the individual.91 The hypothesis
states that the political institutions affect the likelihood of being active by
providing incentives for participation. The aim is to examine the effects of the
political institutions on the individual choice to engage in different modes of
participation when controlling for the individual-level factors. This necessitates
the use of multilevel analysis, where it is possible to combine different levels of
explanatory factors (Kreft and De Leeuw 1998; Goldstein 1999; Snijders and
Bosker 1999; Steenbergen and Jones 2002, Hox 2002; Gelman and Hill 2007).
This statistical technique makes it possible to examine the effect of explanatory
factors at several levels simultaneously in line with the second approach to the
study of political institutions, where institutional factors compete on par with
other possible explanations. The analytical model for this research question is
outlined in figure 8.1.

The emphasis being on subjective, as this ignores the basic premise of the collective action; i.e.
that individual contributions are irrelevant to ensure the provision of the collective good. As
Klosko (1987) points out, this stretches the usage of the concept of rational.
91 As the above made clear, the selective and collective incentives cover similar factors as the
individual-level factors. Since the impact of these was examined in ch. 7, the analyses here will
predominantly focus on the institutional incentives. However, where deviances occur, more
extensive comments are made.
90
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Figure 8.1 Analytical model for analysis of institutional incentives for participation
Effective
electoral
threshold
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dominance

Minister/
mandarin

Fiscal
decentralisation

Macro

Individual level variables:
Socio-demographic characteristics
Political integration and values
Associational involvement

System of
interest
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Participation or not in
forms of activism:

Micro

Party
Protest
Associational
Consumer

This enquiry has commonalities with the two previous analyses, since they all
examine the institutional impact on the same dependent variable in different
formats. Nonetheless, the different specifications of variables and methods of
analysis have direct implications for the interpretations of the results. The
macrolevel analysis in chapter 6 of levels of participation examined the effect of
institutions at the aggregated level, whereas the focus is here on the effect on
individual behaviour. There is no a priori reason to expect analyses at different
levels to yield similar results (Kreft and de Leeuw 1998: 27). To predict individual
behaviour from the macro level results would be tantamount to committing an
ecological fallacy, since the relationships may well differ across level of analysis.
Furthermore, the institutional effects may well differ in the current research
question when considering individual characteristics simultaneously.
Contrary to the analysis presented in chapter 7 of the institutional mediating
effect on the characteristics of the participants, the institutions here constitute
competing independent variables on par with the microlevel explanations. It
would be possible to examine mediating institutional effects in multilevel analysis
by including cross-level interaction effects, but this would require complex
models of analysis beyond reach with the current research design (see more
below). Additionally, the current analysis differ, since it leaves aside the intensity
of the involvement and examines how institutions structure the choice to
participate or not in various forms of participation. According to the paradox of
participation, the primary challenge involves getting people activated in political
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matters whereas the intensity of this involvement is less of a concern.92 For this
reason, the dependent variables are coded dichotomously rather than on an
ordinal scale as in the previous analyses.
The multilevel approach to comparative analysis has a number of statistical
advantages long recognised theoretically, but only fairly recently has multilevel
analyses of political phenomena become widespread in comparative research on
political participation (Schofer and Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001; Johnson et al.
2002; Marien et al. 2009; Morales 2009). Steenbergen and Jones (2002: 219-220)
identify both substantive and statistical motivations to prefer models for
multilevel data analysis. Substantively, this approach makes it possible to combine
multiple levels of analysis in a single comprehensive model by specifying
predictors at different levels, to explore causal heterogeneity by specifying crosslevel interactions, and provide a test of the generalisability of the findings.
Statistically, the primary motivation is the possibility of acknowledging the
multilevel character of the data, thereby acknowledging that the observations are
interdependent since clustered individuals duplicate one another to some extent.
The traditional approaches to contextual analysis suffer from various
shortcomings alleviated in the multilevel approach (Steenbergen and Jones 2002:
220-22; Kreft and De Leeuw 1998: ch. 2). The primary advantage for the current
purpose is that the multilevel approach makes it possible to examine whether the
political institutions directly affect the probability of participation, even when
taking into consideration the individual-level factors.
To examine the individual choice to participate without examining the extent of
active involvement, the dependent variables are coded as dichotomous variables,
where the respondents are coded as either active (having performed at least one
of the activities included in this mode of participation) or passive (having
performed none of the activities). Accordingly, the method of analysis is
multilevel logistic analysis. The dichotomous dependent variable Yij (participation
or not) for individual i in country j is equal to the success probability Pij and the
residual Rij (Snijders and Boskers 1999: 215-216). A multilevel logistic random
intercept model with explanatory variables X1- Xr at either the individual or the
country level can be expressed as:
Although the data did not pass the test of parallel lines in ch. 7, the variables had a largely
consistent effect for the different categories of the dependent variables. For this reason, this
recoding should not affect the relationships found, although it does change the interpretation of
these.
92
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logit ( Pij )   0    h xhij  U 0 j .
h 1

Logit ( P ij) is the log odds of participation in the form of political participation
under consideration for individual i in country j. The group-dependent deviation
U 0 j is assumed to have a zero mean and a variance of Ωu. To achieve a stable
and easily interpretable model, the explanatory variables will be centered around
the grand mean (Hox 2002: 62). The intercept  0 can then be interpreted as the
expected outcome for an individual in group j, who is at the overall mean of all
the explanatory variables. The coefficients of the variables indicate increase or
decrease in the logit of the odds ratio (p/1-p) of the dependent variable
(participate or not), when the independent variable increases its value one unit.
Since all variables vary from 0-1, a coefficient indicates the change in effect of a
variable when it changes from its minimum to its maximum value. Different
options are available for making interpretation of the coefficients easier, since
they can be transformed to the odds ratio by taking the exponential of the
coefficient or the predicted probabilities for the variable may be computed
(Rasbash et al. 2009b: 120-121).
In accordance with the advice of Hox (2002: 51), the analysis proceeds in three
consecutive steps. The first step is developing empty models without explanatory
variables, which decompose the variance to establish what proportion of the total
variance is attributable to differences between countries. It is hereby possible to
determine whether there are significant differences in the intercepts of the
countries, indicating differences in the probability of participation. If this is not
the case, a multilevel analysis is an unnecessarily complicated analytical approach.
The second step involves models that include explanatory variables at the
individual level to examine whether inter-country differences can be attributed to
differences in the characteristics of the individuals in the countries. As already
mentioned, there is less emphasis on the effects of individual level variables, but
comments are made as appropriate. The third step is the central one, since the
models here include the institutional variables to examine the incentives they
provide for the choice to participate.
When examining the effects of the explanatory variables, each variable is added
consecutively to see whether it is significant, and only these variables are included
in the results reported.93 Multilevel analysis is more apt at examining the effects
It is customary to exclude variables that do not contribute to improving the model, even if they
reach significance (Hix 2002: 51). However, as the emphasis here is still not primarily on producing
93
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of individual variables rather than complicated models including multiple
explanatory variables. To restrict the number of variables to a manageable
number, non-significant variables are omitted from the analysis, which is in
accordance with advice offered by Hox (2002). The Wald test reported functions
as an indicative test of the fit of the model (Rasbash et al. 2009b: 131).94
The number of second level units, groups or countries, becomes a particularly
important question when doing multilevel analysis, since it is it is difficult to
estimate the between-group variation with a limited number of groups (Gelman
and Hill 2007: 275; Kreft and De Leeuw 1998: 126). Consequently, the relatively
few countries in this study impose limitations on the possible complexity of the
models analysed, since it is not possible to examine full-blown models with
multiple interaction and random effects.95 The analyses primarily concern the
research question of the direct impact of the individual institutions, leaving the
ensuing question of how the institutions interact with individual-level factors to
further research. This restriction is also warranted by the inbuilt complexity of
examining four different forms of participation simultaneously.

8.1

The choice to participate in party activism

As the previous analyses of party activism made clear, all countries had low levels
of participation in party activism. Nonetheless, evidence of institutional effects
on the levels of participation was found in ch. 6, where countries with open
systems on average had higher levels of participation, although the differences
were rather small. This positive effect was mainly attributable to openness in the
system of interest mediation-linkage, whereas openness in the executive
dominance- and the minister mandarin-linkages where negatively linked to party
activism.

parsimonious models, all significant variables are included, even if under certain circumstances nonsignificant variables may improve the fit of the model and significant variables may not do so.
94 All analyses are performed in MLwiN, a program developed for fitting multilevel models
(Rasbash et al. 2009a). The analyses are estimated with first order marginal quasi-likelihood (MQL),
which offers a crude approximation, but fever convergence problems (Rasbash et al. 2009: 128129).
95 Austria is excluded from all analyses since the question on educational attainment was not asked
here, and Switzerland is excluded since the questions on associational activities were not asked here.
Accordingly, 16 countries are included in the analyses.
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The rational choice approach suggests that individuals opt for party activism as a
channel for influence when the institutional system is relatively open, since this
decreases the costs associated with this form of participation. Somewhat counter
to this, Norris (2002: 124-125) contends that first-past-the-post electoral systems,
associated with institutional closedness, promote party activism since they create
stronger ties between voters and representatives. Table 8.1 displays the results of
the three models examining differences in the propensity to participate in party
activism.
According to the empty model, the likelihood of being active is relatively low.
The value of the intercept -2.67 indicates that the likelihood of being active for a
randomly drawn individual from the total population is about 6.5%.96 This
underlines that activities within political parties are not popular among European
citizens as a way to express political preferences. Despite this low probability,
there is a substantial amount of unexplained variance between countries, as can
be seen from the significant variance parameter of the intercept.

96

p = exp(-2.67)/(1+exp(-2.67)).
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Table 8.1 Multilevel analysis of factors influencing the individual choice to participate in party
activism
Variables

Model 0

Model 1

Model 2

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

-3.44 (0.12)***

-3.51 (0.09)***

Individual estimates (Fixed parameters individual level)
Intercept

-2.67 (0.10)***

Age
Age Square
Gender (1=male)

-0.94 (0.81)

-0.96 (0.82)

2.88 (0.94)***

2.92 (0.95)***

n.s.

n.s.

-0.66 (0.12)***

-0.66 (0.12)***

n.s.

n.s.

-0.94 (0.09)***

-0.96 (0.09)***

n.s.

n.s.

Political interest

1.54 (0.12)***

1.55 (0.12)***

Party identification (1=yes)

1.37 (0.08)***

1.37 (0.08)***

Education
Marital status (1=in steady
relationship)
Place of living (1=urban)
Religiosity

Media news exposure

n.s.

n.s.

Internal efficacy

2.50 (0.14)***

2.51 (0.14)***

External efficacy

0.38 (0.11)***

0.40 (0.11)***

Trust parliament

n.s.

n.s.

Trust politicians

0.38 (0.14)**

0.38 (0.14)**

Satisfaction democracy

n.s.

n.s.

Social trust

n.s.

n.s.

Ideology

n.s.

n.s.

Ideological extremism

0.57 (0.09)***

0.58 (0.09)***

Leisure associations

1.73 (0.17)***

1.75 (0.18)***

Interest associations

2.72 (0.27)***

2.75 (0.27)***

Country estimates (Fixed parameters country level)
Effective threshold

0.89 (0.29)**

Executive dominance

n.s.

Minister-mandarin

n.s.

System of interest mediation

n.s.

Fiscal decentralisation

-1.03 (0.37)**

Variance (Random parameters country level)
U0j ~ N (0, Ωu): Ω

0.14 (0.05)**

0.20 (0.07)**

0.10 (0.04)*

Wald test statistic (df)

774.1 (1)***

2295.6 (13)***

2544.7 (15)***

Intra Class Correlation (ICC)

0.04

0.06

0.03

Number of individuals

31388

25955

25955

Number of countries

16

16

16

All variables are coded 0-1 and have been centered around the grand mean. The coefficients indicate increase or decrease
in the logit of the odds ratio (p/1-p) of the dependent variable (participate or not in party activism), when the independent
variable increases its value one unit. Intraclass correlation is estimated as p = var (u j)/(var (uj) + π2/3) (Snijders and Bosker
(1999: 224). The Wald test is a chi square test of the fit o the model. *p<0.05, **<0.01, ***<0.001, n.s.= not significant
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The intra class correlation coefficient (ICC) probes the share of the total
variability in participating in party activism explained by country differences. This
measure indicates that differences among countries account for about 4% of the
total variance. This score is moderate, but according to simulation studies, even
modest levels of ICC can make tests of significance in traditional linear models
too liberal since the standard errors are underestimated (Barcikowski 1981).
Accordingly, it is warranted to continue with a multilevel model.
Model 1 includes the individual level variables with a significant effect on the
propensity to be active in party activities. The effects are generally consistent with
the findings from the ordinal logistic regression of the pooled data in ch. 7. For
the socio-demographic variables, age, education, gender, and place of living have
negative signs, showing that individuals with higher-than-average values are less
likely to be active. One way to interpret this is that citizens holding resources
have the intellectual sophistication to comprehend the collective action-dilemma
and raises the opportunity costs of participation (Verba et al. 1995: 284). Selective
benefits in the form of political integration such as interest and party
identification – raising the entertainment value associated with participation –
have a positive impact on party activity, but collective benefits such as external
efficacy – increasing the subjective belief of action making a difference – also play
a role, although to a lesser extent.
Voluntary associational involvement again appears as a significant variable in
explaining participation, which may be interpreted as a sign of voluntary
engagement decreasing the costs associated with activity. The ICC value for
model 1 is 0.057, meaning that 5.7% of the remaining variance is attributable to
between-country variation after adjusting for the relevant individual level
characteristics. The inclusion of all significant microlevel variables leads to an
increase in the proportion of unexplained country level variation.97 The
introduction of individual level variables can both lead to a reduction and
increase in the ICC, since variables with an appreciable variation at level two
reduce ICC (Snijders and Bosker 1999: 224). Hence, the variables increasing the
ICC have a uniform impact across countries (Snijders and Bosker 1999: 228-229).
In this case, this goes for age, party identification, internal and external efficacy,
trust in politicians, and both forms of associational involvement. The intercept
It should be noted that the problems with missing data lead to differences in the number of
respondents, which means that the comparison should be taken with some caution. Nonetheless,
this is unlikely to be the cause of this predicament.
97
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value is -3.44, which means that an individual with mean scores on all variables
included has a likelihood of being active in party activism of about 3%98.

Model 2 examines the effects of the institutional variables on the
individual propensity to be active, which is the primary research question.
Two of the institutional factors – the electoral threshold and fiscal
decentralisation – provide significant incentives for party activism.99 The
inclusion of these two institutional factors results in a relatively substantial
reduction in unexplained variation judged by the ICC dropping from 5.7%
in model 1 to about 2.9%. This implies that the inclusion of these two
variables reduces the country level variation by almost half. The effective
threshold has a significant positive effect of 0.89, meaning party activism
becomes more likely as the value of the electoral threshold increases –
indicating greater openness – or in this case lower effective electoral
thresholds. It is possible to visualise the institutional effect by calculating
the development in the predicted likelihood of participation as the
institutional values increases when holding the effect of all other variables
included constant. Figure 8.2 shows the estimated probability of being
active slowly increasing as the effective electoral threshold rises.
Figure 8.2 The probability of participation in party activism and the effective electoral
threshold

p = exp(-3.44)/(1+exp(-3.44)).
As noted in ch. 6, there are some problems with multicollinearity. As a result, there are several
significant combinations of institutional factors. The one presented here represent the one that the
Wald test suggests best fits the data.
98
99

188

Chapter 8: Political Institutions and Incentives for Participation

The marginal increase in the probability of being active is low due to the low
overall probabilities observed in the model. Non-participation remains the most
likely alternative regardless of the institutional values. Nonetheless, when holding
all other relevant factors constant, the probability of being active more than
doubles, rising from about 0.02 to about 0.04, when comparing the minimum to
the maximum value of the effective threshold. This suggests a significant
institutional effect even if the practical effect is limited, since the probability of
participation remains low regardless of the institutional values.
Nevertheless, this does not eradicate the finding that lower electoral thresholds
provide a positive incentive for participating in party activism. This positive effect
then again runs counter to the expectation of Norris (2002), who predicted firstpast-the-post electoral systems – associated with greater institutional closedness –
to be conducive for party activism. Nevertheless, as expected from the claims of
POS, greater openness in this institutional aspect makes it likely that the
individual chooses to participate in this mode of participation, even if the
differences are meagre.
However, the implications of institutional openness are not clear-cut. Fiscal
decentralisation has a significant estimate of -1.03, meaning the probability of
being active decreases as the value of fiscal decentralisation increases. In other
words, greater fiscal autonomy at lower levels of government provides a
disincentive for party activism. Figure 8.3 displays the development in the
expected probability as fiscal decentralisation moves from its minimum to its
maximum value.
The impact is again modest in absolute terms due to the low overall levels of
party activism. Nevertheless, the expected probability of being active in party
activism is more than halved – from 0.05 to 0.02 – as fiscal decentralisation
moves from its lowest to its highest value, indicating the negative impact of
openness in this regard on the propensity to be active.

