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1. Introduction 

 1.1. Introduction to the problem 

 Decoding and explaining voters‘ behaviour has been one of the core subjects of political 

science over the past several decades. Some researchers have used the theory of cleavages to 

analyse the composition of societies and their various dividing lines. Others have explored the 

impact of the level of electoral turnout on the result of elections; that is, which voters are 

more likely to take part in elections and which are more likely to stay home. Further important 

contributions have included the study of the existence of partisan alignments and their 

stability. In the past, the simple fact of belonging to a certain social class or social group 

(typically a profession, social community, religious denomination or ethnic group) largely 

determined one‘s political preferences. These affiliations were usually very stable and 

remained unchanged for long periods of time. With social mobility expanding both 

horizontally and vertically, post-industrial societies in Europe as well as the United States saw 

radical changes in voter behaviour. Not only did the importance of social class, profession and 

religion as factors determining political party preference decline, but individual voters also  

started to shift their preferences more frequently. This decline in partisan alignment is evident 

in both the USA and most European democracies.  

 

My thesis is focused on two western European democracies: the United Kingdom and the 

Netherlands. In some respects these countries are quite similar. They both have a long 

tradition of democracy and are both constitutional monarchies. From a geographical point of 

view, both of these nations are and always have been largely defined by their proximity to the 

sea and how they made use of it. Both were once important colonial powers and during the 

20
th

 century experienced several waves of immigration which brought extensive changes to 

their societies. Their political systems, on the other hand, are very different. While the House 

of Commons, the centre of power in the United Kingdom, is elected using the First-past-the-

post system, which in Britain tends to generate a two-and-half-party system, the elections to 

the more important of the two chambers of the Dutch parliament, Tweede Kamer, are 

extremely proportional: the whole country is counted as one single constituency. As a result, 

Tweede Kamer has representatives from ten to twelve political parties on average, and 

governments are formed as a result of complex negotiations between several political parties 

and typically involve three or even more coalition parties.  
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What I personally find interesting is why the process develops quicker in some countries 

than in others, and why it starts sooner in some countries than in others. It is clear that the 

reasons are historical, cultural, socio-demographic and also institutional, and quite complex.  

I will explore the various factors that play a role in the emergence, development and 

decline of party identification. I will compare changing party identification in the United 

Kingdom and the Netherlands and try to determine the causes and effects of this process. I 

will look into the question how does this reflect in levels of electoral volatility. I‘m going to 

focus on the dynamics of party identification in these two countries from the 1960s to the 

present day.  
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1.2. Research questions and hypothesis 

 In my thesis I would like to focus on the research of these following problems: 

 

Question 1. What factors influence the emergence, development and 

eventual decline of voter‘s party identification? 

 

Question 2. How has party identification declined in the United Kingdom 

in comparison to the Netherlands and how does this reflect in 

levels of electoral volatility? 

 

 I shall follow these selected hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis A. A direct correlation exists between the development and 

intensity of individual‘s party identification and his social 

background; especially his own social class and status, 

situation of his family during his childhood and his value 

orientation.  

 

Hypothesis B. Both British and Dutch voters have on average similarly strong 

party identification and electoral volatility. 
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 1.3. Methodology 

My thesis shall be based on a comparative case study in which I will examine and 

compare the sources and development of party identification in the United Kingdom and the 

Netherlands. 

To check my hypothesis I will apply qualitative analysis and will examine data 

collected from eligible British and Dutch voters collected through an online questionnaire in 

two language versions (English and Dutch). The number of respondents is of course limited 

by the nature of its origin: by the fact it is conducted privately, without any funding and 

within student means. The number of respondents varies between 40 and 50 for each 

respective country. But this relatively small sample of voters should nevertheless shed light 

on existing general trends and allow validating or disproving of my initial hypotheses. To 

achieve maximal comparability, both versions of the questionnaire contain identical questions 

and will logically only differ in reply options when inquiring about respondents preferred 

political parties, because the party systems of the respective countries of course a have 

different political parties.  

I will also compare the outcome of my analysis with results of two respected electoral 

studies.  
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  1.4. Literature overview 

 Electoral behaviour including the party identification phenomenon is by now fairly well 

researched topic.  I have researched essential theories mainly in works written by British, 

American, Dutch and Scandinavian scientists. The works and research of Russel J. Dalton, 

Angus Campbell, Jacques Thomassen, Peter Mair, Ronald F. Inglehart, Scott Flanaghan, 

Martin P. Wattenberg, Frode Berglund, André Krouwel, William P. Shively and Kees Aarts 

have provided sufficient theoretical basis for my thesis.  

 Electoral surveys are an important research tool in the scientific endeavour to 

understand why people vote, and how and why they vote the way they do. They are used in by 

both the academic and non-academic communities, and can significantly contribute to the 

understanding of political attitudes and behaviour. I have decided to use the British Electoral 

Study, compiled by a team lead by professor David Sanders from the University of Essex, 

which has been conducting panel research focused on British electoral behaviour since 1963. 

[British Election Study, 2011] For the comparison of results in from the Dutch respondents 

I‘m going to the data from the Dutch Parliamentary Electoral Study which is conducted by a 

team lead by professor Kaas Aarts from the University of Twente. [Todosijević, Aarts, Van 

der Kaap, 2010] 
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1.5. Terminology 

 

Party identification 

Angus Campbell first defined party identification as a psychological tie between a voter 

and a political party. According to Campbell, this individual attachment is a psychological 

reality for virtually the entire electorate, and each person can be placed on a continuum of 

partisanship. [Campbell, 1960, p. 121–123]  

Party identification has the function of ensuring people‘s lasting attachment to a political 

party. In the orthodox view, party identification is a long-term, affective, psychological 

identification with one‘s preferred political party. As such it is even comparable with religious 

affiliation. [Thomassen, 2005, p. 105] 

 

 Socialisation 

 Socialisation is a process of inheriting, transferring and spreading norms, customs, values 

and ideologies that aims to provide an individual with the skills and habits necessary for 

social participation.  It acts as a warranty of the continuity of social and cultural values. This 

process is active during the whole life of an individual. It starts with the parental influence 

and upbringing and other influence agents such as wider family, peers, teachers, various other 

authorities and eventually also wider social community come into picture in later life. 

[Clausen, 1968, p. 5] 

 

 Social class 

 Karl Marx has defined social class as a combination of objectively shared relations to 

means of production and subjective perception of shared belonging to a social class by 

sharing similar conditions and common interest with others. This shared ‗class consciousness‘ 

can be then projected into organized groups and social institutions such as work unions, social 

clubs and charities. The different relationships to means of production shape and devide 

human society into distinct classes which, according to Marx, fight for the control over these 

means. Whereas Marx‘s definition of social class is determined solely by materialist ideas, 

after examining social structure of many countries, Max Webber argued that social class does 

not in itself constitute a community. According to Weber social class is not the sole 

determinant of one‘s position in society, but rather one of three key factors. In his view social 

structure emerges from a dynamic relationship between several determinants: class, status and 
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power. Individual‘s social class is determined by his economic position in society. His social 

status is derived from the estimations of his honour or prestige in society; it is not necessarily 

connected to his economic position in society. The last key factor contributing to individual‘s 

position in social structure is power, specifically the access to it and the ability to execute it 

and thus being able to force ones decisions and visions on other members of society. [Grusky, 

Manwai, Szelényi, 2001, p. 113-125]  

 

 Social cleavages 

The theory of social cleavages first introduced by Martin S. Lipset and Stein Rokkan in 

1967 suggests that modern European party systems were moulded by a series of historical 

conflicts which stem from four social revolutions. The religious revolution has shaped the 

European societies along the church - state cleavage. And gave rise to secular political parties 

and parties which supported the influence of church. In societies with both Catholic and 

Protestant denominations (such as the Netherlands) this dimension can be internally split 

further to mirror these distinctive denominations. The national revolution which took place in 

the 19
th

 century caused a dominant (imperial) - subject (colonial) cleavage and championed 

political parties who focused on the issue of national sovereignty against the foreign-

controlled state. The industrial revolution and subsequent commercialization of agriculture as 

well as industrial production and rapid urbanization have also changed the society during the 

19
th

 century and interests of the agricultural rural areas and industrialized and urbanized cities 

collided. In the political dimension, rural – urban cleavage has brought a conflict over issues 

such as free trade and protection from cheap foreign import. The fourth and final cleavage 

suggested by Lipset and Rokkan is a product of the proletarian revolution. The conflict 

between the mass of impoverished working class mainly concentrated in densely populated 

industrial cities and their employers, owners of these businesses, led to the emergence of 

social democratic labour parties. The workers – owners cleavage, also simply known and the 

left-right cleavage has dominated the political arena since the late 19
th

 century and throughout 

the whole 20
th

 century. Only when the most developed societies started to transition into 

advanced industrial societies, has the left-right cleavage started to lose its dominance. [Lipset, 

Rokkan, 1967; as cited in: Arter, 1999, p. 51-52] Additionally, David Arter suggested that a 

fifth cultural revolution, the Bolshevik revolution, has created another significant and durable 

cleavage when the radical Bolsheviks split from the mainstream of the social democratic 

movement and created communist parties on the extreme left of the political spectrum. [Arter, 

1999, p. 51-52] 
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According to Lipset and Rokkan, the continued interaction of society along these conflict 

lines created separate and very durable social identities, institutions and patterns of political 

competition that created in every country a distinctive party system and effected its long-term 

stability to such a degree that political science refers to these political systems ‗frozen party 

systems‘.  [Lipset, Rokkan, 1967; as cited in: Arter, 1999, p. 51-52] 

 The influence of traditional social cleavages in the sense of Lipsets‘ and Rokkans‘ 

original theory has since declined, but some academics suggest that new social cleavages may 

be emerging. [Kriesi et al., 2006, p. 6-7; Aarts, Thomassen, 2008, p. 208-210] 

  

Post-materialism 

 Individuals in economically advanced societies who grew up in economic security and 

political stability as opposed to conditions of scarcity have a tendency to value economic and 

existential values less and instead become more focused on non-economic values such as 

social justice, human rights, democracy, care for environment. Roald Inglehart who first 

developed this theory in his work Silent Revolution (1971) called these values post-

materialist. [Inglehart, 1971, p. 991-1017]  

 

Partisan realignment and dealignment  

In the context of electoral studies the term realignment describes a process when a large 

part of voters loses its party affiliation and attaches their support to a different political party. 

Partisan dealignment describes a similar trend, the crucial difference being, that the electorate 

then doesn‘t become attached to any other political party. [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 22-

23] These processes are typically linked to increased electoral volatility throughout a whole 

party system. 

 

Consociational democracy  

The theory of consociational democracy describes a model of democratic political system 

characteristic for plural or segmented societies or a specific form of relationship, a product of 

such political system, between its political elites who represent the individual social segments. 

