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E l e c t o r a ll P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e
N e t h e r l a n d s :: I n d i v i d u a l a n d C o n t e x t u a l
Influences s

2.11
Introduction
Ass discussed in Chapter 1, this research examines the interplay between contextual and
individuall level characteristics on the individual voters' decision to participate in an election.
Thee current chapter takes the first step in this undertaking, and investigates the possible
benefitss of adding contextual information to a model aimed at explaining individual behavior.
Itt will be shown that adding contextual information to a model containing individual level
informationn increases the predictive quality of a model considerably. In addition, it will be
arguedd that the approach taken in this chapter is insightful as an initial exploration of context
effects,, but nevertheless ultimately insufficient in showing the true influence of contextual
effectss on individual voters.
Inn this chapter, an empirical analysis will be presented based on individual level data
collectedd for parliamentary elections in the Netherlands. The case of the Netherlands is
presentedd as an example; there is no reason to expect the Dutch political system to be a
speciall case where contextual characteristics have a particularly large or small influence on
thee electorate. It is simply a country where sufficient comparable individual level data is
available.. Through the Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies (DPES), individual level data
forr nine parliamentary elections is available to us for the period of 1971-1998. Contextual
levell data, describing the characteristics of the parliamentary elections is sufficiently
available,, so that the analyses will examine electoral participation in the Netherlands for the
lastt three decades of the twentieth century.
Thee electoral system in the Netherlands is a proportional representation system, with the
electorall quotient as the only threshold. This implies that the effective electoral threshold is
aa relatively low 0.66 percent of the vote as the total number of seats in the Lower House is
150.. Although not formally, with regards to the division of seats the Netherlands is effectively
aa single constituency system, which ensures that the theoretical electoral threshold of 0.66
percentt is close to the actual effective threshold. As a consequence, the Dutch system is a
multi-partyy system where typically between 8 and 15 parties are represented in parliament.
Sincee the 1970s, however, the period studied in this chapter, three to four parties tend to
dominatee the party landscape and are commonly referred to as 'the large parties'. These are
thee liberal (right-wing) W D , the Christian-democratic (center) CDA and the labor (leftwing)) PvdA. The fourth member of this set is the (left-liberal) D66, which is often placed
ideologicallyy between the CDA and PvdA, although its unstable electoral appeal has made its
membershipp of the 'big parties' set unwarranted at times. As a consequence of the Dutch
electorall system and its multi-party landscape, coalition government is unavoidable in the
Netherlands.. No single party stands a chance of winning a parliamentary majority and the
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coalitionn negotiations are an unavoidable consequence of any election, as pre-election
coalitionn agreements are rare.
Tablee 2-1

Turnoutt

The Netherlands - Turnout Figures for Parliamentary Elections, 1971 -1998 (percentages)