189

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

Figure 8.3 The probability of participation in party activism and fiscal decentralisation

That greater fiscal decentralisation – or more institutional openness in this regard
– provides a disincentive for participation runs counter to the expectations of
POS. Intuitively, a greater fiscal decentralisation would also be expected to entail
a greater party politicisation of issues at the regional and local levels, and thus
provide a greater spur for party activists at these levels. However, this expectation
cannot be sustained empirically from these results. One possible explanation for
this is the size of the electorate, which has been found to have a negative effect
on party membership and activism (Weldon 2006). Local autonomy is frequently
greater when the population is large whereas small countries tend to be
centralised, and this could entail that the link between fiscal autonomy and party
activism is a spurious relationship attributable to the size of the population.
A related explanation suggests that the greater size of parties competing in a
multilevel system has a detriment effect on activism (Weldon 2006: 469-471). As
the size increases, the influence of each member declines and there are fewer
selective incentives to motivate participation, meaning nonparticipation becomes
the rational alternative. Examining which of these explanations account for the
apparent negative link between fiscal decentralisation and party activism is
beyond the present aspirations. Here it suffices to note that the link appears to be
more intricate than what POS would have us believe, since greater openness in
this regard is not necessarily associated with greater party activism.
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That these two variables are the key institutional factors is also somewhat
surprising considering the results obtained in ch. 6 concerning institutional effects
at the aggregated level. The system of interest mediation was here of paramount
importance, whereas both the effective threshold and fiscal decentralisation were
not significant in the multiple regression analysis. As already mentioned, there is
no a priori reason to expect similar effects at different levels of analysis.
Nevertheless, the extent of these differences is surprising, especially since the
interpretations are contradictory. To some extent, this discrepancy is testimony to
the problems involved in performing multiple regressions with a limited number
of cases and strongly correlated explanatory factors. For this reason, the results
obtained from the country level multiple regression analyses in ch. 6 were not
considered more than indicative. This also demonstrates the advantages of doing
multilevel analysis, since it shows how taking into account the nesting of
respondents and the effect of both individual and group level variables
simultaneously can yield very different results. As noted, the analyses in ch. 6
were simplistic in the sense that they did not take into account the variables at the
microlevel and the possible indirect effects of the institutions through these. The
differences in results suggest show why it is important to consider different levels
of analysis simultaneously to be able to discern the direct causal effects of the
variables.
It is also possible to offer a more substantial interpretation of the differences
rooted in the different coding of the dependent variable. In the analysis of the
level of participation, the dependent variable was an aggregated measure of
country level rates of participation, whereas the dependent variable here is a
dichotomous variable measuring whether the respondent is active or not.
Consequently, a possible interpretation of the different results is that the system
of interest mediation promotes more intense engagement in party activism, where
several individuals score high on the index of party activism leading to higher
aggregated rates of participation. Contrary to this, the effective threshold and
fiscal decentralisation could promote a less intensive engagement, where several
individuals score low on the index of party activism, which affects the aggregated
level less markedly.
For the system of interest mediation, the traditional close links between trade
unions and social democratic parties in corporatist systems help sustain this
interpretation. These ties may bolster more intense party activism by creating
stronger ties between individuals and the political organisations (Armingeon
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1997). For the effective threshold and fiscal decentralisation, it has already been
noted that they may provide contradictory incentives (Bengtsson 2008; Norris
2002; Weldon 2006), which may lead to any involvement caused by these factors
being less intense and hence obscured at the aggregate level. Nonetheless, these
institutional elements do affect the propensity for being active at the individual
level, even if the substantial impact is marginal due to the low levels of activity in
this form of participation.

8.2

The choice to participate in protest activism

POS contends that protest occurs when the system is closed, since this form of
participation becomes a suitable alternative when the institutional structure makes
it difficult to influence decision through the official channels (Kitschelt 1993). In
line with this perspective, institutional openness should encourage citizens to find
other, possibly more constructive, ways than protest to channel their political
preferences. Nevertheless, the results from ch. 6 did not suggest a manifest
impact of institutional openness on the levels of participation. No significant
difference was discernible in the average levels of protest between countries with
open and closed institutional systems, and the evidence for any impact of the
individual institutional aspects was meagre. Nevertheless, there may be a
noticeable impact on the propensity to become active in protest activities at the
individual level. Table 8.2 displays the three models examining the incentives for
participating in protest activism.
The empty model shows that about 6% of the total variance can be attributed to
country-level differences according to the ICC. Again, although this is not an
enormous proportion, it is sufficient to warrant a multilevel analysis. The
intercept value of -1.07 suggests the expected probability of being active for a
randomly drawn individual to be about 25%, again showing that participation
outside the formal system is much more popular than participation in party
activities inside the system.
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Table 8.2 Multilevel analysis of factors influencing the individual choice to participate in
protest activism
Variables

Model 0

Model 1

Model 2*

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

-1.19 (0.11)***

-1.15 (0.10)***

-2.27 (0.47)***

-2.30 (0.48)***

1.65 (0.58)**

1.68 (0.59)**

Individual estimates (Fixed parameters individual level)
Intercept

-1.07 (0.11)***

Age
Age Square
Gender (1=male)

n.s.

n.s.

0.31 (0.07)***

0.31 (0.07)***

Marital status (1=in steady
relationship)

n.s.

n.s.

Place of living (1=urban)

n.s.

n.s.

Education

Religiosity

n.s.

n.s.

Political interest

0.84 (0.07)***

0.85 (0.07)***

Party identification (1=yes)

0.31 (0.03)***

0.31 (0.03)***

Media news exposure

n.s.

n.s.

Internal efficacy

1.36 (0.09)***

1.38 (0.09)***

External efficacy

n.s.

n.s.

Trust parliament

n.s.

n.s.

Trust politicians

n.s.

n.s.

-0.35 (0.07)***

-0.36 (0.07)***

Satisfaction democracy
Social trust

0.42 (0.09)***

0.42 (0.10)***

Ideology

-0.73 (0.07)***

-0.74 (0.07)***

Ideological extremism

0.38 (0.05)***

0.38 (0.05)***

Leisure associations

3.63 (0.13)***

3.68 (0.13)***

Interest associations

3.20 (0.21)***

3.25 (0.21)***

Country estimates (Fixed parameters country level)
Effective threshold

-0.60 (0.49)

Executive dominance

0.49 (0.85)

Minister-mandarin

-0.82 (0.46)

System of interest mediation

0.50 (0.68)

Fiscal decentralisation

1.17 (0.76)

Variance (Random parameters country level)
uij ~ N (0, Ωu): Ω

0.20 (0.07)**

0.20 (0.07)**

0.13 (0.05)**

Wald test statistic (df)

89.90 (1)***

3044.54 (13)***

3092.18 (18)***

0.06

0.06

0.04

Number of individuals

31079

25601

25601

Number of countries

16

16

16

Intra Class Correlation (ICC)

All variables are coded 0-1 and have been centered around the grand mean. The coefficients indicate increase or decrease
in the logit of the odds ratio (p/1-p) of the dependent variable (participate or not in party activism), when the independent
variable increases its value one unit. Intraclass correlation is estimated as p = var (u j)/(var (uj) + π2/3) (Snijders and Bosker
(1999: 224). The Wald test is a chi square test of the fit o the model. *p<0.05, **<0.01, ***<0.001, n.s.= not significant
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Moving on to model 1 that includes all relevant variables at the individual level,
the variables once again display effects similar to the ones found in ch. 7 for the
pooled data in the ordinal logistic regression. The only socio-demographic
characteristics providing noteworthy incentives for protest participation are age
and education, where the findings suggest that being young promotes
participation – albeit there is a curvilinear effect – as does holding higher than
average levels of education. Both of these findings replicate previous results.
Selective incentives also play a role, since political interest, party identification,
and internal efficacy provide impetus for protest, suggesting that individual utility
derived from participation is a key motivator. For the political values,
dissatisfaction with democracy provides an incentive for protest participation.
Involvement in voluntary associations is once again important, which shows that
this also lowers the costs associated with protest participation.
After the inclusion of the 12 variables with significant effects, the ICC is still
about 0.06, meaning that approximately 6% of the unexplained variation is
attributable to differences between countries.100 The increase in the Wald score
implies a significant improvement in the fit of the model. The intercept value of 1.19 reveals that an average individual has about 23% likelihood of being active,
which is testimony to the popularity of protest among citizens.
Model 2 is supposed to include all significant institutional variables. However, in
this case none of the variables turns out to provide significant institutional
incentives for becoming active in protest, neither alone or in combination. To
assess the direction of any impact model 2* includes all institutional variables,
even if they are not significant. The institutional aspect coming closest to
reaching significance is the minister-mandarin linkage, where the impact is
significant at the more lenient 0.10-level. As can be seen, the value of the
coefficient is -0.82, suggesting separate career paths for politicians and
bureaucrats provides a weak disincentive for involvement in protest activism.
Otherwise, the discernable impact from the five institutional aspects is far from
uniform. The effective threshold and the minister-mandarin linkages have a
negative impact, which in accordance with the expectations derived from POS
suggests that institutional openness provides a disincentive for protest
participation. Contrary to this, the other three institutional aspects have positive
relationships with protest participation implying that openness in these
There is actually once again a slight increase in the ICC when considering the third digit after the
decimal.
100
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institutional linkages lowers the threshold to become engaged in protest. As was
also the case in ch. 6, there is little evidence to suggest protest to be a
phenomenon created by institutional closedness. Since the variation is relatively
strong, it is not possible to draw any firm conclusions about this impact based on
this evidence.
Even if none of the institutional variables in themselves have a significant impact
on the propensity to become active in protest, the inclusion of these variables still
lead to a sizeable reduction in country level variance. The ICC now shows that
slightly less than 4% are attributable to country level differences, compared to the
5.8% from model 1. The Wald test shows that the improvement in the attained
model from the inclusion of the six additional institutional variables is miniscule.
The limited institutional effect on the propensity to be active in protest activism
is in accordance with the findings in the two previous chapters, where the
institutional impact was also limited when it comes to protest activism. Contrary
to the expectations of POS, participation in protest is not furthered by
institutional closedness in a Western European context since there is no evidence
of a substantial institutional effect.

8.3

The choice to participate in associational activism

Much like protest, it has been the common view in the literature that institutional
openness discourages participation in NSMs, since this becomes an appropriate
alternative when the formal structures hampers citizen participation in-between
elections (Kriesi et al. 1992; Koopmans et al. 1995). Nevertheless, there have
been some contrary findings in the literature concerning how the institutional
structure affects involvement in these associations (Morales 2009). The findings
from the previous chapters did suggest that the institutional structure had a
noticeable bearing on the level of participation as well as the characteristics of the
participants. Table 8.3 displays the findings for this form of activism.
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Table 8.3 Multilevel analysis of factors influencing the individual choice to participate in
associational activism
Model 0

Model 1

Model 2

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

Variables

Individual estimates (Fixed parameters individual level)
Intercept

-2.32 (0.15)***

-2.34 (0.12)***

Age

-2.11 (0.18)***

2.61 (0.73)***

2.62 (0.72)***

Age Square

-2.45 (0.88)**

-2.47 (0.86)**

Gender (1=male)

-0.43 (0.04)***

-0.44 (0.04)***

Education

1.08 (0.09)***

1.09 (0.09)***

-0.10 (0.05)*

-0.11 (0.05)*

0.26 (0.07)***

0.26 (0.07)***

0.19 (0.08)*

0.19 (0.08)*

Political interest

0.59 (0.09)***

0.60 (0.09)***

Party identification (1=yes)

0.21 (0.09)**

0.15 (0.05)**

Marital status (1=in steady
relationship)
Place of living (1=urban)
Religiosity

Media news exposure

n.s.

n.s.

Internal efficacy

0.54 (0.12)***

0.55 (0.12)***

External efficacy

0.21 (0.09)*

0.21 (0.09)*

Trust parliament

n.s.

n.s.

Trust politicians

n.s.

n.s.

Satisfaction democracy

-0.20 (0.10)*

-0.21 (0.10)*

Social trust

0.57 (0.13)***

0.57 (0.13)***

Ideology

-0.54 (0.10)***

-0.56 (0.09)***

Ideological extremism

0.15 (0.07)*

0.15 (0.07)*

Leisure associations

1.65 (0.15)***

1.68 (0.15)***

Interest associations

2.85 (0.23)***

2.92 (0.23)***

Country estimates (Fixed parameters country level)
Effective threshold

n.s.

Executive dominance

n.s.

Minister-mandarin

n.s.

System of interest mediation

1.09 (0.37)**

Fiscal decentralisation

n.s.

Variance (Random parameters country level)
uij ~ N (0, Ωu): Ω

0.49 (0.18)**

0.34 (0.12)

0.22 (0.08)**

Wald test statistic (df)

142.91 (1)***

1506.94 (18)***

1676.55 (19)***

Intra Class Correlation (ICC)

0.13

0.09

0.06

Number of individuals

31388

25250

25250

Number of countries

16

16

16

All variables are coded 0-1 with 1 indicating the highest possible level, and are centered around the grand mean. The
coefficients indicate increase or decrease in the logit of the odds ratio (p/1-p) of the dependent variable (participate or not
in party activism), when the independent variable increases its value one unit. Intraclass correlation is estimated as p = var
(uj)/(var (uj) + π2/3) (Snijders and Bosker (1999: 224). The Wald test is a chi square test of the fit o the model. *p<0.05,
**<0.01, ***<0.001, n.s.= not significant
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The empty model again suggests that a hierarchical model is appropriate for
analysing the data. According to the ICC, about 13% of the total variance is
caused by differences between countries, which is a substantially higher
proportion than for the two previous forms of participation. The intercept of 2.11 indicates that the probability for a randomly drawn individual to be active in
association activism is about 11%.
Model 1 includes the significant individual level estimates. Several variables reach
significance, but the impact of many of these variables is limited since the
magnitudes are low and they only reach significance at 0.05, meaning they
contribute little to our understanding why people become active in associational
activism. For example, marital status has a significant estimate of -0.10, which
means singles are more likely to be active in associational activism than those
living in a steady relationship. However, since the estimate is low, the
corresponding odds ratio is 0.90, meaning the likelihood of being active when
single is only slightly higher than for those living in a steady relationship. In
practice, the effect is likely to be imperceptible when considering the many
conflicting incentives.
Nonetheless, certain individual characteristics do provide clear incentives for
participating in associational political activities. Socio-demographic resources
generally tend to enhance participation, for example being older and well
educated lowers the threshold for becoming active in associational activities.
Both selective and collective benefits seem to be of relatively little importance
when it comes to associational activities. Selective benefits in the form of
entertainment value arrived from being active such as political interest and party
identification are significant, but the impact is modest compared to the values for
the two previous forms of participation. For the collective benefits, external
efficacy and political trust are not significant or have low values, showing that
these factors are less relevant for explaining associational activism. Once again,
the indicators for associational involvement in either form are highly significant,
implying that associational involvement in non-political associations lowers the
costs of participation in political organisations as well. This makes sense since
many of the skills necessary to operate effectively within organisations are similar
regardless of the purpose of the organisation. If these inferences are valid,
participation in associational activities can be boosted by reducing the costs of
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entry rather than increasing the potential gains, since selective benefits are less
important.
According to the intercept of -2.32, an individual with average values on all
variables living in an average country has a probability of being active of about
9%. This is a slight decrease compared to the result from the empty model, which
suggests that the active segments have higher values on most individual-level
variables. The ICC shows a reduction in the share of total variance accounted for
by differences among countries from 13% to about 9%. Accordingly, some of the
differences between countries were due to country differences in individual
factors promoting associational participation. Nonetheless, a substantial amount
of unexplained variation is still accountable to differences between countries. For
this reason, there is good reason to examine the impact of the institutional
variables.
Model 2 once again includes all significant institutional elements to examine the
institutional incentives to associational activism. In this case, a single institutional
feature, the system of interest mediation, has a significant effect on the propensity
to be active in associational activism. This is in accordance with the result from
ch. 6, where this institutional linkage was also the only significant variable in the
multiple regression analysis of the institutional impact on the level of
participation. The impact of the system of interest mediation is also reflected in
the ICC, where the inclusion of this variable leads to a reduction in the share of
variation attributable to country level differences from about 9% to only 6%.
Institutional openness in the form of more corporatist systems of interest
mediation promotes associational activism by making this form of activism a
more appealing way to further political interests. Figure 8.4 displays the
development in the predicted probability of being active as the value of the
system on interest mediation rises, signifying a move to more corporatist systems.
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Figure 8.4 The probability of participation in associational activism and system of interest
mediation

The figure shows the probability rising from about 0.06 for the most pluralist
systems to about 0.16 for the most corporatist system when holding all other
factors constant. This impact is substantial and underlines the differences existing
between the two polar systems of interest mediation in this regard. As mentioned,
there has been some dispute over the effects of the system of interest mediation
on political participation. These findings support the idea of corporatism
promoting involvement in new forms of political organisation (Kitschelt 1990;
Todosijević and Enyedi 2003) and thereby dispute the idea of corporatism
deterring citizen involvement (Christiansen and Togeby 2006). One possible
explanation is that corporatist systems are rigid and unresponsive to the demands
of citizens, and they therefore seek alternative organisational forms to further
their political interests, as claimed by POS. A contrary interpretation holds that
corporatist systems promote participation by endorsing a shared understanding
of associational activities as an effective way to further political interests. This
interpretation implies that corporatism does not primarily shape participation by
creating dissatisfaction with the rigidity of the system among citizens. The
corporatist systems have evolved from an exclusive focus on old economic
interest to incorporating new demands and interests from new political actors
(Molina and Rhodes 2002: 320-321). Even if there is a slight tendency for
associational activists to be less satisfied with the way democracy functions, there
is little to suggest they are generally dissatisfied with the responsiveness of the
political system. This seems to support the second interpretation.
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The current analysis does not make it possible to settle whether there are
differences in the prevalence of these sentiments between corporatist and
pluralist systems, and hence what interpretation is correct remains an open
question. Either way, the results do not make it possible to reject the hypothesis
that the political institutions provide incentives for participation in associational
activities.