Arendt Lijphart first developed this term and theory in 1968 in this work The Politics of 

Accomodation, Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands, and later expanded his theory in 

Democracy in Plural Societies (1977). This model of democratic political system is according 

to Lijphart exceptionally well suited for societies with deep internal divisions along ethnic, 

religious, or linguistic lines, where none of the groups is big enough to become a majority 
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group. Consociational democracy is characterised by grand coalition, right to mutual veto, 

proportionality and autonomy of individual social segments. Stability is being preserved by 

consultation among the political elite who act as representatives of their respective social 

segments. These social segments are divided from each other, essentially coexist in parallel, 

and other organize their affairs autonomously. Lijphart used the example of pillarised society 

of the Netherlands as an example of this model. [Říchová, 2000, p. 197-221] 
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2. Theoretical part 

  2.1. Overview of theories of party identification 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the term ―party identification‖ was first defined by 

Angus Campbell. Campbell describes party identification as a psychological tie between a 

voter and a political party. This attachment is individual, and each voter has a psychological 

connection to some political actor or political party. The entire electorate can be placed on a 

continuum of partisanship. Campbell, of course, mostly had in mind the U.S. party system, 

which is bipolar, thus allowing the U.S. electorate to be placed on a one-dimensional scale 

extending from strongly Republican to weakly Republican, through to Independent and 

weakly Democratic, to strongly Democratic. [Campbell, 1960, p. 121–123]  

As more research has been conducted over the past decades, the understanding of party 

identification has gradually changed; it is now viewed as instrumental, changeable 

psychological tie responsive to events and to individuals‘ attitudes towards contemporary 

political issues. [Niemi, Jennings, 1991, p. 970] 

Frode Berglund points out that party identification is one of many factors (in principle, an 

indefinite number) which influence a voter‘s party choice. Party identification itself is the 

product of a number of factors which can be clustered under the following categories: 

economic structure, social stratification, historical patterns and group loyalty.  Identification 

in turn feeds voters attitudes, candidate image and the choice of party itself. (Figure 1) 

[Berglund, 2003, p.18] 

 

Figure 1: Causal Chain Behind Voting 

[Berglund, 2003, p.17] 
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Dimensions 

Most European multipartisan systems, however, would require a multidimensional 

system of several connected scales. According to Phillips Shively party identification is less 

functional among European voters than U.S. voters. In his view these psychological ties to 

political parties provide U.S. voters with a shortcut to making all kinds of decisions, including 

political ones, whereas European voters do not need these ties for making quick political 

decisions as much as the Americans. This is simply due to the fact that, in European political 

systems, this function was already fulfilled by strong ties to social class or religion which are 

strongly connected to a particular political party. [Shively, 1979, p. 1050] 

 

Functional theory 

One of the essential functions of party identification is that it works as an orientation 

device for voters‘ political evaluations. [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 20] “Once an 

individual becomes psychologically attached to a party, he or she tends to see politics from a 

partisan perspective. Being a Social Democratic identifier makes one more likely to be 

sympathetic to social democratic leaders and the policies they advocate, and sceptical of the 

leaders and policies of the opposing parties. Faced by a new issue or political controversy, 

the knowledge of what position is favoured by one‟s own party is a valuable cue in developing 

one‟s own position.” [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 20] Party identification functions as a 

perceptual screen through which an individual views different issues. The stronger the bond 

of political identification, the stronger the distortion of perspective. [Campbell, 1960, p. 132–

133] Russell Dalton claims that in comparison to social or group cues such as social class or 

religion, party attachments relate to a wider range of political phenomena, because political 

parties are more central to the political process.  According to Morris Fiorina voters form a 

bond to a political party and use it as a shortcut for orientation in politics. Partisanship has 

formed as a cost- and time-saving device which enables individuals to make quick political 

judgements and decisions based on their partisan identities. [Fiorina, Morris, 1990. as cited in:  

Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 21] These ties are, of course, most important when elections are 

taking place. “For the unsophisticated voter, a long-term partisan loyalty and repeated 

experience with one‟s preferred party provides a clear and low-cost cue for voting. Even for 

the sophisticated citizen, a candidate‟s party affiliation normally signifies a policy 

programme that can serve as the basis for reasonable political choice. Similarly, partisanship 

gives party leaders an expected base of popular support which generally (within limits) views 
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their actions in a favourable light and supports them at the next election. Most established 

political parties enter elections with a standing commitment from their past supporters, and 

partisan ties encourage a stability and continuity in electoral results. Electoral change 

normally occurs at the margins of these partisan coalitions.” [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 

21] 

Party identification also has an important mobilizing function. In a manner not unlike 

sports fandom, psychological ties to political parties also draw individuals into the political 

process. Generally the stronger party identification a person has, the more likely he or she is 

to openly support his or her preferred political party and actively participate in a campaign on 

its behalf. [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 21] 

Thirdly, partisanship includes a variety of normative attitudes about the role that political 

parties should play in a democratic system. According to Herbert Weisberg party 

identification has multiple dimensions and is involved in, among other things, evaluating 

political parties and keeping independence from parties, and influences support for the 

institution of the party system in and of itself. [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 21] 

William Phillips Shively argued that five separate variables affect the emergence of party 

identification through and individual‘s decisions. [Shively, 1979, p. 1040 - 1042] 

First of all, one has to feel the need to participate in politics in some way. Not everyone 

feels the need to vote or express a political view, or even to have one. “The spread of the 

franchise and of the expectation that it should be generally exercised must gave spread this 

need through most of the populations with which we are concerned in studies of voting 

behaviour. However, it is not necessarily true that this need is felt equally strongly by 

everyone ..., or that it is equally widespread in all countries or that it is equally widespread in 

any given country throughout that country‟s history. The more strongly the need to 

participate is felt … the more the decisional function will tend to produce some guide, such as 

party identification.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1041]  

Secondly, we must take into account the cost of information one would have to pay. 

Acquiring the information necessary to make a choice of any sort carries a cost. The price 

may be literal (the price of newspapers, a TV set, internet and so on) or non-monetary (the 

time needed to absorb the information or research it, the strain in dealing with contradictory 

information, the effort to organise and remember facts and so on) and these costs vary 

considerably from individual to individual, from country to country. [Shively, 1979, p. 1041] 

Thirdly, one must actually have access to the resources to be able to pay the price of the 

information. The expansion of news available in newspapers and TV since the 1950s and 
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1960s, and nowadays on the internet, has caused the price of information to be lower than 

ever before. And as the level of education has risen in most countries, it is now relatively easy 

for all voters to access information, as well as to sort and compare the information in order to 

form their own political views. [Shively, 1979, p. 1041] “The more „expensive‟ political 

information is, the more the decisional function will tend to produce a guide such as a party 

identification; and the lower the resources available to individuals to pay those costs, the 

more the decisional function will tend to produce such a guide.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1041]  

The concern for the quality of the decision also has to be taken into account. The desired 

quality of the decision will affect the decision of whether to take a shortcut or invest energy 

and various other resources to gather more information and make a decision based on more 

expert knowledge. [Shively, 1979, p. 1040] “To the extent that a person does not care a great 

deal whether the vote is cast wisely or not, low-information shortcuts such as party 

identification will be relatively attractive. At very low levels of concern, shortcuts with even 

less informational content than party identification might be chosen; for instance the voter 

might simply flip a coin. The degree of concern for the quality of decisions must vary to some 

extent among individuals and across space and time. Of available guides, party identification 

should generally involve a relatively low level of information. … A moderately low level on 

concern – but not the very lowest – will be associated with the level of development of party 

identification.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1041]  

Lastly, it is important to consider the availability of efficient alternative decisional 

shortcuts. Party identification is only one of the decisional shortcuts which can be used. A 

commonly used decisional shortcut is picking some other significant person (such as one‘s 

partner, spouse, boss or union head, for example) and voting as that person suggests. Another 

shortcut, often used by individuals with high class consciousness, is voting according to the 

perceived interests of one‘s class. In this case, the social class itself, rather than the political 

party commonly linked to the class, acts as the decisional shortcut. Shively suggests that the 

weakness of the direct ties between voters and political parties that have developed in 

Western Europe may very likely be the result of the generally strong ties to social class or 

religion, which significantly weaken the need for any direct link between voters and political 

parties.  [Shively, 1979, p. 1040–1041] “If there is available to the voter some other shortcut 

to decisions which is closer to his or her preferred combination of information costs and 

decision-quality than identification with any of the parties, then the voter will not identify with 

a party. Instead, the voter will use the alternative shortcut.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1041] 

Choosing a decisional shortcut other than party identification does not mean that a voter will 
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no longer be associated with a political party. “Voting according to the interests of one‟s 

class, for instance, requires one to vote for the party which represents the class. … Such 

association differs from party identification, however, in that there is no direct tie to the 

party. The party itself is not a direct guide to voting choice. Expressed partisanship, then, will 

be synonymous with the vote and parties as such will not serve as guides to organize 

behaviour.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1041–1042] Shively further predicts that under these changed 

circumstances electoral behaviour would become more volatile and the party system would 

become less stable. [Shively, 1979, p. 1042] 

It is worth mentioning the two extremes of the spectrum. For those who are essentially 

unmotivated to vote, the cost of obtaining the necessary information matters very little, and 

such an individual will not develop any party identification. Equally, if perfect information 

was available, voters would not need to develop an identification with any political party 

regardless of the strength of their motivation to vote, because they could make an accurate 

and perfectly rational decision without forming any personal psychological connection to the 

party. [Shively, 1979, p. 1042] 

Having examined the effects of these five factors in detail, Shively states that the first 

three (motivation, magnitude of information costs and the capacity to bear the information 

costs) are linearly associated with a tendency to identify with political parties. The higher the 

motivation to politically participate, the higher the cost of information and the greater the 

resources available to pay these costs, the less likely it is that an individual will develop a 

functional party identification. The fourth factor (concern for quality of decision) would 

produce a U-shaped curve if we were to graphically express its relation to identification with a 

political party: as mentioned earlier, only those with a moderately low level of concern for the 

quality of their decision are likely to develop a party identification. Those with very low or 

very high concern for quality of their political decision are far more likely not to rely on party 

identification at all: the former, because they do not feel that they need it; and the latter, 

because they seek a more reliable guide.  [Shively, 1979, p. 1042] As for the last group of 

factors: “The fifth condition (availability of alternative guides) stands rather apart from the 

first four, since it is not related to the need to for some sort of decisional guide. Rather, if 

some guide is needed, it will affect the probability that party identification is the guide which 

develops.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1042]  
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Evolution of Party Identification: - Socialisation theory 

 Party identification and political preferences in general stem from several sources. Some 

of them are obvious, while some factors are more complex. 

One‘s family environment evidently has a strong influence on one‘s future political 

preferences. According to Angus Campbell a psychological tie to a certain political party 

typically begins before the individual reaches voting age. One‘s political orientation strongly 

reflects his immediate social environment, particularly his family background. Campbell‘s 

research data (1958) showed that a majority of voters shared their parents‘ political 

preferences and that even a significant part of those who have a political affiliation different 

from that of their parents actually inherited their parents‘ political views and carried them into 

early adulthood, only to change their political preferences later. Another general pattern 

clearly shows that the more ―actively concerned‖ with politics one‘s parents were, the 

stronger the party identification one tends to develop. In contrast, people from families with 

no clear political orientation tend strongly toward non-partisan positions themselves. 

[Campbell, 1960, p. 146–147]  

Shively suggests that it is not clear to what extent one‘s adult party identification can be 

traced back to childhood. Although it is evident that adults frequently identify with the same 

political party as their parents, it is not entirely clear that this is due to direct transmission of 

party identification, rather than because children share their parents‘ social situation and many 

of their values. [Shively, 1979, p. 1039–1040] 

Christopher H. Achen notes that, although the social-psychological tradition has often 

considered children to be passive recipients of parental political choices, it is important to ask 

why teenagers would accept their parents‘ advise about political parties and whom to vote for, 

when they so often reject their parents‘ advise on so many other topics, ranging from practical 

issues of everyday life to important decisions about education, choice of partners and lifestyle. 

He suggests that “parent and child will often occupy similar positions in the social structure, 

and thus parental experience is likely to be relevant to the child‟s future adult life.” [Achen, 

2002, p. 152]  

Richard G. Niemi and M. Kent Jennings state that, although it is generally expected that 

parental influence will be a very significant factor in developing an identification with a 

political party and that this influence will later decline with age, it is not clear when and to 

what degree parental influence declines and youthful opinions take effect, and what sort of 

events and experiences affect this process. Another question regarding the erosion of parental 

tradition emerges: “The view that partisanship responds to contemporary issues implies, at 
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least on the surface, a continual decline until at some point parental effects become 

vanishingly small. On the other hand, at least two factors work against this. Firstly, 

partisanship becomes less responsive to current political forces as individuals age, suggesting 

that there might be a levelling-off point at which ordinary issues are less and less likely to 

pull people away from their parents‟ views, which also suggests that apparent parental 

influence will not vanish.” [Niemi, Jennings, 1991, p. 971–972]  

It is evident that social changes in the decades after Campbell conducted his initial 

research have brought about a significant change, and particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, the 

proportion of voters who shared their parents‘ political preferences has declined. Even if this 

tendency has weakened, it is still clearly visible and testifies to the persisting importance of 

socialisation in the family and passing values from one generation to the next. 