79.1

83.5

88.0

87.0

81.0

85.8

80.3

78.7

73.0

Tablee 2-1 presents the turnout rates for national elections in the Netherlands from 1971
untill 1998. It shows us that turnout in the Netherlands on average varies somewhere around
thee 82 percent mark - a relatively high figure compared to other western democratic systems
(cf.. Franklin, 2002). However, we also see that considerable between-election variation in
turnoutt exists, with a high of 88 percent and a low of 73 percent. As argued in Section 1.3 of
Chapterr 1, it is not likely that these turnout fluctuations can be explained at the individual
level.. Individual characteristics such as education or political interest can vary between
elections,, but variation to such a degree that turnout levels will be affected is unlikely to occur
unlesss affected by an outside influence. The variation in turnout levels of Table 2-1 suggests
thatt contextual factors - outside influences - are at work, affecting the level of electoral
participationn in the Netherlands. The aim of this chapter will be to identify these contextual
factors,, and determine their influence on individual voters.
2.1.12.1.1
Explaining Dutch Electoral
Participation
Too assess the influence of individual and contextual characteristics on electoral participation
inn the Netherlands empirically, we will analyze the behavior of voters in parliamentary
electionss the last three decades of the twentieth century, as described in Table 2-1. We will
startt with a brief overview of the factors that have proved to be of importance in explaining
electorall participation in the Netherlands.
Thee notions of facilitative and motivational factors influencing electoral participation
havee already been introduced in Chapter 1 (Cf. Milbrath & Goel, 1979; see also Verba &
Niee 1972; Oppenhuis 1995). Individual characteristics as well as contextual characteristics
cann influence the ease with which a voter may cast the ballot, in other words facilitate the
actt of voting. Individual and contextual characteristics can also influence a voters' incentive
too participate, and thus affect the motivation - both positively and negatively - to go out and
vote.. As will become apparent below, whilee the facilitative or motivational effect of factors
mayy be clearly distinguished theoretically, in actual empirical research many variables have
bothh a facilitative as well as a motivational effect. Although this may appear confusing at
first,, it need not be an obstacle to the analysis. Rather, the various effects of variables may
helpp the reader to recognize that the simple act of voting is in the end not so simply
explained. .
Thee selection of explanatory variables to be introduced at the individual level has been
guidedd by previous research into electoral participation in general, and the Netherlands in
particular.. Existing research on non-voting in national elections in the Netherlands can be
foundd in Schmidt (1981, 1983) Jaarsma et al. (1986), Castenmiller & Dekker (1987),
Schramm (1989) Leijenaar (1989), Van der Eijk & Oppenhuis (1990), Smeenk, De Graaf &
Ulteee (1995), De Graaf (1996), Aarts (1998) Castenmiller (2002) and Dekker (2002).
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Althoughh the analytical methods and aims differ, a number of comparable results are found.
Thesee indicate that the chance of voting increases with age and religiosity, as well as with
income,, education and class. Less consistent in their influence are the gender and occupation
variables,, the influence of which is often found to be dependent on the other characteristics
controlledd for. Next to these socio-demographic characteristics, political interest and
involvementt have a strong positive influence on turnout.
Contextuall effects have not been widely used in research on national elections in the
Netherlands2.. Jaarsma et al. (1986), Schram (1989) and De Graaf (1996) use dummy
indicatorss to identify the separate election years in an aggregate analysis. This approach
allowss election-related variance to be detected. However, the source of this variation cannot
bee clarified: dummy indicators do not identify what may explain the variance detected. By
introducingg theoretically interpretable contextual variables, improvement over the nominal
levell information (and, indeed, proper name characteristic) of year-dummies is made. This
iss in line with Przeworski and Teune (1970), who propose using theoretical constructs, rather
thann nominal labels in comparative social research.
Whether,, and if so how, individual and contextual influences interact is a matter that
willl be investigated in this chapter. Individual voters, with all of their individual
characteristics,, live and vote within the context of their political system. In the absence of
anyy relation between contextual and individual characteristics, the estimates of the effects of
contextuall characteristics will be constant for all voters. However, as argued already, this is
nott expected to be the case. To determine whether the impact of a contextual characteristic
variess between groups of voters, interaction terms between context and individual
characteristicss will therefore be introduced into the model. If these interactions prove
statisticallyy significant, they indicate that the influence of contextual characteristics varies
acrosss individuals.
2.22

A M o d e l I n c o r p o r a t i n g I n d i v i d u a l and C o n t e x t u a l
Characteristics s
Ann empirical model examining the influence of individual and contextual influences
simultaneouslyy requires data on the behavior of individual voters under different
circumstances.. To this end, DPES surveys held in concurrence with parliamentary elections
inn the Netherlands from 1971 to 1998 were combined, yielding a coded dataset that
containss information on a large number of individuals under varying contextual
circumstances3.. Such a combination of surveys allows us to assess the influence of
contextuall characteristics on different groups of individuals, and to determine whether a
certainn factor exerts equal influence for all voters or whether it is especially strong for
some,, while less consequential for others.
2.2.77
Contextual
Characteristics
Thee characteristics of the context that will be entered into the analytical model will refer to
threee theoretical notions. First, it is expected that a voter is more likely to participate if their
22 Indeed, even in a recent study on explanations of an alleged trend of ever lower turnout rates in the Netherlands, Dekker
ett al. (2002) state explicitly that their research will not focus on contextual (systemic) characteristics.
33 See the Appendix for documentation on the datasets used.