8.4

The choice to participate in consumer activism

As clarified in the previous chapters, political consumerism is a more recent
addition to the repertoire of political activists (Micheletti 2003; Micheletti et al.
2004; Soper and Trentmann 2008). Nevertheless, this form of individualised
collective action has gained widespread popularity as a channel to voice political
preferences, and is today the most popular form of political engagement in
several countries (see table 6.4). Political consumerism is ostensibly the form of
political participation the furthest removed from the formal political structures,
but the previous analyses suggested that there is a particularly pronounced
institutional impact for this form of participation. This section examines whether
the same holds true for the institutional incentive to participate in political
consumerism, and the results of the analyses are displayed in table 8.4.
The empty model again indicates a substantial amount of the variation can be
attributed to differences among countries, and therefore a multilevel analysis is
justified. The ICC suggests the share to be about 12% of the total variation,
which is slightly lower than the percentage for associational activism, but it is
nonetheless a substantial share of the total variation.
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Table 8.4 Multilevel analysis of factors influencing the individual choice to participate in
consumer activism
Variables

Model 0

Model 1

Model 2

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

B (s.e.)

-0.31 (0.15)*

-0.26 (0.08)***

Individual estimates (Fixed parameters individual level)
Intercept

-0.31 (0.17)

Age

1.28 (0.44)**

1.28 (0.46)**

Age Square

-3.51 (0.54)***

-3.63 (0.56)***

Gender (1=male)

-0.49 (0.03)***

-0.52 (0.03)***

Education

0.93 (0.07)***

1.01 (0.07)***

Marital status (1=in steady relationship)
Place of living (1=urban)

n.s.

n.s.

0.31 (0.05)***

0.33 (0.05)***

Religiosity

-0.17 (0.06)**

-0.18 (0.06)**

Political interest

0.90 (0.06)***

0.96 (0.07)***

Party identification (1=yes)

0.30 (0.03)***

0.32 (0.03)***

Media news exposure

0.31 (0.12)**

0.34 (0.12)**

Internal efficacy

1.03 (0.08)***

1.10 (0.08)***

External efficacy

0.30 (0.07)***

0.32 (0.07)***

Trust parliament

n.s.

n.s.

Trust politicians

-0.56 (0.08)***

-0.61 (0.09)***

Satisfaction democracy

-0.19 (0.07)**

-0.20 (0.08)**

Social trust

0.65 (0.09)***

0.69 (0.09)***

Ideology

-0.73 (0.07)***

-0.78 (0.07)***

Ideological extremism

n.s.

n.s.

Leisure associations

1.89 (0.13)***

1.96 (0.13)***

Interest associations

2.97 (0.21)***

3.14 (0.23)***

Country estimates (Fixed parameters country level)
Effective threshold

-1.69 (0.32)***

Executive dominance

n.s.

Minister-mandarin

-0.65 (0.29)*

System of interest mediation

1.48 (0.37)***

Fiscal decentralisation

2.08 (0.56)***

Variance (Random parameters country level)
uij ~ N (0, Ωu): Ω
Wald test statistic (df)
Intra Class Correlation (ICC)

0.46 (0.17)**

0.34 (0.12)**

0.09 (0.03)**

3.37 (1)

3095.15 (18)***

3180.56 (22)***

0.12

0.09

0.03

Number of individuals

30973

24776

24776

Number of countries

16

16

16

All variables are coded 0-1 with 1 indicating the highest possible level, and are centered around the grand mean. The
coefficients indicate increase or decrease in the logit of the odds ratio (p/1-p) of the dependent variable (participate or not
in party activism), when the independent variable increases its value one unit. Intraclass correlation is estimated as p = var
(uj)/(var (uj) + π2/3) (Snijders and Bosker (1999: 224). The Wald test is a chi square test of the fit o the model. *p<0.05,
**<0.01, ***<0.001, n.s.= not significant

201

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

Moving on to model 1 including all significant microlevel variables, only three
variables do not have a significant impact on the propensity to be active in
consumer activities. Again, socio-demographic resources tend to lower the costs
associated with participation, which is hardly surprising for this form of activism,
since it has been considered a mode of participation dominated by the relatively
prosperous segments in society, although not necessarily in terms of income
(Goul Andersen and Tobiasen 2003). Selective benefits in the form of political
interest, party identification, and exposure to news all play significant roles in
promoting participation in political consumerism.
The collective benefits mainly play a negative role, since both trust in politicians
and satisfaction with democracy make participation less likely. Once again,
involvement in voluntary associations plays a significant role in promoting
participation given that both indicators are positively related to participation in
political consumerism. According to this, associational involvement reduces the
costs associated with participation, most likely through better access to
information. Since the intercept value is -0.31, an individual with mean scores on
all significant variables have a probability of becoming active of about 42%. This
clearly shows the popularity of this form of participation.
The inclusion of the individual variables improves the fit of the model
considerably, as indicated by the increased value of the Wald-test. It also leads to
a substantial reduction in the unexplained variation at country-level, since the
ICC drops from 0.12 to 0.09. About 3% – one fourth of the initial unexplained
variation – of the differences among countries are attributable to differences in
the populations of the levels of the explanatory factors at the individual level.
Nevertheless, about 9% remain unexplained at this point.
Model 2 includes the significant institutional elements. As can be seen, the
institutional impact is manifest for political consumerism, since four of the five
institutional linkages have significant effects on the propensity to become active
in political consumerism.101 After the inclusion of these four variables, the ICC
drops to 0.03, indicating a substantial reduction in the unexplained variation at
country level. This demonstrates the important role of the institutional variables
Due to the high correlation between the executive dominance and the effective threshold, an
alternative model includes the former instead of the latter. The present data does not make it
possible to discern if there is any independent effect from each institutional linkage, but the model
presented provides the best fit to the data according to the Wald-test.
101
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in explaining the differences in the propensity to be active in political
consumerism. However, the specific effects of the institutional aspects vary, and
institutional openness does not provide uniform incentives in all linkages.
Two of the institutional parts – the effective threshold and the minister-mandarin
relationships – have negative impacts on the likelihood of becoming active,
suggesting institutional openness to depress political consumerism. Opposed to
this, the other two institutional linkages – the system of interest mediation and
fiscal decentralisation – have positive relationships with political consumerism,
indicating that institutional openness in these linkages provides positive
incentives for participation. The results are for the most part in accordance with
the results from the analysis at the country level. The only exception is for the
minister-mandarin linkage, which was insignificant in the multiple regression
analysis in ch. 6, although significant differences existed when examining
countries with separate and united career paths separately. Nevertheless, the
results in the present analysis suggest that there is a significant impact of this
aspect on individual behaviour, even if it is not detectable at the aggregated level.
The negative effect of the effective threshold is estimated at -1.69, showing that
this institutional aspect has a quite strong effect on the probability of activity. As
can be seen in figure 8.5, there is a substantial drop in the predicted probability of
activity as the effective threshold decreases, thus increasing institutional openness
(1 signifies a lower threshold associated with greater institutional openness).

Figure 8.5 The probability of participation in consumer activism and the effective threshold
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This reinforces the impression from ch. 6, where the effective threshold also
suppressed political consumerism at the aggregated level. According to this, a
higher effective threshold lowers the costs associated with political consumerism.
The limited variation in this regards again warrants some caution over the validity
of this finding, which is in line with the suggestion that institutional closedness
promotes participation in activities outside of the formal political system. A
similar conclusion is reached when examining the impact of the second
institutional variable probing differences in the career paths of ministers and
mandarins, as shown in figure 8.6.

Figure 8.6 The probability of participation in consumer activism and the minister-mandarin
relationship

Here the negative coefficient of -0.65 also translates into a drop in the probability
of engaging in political consumerism. Holding all other factors equal, integrated
career paths associated with institutional closedness leads to a probability of
activity of just above 0.5, which is reduced to under 0.4 when the institutional
openness increases due to separated career paths. The probability of activity
remains high regardless of the institutional values, but increased openness results
in a substantial reduction in this likelihood. These findings imply that citizens find
alternative outlets for their political preferences when institutional closedness
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prevents demands being channelled into the political decision-making. This is in
accordance with POS and the notion of participation outside the formal system
being widespread when the institutions make it harder to channel demands into
the formal political decision-making. However, the results for the two remaining
institutional linkages contradict this neat interpretation. For the system of interest
mediation, there is a significant positive effect of institutional openness, as figure
8.7 shows.

Figure 8.7 The probability of participation in consumer activism and the system of interest
mediation

According to the coefficient of 1.48, moving from a pluralist to a corporatist
system of interest mediation leads to an increase in the probability of being active
from slightly under 0.3 to just over 0.6 when controlling for other factors. As
noted, corporatism is associated with institutional openness since it entails a
dispersion of decision-making powers. This suggests that – contrary to the
expectation of POS – institutional openness provides a positive incentive for
participation in political consumerism. The implications of institutional openness
are not necessarily to decrease participation outside the formal system. In
addition, even if this finding is debatable, the result for fiscal decentralisation
points to a similar effect of institutional openness on the propensity to be active,
as figure 8.8 demonstrates.

205

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

Figure 8.8 The probability of participation in consumer activism and fiscal decentralisation

This shows an even stronger positive institutional effect, since the predicted
probability of activity increases from just over 0.2 when the fiscal centralisation is
strongest to over 0.6 when the regional autonomy is at its strongest. For this
institutional aspect, openness also has a positive effect on the propensity to be
active, and a substantial one as well, since the likelihood of participation is much
higher in countries with greater regional autonomy.
The impact of institutional openness on political consumerism is not clear-cut,
since the effect differs for different institutional aspect. Nevertheless, even if it is
contentious to interpret the findings when it comes to the central concept of
institutional openness, the institutional impact on the propensity to become
active is pronounced – granting credit to the hypothesis that the institutional
structure provides incentives for participation in political consumerism.
It seems counterintuitive that the institutional setting has the strongest bearing on
the act of political consumption, which is the form of political participation the
furthest removed from the formal political system. As noted, the act of political
consumerism is a form of individualised collective action, where the individual
political consumer can express his or hers political preferences on global issues in
the market place. However, as Jacobsen and Dulsrud (2007) note, the portrayal of
the global citizen-consumer may be misleading, insofar as the act of political
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consumption is enmeshed within national traditions of governance. Even if the
political consumer does not necessarily direct his or hers actions towards the
formal political decision-makers, they do not act in a „global vacuum‟, but operate
within and are shaped by a specific context. Because of the relatively recent
advent of the citizen-consumer, this context – where the institutional structure is
a central part – may provide particularly strong incentives to determine how and
when the citizen-consumer takes action. When taking this into consideration it is
less surprising that the institutional structures provide incentives for political
consumerism, although the magnitudes of the impact as well as the direction of
the effects are unexpected.

8.5

Discussion of the results

This chapter has examined the impact of the structure of the formal political
system on the propensity to take part in different acts of political participation.
The hypothesis examined in this chapter was that the institutional structure
provided incentives for participation in the four forms of participation. Table 8.5
sums up the results of the analyses and shows how the five institutional aspects
affect the propensity to become active for each of the four forms of participation.

Table 8.5 The incentives provided by the institutional aspects on the propensity to become
active
Party
Effective electoral threshold

Protest

Associational

+

Consumer

-

Executive dominance

-

Minister-mandarin

+

System of interest mediation
Fiscal decentralisation

-

+
+

Note: „+‟: positive incentive for participation; „-„: Negative disincentive for participation.

The findings generally support the hypothesis of institutional incentives, since
significant institutional incentives exist for three of the four forms of
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participation even when controlling for individual level variables. Nonetheless,
how much the institutional structure matters, what institutional aspects are
important, and what the precise impact is differ immensely for the four modes of
participation.
For party activism, two institutional linkages have significant effects: the effective
electoral threshold and fiscal decentralisation. However, the effects of
institutional openness for these two aspects are at odds with each other. It runs
counter to the arguments of Norris (2002), but it is still not unexpected that a low
electoral threshold – meaning more political parties are able to win seats in
elections – has a positive impact on the propensity to become active in party
politics. All other things being equal, it seems reasonable to expect citizens to be
more likely to become active in a political party closer to their personal political
preferences and with a genuine chance of influencing the political decisions. The
disincentive provided by fiscal decentralisation is most likely related to the larger
size of political parties in political systems with greater local autonomy. The
effects of these institutional aspects are significant, but the practical meaning of
this is marginal, since non-participation remains the most likely alternative
irrespective of the institutional values.
Protest activism was the only form of participation for which no discernible
institutional impact was found. This non-result is surprising since it has been a
central claim of POS that protest increases when the institutional structure makes
it harder for citizens to channel their demands into the formal political system.
Based on this theoretical premise, the institutional effect should be particularly
pronounced for this form of participation. Nevertheless, much like what was the
case in the previous analyses, the results contradicted this expectation, and there
is no indication that the institutional structure matters for the propensity to be
active in protest activism.
The results were more encouraging when it came to associational activism. Here
the system of interest mediation provided an incentive for participating in
associational political activities, indicating that corporatism promotes
participation in associational activism and thus corroborating previous studies
(Todosijević and Enyedi 2003; Morales 2009). Nonetheless, it is still debatable
whether this effect should be attributed to corporatist systems being rigid in
including citizen demands or associational activities being a more effective way to
channel political demands in these systems.
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The last form of political participation was political consumerism, and the
strongest institutional incentives existed for this form of participation, even if the
impact of the different institutional aspects differed. Four of the five institutional
aspects had significant effects altering the propensity to take part in consumer
activism; only executive dominance appeared to be irrelevant. Even if the impact
of institutional openness remained uncertain, there was plenty of evidence of an
institutional effect on this form of participation somewhat disconnected from the
formal political system. This appeared perplexing at first, but political consumers
are enmeshed in national traditions of political participation, even if they do not
explicitly aim their actions at the formal political decision-makers at the national
level (Jacobsen and Dulsrud 2007). Accordingly, the institutional context can
have consequences for the propensity to become active in this activity as well.
The findings suggested that the institutional structure mattered, even if the
propensity for institutional openness to promote participation was not clear-cut.
How much institutional openness mattered and what the specific effects were
differed for the different institutional aspects. Additionally, what institutional
aspects mattered depended on the form of activism under consideration.
One way to make sense of these contradictory findings regarding the impact of
institutional openness is to consider the potential conflicting implications of
institutional openness. Since it helps increase the number of voices involved in
the decision-making, it also makes it harder to achieve radical change in the
decision-making outcomes (Tsebelis 2002). Institutional openness makes it easier
to get involved in the political decision-making, but it simultaneously makes
action less efficacious. Future endeavours examining the incentives provided by
the institutional structure should not only examine the ease of access to the
formal decision-makers, it is also necessary to consider the likelihood of
successfully influencing their decisions.
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9 Conclusion: Summary and Implications
This study has examined the impact of political institutions on patterns of
political participation. This chapter sums up the results of the study and discusses
the implications of these. The first part recaps the general background for the
study and summarises the outline of the research design. Following this, the
empirical results from the four analytical chapters are recapitulated and the
implications of these findings are discussed. The final part outlines some
suggestions for further research based on these findings.