An individual‘s own involvement in politics also contributes to the development of strong 

psychological ties to a political party. People with a continuing interest in politics tend to 

maintain a stronger party identification. [Campbell, 1960, p. 144-145]   

While enhanced social mobility, an accelerated pace of change, an explosion of available 

information and the need to constantly adjust to new changes in their situation inevitably push 

young voters to re-examine and possibly change the political inclinations they took from their 

parents, parental socialisation has definitely remained an important orientation tool for young 

adults who have yet to experience politics on their own and form their own political views.  

 

Changes and fluctuations in party identification  

Changes in party identifications may be divided into two categories according to how 

they came about. Personal forces affect individuals selectively without influencing larger 

sections of society to which they belong. A range of circumstances in the life of ordinary 

citizens can typically change their political preferences. These changes tend to be linked to a 

change in social environment and can be summed up as the changes that come with the cycle 

of life: changes in close personal relationships such as marriage and parenthood, the 

difference between being an employee or employer, old age, change of residence etc. 

[Campbell, 1960, p. 149–150] “A marriage, a new job or a change in neighbourhood may 

place a person under strong social pressure to conform to political values different from his 

own. … Although there are many strong-minded people who hold out despite the pressures 

implicit in this type of situation, others find it more congenial to accept the coloration of those 

persons or groups whose approval they value.” [Campbell, 1960, p. 150] Campbell linked the 

rising fluctuation in party identification with rising social mobility and predicted that changes 
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in an individual‘s political affiliation would become even more common in the future. 

[Campbell, 1960, p. 150]   

On the other hand, common experiences shared by large segments of the population tend 

to have a cumulative effect. The political consequences of these changes may be profound if 

these shared experiences are intense and widespread enough. Campbell suggests that 

community patterns of party affiliation are remarkably persistent and are able to survive long 

after the trigger event which created such a pattern. In his terminology these are changes 

produced by social forces. In some cases these changes can strike different segments of the 

electorate in different ways and thus have contrasting political effects. This phenomenon of 

polarisation often occurs as a consequence of deep economic changes. The resulting shifts of 

partisanship can sometimes change the composition of support of each political party without 

actually changing the balance and relative proportions of support for each political party. On 

the other hand if the shifts caused by one social force are not balanced out by movement in 

the opposite direction, the impact on the party landscape and political system can be huge. 

Only experiences of extremely intense events such as a great national crisis, deep economic 

crisis or war and personal experiences of progressing through the cycle of life tend to have the 

potential to disrupt established long-term political preferences and change the political 

makeup of a country. Campbell mentions the American Civil War (1861–1865) and the Great 

Depression (1929–1939) as concrete examples from the American political landscape. 

[Campbell, 1960, p. 151–153]  

 

Intensity - influence of social class, education and age 

 The stronger a society‘s patterns of party identification, the more stable the party system 

and the more predictable the results of its elections. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 106] 

Campbell argues that an individual‘s party identification tends to get stronger and more stable 

with age. The longer one considers oneself somehow connected to a political party, the 

stronger one‘s loyalty will become. [Campbell, 1960, p. 161–163] “Age is considered as the 

most important factor in the development of party identification.” [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 

111]  To form a stable party identification an individual generally needs to experience several 

elections and start making political decisions for himself or herself based on his or her own 

personal circumstances and with less of an influence from his or her parents. Young voters 

usually enter this stage within a couple of years of moving out from their parents‘ home. In 

1958 Angus Campbell observed: “Young people, just entering the electorate, are more likely 

than any of the older age groups to call themselves Independents. This proportion drops 
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among people in their late twenties and thirties and is accompanied by a proportionate 

increase in the number of strong identifiers.” [Campbell, 1960, p. 161] Research conducted 

by Frode Berglund, Sören Holmberg, Hermann Schmitt and Jacques Thomassen in 2001 

suggests that this may well be the general rule, but that other factors (such as level of 

education) also play a significant role in the changing intensity of party identification during 

the lifetime of an individual voter. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 111–115]  On the other hand 

Shively argues that this explanation does not suffice “No explanation has been offered as to 

why adults should progressively identify with parties in greater numbers as they age.” 

[Shively, 1979, p. 1045] Based on his research, he suggests that the part of the life cycle 

which involves the acquisition (as distinct from the strengthening) of party identification is 

largely caused by the effect of the decisional function. “Identification and its strength are 

potentially separate phenomena and should be treated separately, since it appears that they 

may develop by different processes.” [Shively, 1979, p. 1047]  

 Frode Berglund, Sören Holmberg, Hermann Schmitt and Jacques Thomassen, exploring 

the relationship between level of education and intensity of party identification, tested the 

hypothesis that voters with a lower level of education tend to have a stronger party 

identification and voters with a higher level of education are far more likely to see themselves 

as independent voters. Their research conducted in the United Kingdom, Denmark, Sweden 

and Norway, suggested that voters in these countries do indeed follow this general pattern, 

although the differences between various levels of education have become smaller in recent 

decades. On the other hand data collected in the Netherlands (and Germany) contradict this 

hypothesis. Unlike British (and Scandinavian) voters with higher education, Dutch (and 

German) voters with higher education tend to have stronger party affiliations then their less 

educated compatriots. It is the Dutch (and German) voters with lower levels of education who 

are far more likely to be independent. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 111–115] Examining the 

dynamics of party identification among different educational groups, Shively suggests that, if 

a political party presents itself as a party of the lower social classes or an upper-class party, its 

class characteristics should reinforce the operation of the decisional function. The least 

educated social groups should strengthen in partisanship because of both the class benefits 

they receive from the party and the feeling of satisfaction that party identification brings. 

Upper-class parties, however, are affected by two contradictory processes: “From its class 

nature we should expect a positive relationship between education and strengthening, while 

from the decisional function we would expect a negative relationship. Depending on the 

relative force of the two processes, the resulting curve might be positive, U-shaped, or 
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(relatively weakly) negative.”  [Shively, 1979, p. 1047] Shively examined and compared data 

from the British Conservative and Labour Parties from 1964 to 1970 and the American 

Republican and Democratic Parties from the periods 1956–1960 and 1972–1976. He found 

that the curve of party identification for the Conservatives, whom class interest and the 

decisional function pull in different directions, is indeed U-shaped; that is, it has a dip in the 

middle. In the case of the Labour Party, the class interest and the decisional function should 

have an effect in the same direction, and the curve of party identification for the Labour was 

indeed found to slope downward as income increased. The two British parties thus hold a 

strong social class bias. The American parties, on the other hand, both appeared to be 

predominantly upper-class parties during the observed periods. Although the upper-class bias 

of the Republicans was stronger than that of the Democrats, the party identification curves of 

both parties are either U-shaped (1956–1960) or positive (1972–1976). [Shively, 1979, p. 

1048]  

 Examining the effect of factors of age and education, Berglund and his colleagues 

provided evidence of an important generational change. Overall, younger generations tend to 

attain a higher level of education than their parents and grandparents. And while age — that 

is, the length of time one has been able to experience a personal identification with a 

particular political party — should be the most important factor, the research lead by 

Berglund and Thomassen shows that the general rule that more educated people are less likely 

to develop partisan connections is no longer true in the case of the younger generation. On the 

contrary: “Among younger generations people with a lower instead of a higher level of 

education tend to turn their back to political parties.” [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 111–115]  

 Berglund and his colleagues also conclude that voters who perceive larger differences 

among political parties tend to develop a stronger party identification. Their work confirms 

the intuitively sensible idea that stronger polarisation within a political spectrum is tightly 

linked with a stronger sense of partisanship. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 119] Therefore the 

size of the impulse needed to shift an individual‘s political identification is in direct 

proportion with the time he or she has maintained his or her party affiliation. The longer one 

has identified with a certain party, the stronger the impulse needed to change one‘s political 

alliance. “As time passes, stress of increasing severity must be required to induce him to shift 

his allegiance to the opposing party, or even to cast a vote “away” from his party. Moreover, 

if he is in fact driven one party to the other by critical events during his adult life, the rate at 

which his identification with the new party will develop will be less rapid the more advanced 

his age.” [Campbell, 1960, p. 163–164] Logically, then the more often an individual changes 
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his political preference, the shallower his ties to his new preferred party and the more likely 

he is to change his political preference once more.  

 

Party identification in the U.S. and Europe 

 Many academics have pointed out that the party identification of the U.S. electorate 

seems to be stronger than the party identification of citizens of European countries in general. 

[Shively, 1979, p. 1049–1050; Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 107]  Shively suggests that unlike 

Americans, who essentially have a choice between two broad but upper-class parties, 

European
1
 class-conscious voters had a variety of parties clearly linked to specific social 

classes and social segments defined by religion. For this reason, Europeans may have failed to 

develop stronger ties to political parties. Finally, he predicts that European voters may start to 

develop stronger party identification due to eroding class structure and changing social 

conditions. [Shively, 1979, p. 1050] 

 

Modernisation, change of values and generational replacement 

 While political identification serves as a cost-saving device for citizens, the explosion of 

information which is now readily available due to modern technology, mass media and the 

dramatic spread of education in advanced industrial democracies has given voters more tools 

for understanding and navigating complicated political landscapes. The cost of acquiring 

information has been reduced and voters no longer need to rely on the information provided 

by their preferred political party as much as they used to. “This process of cognitive 

modernisation has increased voters‟ political sophistication and their ability to deal with the 

complexity of politics – and this may have decreased the functional need for partisanship 

among many better-educated and politically involved citizens.” [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 

32] 

 The theory of modernisation and generational replacement explains changes in politics 

through developments in society.  to this the to “According to this theory the traditional 

social cleavages as determinants of political judgements and party preferences will not be 

followed by any structural dividing lines, but by an individualization of politics.‖ [Aarts, 

Thomassen, 2008, p. 44] According to this theory the voters will base their decision what 

political party to vote for on their own evaluation of issues of the day, the performance record 

of the incumbent government and their evaluation of individual politicians. Logically, large 

                                                           

1 
 Meaning Western European democracies of that period (1970). 
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fluctuations of electorate between parties are is expected as a result. [Aarts, Thomassen, 2008, 

p. 44]  The evolution of advanced industrial society has brought with it new conflicts and new 

political views which are not centred on the economic conflicts of social classes emphasised 

by Karl Marx and his followers. Ronald Inglehart has called this phenomenon the diminishing 

marginal utility of economic determinism. “Economic factors tend to play a decisive role 

under conditions of scarcity, but as scarcity diminishes, other factors shape society to an 

increasing degree.” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1289] Inglehart demonstrated that the 

level of economic development and quality of life are key factors in the process of these 

ongoing socio-political changes. He has used gross national product (GNP) per capita, human 

life expectancy and the stability of the electorate to illustrate this correlation. Quality of life 

expressed by human life expectancy is closely related to a country‘s level of economic 

development, especially among economically weaker demographical groups. In 1987 

Inglehart noted that around a GNP of 2000 USD per capita, economic factors become less 

important. Economic development also increases the equality of income distribution. Above 

the GNP of 3500 USD per capita threshold, however, there is very little further development 

in the equality of income distribution or in change of values. Only the transition from an 

environment of scarcity to one of relative economic safety causes a significant change of 

values in a society. [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1290–1292] As a result of inflation and 

other economic processes, the thresholds (expressed in GNP per capita) have of course 

changed since 1987, but the principle stays the same. “Political support for increased income 

equality reaches a point of diminishing returns at a level well short of perfect equality.” 

[Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1292] 

   In a democratic and well-functioning society some level of income inequality may be 

tolerable to the lower paid classes. Under these circumstances large parts of society start to 

lose the will for the further development of a welfare state and, when making political 

decisions, more and more citizens cease to be motivated purely by economic self-interest. 