15 5

awarenesss of the election increases. To vote, a voter needs to be aware that an election will
takee place. The amount of information available concerning the election is expected to affect
electorall participation. Contextual factors that affect the amount of information available
through,, for example, media coverage of the election, are therefore expected to affect the
voters'' awareness of the election, and hence electoral participation.
Second,, it is expected that voters are more likely to participate if the outcome of the
electionn is more consequential, in other words, if more is at stake. If the outcome of the
electionn will be a long and confusing series of coalition negotiations this is less likely to
inducee electoral participation than clear government alternatives, in which the voters decides
betweenn one or the other.
Thirdly,, voters are expected to participate in greater numbers if the likeliness to affect
thee outcome of the election increases. A close election race, in which each vote could make
thee difference, is more likely to make voters participate than an election race that is a
foregonee conclusion.
AA large number of factors can influence the awareness or the consequences of an
election,, some structural and some more election-specific. Selecting suitable variables for
empiricall analysis is therefore a difficult task, and idiosyncrasy should be avoided. Structural
influencess typically are systemic characteristics. As these change only infrequently, they are
mainlyy constants in an over-time comparison, and hence better studied in a countrycomparativee model. Election-specific influences can be studied in the design proposed here,
butt these influences are difficult to capture in indicators that can sensibly be used in each of
aa series of elections. All sorts of affairs, ranging from political scandals to economic fiascos
andd human or ecological catastrophes - as well as achievements - may have their influence
onn an ensuing election. Finding a way to make such events comparable is problem ridden.
Basedd on the two theoretical notions set out above, a total of four contextual indicators
wass selected4. These indicators refer to the salience and frequency of elections, the clarity of
thee choice options offered in the election and the closeness of the election race. The expected
influencee of each of these indictors will be discussed here. As will become apparent, a
contextuall indicator can influence voters in more than one way, both facilitative as well as
motivational,, and by increasing the awareness of the election as well as the consequences of
thee election outcome.
GovernmentGovernment Collapse
Onee election-specific characteristic that may be of consequence can be introduced into the
analyticall model through hindsight: whether or not the government coalition fell before the
election.. In the Netherlands, a fall of the coalition typically - though not necessarily - leads
too early elections; for the period under study here a fall of the government always lead to
earlyy elections5. In any case however, high media attention will be the result of the fall of the
government.. This makes government collapse a facilitative factor, as it reduces information
costss for the electorate in the upcoming election. In addition to this, coalition break-ups tend
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The limited number of elections - i.e., contexts - available for study puts restrictions on the statistical model (see below).
Thee number of variables indicating contextual characteristics was therefore kept to a minimum.
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An overview of elections that saw a government collapse, as well as the other contextual characteristics is presented in
Tablee 2 2.
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too increase between-party rivalries, clarifying choice options - at least for the short term.
Electionss following the breakdown of a coalition are thus expected to see an increased
awarenesss - and consequently turnout.
Thee fall of the coalition can also function as a motivational factor, since more will be at
stakee in the election. As a reconstruction of the old coalition is unlikely, the coming election
willl most likely produce a change in government direction, often coinciding with a change in
leadershipp for some of the parties involved as well. These factors ensure that a fall of the
coalitionn increases the consequences of the election, and motivates voters to turn out.
TimeTime Since Previous Election
Thee time since the previous election, the second contextual variable introduced in the
analyticall model, may affect voters in two ways. One is facilitative, by affecting parties'
abilityy to make voters aware of the election through campaigning. The second is motivational,
throughh 'election fatigue'.
Thee awareness of the election can be influenced by campaign efforts of political parties.
Althoughh parties' first aim in electoral campaigning is to increase their support, the awareness
off the election among the electorate will automatically increase in the process. In the
Netherlands,, parties receive subsidies based on their share in representative bodies, but no
directt campaign funding is made available by the state. A number of elections held shortly
afterr another may exhaust parties' campaign funds and consequently restrict campaign
intensity,, and thus also parties' ability to increase the awareness of the election among the
electoratee (see also Franklin, van der Eijk & Oppenhuis 1996, p. 313).
Parliamentaryy elections at short intervals may also create some sort of election fatigue,
decreasingg the motivation of voters to participate (cf. Franklin, 2002). Voters may get the
impressionn their vote is less important, as their vote in a recent previous election was
evidentlyy not sufficient to solve matters. Frequent elections, or rather a short period between
twoo elections, may have a negative effect on the consequences of the elections as perceived
byy voters, and consequently a voters' willingness to participate.
CoalitionCoalition Seeks Re-election
Thee consequences of the election will be influenced by the choice options a voter is confronted
with.. As the Netherlands is a multi-party system, the number of choice options - political
partiess - is large. However, as no party ever comes near to a majority, party choice options do
nott easily translate into government choice options. Coalition negotiations take place only
afterr the result of an election is known, and are thus largely beyond the influence of the voter.
Bothh the electoral system and political mores in the Netherlands prevent a change in this,