9.1

Studying how political institutions affect political
participation

Political participation occupies a central role in representative democracies, and it
is therefore of central concern to understand the factors affecting the substance
of this phenomenon. The act of political participation was here defined as „action
by ordinary citizens directed towards influencing some political outcomes‟ (Brady 1999: 737).
This broad conceptualisation includes activities through which citizens try to
influence decision-makers, and although they do not necessarily occur within the
formal political sphere, these activities have political relevance because they affect
political outcomes. This broad conceptualisation is necessary to accommodate
the increase in forms of political participation that has occurred in the last
decades. In accordance with this definition, the study includes a broad range of
political activities ranging from rather mundane activities in political parties to
illegal actions and newer participatory activities in the form of lifestyle politics.
Although political participation is indispensable for a democratic system, it
occupies a somewhat ambiguous role in representative democracies. Even if the
necessity of citizen involvement is recognised, some argue that too much
involvement of citizens in-between elections can lead to a lack of clarity of who is
responsible for the decisions taken. This dispute between inclusion and
accountability can be considered a clash between elitists and participatory
democratic theory, but may also be framed as a conflict between two equally
desirable, but mutually exclusive, democratic goods of accountability and
inclusiveness. The democratic systems have implemented a variety of institutional
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mechanisms that shape how easy it is for citizens to influence decisions and
hence the extent to which either ideal is implemented in the system.
Consequently, there is good reason to examine how the institutional structure of
the state affects political participation. Not only do the institutions provide the
rules of the game, they are also embodiments of the democratic ideals the
political system adheres to. Nonetheless, little systematic empirical research has
examined the impact of political institutions on patterns of political participation
beyond voting. Despite some progress in recent years, there are still lacunas to be
filled in the existing knowledge on the interplay between institutional factors and
how citizens participate in political matters. This study has helped fill this gap by
examining the impact of key institutional factors on how and why citizens engage
in different acts of political participation.
The overarching research question for the study is to examine how political
institutions affect political participation. Since the literature on political
participation is virtually endless, it is impossible to cover all aspects. Instead, four
research questions occupying central positions in the study of the phenomenon
were examined to assess the merits of the claim of an institutional impact:
1. The dimensionality of participation: The hypothesis was that the political
institutions affect the dimensionality of participation.
2. The level of participation: The hypothesis was that the political institutions
affect the levels of participation in the modes of participation.
3. The characteristics of the participants: The hypothesis was that the political
institutions affect the characteristics of the participants in the modes of
participation.
4. Incentives to participation: The hypothesis was that the political institutions
affect the likelihood of activity by providing incentives for participation
in the modes of participation.
There are invariably some commonalities among these research questions, but
differences in variables, analytical methods and theoretical underpinnings lead to
different conclusions to be drawn from the analyses. To examine these research
questions, it is necessary to decide what institutional attribute determines how the
institutions shape participation. Here, the institutional openness of the system has
occupied a central role, since it has been purported to shape how easy it is for
citizens to access the formal decision-makers and therefore to have imminent
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implications for how the institutional structure affects political participation.
Institutional openness is here defined as „the openness of a political system or a specific
institution depends on the degree to which it incorporates or excludes citizen demands for
influence on decisions‟ (Morales 2009: 168). In line with this perspective, the
distribution of decision-making powers can be considered the central attribute for
determining the institutional openness, since it shapes how shielded the formal
decision-makers are from outside influencing attempts.
It is also necessary to establish how the institutional impact is theorised, since this
becomes an imminent question when studying the impact of institutions.
Different variants of new institutionalism entail divergent notions of how
institutions and individuals interact (Lowndes 1996; Hall and Taylor 1996; Lane
and Ersson 2000; Peters 2005). These theoretical premises have implications for
how the effect of institutions ought to be examined and for what answers the
analyses provide. I here use two different approaches to the study of institutions
to probe the impact of institutions on political behaviour that specify different
causal mechanisms. These two approaches constitute polar types of the
institutional research agenda. By employing both perspectives, it is possible to
obtain a more complete impression of the institutional impact on the patterns of
political participation.
The first approach builds on what Goertz (1994) calls context as changing meaning,
where the context does not directly affect behaviour but mediates the effect of
other factors. The theoretical basis in this approach is provided by the
sociological new institutionalism, which has a broad notion of institutions
including informal rules and norms. In this approach, it is considered
inappropriate to examine individual effects of specific institutions since they
operate in specific historical and cultural contexts. Actors follow a „logic of
appropriateness‟ that constitutes the causal mechanism in this approach. In this
approach, institutions do not have a specific causal effect, but instead a mediating
effect that affects the relationship between variables at the microlevel. The
analyses under this approach aim to examine differences between countries with
open systems and closed systems.
The second approach to the study of institutions builds on what Goertz (1994)
calls context as cause, where the context directly affects behaviour. This implies a
focus on discerning the direct effects of each institutional aspect on individual
behaviour rather than systemic wholes. Rational choice new institutionalism
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provides the theoretical basis of this approach to the study of institutions, and
therefore the causal mechanism connecting institutions and actors is individual
utility. In other words, institutions have an effect on political participation to the
extent they affect the individual calculus of participation. In this approach, the
analyses aim to discern the effect of the specific individual aspects under
consideration.
Having determined what to look for and how, the only remaining issue concerns
where to look for any institutional effects. Since it is not feasible to include all
possible institutional aspects, it is necessary to restrict the examination to the
most relevant aspects. The impact of institutional openness was examined in
regards to five institutional aspects at the national level deemed to be most
intimately linked to the proper functioning of the political system. These five
aspects make it possible to examine the impact of the institutional structure with
a manageable number of institutional variables. These five institutional aspects
concern the horizontal and the vertical distribution of decision-making powers.
The horizontal dimension includes four institutional linkages identified by the
parliamentarian chain of governance: The effective electoral threshold, executive
dominance, minister-mandarin relations, and the system of interest mediation.
The vertical dimension involves a single institutional aspect, the degree of local
autonomy.
Based on these five institutional aspects, it was possible to identify two groups of
countries with distinct degrees of institutional openness. The first group
consisted of countries characterised by institutional openness and included
Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and
Switzerland. The other group consisted of countries with relatively closed systems
and included Belgium, France, Greece, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Luxembourg,
Portugal, Spain, and the UK. These two groups provide the basis for analyses in
the first approach to the study of institutions, examining differences between
institutional regimes, whereas the impact of each institutional aspect was
examined within the second approach to the study of institutions.
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9.2

The empirical results

The impact of institutional openness was examined in four separate analyses for
each of the four research questions outlined above. The first round of the
European Social Survey from 2002 provides the data for examining these
research questions, since this provides the best opportunity to examine crossnational variation in political participation. The restriction of the study to similar
countries in a European context implies that the study uses a most similar system
design. This makes it possible to draw valid conclusions by constraining
extraneous variance, but compromises the generalisability of the results.

9.2.1 The dimensionality of participation
The first research question involves the dimensionality of participation, which
means examining how political activists combine activities to form modes of
participation. The existence of different modes of participation has been a central
topic in the literature ever since the work of Verba and his various co-authors
(Verba et al. 1971, 1978). Before this, political participation was considered a onedimensional phenomenon, where citizens differed in their level of activity
(Milbrath 1965). Verba and his colleagues rejected this view in favour of a multidimensional view of political participation, according to which activists who
perform a certain cluster of activities are not necessarily more prone to perform
all other political activities.
With this, the question of the dimensionality of participation came to the fore,
which involves discerning modes of participation with the help of factor analysis.
Due to differences in the availability of empirical indicators in different data sets,
there is no consensus on the proper dimensionality of participation. However,
most previous comparative studies suggest that the dimensionality of
participation is stable across countries (Verba et al. 1978; Teorell et al. 2007).
Nevertheless, none of these has explicitly linked the question to the impact of the
institutional structure on the dimensionality of participation.
The hypothesis for this research questions stated that the institutional structure
results in differences in the dimensionality of participation. This claim was
examined through the lens of the first approach to the study of institutions by
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probing differences in the dimensionality between the two groups consisting of
countries characterised by institutional openness and countries with closed
institutional systems. The possible differences in dimensionality were examined
with the help of exploratory factor analyses in these two groups.
The results did not make it possible to establish a discernible impact of the
institutional structure on the dimensionality participation. Instead, a reasonable
interpretation suggested that four participatory modes adequately captured the
dimensionality of participation in the ESS data regardless of the institutional
context. Accordingly, the findings undermined the hypothesis of an institutional
effect on the dimensionality of participation, which was therefore rejected.
The four modes of participation identified in the factor analyses were party
activism, protest activism, associational activism, and consumer activism. These
four channels of citizen influence differ significantly in their position with the
representative democratic system. Party activism is the traditional mode of
participation at the core of the formal political system. At the same time, it
represents a clear voice strategy aimed to influence the system and is a form of
conventional collective action. At the other extreme, political consumerism
occurs outside of the formal political system, is induced by an exit- rather than
voice-strategy, and represents a form of individualised collective action. The two
other modes of participation occupy intermediate positions between these two
extremes. These four modes of participation formed the dependent variables in
the subsequent three research questions, although the specific coding of the
variables differed in the analyses.

9.2.2 The level of participation
The second research question concerns whether the institutions affect how active
the citizenries are in the four mode of participation at the aggregated country
level. The development in citizen participation has been a heated topic in recent
years. Some contend that a decline in civic engagement is occurring, which
constitutes a potential threat to the democratic systems (Putnam 2000; Macedo et
al. 2005; Stoker 2006; Hay 2007). Contrary to this, others claim that what is
happening is a transformation of how citizens engage in political matters rather
than a uniform decline (Schudson 1996; Bennett 1998; Norris 2002; Stolle and
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Hooghe 2004; Dalton 2006, 2008; Rosanvallon 2008). This dispute demonstrates
that political activity is not the only issue, what activities citizens engage in is also
of importance, since activities inside and outside the formal system are not
necessarily accorded the same status within representative democracies.
The hypothesis for this research question was that the political institutions affect
the levels of participation in the four modes outlined above. The specific effect of
institutional openness was expected to vary dependent on the placement of the
political activity in relation to the formal political system. This issue has been a
central concern for the political opportunity structure-approach (POS), which has
examined the implications of the institutional opportunity structure for such
political phenomena as protest and new social movements. It is a central
conjecture for this approach that institutional openness promotes participation
inside the formal system whereas protest outside of the formal system occurs
when the institutional environment makes it difficult to channel political demands
into the formal political system (Kitschelt 1993; Kriesi et al. 1992, 1995).
The impact of the institutional environment on levels of participation was
examined with the help of both approaches to the study of institutions, although
the specific methods of analyses differed. Various analyses – including ANOVAanalyses of differences between open and closed systems and bivariate and
multiple regressions – examined the institutional impact on country level rates of
participation in the four modes.
The results generally contradicted the otherwise plausible assumption of POS.
When comparing the average levels of participation, the results suggested that
institutional openness promoted participation in three of the four modes of
participation. It was only for participation in protest it was not possible to detect
any effect of institutional openness on the aggregated levels of participation. The
results did not confirm the assumption of POS, since systems characterised by
institutional openness generally had higher levels of participation regardless of
whether the participation occurred inside or outside the formal system.
When examining the impact of each of the institutional aspects in multiple
regressions at the aggregate country level, the results were less consistent. One
analogous finding was that institutional openness does not especially promote
participation within the system. A positive effect on party activism existed for the
system of interest mediation, whereas institutional openness for both executive
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dominance and the minister-mandarin relationship tended to decrease levels of
participation in party activism. Significant effects of institutional openness existed
for most modes of participation – again except for protest – but several
institutional aspects did not have significant impacts and the effect of institutional
openness was contradictory for both party activism and consumer activism.
The most consistent impact was found for the system of interest mediation,
where institutional openness was associated with higher levels of participation in
the three modes of participation where significant institutional effects existed.
Countries with corporatist systems generally had higher participation rates than
countries with more pluralist systems of interest mediation. This contradicts
previous assertions that corporatism is connected to citizen apathy (Christiansen
and Togeby 2006) or increased levels of protest (Kitschelt 1990).
The findings contradicted the theoretical expectations, but they all suggested that
the institutional environment had a significant bearing on the level of
participation in three of the four modes of participation, the exception being
protest activism. It was therefore not possible to reject the hypothesis of an
institutional effect on the levels of participation. The effect was mainly running
through the system of interest mediation, which was the institutional aspect with
the most consistent positive effect on levels of participation.

9.2.3 The characteristics of the participants
The third research question concerns the institutional impact on the
characteristics of the participants or the extent to which all segments of the
populations take part equally in the political decision-making (Parry et al. 1992;
Verba et al. 1995; Burns et al. 2001; Norris 2002; Dalton 2006; Marien et al.
2009). Three groups of theories constitute central characteristics of political
participants. The first group includes socio-demographic factors or basic individual
characteristics affecting the propensity to be politically active, such as age, gender,
and education (Schattschneider 1960; Milbrath 1965; Verba et al. 1995; Teorell,
Sum and Tobiasen 2007). Political integration and values is second group, and this
includes factors involving psychological involvement in political matters and
attitudes towards the existing system (Norris 1999b; Pharr and Putnam 2000;
Denk 2009: ch. 3). The final group of associational involvement concerns voluntary
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engagement in non-political associations providing networks of recruitment for
political action (Putnam 2000; Teorell 2003; Armingeon 2007).
The three groups answer the questions posed by Verba et al. (1995: 15) as to why
people do not participate: because they cannot due to alack of key socio-demographic
resources, because they do not want to due to a lack of psychological engagement
and/or trust in the authorities, or because nobody asked due to a lack of involvement
in associations of recruitment.
The hypothesis was that the institutional structure causes differences in the
characteristics of the participants in the four modes of participation. Previous
research has found an institutional effect on several of the explanatory variables,
but no studies have examined the mediating impact of the institutional structure
on the relationship of these variables to political participation. Nevertheless, since
the institutional openness affects how appropriate the four modes of
participation are for achieving political aims, it is reasonable to expect it to have a
bearing on the characteristics of the participants as well.
This claim was examined within the first approach to the study of institutions. In
line with this perspective, the analysis examined whether the characteristics of
participants in the four modes of participation differed notably in countries with
open and closed systems. This was done with the help of ordinal logistic
regressions in the two groups of countries with open and closed systems,
combined with interaction effects from the pooled data probing the mediating
institutional effect.
The results suggested that the institutional structure had a significant mediating
effect on the characteristics of the four types of participants, leading to different
participant profiles in countries with open institutions compared to countries
with closed institutional systems. Citizens in closed systems refrained from
participation because they could not participate due to their socio-demographic
characteristics, whereas participation in the open systems was more egalitarian in
this respect. When it came to political integration and values, the results were less
consistent. Nonetheless, a reasonable interpretation suggested that citizens in
open systems refrained from participation because they did not want to
participate. Additionally, participants in all four modes were psychologically
involved in political matters regardless of the institutional context, suggesting that
participation outside the formal channels was not necessarily an expression of
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detachment from the formal political sphere. There were, however, some signs
that they were less enthusiastic about the functioning of the political system and
especially the politicians within the systems. Finally, as concerns associational
involvement, this factor was of major importance in both open and closed
systems. Nevertheless, the importance was less pronounced in the open systems
suggesting that non-participation was to a lesser extent due to not being asked in
this institutional context.
Overall, the results did not make it possible to reject the hypothesis for this
research question given that significant mediating effects existed for the
characteristics of the participants in all four modes of participation. Political
systems characterised by institutional openness tended to be more inclusive since
citizens could participate when they wanted to do so and were not excluded due
to lack of capabilities or access to networks of recruitment. It is noteworthy that
the effect of institutional openness was not confined to party activism within the
formal political system, nor was it particularly pronounced for this activity.

9.2.4 Institutional incentives for participation
The fourth and final research question involves an examination of the
participatory incentives provided by the institutional structure. The paradox of
participation has been a central concern within the rational choice inspired
literature on political participation, which – at least implicitly – has become a
dominant approach to the study of political participation (Olson 1965; Finkel et
al. 1989; Finkel and Opp 1991; Finkel and Muller 1998; Bäck et al. 2006; Teorell
et al. 2007; Morales 2009). When political participation is considered a collective
good, the rational individual would choose not to contribute to the creation of
this, since the individual contribution makes virtually no difference in
determining whether the collective good is established and free riding makes it
possible to enjoy the fruits without contributing. The solutions to this „paradox‟
have typically involved selective incentives that can only be enjoyed by those who
contribute or collective incentives involving the personal belief that the individual
contributions make a difference in securing the outcome (Bäck et al. 2006).
The hypothesis was that the institutional setting provided incentives affecting the
likelihood of participation. This claim was examined within the second approach
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to the study of political participation, since the rational choice theoretical basis
and the emphasis on causal effects went hand-in-hand with the ambitions of this
research question. To examine the claim of an institutional incentive for
participation, multilevel logistic regression models examined how much the
institutional aspects influenced the decision to participate in the four modes of
participation.
The results supported the hypothesis of institutional incentives for participation
for three of the four forms of participation, since several institutional aspects
provided incentives affecting the choice to participate. Only when it came to
protest activism, no discernable institutional impact was found, which once again
contradicted the central assumption of POS. Furthermore, the results were
conflicting when it came to what institutional aspects mattered and what their
specific impact was. There was no uniform impact of institutional openness, not
even when considering the same form of participation, since the effect differed
for different institutional aspects for both party and consumer activism.
For party activism, institutional openness in two aspects – the effective electoral
threshold and fiscal decentralisation, had effects on the propensity to be active,
although the likelihood of participation remained at a low level. Furthermore, the
two institutional aspects had contradictory effects and the results ran squarely
against the findings for the aggregate level in the second research question. For
associational activism, openness in the system of interest meditation provided a
positive incentive suggesting that individuals in corporatist countries were more
likely to become active. The institutions once again had the strongest effect on
political consumerism even if this was the form of participation least connected
the formal political sphere. Here, openness in the effective electoral threshold
and the minister-mandarin linkage provided disincentives for participation,
whereas openness in the system of interest mediation and fiscal decentralisation
provided positive incentives for participation.
The specific incentive provided by institutional openness remained uncertain, but
the results did not make it possible to reject the hypothesis that the political
institutions provide incentives for political participation. The specific strength
and direction of the incentives varied, but the likelihoods of participation in three
of the four forms of participation were affected by the institutional structure.
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9.3

Implications of the results

Summing up, table 9.1 compares the results of the four analyses to the
hypotheses outlined at the outset in table 1.1.