Using data from Euro-Barometer research and Eurostat from eleven democratic European 

countries (including United Kingdom and the Netherlands) from between 1979 and 1983, 

Inglehart illustrates that support for traditional policies of left-wing political parties steadily 

declines with a rising level of economic development. (Table 1) [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, 

p. 1315] 
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Table 1: Support for the Classic Economic Policies  

of the Left by Level of Economic Development (1979 - 1983) 

  % in favour of 

Nation (Ranked by 

GDP per caita) 

1982 GDP 

per capita 

(European 

Currency 

units) 

Reducing 

Income 

Inequality 

More 

Government 

Management 

of the 

Economy 

More  

Nationalizati

on  

of Industry 

Mean for 

3 issues 

1. Greece 3 958 95 82 80 86 

2. Ireland 5 408 90 72 64 75 

3. Italy 6 287 88 68 36 64 

4. Northern Ireland 6 852 76 65 57 66 

5. Belgium 8 735 87 53 42 61 

6. Great Britain 8 755 73 64 46 61 

7. Luxembourg 9 407 82 60 31 58 

8. Netherlands 9 830 78 64 32 58 

9. France 10 237 93 63 44 67 

10. Germany 10 927 80 52 41 58 

11. Denmark 11 194 71 57 19   49 

[Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1293]  

 

The survey inquired about respondents‘ attitude toward income redistribution, government 

control of the economy and nationalisation of industry, and compared the percentage of those 

in favour of these policies (traditionally linked with the Left) with their country‘s level of 

economic development expressed by GDP per capita. Citizens of countries with the highest 

GDP per capita, most progressive welfare states and highest level of income equality are 

clearly the least supportive of further expanding these left-wing policies. Conversely, citizens 

of the countries with the lowest GDP per capita are most interested in such reforms. 

[Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1292–1293] As economic factors become less important for 

shaping the political landscape with rising economic development, other kinds of cleavages 

emerge. Inglehart suggests that the increase in the polarisation of the political arena over non-

economic values is due to the increase in economic security and political stability in Western 

democratic societies in the era following World War II and the experiences that shaped the 

youth reaching adulthood during the 1960s. This has caused a major value shift between the 

pre-war and post-war generations. “Early instilled values tend to persist throughout a given 

individual‟s life. In context with the unprecedented economic development of the post-war 

era, these hypotheses simply imply a shift from materialist toward post-materialist values. At 

the individual level, we should find sizeable and persisting differences between the values 

priorities of young and old, reflecting their differing in formative experiences; but at the 

societal level, the shift will manifest itself only gradually, as one generation replaces 
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another.” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1296] This hypothesis was supported by an analysis 

of a large data set from twenty-six different countries which clearly revealed dramatic 

differences between the values and objectives of young and old citizens. Those who lived 

through or grew up during the global economic depression of the 1930s and experienced one 

or both of the devastating World Wars understandably held very different values and priorities 

than younger generations. Logically, pre-war generations who experienced scarcity and lived 

through an actual war were more focused on security and material values. The post-war 

generation, on the other hand, grew up during a period of great economic boom, and although 

the Cold War was a serious security issue, it did not present any significant material 

challenges. The fear of a new war in which nuclear weapons would be used only strengthened 

the emphasis on post-materialist values like peace, international cooperation, human rights 

and justice. It is not surprising, then, that the youth in Western democracies looked to post-

material values when deciding which political party to support. The emerging political parties 

of the New Left have managed to recruit members and supporters from both a working class 

background and high-income groups which used to support the Right. 

 Flanaghan suggests that the intergenerational value change along the authoritarian–

libertarian dimension is in fact a result of no less than four distinct changes in the basic 

conditions under which successive generations have been brought up: Growing equality in 

income and lifestyle, the accelerating pace of change, the advance and spread of scientific 

knowledge, and the rise of the ―no-risk‖ society.  [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1311] “… 

new middle-class professionals in the advanced industrial democracies are likely to be non-

materialists, both because of the substantial cushion their incomes provide them with beyond 

basic necessities of life and because the skills they possess are highly valued in post-industrial 

economies, providing them with great job security”.  [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1315] 

 It could be argued that idealism and the emphasis on post-materialist values is a natural 

phenomenon which comes with the importance of justice and discontent and carries through 

from teenage years and the relatively lower level of responsibilities of young adults who do 

not have a family or children to worry about, and that this phase naturally passes and one 

changes one‘s political views to become more concerned with materialist values. Inglehart‘s 

research, however, shows no sign of a gradual conversion to materialism that could be 

attributed to life-cycle developments. Although the oil crises and economic problems of the 

1970s had caused short-term fluctuations as more voters faced real economic hardship, this 

change proved to be only temporary. “When short-term forces returned to normal, a 
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substantial net shift toward post-materialism was manifest, most of it due to intergenerational 

population replacement.” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1296]  

 The materialist Left vs. Right cleavage, of course, still remains dominant in less 

economically developed countries. Values such as individual and political freedom, concern 

for the environment, lifestyle and so on will of course remain secondary if providing 

sufficient food, housing, sanitation and education for one‘s family is a problem. 

 Inglehart points out that “the rise of post-materialist issues tends to neutralize the 

political polarization based on social class” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1297], but this 

may in turn cause part of the working class to turn to the Right and seek assurance for their 

new insecurities. “When post-materialist issues (such as environmentalism, the women‟s 

movement, unilateral disarmament, opposition to nuclear power) become central, they may 

stimulate a reaction in which part of the working class side with the Right, to reaffirm the 

traditional materialist emphasis on economic growth, military security, and domestic order.” 

[Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1297] This clearly leaves potential space for growth for 

authoritarian parties of the New Right.  

 Based on Euro-Barometer and Eurostat data from eleven democratic European countries 

from 1979 to 1983, Inglehart suggests that the electorate has become increasingly polarised 

over the split between materialist and post-materialist values. Right-wing parties have lost 

many post-materialist voters who are now more likely to vote for the Left, but they have also 

become more selective. “One striking consequence is that the Communist have lost their 

relative appeal to post-materialist. … When post-materialism emerged as a significant 

political force in the 1960s, its proponents tended to express themselves in Marxist slogans, 

which were the standard rhetoric of protest in Western Europe. To a large extent the term 

Left meant the Marxist parties, and it was natural for the post-materialists to assume that they 

were Marxists. But in fact there were profound and fundamental disparities between goals of 

the post-materialists and those of the Marxist Left, as the post-materialists gradually 

discovered.”  [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1299–1300] By the end of 1980s the Left in 

Western Europe has evolved and became increasingly non-Marxist, even anti-Marxist and 

independent of the Soviet Union. Although Western European Communists went into decline 

after the 1960s, Inglehart predicted that they are not likely to disappear altogether. [Inglehart, 

Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1300–1302]  

 Younger voters started to gravitate towards New Politics parties–not so much the New 

Right, but the Ecologists and other New Politics parties. [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1300] 
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Realignment and changed political cleavages  

 In a series of articles between 1979 and 1982 Ronald Inglehart and Scott Flanaghan 

exchanged arguments about the true nature of changes of political cleavages. Flanaghan 

opposed Inglehart‘s view and argued that not one, but two different kinds of value changes 

have taken place. The fact that the two used the same terms for conceptual phenomena which 

were similar but not identical and conversely labelled the same phenomena with different 

names made this debate somewhat confusing at times. After new research on the Japanese 

electorate was published, Inglehart has adjusted his theory and made a significant step 

towards resolving the disagreement by publishing his revised theory together with 

Flanaghan‘s in the American Political Science Review in December 1987.  [Inglehart, 

Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1303–1304]  

 Flanaghan points out that the phenomenon of the working-class Tory cannot be simply 

explained by mere realignment of the electorate, because only a small portion of the working 

class show this shift in electoral behaviour. Some working-class voters‘ support for 

conservative right-wing parties cannot lie in their economic policies, because they do not 

defend the economic interests of the working class. “…realignment via embourgeoisement 

applies only to the most affluent portion of the working class.” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 

1305] Inglehart‘s theory holds that the primary cause for post-materialism is the improvement 

of living standards and spreading affluence. Flanaghan, on the other hand, argues that this 

phenomenon is in fact the effect of two distinct dimensions along which values are changing. 

[Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1305] 

 The first value cleavage (Axis 1) arises from the priority an individual attaches to 

economic issues as opposed to non-economic ones, and divides the materialist and non-

materialists (in Inglehart‘s term, post-materialists) and the Old Politics from the New Politics. 

Viewing politics primarily in economic terms, materialists tend to support either the 

traditional Old Right or the traditional Old Left. Non-materialists, on the other hand, 

emphasise value issues over economics, which is reflected in the New Politics, either its 

libertarian or authoritarian side. (Figure 2) [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1305 - 1306] 

 The second value cleavage (Axis 2) divides the New Politics into the New Left, which is 

distinctively libertarian and supports policies such as liberalising abortion, gender equality, 

LGBT rights, protection of the environment, rights of minorities and other quality-of-life 

issues and opposes the use of nuclear power in energy production and nuclear weapons in the 
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military; and the New Right, which reflects the authoritarian side and endorses issues such as 

pro-life policies, traditional moral and religious values, strong defence and patriotism, law and 

order and respect for traditional symbols and offices of authority and opposes immigration 

and rights for minorities and to some degree even gender equality. (Figure 2) [Inglehart, 

Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1306] 

 

Figure 2: Full Cleavage Structure for Advanced Industrial Democracies 

[Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1306] 

 

 Axis 3 represents the traditional cleavage of the Old Right versus the Old Left, which 

reflects the divide between the middle class and the working class. Both of these groups relate 

to politics primarily in materialist terms. (Figure 2) [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1306] 

 Flanaghan suggests that the divisions between the traditional working-class Old Left and 

the authoritarian New Right (on the Old Politics side of Axis 2) and between the non-

materialist New Politics and the authoritarian New Right (on the New Politics side of Axis 3) 

are hazy and often overlapping areas, and in his scheme of the full cleavage structure he 

marked these divisions with a dotted line. (Figure 2) “As the dotted extension of the New Left 

– New Right value cleavage into the Old Politics domain suggests, the Axis 1 value priority 
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distinction and the Axis 2 value preference cleavage are essentially independent of each 

other. Thus we should expect to find libertarian-materialists as well as authoritarian-

materialists. The line is dotted on the Old Politics domain because for the materialist, who 

places greatest priority on economic concerns, the libertarian-authoritarian should have little 

effect on his or her voting behaviour. Similarly, the Axis 3 class cleavage extends as a dotted 

line into the New Politics domain, but for non-materialists these class distinctions will not be 

paramount in their voting decisions.” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1306]  

 The change of circumstances under which post–World War II generations have been 

socialised and the growth of higher education has caused a significant long-term shift from 

authoritarian to libertarian values across Axis 2. Once the number of libertarians in 

democratic advanced industrial societies reached a critical level, they started to push for the 

New Left agenda. “The increasing articulation of libertarian values and the protest 

movements organized to press for the adoption of the New Left agenda mobilized a backlash 

among the authoritarians, who felt that their basic values and way of life were being 

threatened. This increasing polarization on the New Politics issue in turn heightened their 

salience in relation to the Old Politics class issues, which were already on the decline due to 

growing affluence and the success of welfare state. Thus the shift across Axis 2 from a heavily 

asymmetric balance in favour of the traditional values to a more symmetric balance between 

authoritarian and libertarian values heightened the salience of New Politics relative to Old 

Politics issues, thereby inducing movement across Axis 1 as well. Since education is related to 

the class and values cleavages in a cross-cutting pattern, associating high education with 

both the Old Right and the New Left, the combined trends on both dimensions promote the 

middle-class-to-the-Left and working-to-the-right realignment pattern movement Inglehart 

and others have been describing.” [Inglehart, Flanaghan, 1987, p. 1307]  

 In view of Flanagan‘s re-designed scheme of the Full Cleavage Structure (see Figure 2), I 

would like to point out that since the late 1980s, elections in advanced Western democracies 

have shown a new type of voter: the disillusioned authoritarian protest voter. These voters 

typically have working-class or lower-middle-class backgrounds and feel disillusioned by the 

political system and the traditional left-wing parties who no longer advocate for some of the 

issues they hold important (because the Left has abandoned some of its fundamentally left-

wing policies in an attempt to attract more voters from the middle classes in the centre of the 

political spectrum). This type of voter, who feels either betrayed or abandoned by his or her 

traditional party, often either lose their party identification and stop voting altogether or 

realign their weakened party identification to a new political party, typically a protest party 
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with a variable level of populism in their programme and rhetoric; though ideologically quite 

vague, these parties fall somewhere on the non-materialist authoritarian New Right part of the 

spectrum. 