exceptt for the few occasions when major parties explicitly announce a coalition preference
beforee the election. This may occur when an incumbent coalition expresses the intention to
stayy together after the election if an electoral majority can be obtained.
AA coalition seeking re-election helps voters, by offering voters a clear choice of
government,, not only of party in the election. Such a situation is expected to facilitate voters
inn choosing for or against the incumbent coalition, and thus have a positive influence on
turnout.. In addition, a coalition seeking re-election may have a motivational influence,
stimulatingg government supporters to keep their favored coalition in power, while voters for
thee opposition may be induced to prevent this.
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ClosenessCloseness of the Election
Thee closeness of the election race influences the consequences of the election. If a clear
favoritee for the election exists, voters may feel their influence can only be marginal, and
consequentlyy decide to stay home. If, on the other hand, the outcome is uncertain and a close
racee is likely, voters may feel that their vote could just swing the balance, thus enhancing their
influencee and their likeliness to participate. Thus, the closeness of the election may have a
directt motivational effect on participation.
Thee closeness of the election can also create a facilitative effect, by increasing media
attentionn paid to the election. A neck and neck election race is attractive material for news
media,, generating more media attention than would otherwise be the case. The increased
amountt of information offered to voters reduces the cost of information and increases the
awarenesss of the election, facilitating electoral participation.
Thee Netherlands is not a majority system where the election winner automatically ends
upp in government. The typical notion of a close race in which the two largest parties fight
eachh other for government power does not readily apply. The largest party need not end up in
government,, or a new coalition might eventually contain both of the parties that were earlier
tiedd in a neck and neck race. Nevertheless, becoming the largest party is of consequence, and
thee race for the lead is of significance in the Dutch political system. Since 1972 it is the
customm that the largest party initiates coalition negotiations. In a party system where the
typicall election results in more than one coalition option, this custom is of considerable
consequencee in coalition negotiations.
Onee contextual characteristic deserves some additional attention, although the variable
iss a constant in the period of 1971-1998. A mandatory voting law was in effect in the
Netherlandss in the period before 1971, making 1971 the first parliamentary election where
participationn was not compulsory. The possible consequences of this will be examined in the
analysis,, where relevant.
2.2.22.2.2
Individual
Characteristics
Att the individual level, the selection of variables included in the model was again based on
existingg research. These individual level variables can be of a facilitative or a motivational
characterr as well, and, just as at the contextual level, some variables have both a facilitative
ass well as a motivational influence. The variables included will now be discussed.
Thee variable education is facilitative factor. To understand the complex matter of
politics,, and to make an informed decision whether to vote and for whom, a certain level of
cognitivee skills is required. Education provides these cognitive skills. A positive influence of
thiss facilitative factor is therefore expected on electoral participation. Education may have an
addedd motivational effect since schools often encourage voting as a civil duty. Prolonged
educationn ensures a prolonged exposure to this norm.
AA number of variables included in the analytical model function as proxy-indicators for
aa motivational concept, namely social integration. In democratic societies, voting is one of
thee main opportunities for citizens to collectively influence the political course of the country.
Integrationn into society increases the level of commitment to society, and will induce citizens
too participate in the political process (Cf. Verba & Nie, 1972; Milbraith & Goel, 1977;
Putnam,, 2000). Therefore, a positive influence of social integration on the chance to vote is
expected.. Social integration cannot be measured directly, so that proxy-indicators have been
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selectedd to indicate the degree of integration into society. Income, class and age are all
positivelyy correlated with the degree of integration (Cf. Hout & Knoke, 1975; Rose, 1974)
Income,Income, class and age are therefore expected to have a positive effect on electoral
participation.. Apart form these three proxy-indicators for social integration, an even stronger
positivee effect on turnout is expected from membership of specific groups in society that hold
stronglyy to a norm of voting as a civic duty. In the Netherlands, this is especially relevant for
memberss of the 'traditional' religious denominations (Roman Catholics, Dutch Reformed and
Calvinistt Protestants) as well as for labor unions members. Religious denomination and
religiosity,religiosity, as well as union membership are therefore added to the set of independent
variabless and expected to positively influence the chance to vote. Religiosity and union
membershipmembership can both have an additional influence on voters in case the church or the union
advicee their followers to vote for a particular party. This may aide voters in determining what
partyy is best for them, and thus have a facilitative effect.
AA strong positive influence on electoral participation is expected from Party attachment,
politicalpolitical interest and political efficacy. Political interest and political efficacy are both
expectedd to have a motivational effect, since elections provide an opportunity for voters with
highh political interest and efficacy to influence matters that they care about. This motivational
effectt is expected for party attachment as well, in addition to a possible facilitative effect,
sincee close party adherents will have an easier task in selecting the party to vote for.
Ass already mentioned, the influence of gender on turnout is not entirely straightforward,
andd its impact tends to vary with the number of other characteristics that are being controlled
forr (cf. Leijenaar, 1989, van der Eijk and Oppenhuis, 1990). Gender will therefore be
includedd in the model without prior assumptions towards both the existence and the nature of
aa difference in turnout between men and women.