Table 9.1 Hypotheses for the impact of political institutions and the results of the analyses
Research questions

Hypotheses

Results

The political institutions
affect the dimensionality of
participation

 No discernible impact of the institutional
structure on the dimensionality of
participation.
 Four modes of participation adequately
capture the dimensionality: Party
activism, protest activism, associational
activism, and consumer activism.

(2) Level of
participation

The political institutions
affect the levels of
participation in the modes
of participation

 Levels of participation in party activism,
associational activism, and consumer
activism are higher when institutional
openness, no discernible difference for
protest activism.
 The effects of separate institutional
linkages varies, generally system of
interest mediation most important
linkage

(3) Characteristics
of the participants

The political institutions
affect the characteristics of
the participants in the
modes of participation

 The institutional characteristic mediates
key characteristics of participants in the
four modes of participation.
 Participation more inclusive when
institutional system is open, even if
some differences between actives and
non-actives persist

(4) Incentives to
participate

The political institutions
affect the likelihood of
activity by providing
incentives for participation
in the modes of
participation

 The political institutions provide
incentives for participation in party
activism, associational activism, and
consumer activism, no discernible
impact on protest.
 What institutional aspects matter and
the impact of institutional openness in
these differs for these three modes of
participation

(1) Dimensionality
of participation

These findings suggested that the political institutions had an important bearing
on several aspects of the patterns of political participation. Although there was no
discernible effect on the dimensionality of participation, the results from the
latter three research questions all demonstrated the importance of the
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institutional context when examining political participation. The remainder
discusses the wider implications of these findings, starting with the different
insights offered by the two approaches to the study of political institutions.
The most consistent differences existed within the first approach to the study of
political institutions, where differences between countries with different extent of
institutional openness were examined. Open institutional systems were found to
promote participation whereas closed systems discouraged popular participation.
The only exception was for protest activism where little or no discernible impact
existed, which in itself was an interesting finding. Other than this, there was
ample evidence of the impact of institutional openness on the levels of
participation in the other forms of participation. Additionally, institutional
openness not only affected these quantitative aspects of participation, it also
modified the characteristics of the participants, thus affecting the qualitative
aspect as well. As may be expected, institutional openness promoted egalitarian
participation, since the channels of access were open to broader segments of the
population, if only they were willing to participate.
Whereas the finding that institutional openness promotes participation among
broader segments of the population was to be expected, the impact of
institutional openness on levels of participation in the four modes contradicted
the theoretical expectations advanced by the proponents of POS (Kitschelt 1993;
Kriesi et al. 1992, 1995). Contrary to this belief, the results did not suggest that
alternative forms of participation outside of the formal political system flourished
in closed institutional settings. Instead, countries characterised by institutional
openness had higher levels of participation on average both inside and outside
the formal political system. The differences were most pronounced for political
consumerism – the form of participation the furthest from the formal political
system – where countries with open institutional systems had higher levels of
participation and there was a noticeable institutional impact on the characteristics
of the participants. For party activism – the form of participation at the centre of
the political system – levels of participation were also marginally higher in
countries with open systems on average, but the levels of party activism was
modest in both open and closed systems. Accordingly, the results within the first
approach underlined the importance of the openness of the political system, even
if the specific impact was not necessarily in accordance with the theoretical
expectations.
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Still, scholars who prefer to see political institutions as explanatory variables are
frequently unsatisfied with such accounts, since they want to know what
institutional aspects affect behaviour directly (Lane and Ersson 2000). This
position is associated with the second approach to the study of institutions,
where the centre of attention is the direct effect of institutions on behaviour.
Examining the effect of institutional openness through this lens challenged the
relatively consistent impact of institutional openness found within the first
approach. First, several of the institutional aspects under scrutiny did not affect
participation either negatively or positively. Second, none of the five elements
had a consistent effect across the forms of participation, since none of the
institutional elements was significant in all analyses. And third, the effect of
institutional openness in several analyses contradicted the theoretical expectations
given that the aspects had a negative effect when a positive one was expected or
vice versa. Even if some of these perplexing results may be down to the
limitations inherent in the research design of the study, they highlighted the
difficulties involved in establishing institutional effects unequivocally.
As mentioned, protest participation provided a noticeable exception to the
general findings, since there was little evidence of the institutional structure
affecting participation in this form of participation. Some evidence existed for a
mediating effect on the characteristics of protest participants, but this was
fragmentary and less pronounced than for other forms of participation. That the
institutional impact on protest was so modest is unexpected and important, since
closed institutional systems have been propagated by the opportunity structure
approach to promote protest (Kitchelt 1993). Nevertheless, the results obtained
here suggest it is more helpful to consider individual characteristics to explain
protest participation. The present results do not make it possible to settle
unequivocally why this form of participation differs from the others, but it is
possible to speculate on possible reasons for why protest is unaffected by the
institutional context.
Some proponents of POS have examined the institutional impact on protest in a
limited subset of countries. For example, Kriesi et al. (1992) and Koopmans et al.
(1995) study the impact in France, the Netherlands, Germany, and Switzerland.
Even if their conceptualisation of the political opportunity structure includes
more than just formal institutional elements, it may be that the impact found in
such small-n studies – even when the cases are chosen carefully – cannot be
generalised to a broader set of countries. Protest activities are also typically more
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situational and triggered by specific events and particular circumstances (Norris
2002: 194). Such spontaneous activities may be less shaped by the institutional
structures, which have more of an impact on recurring activities.
Additionally, there are important national differences in how the authorities
approach demonstrations and other disruptive activities that may also help
explain the popularity of these (della Porta et al. 2006: ch. 6). These explanations
may help explain why the institutional structure does not seem to influence
protest as a form of political participation to any notable extent. The results
certainly suggest that the relationship between protest and the institutional
structure is more intricate than the straightforward assertions of POS would lead
us to believe.
It was also a recurring finding that the institutional impact was more pronounced
for the activities outside of the formal system, whereas the impact was marginal at
best for party activism at the core of the representative system. This was also
rather surprising, since the institutional structure would be expected to have a
stronger effect on activities in the immediate vicinity of the formal system.
Nonetheless, this result was replicated in three of the four research questions,
regardless of the approach used to examine the effect of the institutions. This is
partly explainable by the lack of variation in party activism, which means there
was less of a variation to be explained from the outset. Still, it is an important and
unexpected finding that institutional openness had a greater impact on activities
removed from the representative institutions.
Both of these results fundamentally challenge the dominant account of how
institutions operate embodied by POS, and suggest a need to reconsider one of
the few valid generalisations in the literature on protest and social mobilisation;
i.e. that social movements arise when aggrieved groups cannot communicate their
demands through established channels (Kitschelt 1993). Contrary to this claim,
the institutional effects found appear to be less mechanical than these rational
choice accounts would have us believe. Participants do not necessarily seek to
further their interests through the channels made readily available by the
institutional structures. Instead, the transformation of political participation –
from formalised and hierarchical activities within political parties to various
modes of participation outside the formal system – is evident regardless of the
degree of institutional openness.
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This development should not be understood as a reaction to the closedness or
openness of the institutional structures, although the institutional context shapes
how this development manifests itself. Instead, countries with legacies of high
participation within the formal system have maintained this participatory tradition
as the forms of participation have evolved over time to include activities outside
the formal political system. Such an interpretation is more in line with the
approach outlined by Powell (2000). Countries with institutional designs aiming
to promote citizen participation are successful in doing so, even as the forms of
participation change. In this approach, it is formally erroneous to talk of an
institutional effect since it blurs the distinction between culture and institutions.
Nevertheless, this conceptualisation makes it possible to understand why
institutional openness continues to be associated with participation in most forms
of participation.
There was substantial evidence for an institutional effect of the amalgamated
political system, but none of the institutional aspects examined had a consistent
impact in all analyses. The most consistent results where found for the system of
interest mediation, which had recurring effects in several analyses. Corporatism
was associated with higher levels of participation at the country level for three of
the four modes of participation and for two of the four at the individual level. As
already elaborated upon, there are conflicting interpretations of this impact of
corporatism on participation.
However, there is little to suggest that participation in corporatist countries is
driven by feelings of dissatisfaction with or mistrust in the political system. This
would imply that – much like the interpretation for institutional openness as a
whole – the effect of corporatism is not attributable to this form of interest
mediation being connected to a political apparatus unreceptive to citizen
demands. Instead, a corporatist legacy implies a tradition of participation making
it worthwhile to pursue political goals, since citizen demands are habitually
channelled into the decision-making process. Nevertheless, more research is
necessary to settle the links between corporatism and participation.
These ambiguous results are testimony to the difficulties involved in settling
institutional effects unequivocally. Nevertheless, these qualms should not
overshadow the primary finding clearly suggesting the central role played by the
institutional structure in shaping the patterns of political participation. This study
has hardly settled these issues once and for all, but it points to possible future
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endeavours that can help achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the
interplay between political institutions and participation.

9.4

Suggestions for further research

Since the research design entails some compromises between conflicting goals,
some reservations are in order when it comes to the external validity of these
conclusions. First off, it is necessary to examine whether similar results can be
obtained outside of a European context. This restriction implies that the
countries included belong to a specific historical and cultural context, and with
this approach, it is not possible to ascertain whether similar results would be
attained outside of this context. This is especially the case since this restriction
also implied a limited institutional variation, most notably for the effective
electoral threshold, which may bias the inferences drawn. It may also be worth
exploring whether similar results can be obtained in newer democracies. It is
doubtful whether similar institutional effects occur outside of a democratic
context, but similar patterns of participation may be observable in countries with
fewer years of democratic experience.
Theoretically, the results suggest a need to reconsider how political institutions
shape political behaviour, and in particular how the central concept of
institutional openness operates in promoting certain kinds of participation and
deterring others. The results challenge the ruling orthodoxy concerning the
impact of institutional openness on participation. POS suggests that an open
institutional system promotes participation inside the formal political system
whereas closed institutions promote participation in protest and new social
movements outside the system. The straightforward idea behind POS appears
incapable of explaining the institutional effects found here. Although institutional
openness promotes participation, this is even more pronounced for activities
outside the formal system. Furthermore, institutional openness has diverging
effects for different institutional aspect. This underlines that what aspects are
considered is of major importance when trying to draw inferences about
institutional effects on political behaviour. In connection to this, it is worth
pointing out that even if institutional openness makes it easier to channel
demands into the political system, it makes it less likely that any activity can be
decisive in determining the political outcome (Tsebelis 2002). It could well be
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that institutional openness is not the primary institutional trait affecting political
participation.
An approach that is more aware of the historical context in which the
institutional aspects operate may provide a promising alternative. Pierre
Rosanvallon (2006, 2008) delivers such as alternative in his work on counterdemocracy, which concerns the range of activities outside the representative system
citizens use to monitor the actions of the elected representatives. The important
novelty in this approach compared to the existing alternatives is the explicit focus
on how the impact of institutions is shaped by the historical circumstances under
which they come about. In this perspective, the openness of any institutional
element is a somewhat arbitrary standard for assessing the impact of any
institutional element. Instead, it is necessary to contemplate how and why it
developed and what role it plays in ensuring responsiveness and accountability.
Such an approach can help further understanding of how the institutional
structure shapes the active engagement of citizens in the political processes.
Incidentally, this implies a turn to historical institutionalism, the form of new
institutionalism not used in this study due to the constraints in the data.
However, it may well be helpful to consider historical factors to establish
institutional effects.
More substantively, the results have implications for those interested in
promoting political participation through institutional engineering (Macedo et al.
2005; Zittel and Fuchs 2007). These contributions contend that institutional
reform can help get citizens involved in the political activities at the heart of the
representative democracy. The present findings cast doubt on the possibilities of
such an endeavour. According to the findings obtained, institutional openness in
some regards did promote participation in party activism, but the effect was
limited since participation remained low regardless of the institutional context.
Furthermore, it was not possible to pinpoint what institutional factors were most
important for promoting participation within the formal political system. Finally,
the results suggested that institutional openness accentuates the popularity of
forms of participation outside the formal political arena.
Accordingly, the results undermine efforts aiming to promote participation within
the system by reforming the institutional apparatus – a finding in line with the
failure of attempts at institutional engineering such as the reforms of the election
rules in Italy (Bartolini and D‟Alimonte 1998). The results also suggest that
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participation in alternative forms of participation is not necessarily due to
dissatisfaction with the existing system, but the new forms of participation may
be inferior alternatives for performing certain democratic functions (White and
Ypi 2010). Nevertheless, it may still be possible to invigorate citizenries through
the introduction of institutional innovations in the form of popular assemblies,
deliberative mini-publics, direct legislation through voting, and forms of Edemocracy made possible by the Internet (Smith 2009). These efforts may be
more promising alternatives to get political participation back to the centre of the
representative democracy. It is therefore a pertinent question to examine how
such participatory innovations affect political participation more generally.
Finally, it is also possible to draw some implications for prospective political
participants. Even if institutional openness promotes participation, it does not
differentiate between forms of political participation inside or outside of the
political system. To get involved in political activities is not primarily a question
of identifying the channels that most effectively reach out to the formal decisionmakers. The perceived possibility of affecting political matters seems to enhance
the possibility to get involved – as indicated by measures of political efficacy –
but what forms of participation would be considered more apt channels of
influence as judged by the degree of institutional openness is largely besides the
point. Getting involved in political matters is a question of getting together with
likeminded people and getting involved in the pertinent issues, regardless of
whether these activities take place inside or outside of the formal political system
or are aimed at formal political decision-makers. Doing something matters more
than what you do.