 After it became apparent that the capacity of the traditional cleavages based on social 

class or religion to mobilize voters began to decline, a number of political scientist started to 

examine what would replace these traditional cleavages and if new political cleavages were 

emerging to reshape the political system and eventually provide some kind of new stability. 

[Aarts, Thomassen, 2008, p. 42-43]   

  Following an earlier work by Stefano Bartolini and Peter Mair, Oddbjørn Knutsen and 

Elinor Scarbrough suggested an update to the definition of political cleavages. In their view 

the concept of a cleavage actually includes three distinct phenomena: “A cleavage is first, 

rooted in the relatively persistent social division that gives rise to „objectively‟ identifiable 

groups with a society – according to class, religion, economic or cultural interests. Secondly, 

a cleavage engages some set of values common to members of the group; group members 

know a „common life‟ in do far as they share the same value orientation. Thirdly, a cleavage 

is institutionalized in some form of organization - most commonly a political party, but also in 

churches, unions and other associational groups. Thus voting for a party out of „objective‟ 

group interests without sharing the values of the party does not constitute a cleavage politics; 

or does voting for a party out of shared values without being a member of the associated 

social group. Structural variables or value orientations may yield intelligible accounts of 

voting, but they do not amount to accounts of „cleavage politics‟.” [Aarts, Thomassen, 2008, 

p. 43] Equipped with this strict definition of cleavage, Aarts and Thomassen suggest that no 

new cleavages are replacing the weakened traditional ones and actually the process of partisan 

dealignment is not followed by any subsequent realignment. This finding would follow the 

modernisation theory in its conclusion that traditional social cleavages are losing their ability 

to influence voters party preferences and political decisions, and the decline of traditional 

cleavages will be indeed followed by an era of individualization of politics. [Aarts, 

Thomassen, 2008, p. 44]  

 Having examined newly collected data concerning the supply side of electoral politics 

from six Western European countries (Austria, Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands and 

Switzerland) Hanspeter Kriesi explored the hypothesis of emerging new cleavages. He argues 

that the political arena in these societies has has essentially retained the of cleavages remained 

but the meaning of the two conflict lines, that is Left - Right cleavage and the cleavage of 

church support - cultural secularization, has changed: ‖We expect that the new 
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demarcation/integration conflict will be embedded into the two-dimensional basic structure 

that emerged under the impact of the mobilization by the new social movements, transforming 

it once again. This is our embedding hypothesis. On the social-economic dimension, the new 

conflict can be expected to reinforce the classic opposition between a pro-state and a pro-

market position while giving it a new meaning. The pro-state position is likely to become 

more defensive and more protectionists, while the pro-market position is likely to become 

more assertive in favour of the enhancement of national competitiveness on world markets. At 

the same time, the increasing sectoralization of concerns may drive a wedge between former 

allies on the pro-market side. On the cultural dimension, we expect enhanced opposition to 

the cultural liberalism of the new social movements as a result of the ethnicization of politics: 

the defence of tradition is expected to increasingly take on an ethnic or nationalist 

character.” [Kriesi, et al. 2006, p. 6-7] In addition, he predicts that new issues should be 

integrated into the cultural cleavage, especially the issues of European integration and of 

immigration, which mirror the new political and cultural competition associated with to 

globalization. “The demarcation pole of the new cultural cleavage should be characterised by 

an opposition to the process of European integration and by restrictive positions with regard 

to immigration.” [Kriesi, et al. 2006, p. 7] 

 He further concludes that instead of the new cleavages becoming embedded into the 

already existing conflict lines, one of both of them may eventually develop into functional 

political cleavages and join the two already existing ones. Kriesi however remains sceptical 

about the possibility of this suggested development. “The main reason, why we do not think 

that this is going to happen, has to do with the adaptive capacity of the already existing 

parties. The mainstream parties take up the new preferences, identities, values and interests, 

and interpret and articulate them in their own specific ways. We suggest that established 

parties are repositioning and realigning themselves as a result of the rising new conflict.” 

[Kriesi, et al. 2006, p. 7] 

 

Declining party identification 

 “In the early „end of ideology‟ debate a gradual decline of ideological political 

differences was predicted as a logical consequence of the decrease of importance of the 

cleavage structure.” [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 107]  Schmitt and Holmberg [Schmitt, 

Holmberg, 1995, p. 115], on the other hand, looked for an explanation of fluctuations in the 

level of party identification in simultaneous fluctuations in the level of polarisation and the 

extent of issue conflict between political parties.  



30 
 

 Since polarisation fluctuates over time and differs across countries with the same level of 

modernisation, Schmitt and Holberg‘s approach is also suitable for explaining non-linear 

fluctuations in partisanship. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 107 - 108]   

 Schmitt and Holmberg examined data from national election studies and Eurobarometer 

data from fourteen West European countries and the USA up to 1992, and came to the 

conclusion that although there is an overall tendency for party bonds to become looser, 

developments by party and country are so varied that the general result is inconclusive. 

[Schmitt, Holmberg, 1995, p. 121] Russell Dalton later pointed out that this research has two 

major problems: first of all, Schmitt and Holmberg included relatively new democracies and 

countries which had not yet became advanced industrial societies, and secondly, they used 

data that, in the case of some countries, covered relatively short time periods. Dalton then 

analysed nineteen advanced industrial countries over a longer time period and found trends of 

decline in seventeen of them. [Dalton, Wattenberg, 2000, p. 26] Berglund and Holmberg, 

together with Schmitt and Thomassen, then took a step to correct their theory and avoid the 

problems pointed out by Dalton: They analysed a group of only six countries (United 

Kingdom, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Germany and the Netherlands), all of them old 

democracies which had been transformed into advanced industrial countries. Their conclusion 

was that, while not all six countries showed a steady decline, and some even went through 

periods of sudden increase, there is “compelling evidence that partisanship is declining over 

time”. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 108–109]   They also pointed out that partisanship has 

clearly developed in a more complex way than was originally assumed and that the 

fluctuations and deviations from a linear trend are caused by periodic effects end events 

specific to individual countries. [Thomassen et al., 2005, p. 109–110]   
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2.2. Political and electoral systems of the UK and the Netherlands 

 It is a fairly well-known fact that both the United Kingdom and the Netherlands are 

constitutional democracies. Both have bicameral parliaments and in both cases it is the lower 

chamber of the parliament (House of Commmons, Tweede Kamer) that holds bigger share of 

power. The crucial difference in both political systems is the way these two chambers get 

elected. 

 

 The dominant lower chamber of the British parliament, the House of Commons, is elected 

by single round majority system (First-Past-The-Post, FPTP) in 650 single-member 

constituencies.
2
 It is not necessary to reach absolute majority of votes to get elected, plain 

majority is sufficient. This system is highly disproportional in the sense that two biggest 

parties (Conservatives, Labour) are overrepresented at the expense of all other parties. The 

third parties as well as all other smaller political parties are greatly underrepresented; they 

only have a real chance to win seats if their electoral support is geographically concentrated. 

This is typical in some regions or individual constituencies. Liberal Democrats (LibDem) 

were traditionally quite successful in Orkneys and Shetlands, Scotland, central Wales, 

Cornwall, Lake District (Westmoreland and Lonsdale), parts of Sussex (Eastbourne, Lewes), 

Southwest London (Twickenham, Kingston and Surbiton, Sutton and Cheam, Carshalton and 

Wallington) and several other individual constituencies (such as Bermondsey and Southwark, 

Brent, North Norfolk). The Scottish National Party (SNP) had strong support in the Hebrides 

and Scottish Highlands already in 1970s and in the most recent election won seats in all but 3 

Scottish constituencies. Similarly the Welsh Plaid Cymru can usually win several seats in the 

west coast of Wales and. On the other hand, political parties which are unable to concentrate 

their popularity in any electoral constituency, such as the United Kingdom Independence 

Party (UKIP), are forced to go without any parliamentary representation though they may 

otherwise have a noticeable group of supporter. This electoral system also produces a bias that 

sometimes leads to a situation where the political party which got the highest number of votes 

does not win majority of seats and narrowly loses the election to the party with the second 

share of vote (1951, February 1974). On the other hand, the system tends to produce winners 

                                                           

2 The number of constituencies and members of the House of Commons can change due to demographic changes and 

subsequent changes of constituency boundaries. Also, the Speaker of the House of Commons, a non–partisan member 

presiding over the parliamentary sessions, runs for the seat in his constituency unopposed, so political competition only takes 

place in 649 constituencies. 
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who hold the majority of seats and are able to form a stable single-party government. All 

these aspects combined mean that voters regularly vote tactically, not necessarily according to 

their party identification.  [Gallagher, Mitchell, 2005, p. 157-174]   

 Northern Ireland has developed a completely separate system of political parties, 

Democratic Unionist Party, Sinn Féin, Social Democratic and Labour Party and Ulster 

Unionist Party are the most successful ones. None of the British political parties stand for 

elections there. [Rallings, Thrasher, 2012, p. 85-86]   

 Suggestions to change the electoral system used in general elections are quite common 

in the United Kingdom. Having been significantly underrepresented by the current system 

since 1920s, the Liberal Democrats are the most vocal advocates of an electoral reform. In 

2010 they used their key position in the Conservative – Liberal Democrat coalition 

government and in May 2011 a national referendum on the electoral reform was held. The 

British public got a chance to change the voting system for the general election and replace 

the First-Past-The-Post system (FPTP) by Alternative Vote (AV). If the majority of the voters 

would have agreed, it would radically change the composition the House of Commons and 

dynamics of the whole British political system. In trying to explain the mechanisms and 

benefits of the proportional AV system, one of the most complex electoral systems existing, to 

the general public, the campaign advocating for the electoral reform fought an uphill battle 

against the presently used FPTP system. The FPTP system may be not be very proportional, 

but unlike the AV it is very straight forward. [Mortimore, 2011, p. 3 - 11] The reform was 

eventually rejected by 67, 9 % of the vote, with a turnout of 42%. [The Electoral Commission, 

2011] From this result and level of turnout, which was only about 2/3 of the turnout of the 

previous general elections, was clear “that the vast majority neither know nor care anything 

about electoral systems”. [Mortimore, 2011, p. 3] The majority of the voters rejected the AV 

as something they don‘t really understand and rather see it as a black box. 

 

 The Netherlands during the era of pillarised society and consociational democracy, has 

on the other hand, developed an electoral system for Tweede Kamer which maximally 

emphasises proportionality. All 150 deputies are elected by proportional mechanism using 

Hare quota. For organizational reasons the country is divided into 19 electoral districts, but 

results from all districts are counted as one single constituency encompassing the whole 

country. The number of seats which is to be allocated in each district depends on how many 

times this list reached the national electoral quota (Hare quota) and the remainder seats are 

allocated to the electoral districts by the D‟Hondt method. [Gallagher, Mitchell, 2005, p. 491-
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509] This leads to very proportional results, but also to the fact that the number of parties that 

manage to win at least one seat and get a representation in Tweede Kamer is relatively high. 

[Gallagher, Mitchell, 2005, p. 491-509] “The average number of parties in parliament is 10,7 

… the effective number of parties fluctuates between 3 and 6, with an average of 4,7 … ” 

[Gallagher, Mitchell, 2005. p. 497] Forming a coalition government under such conditions is 

quite complicated and lengthy process. It is quite common that the government doesn‘t hold 

the majority of the seats and has to bargain with other parliamentary parties for support and 

votes on individual issues.  

 Preferential voting is possible, but have very little impact: “Voters can only express a 

choice for an individual candidate, but the electoral system treats their vote primarily as a 

choice for a particular party … Voters who have a preference for a party but not for any 

particular candidate usually cast their vote for the first candidate in the list, the so-called 

„list-puller‟ (lijsttrekker). Customarily, this position is reserved for the party leader. All votes 

for other candidates lower on the list are known as preference votes (voorkeurstemmen), … 

preference votes, however, have little impact on the original ranking of by the party. The 

votes that are cast for all candidates on the list are aggregated, and this total number of votes 

determines a party‟s total number of seats. These seats are allocated to the candidates in the 

order in which they appear on the list. The only exception is that any candidate who has 

received at least 25 per cent of the Hare quota will be elected regardless of his or her position 

on the list… It is relatively rare for a candidate to be elected in defiance of the party‟s 

ranking.” [Gallagher, Mitchell, 2005. p. 494] 

 Under the circumstances of almost perfectly proportional electoral system the votes do 

not have much incentive to vote tactically and they typically vote for the party they actually 

identify with. 
3
 

 The electoral system of the Tweede Kamer had changed very little during the last century. 

The most significant changes were those to the rules of electoral attendance: “Apart from 

widening the suffrage to female citizen only two years later, in 1919, the most important 

change to the electoral system was the abolition of compulsory attendance at the polls in 

1970. Compulsory voting was introduced in 1917 to guarantee that proportional 

representation of all segments in society would not be affected by low turnout. This aspect of 

the electoral system never obtained the legitimacy that the other aspects would soon acquire, 

                                                           

3 Geographical distribution of electoral support for Dutch political parties will be outlined in later chapter (2.4. Voters in the 

United Kingdom and the Netherlands), because it is closely linked to demographic characteristic of provinces. 
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and several attempts were made to abolish it. Nevertheless it was not until 1970 that the eight 

abolition attempt was successful. Paradoxically, protection of existing political parties was 

an important motivation for both the introduction and the abolition of compulsory voting. In 

1967, the established political parties had been shocked to see a right-wing populist party 

(the Farmers‟ Party) and a centre-left reformist party (Democrats‟ 66) together take fourteen 

seats, a landslide in those days of still unquestioned party loyalty. Although this was never 

admitted openly, the established parties calculated that the voters of these parties were 

„protest voters‟, most of whom would have abstained had it not been for compulsory voting. 

By abolishing compulsory voting, it was argued, the risk of such electoral upsets would be 

reduced. When turnout decline in more recent years prompted proposals for the 

reintroduction of compulsory voting, some opponents again argued that forcing alienated 

citizens to come to the polls would only benefit the extreme right.” [Gallagher, Mitchell, 2005. 

p. 493] 
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2.3. Historical, geographical and sociological factors 

 Although the church does not hold any prominent place in the life of most British of 

Dutch both countries were significantly marked by Protestantism. England has at least 

nominally adopted Reformation by Henry VIII in 1534. He had declared himself supreme 

head of the Church of England and thus started a separate religious denomination. [Morgan, 

1999, p. 225-226]  The real change of people‘s religion was in fact very gradual and caused 

many conflicts, riots and wars, and exclusion of Catholics from the line of succession and 

many public posts only to see them again legally emancipated in 1829. [Morgan, 1999, p. 

586]  

The majority of Dutch population does not declare any religious affiliation (41 %), 31% 

of the Dutch citizens identify as Catholic, 21% as Protestant (many of them only nominally) 

and 4, 5 % are Muslims. [Liščák, Fojtík, 1996, p. 600] Historically though, religion has 

played a big role in formation of the Dutch society and state. The Reformation movement has 

successfully spread to the northern part of the Low Countries during the 16
th

 and 17
th

 century 

and a number of Protestant denominations have emerged, including Lutherans, Calvinists and 

several fundamentalist churches like Anabaptist and Mennonites. In 1566 William I of Orange 

had used the religious conflict line to spark an uprising against the Spanish rule and the 

northern provinces of Netherlands have eventually gained its independence from Spain in 

1581.  

Little over half (55%) of British population identifies themselves as Protestant (45% of 

those belong to Church of England), 9 % as Catholic and 2% are Muslim. Additionally, Sikhs, 

Hindu, Jewish and Orthodox Christians constitute significant communities in particular cities 

and regions. [Liščák, Fojtík, 1996, p. 734]  

   

The religious divide was very prominent in the Netherlands and caused the society to 

partially segregate itself internally into so called pillars: Protestant, Catholic and Secular 

(Social-Democratic).These communities lived to a large degree parallel to each other, build 

separate social institutions, associations. What they did share was the space of the state 

territory and the government. The model of government and organisation of society which 

had evolved in these conditions was later described by Lijphart as consociational democracy. 

 

Both United Kingdom and the Netherlands had been important colonial powers in the 

past. In both cases this was achieved mainly through naval dominance and to this day both 

nations hold high respects for their navy. Colliding Dutch and English or British strategic 
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interests have led to several armed conflicts between these two states: most significantly four 

Anglo-Dutch wars (1652-1654, 1665–1667, 1672-1674 and 1781-1810) for the control of 

trade routes and overseas colonies. [Van der Horst, 2005, p. 201-264] The similar colonial 

past of these two countries is also reflected in the origins of their immigrant population. 

Britain has been a popular destination of immigrants from with the immigrants since the 

1960s, an era which coincided with the height of decolonization of the British Empire. The 

partition of India in 1947 triggered a migration stream from the Indian subcontinent and many 

Indians and Pakistani chose to emigrate to England. Immigrants from Commonwealth 

countries were invited to fill gaps in the labour market of the post-war Britain. These 

originally temporary workers then made Britain their permanent home and brought their 

families over. United Kingdom with a total population of 64.8 million and has an immigrant 

population of 5.4 million which makes 9.6 % in proportion to the nationals. About 55% of 

these are citizens of other EU states and 45% came from non-EU countries. The largest 

groups are Polish (869 thousand), Indian (371 thousand), Irish (336 thousand), Pakistani (213 

thousand) and Romanian citizens (178 thousand). It‘s worth mentioning that many of the 

original immigrants have a British citizenship by now. The biggest groups of British citizens 

born abroad are from India (808 thousand), Poland (804 thousand) and Pakistan (532 

thousand). [Eurostat, 2015] Large immigrant communities have formed in historically 

industrial cities in West Midlands, South and Southeast Yorkshire, Greater Manchester area, 

Newcastle upon Tyne, Bedford, Milton Keynes, Boston in Lincolnshire, Glasgow and of 

course in London. 

Compared to the United Kingdom, the size of the immigrant population of the 

Netherlands is in proportional terms very similar. The Netherlands have 17 million inhabitants 

and 1.8 million of them (11.1 %) have immigration background: 2.6% of them were born in 

another EU member, while 8.5% came from country outside the EU. Foreign immigrants 

without Dutch citizenship (652 thousand) represented 3.9 % of the population in 2010. 

[Eurostat, 2011] The Poles (99 thousand), Turks and Turkish Kurds (77 thousand), Germans 

(71 thousand), Moroccans (45 thousand) and Brits (43 thousand) are currently the largest 

groups of immigrants in Netherlands. [Eurostat, 2015] Proportionally largest immigrant 

communities have settled in the port city Rotterdam, Greater Amsterdam area, Utrecht and 

The Hague in the Randstad area, Arnhem in Gelderland, Almere in Flevoland and Enschede 

in Twente / Overijssel. [Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2014] The largest numbers of 

foreign born Dutch citizens are originally from Turkey (194 thousand), Suriname (181 
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thousand), Morocco (168 thousand), Indonesia (126 thousand), Germany (119 thousand) and 

former Dutch Antilles. [Eurostat, 2015] 

From the perspective of the whole European Union, 34.3 million people currently 

residing in EU member states were born outside the EU-28, while 18.5 million persons had 

been born in a different EU member state from the one where they were resident. [Eurostat, 

2015] In 2010 the average of foreign born population
4
 of the EU-27 was 9.4 %, while the 

average share of for immigrants (from both EU member states and non-EU countries) of the 

EU-27 states was 6.4 %. [Eurostat, 2011]  

 

 Finally, I would like to address the relationship between the geographical characteristics 

of a country and the identity of its inhabitants. Geographical layout of a country is in my 

opinion often overrated and used as a wobbly foundation for creation of various national 

stereotypes. But to say that it does not matter at all and does not have any influence on a 

nation would be equally short-sighted. “Both the people and nature have interacted to shape 

the land.” [Andeweg, Irwin, 2014, p. 5]  

 The people living in the area of the historical Low Countries were essentially shaped by 

the three boundaries: linguistic, religious and political. During the colonisation of the Rhine 

delta in 1
st
 century AD Romans constructed a highway and a line of forts which separated the 

Roman Empire from the Germanic tribes in the north. This frontier established the border of 

Roman (later French) and Germanic influence in the region and up to this day represents the 

cultural and linguistic border between the French and Dutch / German influence. The river 

Rhine later became the border between Catholicism and Protestantism. [Andeweg, Irwin, 

2014, p. 5] Life in areas vulnerable to floods from both rivers and sea forced the population of 

coastal areas already in the early Middle Ages to build protective dikes and cultivate 

marchland. In the proximity of the Rhine-Maas-Schelde delta and the North Sea, the Dutch 

had learned to navigate the canals, estuaries and shallow bays and developed a strong naval 

tradition. The rivers and the sea brought the opportunity to trade and that in turn brought the 

necessity to protect the business and acquired wealth by building a strong navy. Dutch 

embraced both. In the Medieval Europe, the counties of Flanders and Brabant became an 

important economic center. [Andeweg, Irwin, 2014, p. 1–9] Later, in 15
th

 and 16
th

 century, the 

Dutch Low Countries developed in a great naval power and managed to build a colonial 

                                                           

4
 Though foreign born, a large number of these people have already have citizenship of their new country  

  of residence and from legal and statistical perspective are no longer considered to be immigrants.  
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empire spanning four continents. Determination to manage water in order to prevent 

disastrous floods and gain more land from the sea paid off. The Dutch have gained more land 

for growing food for their rising population and a strong sense of cooperation that was 

necessary for management of the system of dikes, windmills and water structures as well as 

for running the diverse communities and cities in this small but densely populated country. 

[Van der Horst, 2005, p. 61-225] 

 British society and state was obviously shaped by the fact that it is situated on a group of 

islands just off the coast of the European continent. At times conveniently close to keep 

contact with the neighbours and trade partners across the English Channel, other times  

conveniently isolated from events taking place on the continent by the same channel. This 

geographical situation meant that in order to trade or communicate with the continent, the 

islanders had to master the trade of shipbuilding and become a seafaring nation. So for 

reasons not entirely dissimilar to those of the Dutch across the sea, the English also became a 

great naval power and used the ships to acquire colonies in all parts of the world. At the 

height of its power, British Empires was the first global superpower and one-fifth of the 

worlds‘ population were subjects of the British Crown. [Morgan, K.O. et al. 1999, p. 205-454] 

As an island nation(s) some English identify themselves as distinctly British and English and 

not European, because they feel that European continent being ―behind the channel‖ is a 

different entity and England is not part of it. Although it has to be said that there is some 

evidence that the Scottish, Irish and Welsh feel on average more European than the English. 

[Abell, J. et al. 2006, p. 223-224] This is often reflected in the level of interest (or the lack of 

it thereof) displayed by parts of the British public in the European integration.  
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2.4. Voters in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands 

 Thanks to pillarised society, the Dutch political parties have traditionally had very stable 

support of their electoral segment. According André Krouwel, the CDA voters were typically 

older, less educated and saw themself  more as ordinary middle class, tend to lives often on 

the urbanized countryside and despite overall secularization,  their religious feeling is stronger 

than of average Dutch electorate. PvdA voters often had lower levels of education and lower 

income and are often state employees.  They also often declare themselves as working class. 

PvdA voters live mostly in urban areas and are generally non-religious. 