9.5

Concluding remarks

This study has examined how the political institutions buttressing the democratic
system affect how citizens try to influence decision-makers in between elections
providing the main linkage between citizens and their representatives. This is a
central task, since both the institutional apparatus and political participation are
indispensable elements of any democratic system. The institutional framework
may be considered an observable manifestation of the democratic norms of a
society or the rules governing the democratic game. Either way, they have likely
consequences for how engaged citizens are in political affairs, how they voice
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their preferences, and what segments of the population do so. Despite this
centrality, systematic research on the impact of the institutional framework on a
wide range of political activities has been lacking. This study has aimed to help fill
this void by examining the institutional impact on patterns of political
participation.
The findings show that the institutional setting does hold a central role in shaping
the popularity of activities and the characteristics of the participants. The study
hereby contributes to the existing literature on political participation by verifying
previous suggestions that the institutional context plays a significant role in
explaining cross-national variations in patterns of political participation.
However, the study also gives evidence that it is difficult to isolate the central
institutional aspects with significant consequences for participation, and the
institutional impact occasionally runs counter to the expectations. In particular,
the study casts doubts on previous assumptions of how the central concept of
institutional openness affects individual political behaviour. The somewhat
perplexing findings suggest that further research is necessary to understand fully
how these central elements of democracy interact.
Nevertheless, the results leave little doubt about the value of considering the
institutional context when seeking to understand cross-national differences in
political participation.
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Svensk sammanfattning
Introduktion
Politiskt deltagande är en definierande del av varje demokratiskt politiskt system.
Traditionellt sett har valdeltagande uppfattats som den essentiella länken mellan
medborgare och beslutsfattare i representativa demokratier. Men även om valen
har en central funktion genom att de formellt utser de beslutsfattare som kan
fatta legitima politiska beslut som omfattar alla medborgare, har det alltid funnits
behov av andra möjligheter att framföra politiska åsikter och intressen.
Detta kan dock leda till en potentiell legitimitetskonflikt, eftersom deltagandet
mellan val kan medföra att det blir oklart vem som bär ansvaret för de politiska
besluten. Den potentiella konflikten mellan ansvarsutkrävande och medborgarnas
aktiva medverkan har varit känd sedan länge. Representativa demokratier har
genom olika institutionella mekanismer försökt hitta ett fungerande politiskt
system som i olika grad förenar möjligheten för politiskt deltagande med en tydlig
ansvarsstruktur. Det kan sålunda förväntas, att det formella representativa
systemets institutionella utformning har konsekvenser för det politiska
deltagandet mellan valen. Detta är den fråga som undersöks i föreliggande
avhandling.
Studiet av politiskt deltagande är omfångsrikt, och i flera komparativa studier har
olika aspekter av det politiska deltagandet belysts (Verba m.fl. 1978; Barnes,
Kaase m.fl. 1979; Kriesi m.fl. 1995; Norris 2002; van Deth m.fl. 2007). Eftersom
det inte är praktiskt möjligt att belysa alla frågor rörande politiskt deltagande i en
och samma studie begränsas här valet till fyra centrala forskningsfrågor:
1. Deltagandets dimensioner: Påverkar politiska institutioner hur deltagarna
kombinerar olika politiska handlingar?
2. Deltagandets nivå: Påverkar politiska institutioner nivån på deltagandet?
3. Deltagarnas karaktärsdrag: Påverkar politiska institutioner deltagarnas
karaktärsdrag?
4. Deltagandets incitamentsstruktur: Ger politiska institutioner incitament till
deltagande?
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Forskningsdesign
Med politiskt deltagande avses här handlingar av vanliga medborgare som strävar efter att
påverka politiska resultat (Brady 1999: 737). Denna definition kan betraktas som
bred och inkluderar även sådana handlingar som inte direkt är kopplade till den
formella politiska sfären, vilket gör det möjligt att undersöka ett brett spektrum
av politiska handlingar. Undersökningen omfattar 16 olika politiska handlingar,
däribland aktiviteter i anknytning till politiska partier, illegala aktiviteter och även
politisk konsumtion, som befinner sig utanför den formella politiska sfären och är
inriktad på att utnyttja marknadsmekanismer för att uppnå politiska resultat.
En bred syn antas också på vad som utgör institutionella element: utöver formella
institutionella strukturer i form av nedskrivna regler och procedurer, beaktas i
avhandlingen även informella beteendemönster, förutsatt att de har uppnått en
viss stabilitet över tid och därmed inverkar på individers beteende. En vidsträckt
definition av politiska institutioner är motiverad med tanke på de olika
uppfattningar som existerar av hur politiska institutioner fungerar och påverkar
individernas beteende. Den såkallade nyinstitutionalismen, som utgör det
teoretiska fundamentet för att undersöka effekten av institutioner finns i flera
olika varianter (Lowndes 1996; Hall och Taylor 1996; Lane och Ersson 2000;
Peters 2005). Dessa olika teoretiska premisser påverkar hur relationen mellan
institutioner och aktörer uppfattas, som i sin tur påverkar det sätt på vilket den
institutionella effekten undersöks och därmed undersökningens resultat. I
avhandlingen används två olika ansatser, som utgör ytterligheterna bland de
nyinstitutionella teorierna, för att undersöka hur politiska institutioner påverkar
det politiska deltagandet.
Den första ansatsen bygger på vad Goertz (1994) kallar ”kontext som förändring
av betydelse” (context as changing meaning). Enligt detta perspektiv är det olämpligt
att undersöka den specifika effekten av separata institutionella faktorer. Istället
blir den empiriska uppgiften att studera skillnader mellan länder med liknande
institutionella uppsättningar. Den andra ansatsen till studiet av institutioner
bygger på vad Goertz (1994) kallar ”kontext som orsak” (context as cause). Här
förutsätts den institutionella kontexten ha en direkt inverkan på beteendet, vilket
innebär att analyser med detta angreppssätt syftar på att klargöra effekter av
specifika institutionella element.
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De fyra forskningsfrågorna undersöks genom komparativa studier av 18
europeiska etablerade demokratier: Danmark, Belgien, Finland, Frankrike,
Grekland, Holland, Irland, Israel, Italien, Luxembourg, Norge, Portugal, Schweiz,
Spanien, Storbritannien, Sverige, Tyskland, och Österrike. Urvalet av länder
begränsas för att säkerställa att de centrala begreppen ‟politiskt deltagande‟ och
‟politiska institutioner‟ har en liknande innebörd och att det därigenom är
meningsfyllt att jämföra och dra slutsatser utgående från resultaten. Därmed är
forskningsstrategin en jämförelse mellan maximalt lika system med avsikten är att
jämföra länder som är lika i fråga om så många faktorer som möjligt med
undantag för de förklarande faktorerna. Denna design gör det möjligt att
undersöka effekten av de politiska institutionerna genom att hålla en rad andra
potentiella förklaringsfaktorer på landsnivå konstanta. De största nackdelarna
med detta angreppssätt är dels att resultatens generaliserbarhet till en bredare
krets av länder är begränsad, dels att den institutionella variationen kringskärs.
För att belysa forskningsfrågorna används statistisk analys av
surveyundersökningar. Datamaterialet utgörs av European Social Survey (ESS), som
är en europeisk undersökning som omfattar indikatorer för de väsentligaste
teoretiska problemställningarna. Samtidigt utgör ESS en ambitiös ansträngning att
samla in jämförbara data från alla europeiska länder. Den första
undersökningsomgången från 2001 är det datamaterial som används i
avhandlingen. Denna omgång innehåller flest indikatorer på olika typer av
politiskt deltagande och bidrar därmed med bäst förutsättningar för de aktuella
forskningsfrågorna. Datamaterialet omfattar 35684 respondenter fördelat på de
18 länderna.

Politiskt deltagande
Det har skett en betydande utveckling i vilka aktiviteter som uppfattas som
politiskt deltagande i studiet av företeelsen i etablerade demokratier.
Ursprungligen begränsades politiskt deltagande till valdeltagande (Milbrath 1965;
Lazarsfeld m.fl. 1944; Berelson m.fl. 1954). Sedan dess har medvetenheten om att
politiskt deltagande inte kan avgränsas på detta snäva sätt ökat. Det första steget i
denna utveckling innebar intresse i partipolitiska aktiviteter samt att kontakta
politiker och ämbetsmän (Verba och Nie 1972; Verba m.fl. 1978). Studiet av
politiskt deltagande har sedan utvecklats ännu vidare till att inkludera aktiviteter
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utanför det formella politiska systemet. Exempel på aktiviteter som efter hand har
inkluderats i begreppet politiskt deltagande är olika protestaktiviteter (Barnes,
Kaase, m.fl. 1979; Van Aelst och Walgrave 2001; Norris 2002; Norris m.fl. 2005),
delaktighet i nya sociala rörelser (Offe 1985; Koopmans m.fl. 1995; Kriesi m.fl.
1995; della Porta och Diani 2006; Morales 2009) och livsstilspolitik i form av
politisk konsumtion (Bennett 1998; Micheletti 2003; Micheletti m.fl. 2004; Stolle
m.fl. 2005; Soper och Trentmann 2008).
Även om den senare utvidgningen har kritiserats (van Deth 2001), och många
studier fortfarande fokuserar på mera traditionella former av politiskt deltagande
(Verba m.fl. 1995; Macedo m.fl. 2005), har det blivit vanligt att inkludera ett
bredare urval aktiviteter i undersökningar av politiskt deltagande (Norris 2002;
van Deth m.fl. 2007). Denna diversifiering av begreppet politiskt deltagande har
framhävt tre skillnader bland de olika aktiviteterna:
1. Om aktiviteten föregår innanför eller utanför det formella politiska systemet
2. Om aktiviteten uttrycker en exit- eller voice-strategi
3. Om aktiviteten är kollektivistisk eller individualistiskt kollektivt handlande.
De olika skillnaderna kan innebära att effekten av de politiska institutionerna
varierar mellan olika former av politiskt deltagande.

Politiska institutioner
För att undersöka institutionernas effekt är det nödvändigt att fastslå vilka
institutionella attribut eller egenskaper som avgör hur en institution kan tänkas
påverka det politiska deltagandet. I detta sammanhang har den institutionella
öppenheten haft en central position eftersom denna antas påverka hur lätt det är för
medborgarna att påverka de formella beslutfattarna. Institutionell öppenhet
definieras som graden i vilken ett politiskt system eller en specifik politisk institution
inkorporerar eller utesluter medborgarnas krav på att påverka beslut (Morales 2009: 168).
Enligt detta perspektiv kan fördelningen av beslutsfattandekompetens inom det
politiska systemet betraktas som avgörande för den institutionella öppenheten.
Detta eftersom det påverkar hur avskärmade de formella beslutsfattarna är från
påverkningsförsök utifrån.
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Vidare är det nödvändigt att definiera vilka institutionella aspekter som avgör den
institutionella öppenheten. Här begränsas undersökningen till fem institutioner
som är centrale för statens funktionssätt. De fyra första påverkar enligt den
parlamentariska
styrningskedjan
den
horisontella
fördelningen
av
beslutsfattandekompetenser, medan den femte påverkar den vertikala
fördelningen. Utgående från dessa institutionella karakteristika och deras inverkan
på fördelningen av beslutskompetensen kan sedan den institutionella öppenheten
klassificeras:
1. Den effektiva rösttröskeln: Mäter skillnader i förhållandet mellan medborgare
och representanter. Lägre effektiv rösttröskel främjar institutionell öppenhet
medan en högre rösttröskel har en uteslutande effekt.
2. Regeringens dominans: Mäter skillnader i förhållandet mellan representanterna i
parlamentet och regeringen. Regeringar som kan klassificeras som svaga i
förhållande till parlamentet främjar institutionell öppenhet medan starkare
regeringar har en uteslutande effekt.
3. Minister-mandarin: Mäter förhållandet mellan politiker och ämbetsmän.
Åtskilda karriärer för politiker och ämbetsmän främjar institutionell öppenhet
medan integrerade karriärvägar har en uteslutande effekt.
4. Intresseorganisationers position: Mäter förhållandet mellan staten och
civilsamhället. Ett korporatistiskt system främjar institutionell öppenhet
medan ett pluralistiskt system har en uteslutande effekt.
5. Graden av lokal autonomi: Mätas med hjälp av andelen av offentliga kostnader
som den lokal/regional nivån står för. En högre grad av lokal autonomi
främjar institutionell öppenhet medan en lägre grad av lokal autonomi har en
uteslutande effekt.
De inkluderade ländernas värden för de fem institutionella aspekterna gör det
möjligt att identifiera två grupper av länder med klart olika grad av institutionell
öppenhet (se tabellerna 4.1 till 4.5 samt figur 4.3). Den första gruppen bestående
av länder med relativt öppna system inkluderar Danmark, Finland, Holland,
Norge, Schweiz, Sverige, Tyskland och Österrike. I den grupp som består av
länder med relativt slutna institutionella system ingår Belgien, Frankrike,
Grekland, Irland, Israel, Italien, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spanien och
Storbritannien. Inom ramen för den första ansatsen till studiet av institutionella
effekter utgör dessa två grupper grunden för analyserna. Analyserna inom ramen
för den andra ansatsen fokuserar däremot på de specifika effekterna av de fem
institutionella elementen på politiskt deltagande.
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Empiriska analyser

Deltagandets dimensioner
Den första frågan behandlar institutionernas betydelse för deltagandet
dimensioner, det vill säga hur politiska aktivister kombinerar olika aktiviteter i så
kallade ‟modes of participation‟. Att det politiska deltagandet är mångdimensionellt
har varit ett centralt antagande i forskningen sedan det banbrytande arbetet av
Sidney Verba och hans kollegor på 1970-talet (Verba m.fl. 1971, 1978). Trots att
antagandet har ifrågasatts (Barnes, Kaase m.fl. 1979; Parry m.fl. 1992) undersöker
de flesta komparativa studier olika dimensioner av deltagande (Norris 2007,
Teorell m.fl. 2007).
Hypotesen för den första empiriska frågan är att politiska institutioner skapar
skillnader i det sätt på vilket medborgarna kombinerar politiska aktiviteter. Även
om tidigare forskning tyder på att deltagandets dimensioner inte varierar i någon
stor utsträckning mellan olika länder har inga tidigare studier undersökt om det
finns en institutionell effekt.
Frågan om variationer i institutionell öppenhet leder till skillnader i det politiska
deltagandets dimensioner belyses inom den första ansatsen för undersökning av
institutionella effekter. Faktoranalys används för att undersöka om det finns
skillnader mellan länder med öppna och slutna institutionella system.
Resultaten visar inte på en signifikant institutionell effekt, eftersom det inte
framkom skillnader i hur deltagarna kombinerar aktiviteterna. Fyra olika
dimensioner fångar således deltagandet oberoende av om det institutionella
ramverket är öppet eller slutet. De fyra dimensionerna, eller formerna för
deltagande är partiaktivism, protestaktivism, föreningsaktivism, och politisk konsumtion.
Dessa dimensioner utgör studiens beroende variabler då de följande tre
forskningsfrågorna undersöks.

Deltagandets nivå
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Avhandlingens andra forskningsfråga handlar om hur det institutionella systemet
påverkar nivån på de fyra formerna av politiskt deltagande. Utvecklingen i
politiskt deltagande har varit omdiskuterad. En nedgång i medborgarnas
deltagande i politiska aktiviteter har ansets utgöra ett hot mot de representativa
demokratiernas legitimitet (Putnam 2000; Macedo m.fl. 2005; Stoker 2006; Hay
2007). Andra har däremot hävdat att det istället för en nedgång i politiskt
deltagande sker en förändring i hur medborgarna deltar i politiken (Schudson
1996; Bennett 1998; Norris 2002; Stolle och Hooghe 2004; Dalton 2006, 2008;
Rosanvallon 2008). Dispyten visar att forskningsfrågan inte bara handlar om
nivån på det politiska deltagandet utan även om hur medborgarna aktiverar sig.
Aktiviteter innanför och utanför det formella politiska systemet betraktas alltså
inte nödvändigtvis som jämbördiga inom ramen för den representativa
demokratin.
Hypotesen för den första forskningsfrågan är att de politiska institutionerna
påverkar nivån på de fyra formerna för politiska deltagandet. Man kan dock
förvänta sig att den specifika institutionella effekten varierar beroende på hur
långt från den formella politiska sfären en viss form av aktivitet placerar sig. Inom
teorier inriktade på samspelet mellan den institutionella strukturen och
deltagandet som går under begreppet politisk möjlighetsstruktur (Political
Opportunity Structure, POS) har det uppfattats som en central uppgift att undersöka
vilka konsekvenser den institutionella strukturen har för politiska aktiviteter
såsom protestaktivism och nya sociala rörelser. Det har hävdats att en av de få
giltiga generaliseringarna inom denna litteratur är att deltagande i den här typen
av aktiviteter ökar när slutna institutioner gör det svårt för medborgarna att
kanalisera sina åsikter in i det formella politiska systemet (Kitschelt 1993).
För att undersöka vilken inverkan de institutionella strukturerna har på
deltagandets nivå används båda ansatserna för studier av politiska institutioner.
De specifika metoderna som används inom de två angreppssätten varierar. För
att undersöka nivåskillnader i de olika aktiviteterna mellan länder med öppna och
slutna politiska system används deskriptiva figurer och ANOVA-analys. Effekten
av de individuella institutionella aspekterna analyseras med hjälp av
regressionsanalys.
Det första angreppssättet tyder på att institutionell öppenhet inverkar främjande
på tre av de fyra former av deltagande. Undantaget är protestaktivism. För denna
form av politiskt deltagande finns det inte en signifikant skillnad mellan den
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aggregerade aktivitetsnivån i de två olika institutionella kontexterna. Resultaten
motsäger det som antas inom POS, eftersom öppna institutionella system
tenderar att uppvisa en högre aktivitetsnivå oberoende av om aktiviteten föregår
inom eller utanför det formella politiska systemet. Enligt POS kunde man även
ha förväntat sig en särskilt markant effekt för protestaktivism, något som alltså
inte framgår av resultaten.
Undersökningen av de enskilda institutionella aspekterna ger mindre konsistenta
resultat. Det finns några signifikanta effekter för de flesta former av deltagande –
återigen är undantaget protestaktivism – men flera institutionella aspekter har
ingen signifikant inverkan. Det förekommer dessutom motsägelsefulla effekter av
institutionell öppenhet för partiaktivism och politisk konsumtion. Ett
återkommande resultat är att institutionell öppenhet inte enbart gynnar
deltagandet innanför, utan även utanför det formella systemet.
Även om resultaten sålunda motsäger flera teoretiska förväntningar, finns det
belägg för en institutionell effekt på nivån av politiskt deltagande för tre av de
fyra formerna av politiskt deltagande. Hypotesen om en institutionell effekt kan
sålunda inte förkastas när det gäller skillnader i nivån av politiskt deltagande
mellan länderna.