A typical VVD voter differs sharply from the average electorate. The VVD voters are often 

highly educated, are self-employed or work in business. They typically come from higher 

social classes and are usually non-religious. VVD voters mostly live in small cities and 

suburban municipalities. “All in all, the VVD supporters differ most from the average profile 

of the electorate. PvdA and CDA especially have many characteristics that are very similar to 

those of the entire population. CDA voters are indeed on the general confessional lines than 

average, but the CDA draws increasingly non-religious voters.”  [Krouwel, 1996, p. 176-177]   

 The Dutch party system has undergone further changes following dramatic elections in 

recent years (2002, 2010) and based on the result of last year‘s provincial elections further 

changes are to be expected. The stronghold of the progressive centrist party Democrats 66 are 

large and mid-sized cities in the Randstad
5

 area and university cities (Leiden, Delft, 

Nijmegen, Wageningen). D66 has traditionally very limited success in the northeast of the 

country. People's Party for Freedom and Democracy (Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en 

Democratie, VVD) is strong in affluent suburbanized areas in North Holland, South Holland 

and Utrecht, which are typically commuter towns. VVD is also fairly successful in formerly 

predominantly Labourist rural communities in the west, which in last few decades became 

home of many suburbanized middle class families. The Labour Party (Partij van de Arbeid, 

PvdA) has lost many voters in the south and southwest, but still scores well in the north-

eastern provinces Groeningen, Friesland and Drenthe and fairly well in Amsterdam, its former 

stronghold. The Socialist Party (Socialistische Partij, SP), originally Communist Party of 

Netherlands and renamed in 1972, receives most votes in peripheral provinces: Limburg in 

the south, Gelderland in the east and eastern parts of Groningen and Drenthe in the northeast. 

The Dutch Bible Belt stretching from Zeeland and western parts of North Brabant in the 

                                                           

55 Randstad is a conurbanization of several large cities (Amsterdam Rotterdam, Utrecht, The Hague) and smaller towns in  

    the surrounding area. This megapolis lies in the provinces North Holland, South Holland and Utrecht. 
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southwest, through Gelderland to Overijssel are the stronghold of the conservative Calvinist 

Reformed Political Party (Staatkunding Gereformeerde Partij, SGP). The ideologically 

related, though centrist and less conservative, Christian Democratic Appeal (Christen-

Democratisch Appèl, CDA), once scored between 19 to 35 % of vote in general elections 

(1982 – 2006), but since then has significantly dropped in popularity. Christian-democratic 

supporters are usually elderly voters from rural areas, typically in the provinces North 

Brabant, Gelderland, Overijssel and Friesland. [Andeweg, Irwin, 2014, p. 58-73]   

  

 For the whole 20
th

 century, the British party system has been dominated by two large 

political parties (Conservative Party and Labour Party). One smaller political party (at 

present Liberal Democrats) can occasionally play a functional role in the system (as in 2010 – 

2015), and even though smaller political parties win a number of seats, they don‘t have any 

really chance of playing an active role in the government. [Dvořáková et al., 2005, p. 105-

159]  The last decade saw a significant rise of popularity of the Scottish National Party 

(SNP), which advocates for continuing devolution and transfer of additional powers from the 

Westminster parliament to the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh and eventually independence 

of Scotland. In the 2015 general election the SNP won 56 of 59 seats in Scotland and 

effectively reduced the Liberal Democrats, to mere 8 seats in the House of Commons.. 

  

 As for profile of voters: The Labour party in comparison with the Conservatives tends to 

attract on average lower social classes, usually less educated. State employees and voters with 

non-British ethnical background usually to vote Labour rather than Conservative. On the other 

hand Conservatives tend to be more attractive; Voters in big cities also tend to vote Labour, 

while Conservatives are more successful in rural constituencies. Liberal Democrats are seen 

as most pro-EU party. [Dvořáková et al., p.105-159]  
6
 

 

   

                                                           

6
 Geographical distribution of electoral support for British and Northern Irish political parties an important characteristic of 

   the political system and its‘ regional specifics is discussed in chapter 2.2. Political and electoral systems of the UK and the 

   Netherlands. 
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3. Analytical comparative part 

 3.1. Methodology of research 

  After initially examining the format of several electoral surveys [Blais et. al., 2001; 

Krosnick, Berent, 1993; Sanders, D., et al., 2006] I have decided to model my questionnaire 

on the format and questions used by the British Election Study (BES) conducted regularly by 

a team of British political scientists lead by professor David Sanders of the University of 

Essex. [British Election Study, 2011] Having in mind that I would eventually need to compare 

the outcome of my research with the results from the BES I formulated the questions in my 

questionnaire closely on a number of questions used repeatedly by the BES. My research is 

much more modest and does not present as many questions to its respondents because I do not 

attempt to address so many aspects of voters‘ behaviour. I have also devised my own survey 

and used it to gather data from eligible Dutch and British voters for an analysis. This way I 

should be able to check several of the general trends mentioned independently. 

 

Questionnaire format and composition 

 The questionnaire was available in English and Dutch language versions for the 

respective groups of potential respondents. The reason behind translating the original English 

version was to ensure that I was made aware of the fact that although the majority of the 

population of the Netherlands understands and speaks fairly good English, some of them may 

not fully understand nuanced differences included in the questions I had to ask them. 

Therefore asking them in their mother tongue was in my view the best option. The text of the 

questionnaire was translated from English to Dutch and later proofread independently by two 

English and Czech speaking native Dutch speakers with a degree in Political Science. Both 

versions of the survey contain identical questions and answers. They differ only in answer 

options when inquiring about respondents preferred political parties (Question 3b). 

 The questionnaire was accessible online in Google Forms format. For easier orientation, 

the individual respondents are marked in the table by unique codes: NL01, NL02, NL03, etc. 

for the Dutch group and similarly UK01, UK02, etc. for the Dutch respondents. 

 

 I designed my questionnaire in four sections. Each of them is focused either on specific 

aspect of voters‘ behaviour or his personal background. I have used dichotomous questions 

(Yes/No; Man/Woman), questions with answers measured on an interval, questions with a 

choice of multiple answers and two open questions to allow respondents to express their 

views in more detail. Two of the questions were designed as contingency questions 
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(Questions 1, 2b) and routed the respondent to two possible trajectories, either to questions 

asking about more details (Questions 3b, 4b), or allowing to skip these questions if the 

respondent reconfirmed, that he or she does not identify with any political party in any way 

(Question 2b). 

 First part (Questions 1-7) inquires about individuals‘ party identification (Questions 1, 

2b, 3a), its direction, that is name of the preferred political party (Questions 2a, 3b), and its 

strength (Questions 2a, 3b), regularity of attending elections (Question 5) and volatility or 

stability of his party choice (Questions 6, 7). (see Appendices 1, 4) 

 In the second part (Question 8) I have tested possible parental transfer of party 

identification (Statements 8a, 8d, 8e), its stability and durability (Statements 8a, 8b, 8d, 8e, 8f, 

8g, 8h, 8i) and stability of his or her value orientation (Statements 8a, 8b, 8e, 8j) by asking the 

respondents to confirm or deny a number of statements. I have also tested if they have 

experiences with tactical voting or splitting votes (Statements 8j) and how responsive are they 

to shifts within the party system and changes of parties‘ ideological orientation (Statements 

8a, 8d, 8e, 8f, 8g, 8h, 8i). (see Appendices 1, 4) 

 The third section of my questionnaire (Question 9) has focused on respondents‘ value 

orientation.  I asked the respondents to evaluate how important is each of the seventeen 

following issues, representing a mix of materialist, post-materialist, authoritarian and 

libertarian values, when deciding which party to vote for: country‘s economy and 

employment (9a), taxation (9b), welfare, health care and pensions (9c), school funding (9d), 

immigration (9e), EU and European integration (9f), foreign policy (9g), further 

decentralization of powers towards local government (9h), gender roles and equality (9i), 

marriage equality and LGBT rights (9j), democracy (9k), transparency and corruption (9l), 

preservation / abolition of monarchy (9m), perception of (non)populism (9n), relationship 

with former colonies (9o), human rights (9p) and environment (9q). Respondents were asked 

to assess the importance of these values and grade them using a scale reaching from 

unimportant (= 0), not very important (= 1), fairly important (= 2) to very important (= 3). 

Option I don‟t know (= 0) was also provided. The fact if they felt positive or negative about 

these issues was nonessential. (see Appendices 2, 5) 

 In the fourth section I asked about respondents‘ demographic and domestic situation 

details, such as: age (Question 10), gender (Question 11), if they have children (Question 12), 

their own perceived social class (Question 13) and education (Question 14). I also inquired 

about perceived social class of their parents at the time when they were children (Question 15) 

and highest completed education of their parents (Questions 16, 17). (see Appendices 3, 6) 
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 The survey concluded with an option to share notes or remarks (Question 18). Several 

respondents used this opportunity to further explain their electoral choices and habits. 

 

Dataset size and quality  

 I collected responses from 43 British and 44 Dutch eligible voters aged 18 or older 

between 24 April and 10 May 2016.
7
 The modest size of the dataset of course can‘t provide 

statistically valid results. To achieve that it would be necessary to poll at least 1000 

respondents in each country, which is beyond the realistic possibilities of a single Master‘s 

thesis research. But this relatively small sample can nevertheless be used as a secondary tool 

to check my hypotheses.  

 

 I have managed to get responses from age cohorts ranging from 18-24 years to 50-64 

years in years in the group of Dutch voters and from 18-24 years up to 65 years or older in the 

group of British voters, yet a disproportional number of respondents fall into the categories 

18-24 years and 25-34 years. Similarly, in the category of highest achieved education, 

respondents with university education are overrepresented. Whereas only 37, 6 % of British 

population and 30, 5 % of the population of the Netherlands achieved tertiary education,     

84, 4 % of my Dutch respondents and 83,7 % of my British respondents hold a university 

degree. (see Appendices 1, 4) [Eurostat, 2016b] In an attempt to reduce these biases, I have 

specifically instructed the respondents in the introduction paragraph that I‘m interested in 

gathering responses from respondent of  different generations with varied social and class 

background (namely different from their own). Nevertheless, I believe that general trends will 

be visible, albeit not statistically valid.  

 

Intensity of Party Identification 

 I will determine the strength of respondents‘ party identification by method similar to 

the one used by the British Election Study (BES). [British Election Study, 2011] The BES 

expresses the intensity of respondents‘ party identification by a scale reaching from Not very 

strong, Fairly strong to Very strong, and also offers answer option I don‟t know.  [British 

Election Study, 2011] I have asked the respondents in my questionnaire to express the 

                                                           

7 London mayoral election, elections of mayors of several other British cities, elections of police and crime commissioners in 

England and Wales took place in parts of Britain on 5 May 2016. Additionally a small part of constituencies also held local 

elections on the same day. As a result the responses of part of the British respondents may be biased as a result and show 

higher political interest and party identification than they would normally. 
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intensity of their identification with preferred political party using a scale reaching from I 

don‟t identify with it, but I tend to vote for it more than for other parties (= 0), Not very 

strongly, but I do identify with it somewhat more than other parties (= 1), Fairly strongly (= 

2) to Very strongly (= 3). For lack of space in the table, the value of party identification is 

expressed the attached data sheet by numbers 1, 2, 3 and 0 for those respondents who declared 

their party identification in Questions 1 and Question 2 and I have included as 1, 2, 3 and 0 in 

the calculation of the average party identification. A number of respondents have stated 

(Question 1) that they did not identify with any party whatsoever. Some of them later 

(Question 2b) admitted feeling some sympathies towards one of the political parties and I 

have recorded this, for the purpose of counting the average party identification the value their 

party identification is 0. (see Appendices 1, 4) 

 

Value orientation – strength and direction 

 I order to check if the party identification of my survey respondents reflects Inglehards‘ 

and Flanaghan‘s theory of changed cleavage structure I will need to establish the predominant 

value orientation for each of the voters, that is I will find out if they rate higher materialist or 

post-materialist values.  

 Firstly, not all of the seventeen issues I examined in the survey can be simply classified 

as materialist or post-materialist though. In my opinion, four of them are clearly linked to 

materialist values and I shall use them as such: economy and employment (9a); taxation (9b); 

welfare, health care and pensions (9c) and school funding (9d). Conversely, the following 

nine are directly linked to post-materialist values: EU and European integration (9f); foreign 

policy (9g); decentralization of powers towards local government (9h); gender roles and 

equality (9i); marriage equality and LGBT rights (9j); democracy (9k); perception of 

(non)populism (9n); human rights (9p) and environment (9q). The other four issues will not be 

included in the calculation. The values around the issues of immigration (9e) and 

transparency and corruption (9l) cannot be comfortably placed in one value category only. 

They are connected with a mix of values; some of those are clearly materialist while others 

are more post-materialist. Some people are against immigration for simple xenophobic 

reasons or because they feel that immigrants would change the cultural environment of their 

country, while others oppose the issue out of fear for their jobs and their material well-being. 

Placing the issues of preservation or abolition of monarchy (9m) and relationship to former 

colonies (9o) in those categories is also difficult, but for slightly different reasons. More than 
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anything else these issues are linked with the authoritarian dimension as they clearly reflect 

conservative and traditionalist views. (see Appendices 2, 5) 

To make the predominant value orientation as transparent and as comparable as 

possible, I decided to use a simple index: Value Orientation Gap Index (IVOG). This can be 

easily calculated: Value Orientation Gap Index (IVOG) = average value of examined post-

materialist values deducted from average value of examined materialist values. (see 

Appendices 2, 5) 

 

Where n = number of examineed values, m = materialist value and p = post-materialist value. 

Or to express it less mathematically: 

 

 The value of the index will oscillate in the interval <-3; 3>, because respondents of my 

survey have rated the importance of the individual issues in question on a scale from 0 to 3. If 

the calculated value of the index is positive, the individual is predominantly materialist. And 

the individual is predominantly post-materialist if the index value is positive. (see Appendices 

2, 5) Of course, providing we can clearly categorise if an issue is linked with materialist or 

post-materialist values, far more issues can be taken into account and calculated to get a more 

accurate result. For the purpose of this thesis, however, calculation with a set of thirteen 

values will suffice.  

 Voters‘ predominant value orientation is an important factor, albeit not the only one, in 

the equation of keeping and changing one‘s party identification. 
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 3.2. Research results and comparison  

  Having gathered responses from 43 British and 44 Dutch voters, I have found that 

conclude that the British respondents participating in my survey have on average higher level 

of party identification (1.26) then the Dutch respondents (0.77). (see Appendices 1, 4) 

 Many of the Dutch respondents seem to wait until shortly before elections and then 

decide which party to vote for. Number of them (NL04, NL15, NL17, NL25, NL27,NL35) 

tends to wait for the political parties to issue election programmes and then make their 

decision based the proposed policies. One (NL08) has even explicitly described himself as 

‗floating voter‘. One of the respondents (NL32) shared that she always takes an online test 

(vote compass) to find out which party fits her best. (see Appendices 1, 4) 

 A lot of the British respondents on the other hand shared that they have a long-term 

preference for one of the political parties. But depending on the policies, party leaders or 

individual candidates in that particular point in time and the main issues of the election some 

of the respondents (UK30, UK32, UK33) occasionally change their preference and vote for a 

different party then they usually do. Three of the respondents feel sympathies for a small 

political party (Liberal Democrats, the Green party and Plaid Cymru), but they tend to go 

against their primary preferences and vote tactically for a bigger party (UK08, UK09, UK38). 

A number of the British respondents admitted that they split their votes and vote for different 

political parties in general elections, European elections and elections to the regional 

parliaments (UK03, UK07, UK12, UK 18, UK24, UK27, UK31). (see Appendices 1, 4) 

 

 As parental transfer of party identification is concerned, five of the British respondents 

(UK01, UK05, UK1, UK13, UK20) and seven of the Dutch (NL05, NL08, NL09, NL10, NL14, 

NL16, NL22, NL22, NL34) still vote for the same political party as their parents. Conversely, 

nine of the British (UK11, UK14, UK17, UK21, UK22, UK23, UK26, UK30, UK32, UK33) 

and eleven of the Dutch voters (NL02, NL11, NL12, NL23, NL28, NL30, NL32, NL36, NL37, 

NL40, NL43) have developed identification to a different political party. Voter UK29 admitted 

that he voted Labour when I was at university, but now again votes for the same party as his 

parents. Paradoxically, in the case of one of the Dutch voters (NL06), her parents started 

began to vote for a different party in each election, while she still votes for the same party as 

the family always did. (see Appendices 1, 4) 
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 The data set gathered though my questionnaire is certainly too small to attempt a serious 

assessment of patterns of electoral behaviour of individual demographic groups, especially 

their robustness. Bur some general tendencies are visible even in a data set of this size.  

 The British respondents in the higher age groups do seem to rather support the traditional 

political parties, namely the Conservatives and the Labour Party (UK25, UK28, UK30, 

UK39). Although Welsh and Scottish voters do not seem to necessarily follow this rule. And I 

haven‘t found any support for this hypothesis in the data from the Dutch respondents. The 

youngest groups of eligible British voters with some level of university education seem to 

have a tendency for supporting left-wing (Labour Party), progressive liberal (Liberal 

Democrats) and ecological parties (Green Party). Indeed, in the case of both national groups, 

the higher education voters have the more likely they are to identify with the Greens. In the 

Dutch group I have found that the Democrats 66 really recruit supporters mainly with 

university education, both young and old voters. (see Appendices 1, 3, 4, 6)  

 

 Question 9 of my questionnaire inquired about respondents‘ value orientation, The 

responses show that the participating respondents from the United Kingdom on average more 

focused on material values (2.49) than the Dutch respondents (2.15). Although the difference 

is only narrow, they also attribute higher value to the post-materialist values (1.87) then the 

Dutch (1.79). The Value Orientation Gap is wider among the British group (0.62). The 

average Value Orientation Gap to the Dutch group is 0.35. Both national groups are 

predominantly oriented on the material values. In fact, only eleven British and twelve Dutch 

respondents out of the total of eight-seven appear to have predominantly post-materialist 

value orientation. (see Appendices 2, 5) It is worth mentioning that in both national groups, 

the respondents with predominantly post-materialistic value orientation are clearly more 

inclined to support progressive ecological, left-wing parties (GroenLinks, The Green Party of 

England and Wales) and social/liberal progressive parties (Democrats 66, Liberal Democrats) 

and the Dutch VVD also scored points on among the group of post-materialists respondents. 

The British Labour Party is also seen as an option for left leaning post-materialists. (see 

Appendices 1, 2, 4, 5)  

 On average, the British feel strongest about the welfare, healthcare and pensions (2.70), 

transparency and corruption (2.58) and economy and employment (2.56). Participating Dutch 

respondents on average care most about the following topics: transparency and corruption 

(2.55), human rights (2.45) and school funding (2.41). On the other hand, relationship to 
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former colonies is the least important topic for both national groups (0.79 for UK, 0.84 for 

NL). (see Appendices 2, 5)  
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 3.3. Comparison with established electoral surveys 

 Given the relatively small group of responds who filled out my survey I will also I 

compare my findings with the results of two respected electoral studies: The British Electoral 

Study, compiled under the leadership of David Sanders from the University of Essex and the 

conclusions of the Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies by a team led by professor Kaas 

Aarts from the University of Twente. 

 

  3.3.1. The British Election Study   

  “The British Election Study (BES) is one of the longest running social surveys in Britain. 

It begun in 1963 it has now accumulated data over a period of more than 45 years, covering 

the last13 general elections.” [British Election Study, 2011] The study presents findings from 

a survey conducted in 2010. 

 Most participating respondents described their party identification as ‗Fairly strong‘ (48.7 

%), one third says it‘s „Not very strong‟ (31 %) and only 18.3 % identify with their favourite 

political party „Very strongly‟ and 2% have replied that they don‟t know. 33 % of those who 

voted for the Labour in 2010 feel they identify with this party. Similarly 27.1 % of the 

Conservative voters felt some kind of emotional link to the Conservative Party and 6.6 % of 

identifies could be also found among UKIP voters. [British Election Study, 2011] The 

Conservative Party has most stable supporters in the older age groups (46 years and older). As 

a rule, the youngest group of voters (18 – 25 years) does identify with political parties in 

general far less than the other age cohorts. Only the Green Party does have a large group of 

supporters among the younger electorate (18 – 35 years). Labour Party, Liberal Democrats, 

SNP and UKIP are all characterized by party identifiers spread more evenly through the age 

groups. [British Election Study, 2011] 

 

  3.3.2. Dutch Parliamentary Election Study  

The Dutch Parliamentary Election Study has been conducting nationwide electoral 

research since 1967. Different Dutch universities had been in charge of the research over the 

last four decades. The 1998 and 2006 studies were coordinated from the University of 

Twente. 2806 respondents took part of the study in 2006. [Todosijević, Aarts, Van der Kaap, 

2010, p. 1 – 2] 

In 2006 the average share of voters who have in various degree identified with the 

parliamentary party in question reached 30.4% and the percentage of non-identifiers has 

reached 69,3 %. In 1971, when this election study series began the share of identifiers was 
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37.1 % and remained on similar level throughout the whole 1970s. The largest percentage of 

party identification in Netherlands was recorded in 1981 (47.5 %).  [Todosijević, Aarts, Van 

der Kaap, 2010, p. 60] 
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4. Conclusions 

  Similarly to Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan who formulated the theory of party systems 

based on the social cleavages in 1960s and in 1967 stated that these party systems were still 

stable and unchanged since the 1920s, when in fact the social reality and political system were 

about to go through a shock and rapidly change, Angus Campbell in 1960 was also describing 

a stable pattern of voting behaviour which had unfortunately already stared to erode and was 

about to get shaken. Party identification, however strong or weak, serves as a shortcut or cost 

saving tool in the process of perception and evaluation of political reality, especially when 

voters decide which party or candidate to support in elections. 

Party identification is clearly a key factor in voting behaviour of each individual. 

However, it is not the only variable in the causal chain. Other factors such as electoral 

campaigns, influence of media, economic conditions and influence of family, peers and 

authorities shape the image of electoral candidates. Parental socialization and material 

conditions encountered in childhood and adolescence and remain powerful factors in the 

construction of value orientation and party identification of each voter even during their 

whole adult life.  

The development and intensity of individual‘s party identification and voters‘ social 

background is indeed directly linked. 

  

       Many traditional left-wing parties in advanced industrial democracies have largely 

become victims of their own success. They had succeeded in developing large welfare states, 

which brought economic and social security, their usual electorate has become less concerned 

with traditional left-wing policies and have begun, to some extent, to take the benefits and 

securities provided by the welfare state for granted. Voters, instead, have started to use non-

materialist values as their primary tool for navigation elections and everyday political reality. 

New non-materialist and liberal, yet left-oriented parties have emerged and gained support of 

some of the voters who would have previously opted for the traditional Left as well as some 

voters with a right-wing middle class background allured by their emphasis on post-material 

values. The explosion of modern technology, mass media and wide availability of education 

in modern society has dramatically lowered the price of acquiring information needed for 

making political decisions. These changes and the feeling of relatively high levels of security 

inevitably lead to decreased political involvement, lower party identification and increased 

electoral volatility. 
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The analysis of partisanship and electoral behaviour in the United Kingdom shows that 

despite the seemingly stable party system, there is clearly an appetite for change of under the 

cover of the single round majority electoral system which acts as an centripetal force and 

contains some of the potential electoral fluctuations. Because of the voting system, many 

British citizens vote rather tactically and cast ballots for one on the two dominant parties, 

rather than voting according their true party identification.  

In comparison, the Dutch electoral model does not pressure voters to vote tactically and 

leads to extremely proportional results and often complicated coalition governments. The 

citizens of the Netherlands can vote as they really feel and electoral volatility reaches is quite 

high.  

British and Dutch voters do have similar levels of party identification but thanks to other 

factors, mainly the electoral system, the levels of  electoral volatility are quite different. 

 

 