Deltagarnas karakteristika
Den tredje forskningsfrågan berör den institutionella effekten på deltagarnas
karaktärsdrag, något som även innefattar frågan om hur inkluderande deltagandet
är, om bredare lagren av befolkningen deltar eller om deltagande är begränsat till
en liten elit (Parry m.fl. 1992; Verba m.fl. 1995; Burns m.fl. 2001; Norris 2002;
Dalton 2006; Marien m.fl. 2009). Tre grupper av teorier utpekar möjliga centrala
karaktärsdrag hos de politiskt aktiva. Den första gruppen inkluderar
sociodemografiska faktorer, såsom kön, ålder och utbildning (Schattschneider
1960; Milbrath 1965; Verba m.fl. 1995; Teorell, Sum och Tobiasen 2007). Den
andra gruppen som benämns politisk integration och värderingar inkluderar
faktorer som påverkar det psykologiska engagemanget i politiska frågor och
attityden till det politiska systemet (Norris 1999b; Pharr och Putnam 2000; Denk
2009: kp. 3). Den sista gruppen består av aktivitet i frivilliga föreningar som kan
utgöra nätverk för rekrytering till politiska handlingar (Putnam 2000; Teorell

238

Svensk sammanfattning

2003; Armingeon 2007). De tre inriktningarna kan ses som svar på de tre frågor
som Verba m.fl. ställer angående varför medborgare inte deltar politiskt: för att de
inte kan på grund av otillräckliga sociodemografiska resurser, för att de inte vill på
grund av bristfälligt psykologiskt engagemang och/eller tillit till myndigheterna,
eller för att ingen har frågat på grund av att de inte är förbundna med de
nödvändiga rekryteringsnätverken.
Hypotesen för denna fråga är att den institutionella strukturen inverkar på
deltagarnas karaktärsdrag och därmed medför olika svar på dessa frågor. Det
framstår som motiverat att förvänta sig relativt markanta skillnader med tanke på
förväntningen om att den institutionella öppenheten påverkar hur användbara de
olika formerna av deltagande är.
Frågan undersöks genom den första ansatsen till studiet av politiska institutioner.
I enlighet med detta perspektiv inriktas analysen på huruvida deltagarnas
karaktärsdrag i de fyra formerna av politiskt deltagande skiljer sig åt mellan de två
grupperna som består av länder med öppna respektive slutna institutionella
system. Den statistiska metod som används är ordinal logistisk regression med
interaktionseffekter som kan klarlägga eventuella effekter av det samlade
institutionella systemet.
Resultaten visar att de institutionella strukturerna har en signifikant effekt på
deltagarnas karaktärsdrag, vilket leder till olika svar på de tre frågor som Verba
m.fl. ställer. Bristfälliga sociodemografiska resurser förklarar i högre grad
passivitet i länder med slutna institutionella system, medan deltagandet i länder
med öppna system i detta avseende är mera egalitärt. När det gäller politisk
integration och värderingar är resultaten inte lika entydiga, men en rimlig tolkning
av resultaten är att medborgare i öppna institutionella system i högre grad avstår
från deltagande för att de inte vill delta. Det frivilliga föreningsengagemanget är
viktiga i både öppna och slutna institutionella system. Men betydelsen är mindre i
de länder med öppna system, vilket tyder på att medborgarna i mindre grad avstår
från deltagande på grund av att ingen har frågat om deras intresse. Effekten av
institutionell öppenhet begränsar sig inte till partiaktivism som försiggår inom det
formella systemet, och är inte heller speciellt utpräglad för denna form av
deltagande.
Resultaten gör det därmed inte möjligt att förkasta hypotesen om en institutionell
effekt på deltagarnas karakteristika. Öppna politiska system tenderar att vara mera
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inkluderande eftersom medborgare kan delta när de har en önskan om att göra
detta och inte exkluderas på grund av bristfälliga sociodemografiska resurser eller
bristande involvering i olika rekryterande nätverk.

Deltagandets incitamentsstruktur
Den fjärde och sista forskningsfrågan belyser hur de politiska institutionerna
påverkar incitamenten för politiskt deltagande. Deltagandeparadoxen har varit en
central fråga inom den rational choice-inspirerade litteraturen om politiskt
deltagande, som åtminstone implicit har blivit ett dominerande angreppssätt
(Olson 1965; Finkel m.fl. 1989; Finkel och Opp 1991; Finkel och Muller 1998;
Bäck m.fl. 2006; Teorell m.fl. 2007; Morales 2009). När politiskt deltagande
betraktas som att vara av kollektiv nytta förväntas en rationell individ inte att
bidra. Detta eftersom det individuella bidraget inte är avgörande för om den
kollektiva nyttan skapas eller inte och eftersom fripassagerare kan ta del av nyttan
utan att bidra. Ändå finns det empiriskt belägg för att medborgare deltar politiskt
i olika sammanhang. Förklaringar till denna “paradox” har ofta fokuserat på
selektiva incitament som enbart kommer dem till godo som bidrar till skapandet
av den kollektiva nyttan och av kollektiva incitament som påverkar det
individuella antagandet att deltagandet faktisk har en betydelse (Bäck m.fl. 2006).
Hypotesen som leder arbetet är att den institutionella strukturen skapar
incitament för deltagande och därigenom påverkar sannolikheten för deltagande.
Antagandet undersöks med den andra ansatsen till studiet av politiska
institutioner som är inriktat på effekten av enskilda institutioner. En viktig orsak
till detta val är att rational choice-nyinstitutionalism och fokus på kausala effekter
går hand i hand med denna fråga. Den statistiska metod som används är logistisk
flernivåanalys, som gör det möjligt att undersöka den direkta effekten av
institutionerna på det individuella beteendet.
Resultaten visar att det finns institutionella incitament för deltagandet i tre av de
fyra formerna av politiskt deltagande, som signifikant påverkar sannolikheten för
deltagande. Återigen utgör protestaktivism ett undantag, genom frånvaro av en
signifikant institutionell effekt. Något som på nytt motsäger antagandet inom
POS. Härutöver är resultaten motstridiga när det gäller vilka institutionella
aspekter som har signifikanta effekter och i vilken riktning denna effekt går. Det
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finns således ingen likartad effekt av institutionell öppenhet, inte ens för samma
form av deltagande. Riktningen på effekten av olika institutionella aspekter
varierar alltså för både partiaktivism och politisk konsumtion. Den mest uttalade
institutionella effekten framträder för politisk konsumtion och en signifikant
effekt framgår även för partiaktivism.
Sannolikheten för deltagande i
partiaktivism är dock låg oberoende av de institutionella värdena. Resultaten tyder
på att aktivitet som sker närmare det formella politiska systemet inte påverkas i
högre grad av de institutionella faktorerna än mer perifera former av deltagande.
Även om den specifika effekten av institutionell öppenhet kan betraktas som
något diffus, är det inte utgående från dessa resultat möjligt att förkasta
hypotesen om institutionella incitament. Den institutionella strukturen inverkar
på sannolikheten för deltagande i tre av de fyra deltagandeformer.

Implikationer av resultaten
Resultaten tyder generellt på att demokratiska staters institutionella uppbyggnad
har väsentliga konsekvenser för det politiska deltagandet. Men samspelet mellan
systemet och deltagandet verkar vara mera invecklat än de dominerande teorierna
om politiska institutioner och deltagande ger vid handen.
Enligt den första ansatsen till studiet av institutionella effekter finns det rikliga
belägg för slutsatsen att politiskt deltagande främjas av institutionell öppenhet i
det politiska systemet. Detta eftersom deltagandet var högre i tre av de fyra
former av politiskt deltagande. Det enda undantaget var protestaktivism där ingen
signifikant institutionell effekt kan påvisas. Med den andra ansatsen är det inte
med den aktuella forskningsdesignen möjligt att avgöra entydigt vilka
institutionella aspekter som är viktigast. Betydelsen av öppenhet i de olika
institutionella aspekterna varierar med typ av deltagande och betydelsen av
öppenhet kan även vara motsägelsefull för en och samma form av deltagande.
Vissa generella slutsatser kan ändå dras från undersökningarna.
Resultaten tyder inte på att det finns en väsentlig skillnad i effekten av öppenhet
beroende på om den politiska handlingen sker inom eller utanför det formella
systemet, något som antagits av POS (Kitschelt 1993; Kriesi m.fl. 1992, 1995).
Deltagande utanför det formella politiska systemet är således inte som starkast
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när de politiska institutionerna gör det svårt för medborgarna att kanalisera sina
krav in till det formella politiska beslutsfattandet.
Ett annat intressant resultat är den institutionella kontextens icke-existerande
effekt på protestaktivism. Tidigare har den dominerande uppfattningen varit att
den institutionella effekten i detta fall borde vara särskilt markant (Kitschelt
1993). Samtidigt är den institutionella effekten mera uttalad för föreningsaktivism
och politisk konsumtion, vilket är de aktiviteter som ligger längst bort från det
formella politiska systemet. Effekten för partiaktivism är svagt signifikant och
som nämnt finns det ingen effekt för protestaktivism. Resultaten utmanar därmed
det centrala antagandet inom POS, som är den dominerande teoretiska
inriktningen bland studiet av institutionella effekter på politiskt deltagande.
Resultaten knyter därmed an till den existerande litteraturen på olika sätt och
utmanar alldeles centrala antaganden inom denna. I ljuset av de resultat som
presenteras i avhandlingen framstår det som särskilt angeläget att omvärdera
effekten av institutionell öppenhet. Avhandlingen ger därmed ett väsentligt bidrag
till forskningen på området. Samtidigt visar undersökningen på de svårigheter
som är förknippade med att klargöra de politiska institutionernas effekt och
betydelse. På detta sätt kan undersökningen förhoppningsvis inspirera till
ytterligare forskning.
De oväntade resultaten inverkar ändå inte på den generella konklusionen, som
klart bekräftar värdet av att inkludera den institutionella kontexten för att förklara
skillnader i politiskt deltagande.
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Appendix 1 – Country information
Demography

Economy

Development

Religion

Population size

GDP/ Capita
(2005)

Human
Development
index (2007)

Religion

Traditional/
Secularrational
values

Survival/ Selfexpression
values

AT

8,210,281

35,350

0.955

Roman Catholic 73.6%,
Protestant 4.7%

0.25

1.43

BE

10,414,336

33,507

0.953

Roman Catholic 75%,
other 25%

0.5

1.13

DE

82,329,758

32,552

0.947

Protestant 34%,
Roman Catholic 34%,

1.17

0.44

DK

5,500,510

34,444

0.955

Evangelical Lutheran
95%,
other Christian 3%

1.16

1.87

FI

5,250,275

31,797

0.959

0.84

0.94

FR

64,057,792

32,700

0.961

0.52

0.94

GR

10,737,428

26,528

0.942

0.77

0.55

IE

4,203,200

40,000

0.965

-0.91

1.18

IS

7,233,701

24,600

0.935

0.26

0.36

IT

58,126,212

29,761

0.951

0.19

0.85

LU

491,775

40,000

0.960

0.42

1.13

NL

16,715,999

36,437

0.964

0.84

1.94

NO

4,660,539

40,000

0.971

1.39

2.17

PT

10,707,924

22,213

0.909

-0.9

0.49

ES

40,525,002

30,266

0.955

0.12

0.51

SE

9,059,651

34,805

0.963

1.67

2.09

CH

7,604,467

38,704

0.960

0.74

1.9

UK

61,113,205

33,556

0.947

0.29

1.31

Country

Lutheran Church of
Finland 82.5%,
Orthodox Church 1.1%
Roman Catholic 83%88%
Muslim 5%-10%,
Greek Orthodox 98%,
Muslim 1.3%
Roman Catholic 87.4%,
none 4.2%
Jewish 75.5%,
Muslim 16.8%
Roman Catholic 90%
other 10%
Roman Catholic 87%,
other 13%
Roman Catholic 30%,
none 42%
Church of Norway
85.7%,
other 8.1%
Roman Catholic 84.5%,
unknown 9%,
Roman Catholic 94%,
other 6%
Lutheran 87%,
other 13%
Roman Catholic 41.8%,
Protestant 35.3%
Christian 71.6%,
unspecified or none
23.1%

Cultural
values
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Country

Demography

Economy

Development

Religion

Population size

GDP/ Capita
(2005)

Human
Development
index (2007)

Religion

Notes

Source
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CIA fact book

GDP per
capita, PPP
(constant
2007
international
$)

All countries
rated very
high HDI
(0.900 to
1.000)

Top two religions

UNDP

UNDP

CIA fact book

Cultural
values
Traditional/
Secularrational
values

Survival/ Selfexpression
values

All years 2000, All years 2000,
except
except
Norway and
Norway and
Switzerland
Switzerland
2006, scores
2006, scores
are national
are national
mean level
mean level
scores, range
scores, range
from -2.5-2.5, from -2.5-2.5,
positive scores positive scores
indicate
indicate self
secular/ration
expression
al values
values
WVS

WVS
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Appendix 2 – Coding of variables

Dependent Variables
Contacting

Contacted a politician, 0/1, 1= have done

Work political
party/action
group

Worked in political party/action group, 0/1, 1= have done

Work other
organisation

Worked in another organisation or association, 0/1, 1= have done

Worn campaign
badge/sticker

Worn or displayed a campaign bade/sticker, 0/1, 1= have done

Sign petition

Signed a petition, 0/1, 1= have done

Boycotts

Boycotted certain products, 0/1, 1= have done

Buycott

Deliberately bought certain products for political, ethical, or environmental
reasons, 0/1, 1= have done

Lawful
demonstrations

Take part in lawful demonstration, 0/1, 1= have done

Donate money

Donated money to political organisation or group, 0/1, 1= have done

Illegal protest

Participated in illegal protest activities, 0/1, 1= have done

Environmental
organisation
involvement

Member of organisation for environmental protection, peace, or animal rights:
member, 0/1, 1= have done

Humanitarian
organisation
involvement

Member of organisation for humanitarian aid, human rights, minorities, or
immigrants: member, 0/1, 1= have done

Inactive member
Member of political party: member, 0/1, 1= have done
political party
Active member
political party

Political party: participated, donated money, voluntary work, each coded 0/1, 1=
have done

Independent variables - microlevel
Socio-demographic resources
Age

Year born, continuous variable recoded to vary between 0-1, 1 = highest age

Gender

Gender, , Dichotomous variable 0/1, 1=Male

Education

Highest level of education completed, 6 categories, 1 = highest educational level

Marital status

Marital status, dichotomous variable 0/1, 1= Lives with husband/wife/partner

Place of living

Level of urbanization, 5 categories, 0-1, 1 = highest level of urbanisation

Religiosity

How religious are you, 11 categories, 0-1, 1= highest level of religiosity
Political integration & values

Political interest

Political interest, 4 categories, recoded 0-1, 1 = highest political interest

267

Political Participation Beyond the Vote

Independent variables - microlevel
Party
identification

Identify with political party yes/no, recoded to be dichotomous 0/1, 1 = party
identification

Exposure to news on politics in TV, radio, and newspapers, each scored 0-7 (Those
Exposure to news not using media in questions A1, A3, A5 have been coded as 0), combined to
additive scale 0-1, 1= highest level of news exposure
Internal efficacy

Aspects of internal efficacy each 5 categories, additive scale 3-15 recoded 0-1, 1 =
high internal political efficacy

External
efficacy*

Politicians care what I think , 5 categories, recoded 0-1, 1 = high external political
efficacy

Trust parliament

Degree of trust in national parliament scored 0-10, recoded 0-1, 1= highest trust

Trust politicians

Degree of trust in politicians scored 0-10, recoded 0-1, 1= highest trust

Satisfaction
democracy

Degree of satisfaction with democracy scored 0-10, recoded 0-1, 1= highest level of
satisfaction

Social trust

Three items on degree of trust in fellow citizens, each scored 0-10, recoded to
additive scale 0-1, 1=highest social trust

Ideology

Left/right self-placement on ideological scale, scored 0-10 with 10 being right,
recoded 0-1, 1 = right wing.

Ideological
extremism

Distance from middle on ideological scale, 0-5, recoded 0-1, 1 = most ideological
extreme
Associational involvement

Leisure
associations

Four forms of associational involvement:
- religious or church organisation
- cultural or hobby activities
- sports club or club for out-door activities
- social club, club for the young, the retired/ elderly, women, or friendly societies
Each with four forms of involvement (member, participated, donated money,
voluntary work), additive scale recoded to 0-1, 1 highest level of involvement.

Interest
associations

Four forms of associational involvement:
- Trade unions
- Business/professional/farmers' organisation
- Consumer or automobile organisation
- Organisation for science/education/teachers and parents
Each with four forms of involvement (member, participated, donated money,
voluntary work), additive scale recoded to 0-1, 1 highest level of involvement.

Note: * External efficacy is measured with this single item due to missing data in France on a related items: Politicians
interested in votes rather than opinions. Including it would mean excluding France from all analyses where this variable is
included.
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Independent variables – Institutional factors
Effective
electoral
Threshold

Effective electoral threshold (Lundell & Karvonen 2007)
Coded 0-1, 1=lowest effective threshold

Executive
dominance

Index of executive dominance (Siaroff 2003), Powell (2000), pp. 34, Lijphart (1999)
Coded 0-1, 1=lowest executive dominance

MinisterMandarin
relations

Minister/mandarin relations (Dahlström & Lapuente 2008), Arian et al. (2002) for
Israel, Schedler (1997) for Switzerland, Coded dichotomous 0/1, 0= integrated,
1=separated

System of
interest
mediation

Index of corporatism proper (Siaroff 1999),
Coded 0-1, 1= highest degree of corporatism

Fiscal
decentralisation

World Bank indicators on fiscal decentralisation
(www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/decentralization/fiscalindicators.htm),
Coded 0-1, 1 = highest degree of fiscal decentralisation
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Appendix 3 – Scree plots and alternative number of
dimensions in factor analysis
Scree plots
Pooled data, all indicators included

Pooled data, excluding ‘work political party or action group’
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Open systems

Closed systems
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Alternative number of dimensions
Pooled data all indicators included
2 Components
Activity

3 Components

5 Components

1

2

1

2

3

1

2

3

4

5

Contacting

0.38

-0.21

0.31

-0.20

0.19

0.04

0.08

0.13

-0.03

-0.74

Work political
party/action group

0.22

-0.58

0.37

-0.55

-0.06

0.44

-0.13

-0.22

0.03

-0.39

Work other
organisation

0.50

-0.14

0.40

-0.12

0.25

-0.03

0.05

-0.09

0.18

-0.61

Worn campaign
badge/sticker

0.48

-0.18

0.61

-0.13

0.03

0.07

0.07

-0.44

-0.02

-0.35

Sign petition

0.66

0.06

0.45

0.07

0.40

-0.03

0.51

-0.22

-0.04

-0.22

Lawful
demonstration

0.51

-0.05

0.72

0.02

-0.02

-0.03

0.09

-0.65

-0.05

-0.17

Boycott

0.69

0.18

0.18

0.13

0.68

0.01

0.83

-0.01

0.00

0.06

Buycott

0.68

0.16

0.09

0.10

0.74

0.03

0.84

0.09

0.06

0.02

Donate money

0.27

-0.40

0.14

-0.41

0.20

0.38

0.13

-0.06

0.12

-0.16

Illegal protest

0.29

-0.01

0.57

0.06

-0.15

0.01

-0.03

-0.82

0.07

0.30

Humanitarian etc.:
member

0.34

0.00

-0.11

-0.07

0.51

-0.04

-0.03

0.03

0.77

-0.09

Environmental etc.:
member

0.34

0.00

-0.14

-0.07

0.53

0.02

0.05

-0.02

0.76

0.08

Political party:
member

0.01

-0.70

0.04

-0.70

-0.03

0.64

-0.12

0.01

0.08

-0.18

Political party:
participated

-0.05

-0.73

-0.01

-0.73

-0.04

0.75

0.02

0.01

-0.06

0.00

Political party:
donated money

-0.08

-0.70

-0.17

-0.72

0.05

0.78

0.08

0.07

0.02

0.19

Political party:
voluntary work

-0.08

-0.75

-0.01

-0.75

-0.08

0.77

-0.01

-0.03

-0.06

0.05
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Pooled data, excluding ‘work political party or action group’
2 Components
Activity

3 Components

5 Components

1

2

1

2

3

1

2

3

Contacting

0.39

-0.19

0.28

-0.20

0.21

0.74

-0.07

0.05

-0.04 -0.13

Work other
organisation

0.51

-0.12

0.37

-0.13

0.27

0.64

0.00

0.01

0.17

0.08

Worn campaign
badge/sticker

0.49

-0.16

0.61

-0.15

0.02

0.40

-0.09

0.03

-0.03

0.43

Sign petition

0.66

0.06

0.49

0.05

0.36

0.25

0.03

0.49

-0.05

0.21

Lawful
demonstration

0.52

-0.03

0.73

0.00

-0.05

0.23

0.01

0.06

-0.05

0.64

Boycott

0.68

0.17

0.23

0.13

0.63

-0.07

0.01

0.86

0.00

0.00

Buycott

0.67

0.14

0.14

0.09

0.70

-0.04 -0.02

0.85

0.06

-0.10

Donate money

0.29

-0.40

0.16

-0.41

0.19

0.17

0.12

0.12

0.06

Illegal protest

0.30

0.01

0.58

0.04

-0.18

-0.28 -0.02 -0.02

0.07

0.82

Humanitarian etc.:
member

0.34

-0.01

-0.14

-0.06

0.55

0.11

0.03

-0.04

0.77

-0.02

Environmental etc.:
member

0.34

-0.01

-0.16

-0.06

0.57

-0.09 -0.02

0.07

0.76

0.03

Political party:
member

0.03

-0.68

0.02

-0.69

0.00

0.14

-0.65 -0.10

0.08

-0.01

Political party:
participated

-0.02

-0.74

0.02

-0.74

-0.07

0.01

-0.75

0.00

-0.07

0.00

Political party:
donated money

-0.06

-0.74

-0.10

-0.75

0.00

-0.15 -0.79

0.05

0.02

-0.05

Political party:
voluntary work

-0.05

-0.76

0.02

-0.76

-0.11

-0.04 -0.78 -0.02 -0.07

0.04

-0.39

4

5
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Open systems
2 Comp.

Contacting

3 Components
2

3

1

2

3

6 Components

1

2

0.25

0.35

0.25 0.36 -0.06 0.18

0.02 -0.14 0.43

0.44

0.16 0.49 -0.03 0.06

0.02 -0.14 0.59 -0.04 0.03 -0.07 0.14 -0.73 -0.03

0.34

0.30 0.05 -0.50 0.22 -0.02 -0.56 0.10

Work other
0.15
organisation
Worn campaign
0.31
badge/sticker

1

4 Components
4

1

2

0.08

0.06

3

4

5

6

0.03 -0.05 -0.80 0.06

0.14 -0.13 -0.69 -0.04 -0.12 -0.04

Sign petition

-0.01

0.63 -0.01 0.41 -0.44 0.01

Lawful
demonstration

0.04

0.47

Boycott

-0.17

0.68 -0.16 0.57 -0.29 -0.03 0.84 0.00 -0.07 -0.01 0.84 -0.01 -0.05 -0.02 0.07

Buycott

-0.13

0.68 -0.12 0.65 -0.17 0.01

0.83 0.11

0.03

0.03

0.83

Donate money

0.41

0.28

0.14 -0.09 0.19

0.40

0.10 -0.22 0.26

Illegal protest

-0.02

0.25 -0.04 -0.12 -0.57 -0.10 -0.06 -0.62 -0.07 0.02

0.00

0.32

0.01 0.53 0.24 -0.10 -0.06 0.10

0.70 -0.05 -0.06 0.04

0.75 -0.12 0.01

0.01

0.34

0.02 0.52 0.17 -0.05 0.06

0.09

0.58

0.01

0.73

0.72

-0.03 0.72 0.02 0.05 0.70 -0.10 0.02

0.11

0.67 -0.09 0.00

0.78

-0.02 0.78 -0.04 -0.06 0.79

0.01 -0.03 -0.06 0.77

0.02 -0.03 -0.11 -0.09 0.02

0.71

-0.07 0.71 -0.02 0.06 0.75

0.05

0.05

0.80

-0.08 0.80 -0.10 -0.05 0.82 -0.03 -0.02 -0.09 0.80 -0.01 0.01 -0.12 -0.06 0.05

Humanitarian
etc.: member
Environmental
etc.: member
Political party:
member
Political party:
participated
Political party:
donated money
Political party:
voluntary work
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0.45 -0.33 0.10 -0.06 0.34 -0.54 0.02 -0.06 -0.15

0.02 0.04 -0.71 -0.04 0.09 -0.73 -0.01 -0.07 -0.01 -0.79 -0.01 0.07

0.41 0.26 -0.10 0.39

0.12 -0.07 0.77

0.06

0.18

0.04 -0.05 -0.01
0.05 -0.04

0.06 -0.06 0.05 -0.03 0.97

0.04

0.01

0.05

0.04

0.03

0.05 -0.14 -0.03

0.08

0.18 -0.01
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Closed systems
2
Components

3 Components

5 Components

1

2

1

2

3

1

2

3

4

5

0.41

0.17

0.34

0.17

0.17

0.48

-0.04

-0.03

0.06

-0.45

0.53

0.11

0.52

0.11

0.12

0.55

-0.14

-0.16

0.30

-0.16

0.56

0.11

0.62

0.09

0.02

0.57

-0.15

-0.28

0.17

-0.10

0.68

-0.09

0.56

-0.08

0.27

0.56

-0.36

-0.09

-0.18

-0.05

0.55

0.05

0.72

0.02

-0.10

0.53

-0.19

-0.43

0.18

0.10

0.69

-0.18

0.34

-0.14

0.55

0.51

-0.43

0.22

-0.45

0.14

Buycott

0.68

-0.18

0.31

-0.13

0.58

0.51

-0.43

0.26

-0.46

0.08

Donate money

0.28

0.39

0.25

0.40

0.10

0.51

0.19

-0.01

-0.01

-0.38

Illegal protest
Humanitarian
etc.: member
Environmental
etc.: member
Political party:
member
Political party:
participated
Political party:
donated money
Political party:
voluntary work

0.32

0.02

0.54

-0.02

-0.21

0.30

-0.12

-0.42

0.17

0.58

0.35

0.03

-0.11

0.09

0.62

0.34

-0.13

0.51

0.48

0.09

0.33

0.01

-0.15

0.07

0.65

0.31

-0.14

0.55

0.40

0.21

0.06

0.66

0.04

0.66

0.04

0.47

0.48

0.06

0.05

-0.16

-0.03

0.69

0.01

0.69

-0.05

0.41

0.54

0.01

-0.11

0.18

-0.05

0.76

-0.09

0.77

0.04

0.43

0.61

0.13

-0.20

0.08

-0.04

0.71

0.02

0.70

-0.07

0.41

0.56

-0.01

-0.09

0.28

Contacting
Work other
organisation
Worn campaign
badge/sticker
Sign petition
Lawful
demonstration
Boycott
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Appendix 4 – Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) scores and
collinearity diagnostics for microlevel variables
VIF
Collinearity Statistics
Model

Tolerance

VIF

Age

0.119

8.402

Gender

0.470

2.130

Level of Education

0.156

6.400

Lives with partner

0.321

3.116

Area of living

0.231

4.329

Religiosity

0.258

3.882

Political Interest

0.154

6.514

Party Identification

0.387

2.581

Time spent on news about politics

0.218

4.598

Internal Political Efficacy

0.133

7.491

External political efficacy

0.245

4.084

Trust in Parliament

0.095

10.524

Trust in Politicians

0.116

8.605

Satisfaction with democracy

0.118

8.482

Social Trust

0.106

9.453

Left-Right ideological scale

0.164

6.097

Ideological extremism

0.461

2.169

Leisure associations

0.552

1.813

Interest associations

0.600

1.666
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Collinearity diagnostics
Condition Index

Eigenvalue

Interest
associations
Leisure
associations
Ideological
extremism
Left-Right
ideology
Social Trust
Satisfaction
democracy
Trust Politicians

Trust Parliament

External efficacy

Internal Efficacy

Exposure to news
Party
Identification
Political Interest

Religiosity

Area of living

Lives with partner

Level of Education

Gender

Age

Dimension

Variance Proportions

1

13.78 1.00

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

2

0.83

4.07

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.20 0.40

3

0.56

4.95

0.00 0.18 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.18 0.13 0.07

4

0.52

5.13

0.00 0.42 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.12 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.25 0.01 0.01

5

0.48

5.33

0.00 0.10 0.00 0.10 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.06 0.45 0.28

6

0.45

5.53

0.02 0.00 0.00 0.14 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.14 0.01 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.12 0.02

7

0.36

6.15

0.00 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.07 0.01 0.00 0.56 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.29 0.00 0.00

8

0.33

6.42

0.00 0.17 0.03 0.01 0.05 0.04 0.08 0.02 0.09 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.13 0.00 0.06

9

0.29

6.89

0.00 0.01 0.00 0.50 0.06 0.15 0.01 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.10 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.11

10

0.24

7.56

0.00 0.00 0.05 0.05 0.24 0.10 0.04 0.12 0.29 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.02 0.01

11

0.20

8.26

0.02 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.06 0.25 0.09 0.01 0.31 0.11 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.01

12

0.18

8.71

0.00 0.03 0.02 0.00 0.25 0.08 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.57 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00

13

0.16

9.40

0.00 0.01 0.05 0.04 0.13 0.12 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.08 0.02 0.06 0.00 0.01 0.56 0.00 0.00 0.00

14

0.14 10.08 0.05 0.03 0.52 0.00 0.07 0.12 0.12 0.02 0.12 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.13 0.00 0.01 0.02

15

0.11 10.99 0.36 0.00 0.00 0.07 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.11 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.00 0.32 0.20 0.00 0.00 0.00

16

0.10 11.63 0.04 0.02 0.11 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.24 0.00 0.05 0.44 0.01 0.01 0.10 0.31 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00

17

0.10 11.87 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.27 0.01 0.00 0.30 0.02 0.01 0.10 0.55 0.06 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00

18

0.08 12.91 0.48 0.00 0.13 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.08 0.01 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.57 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00

19

0.07 14.19 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.82 0.60 0.06 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
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Correlation among variables

Area of living
Religiosity
Political
Interest
Party
Identification
Exposure
news
Internal
Efficacy
External
efficacy
Trust
Parliament
Trust
Politicians
Satisfaction
democracy
Social Trust
Left-Right
ideology
Ideological
extremism
Leisure
associations
Interest
associations
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Interest
associations
Leisure
associations
Ideological
extremism
Left-Right
ideology
Social Trust
Satisfaction
democracy
Trust
Politicians
Trust
Parliament
External
efficacy
Internal
Efficacy
exposure to
news
Party
Identification
Political
Interest
Religiosity

Marital
status

Area of living
Martial
status
Education

Education

Gender

Gender

Age

Pearson’s
correlations
Age

1.00 -0.02 0.01 0.21 0.00 0.16 0.14 0.15 0.31 -0.03 -0.07 -0.02 0.01 -0.03 0.01 0.09 0.02 0.02 0.03
1.00 0.01 0.05 -0.03 -0.15 0.15 0.05 0.08 0.22 0.03 0.06 0.01 0.06 -0.01 0.06 0.03 0.05 0.13
1.00 0.18 0.11 -0.03 0.31 0.11 0.11 0.33 0.13 0.14 0.08 0.06 0.08 -0.03 0.04 0.13 0.29
1.00 -0.09 0.06 0.13 0.06 0.11 0.05 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.00 0.04 0.05 -0.02 0.06 0.19
1.00 -0.07 0.06 -0.02 1.03 0.06 -0.03 0.00 -0.02 0.00 -0.05 -0.09 0.03 -0.13 -0.04
1.00 0.03 0.08 1.03 -0.06 0.08 0.14 0.16 0.14 0.09 0.14 -0.04 0.19 0.02
1.00 0.30 0.37 0.54 0.22 0.18 0.19 0.09 0.09 -0.05 0.12 0.17 0.19
1.00 0.16 0.21 0.19 0.18 0.18 0.15 0.12 0.00 0.21 0.15 0.17
1.00 0.19 0.11 0.08 0.11 0.03 0.08 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.10
1.00 0.20 0.14 0.13 0.09 0.08 -0.04 0.13 0.17 0.22
1.00 0.47 0.56 0.36 0.32 -0.01 0.07 0.15 0.16
1.00 0.68 0.49 0.35 0.03 0.06 0.11 0.13
1.00 0.48 0.39 0.04 0.07 0.12 0.12
1.00 0.28 0.06 0.02 0.09 0.08
1.00 -0.01 0.04 0.11 0.12
1.00 -0.06 0.04 -0.01
1.00 0.02 0.04
1.00 0.28
1.00

Political participation is a central component
in all democratic systems, since citizen involvement is
a prerequisite for assuring the legitimacy of the system.
Research on political participation has long acknowledged
that this involvement cannot be restricted to elections. Nonetheless, the different institutional systems found in the established
democracies create different possibilities and expectations for citizen
engagement beyond the vote. This goes not only for how much involvement is expected, but also for the ways in which citizens should be involved
in political matters.
In this study, the author examines how the institutional context affects various aspects of political participation in a comparative analysis of 18 established European
democracies. The aspects analysed include the dimensionality of participation,
country-level differences in the rates of participation, the characteristics of
the participants, and the institutional incentives for participation.
The results suggest that the institutional context affects key aspects
of political participation. However, the precise impact frequently

political science for how institutional openness affects
patterns of political participation.
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challenges some of the central theoretical assumptions of

X

runs counter to the theoretical expectations. The study hereby