2.2.32.2.3

Mediating

the Context

through

the

Individual

Combiningg data on the individual level and the contextual level may not only allow more
accuratee estimates for characteristics on both of these levels. It also offers the opportunity to
examinee whether contextual influences are equal for all voters, or more influential for some,
andd less for others. In technical terms, this means that statistically significant interactions
mayy be found between contextual and individual characteristics. Since existing knowledge on
thee interaction between contextual and individual characteristics regarding electoral
participationn is limited, expectations will be of a general nature.
Thee influence of the contextual characteristics included in the model is not expected to
bee equally strong for all voters. It is expected that individuals with a relatively low chance of
participationn are potentially more strongly affected by contextual characteristics than
individualss with a high propensity to participate. The latter group will most likely participate
inn the election regardless of the specific circumstances, while voters who derive a smaller
likelihoodd to participate from their individual characteristics may require some added
incentivee from the contextual level to actually participate. Part of this difference between
voterss may be attributed to a ceiling effect: if the likelihood to vote derived from individual
characteristicss is very high, it simply cannot rise anymore. The ceiling effect is handled by
thee logistic regression model.
Inn the analytical model, this variable influence of contextual characteristics on different
voterss is explored by introducing interaction terms between a personal characteristic that is a
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strongg predictor of electoral participation - political efficacy - and the contextual
characteristicss in the model. If these interaction terms prove statistically significant this
meanss that the influence of contextual characteristics varies depending on individual
characteristics.. As political efficacy is expected to be positively related to electoral
participation,, higher political efficacy implies less influence for contextual characteristics.
Thee expected sign of the interaction terms is therefore the reverse of the sign expected for the
contextuall effects. Since all of the contextual effects introduced in the model are expected to
bee positive, all of the interaction terms are expected to be negative (see below).
2.33
Data a n d O p e r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n
Too test the influence of contextual characteristics on turnout rates through their effect on
individuall behavior, nine National Election Studies administered in concurrence with the
nationall elections held in the Netherlands in the period 1971-1998 were selected. These
studiess offer variation at the contextual and individual level, while at the same time ensuring
aa sufficient degree of comparability over all nine surveys. Of course, confining ourselves to
onlyy one political system inherently introduces limitations on the variance to be explored as
well.. Constitutional arrangements such as the existing electoral formula, the existence of
weekdayy voting and the absence of mandatory voting laws are all constants for the
Netherlandss in the period under scrutiny. Their effects can therefore not be studied in this
analysis. .
Thee nine Dutch election studies offer a total of 14,284 cases available for initial
analysis6.. In the Netherlands, a relatively large number of respondents refuse to answer some
questionss especially regarding personal income, creating the necessity to deal with the
problemm of missing data. To minimize the number of cases lost, data imputation was applied
wheree missing values were replaced by the reference category score for the variables income,
classs and education. To detect whether these substitutions were permissible and hence
whetherr respondents with missing data do not deviate in behavior from respondents with the
actuall scores, the following procedure was applied. Dummy variables were created for the
variabless income, class and education. These dummy variables were scored positive in case
aa respondent failed or refused to answer the particular question, while the missing values in
thee original variable were replaced by the imputed value. The dummy variables were then
includedd in the analytical model. A statistically significant effect of one of these dummy
variabless then indicates that the respondents with missing data differ significantly from
respondentss with the actual score on that variable. Listwise deletion was applied for variables
wheree data imputation was not acceptable. After deletion for missing data, 13,868 cases were
availablee for analysis (97 percent of all available cases).
Too ensure that no bias was introduced due to different sample sizes in the aggregated
dataa set, each year was weighted to an equal sample size. In addition, the data were weighted
too reflect actual turnout rates. Although non-voters show a consistently lower rate of
participationn in the Dutch election studies, no clear evidence has been found to assume that
thee sampled fraction is not a correct representation of the total group7. Therefore, it is
66 See the Appendix for details on the individual level variables employed in the analytical model.
77 Visscher (1995) disagrees with this, although Smeets (1995) found no evidence for his claims. See also Jaarsma et al.
(1986)) The under-representation of non-voters is common to election research and not confined to the Dutch election
studies.. See Katosh and Traugott, 1981.
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permissiblee to weigh the data according to actual turnout rates, allowing us to make
populationn predictions on the basis of our model.
Sincee a complete structural model is not our aim, a regression model is the most suitable
techniquee for our analysis. Since data at both the individual and the contextual level are used,
thiss needs to be taken into account as well. The main problem arising from this is that the
degreess of freedom at both levels differ. One remedy for this difference is to use multi-level
modeling,, to take complete account of the nested data structure of individual voters within
electorall contexts. This will be done in chapters 5 and 6. In view of the exploratory character
off this analysis, a regression analysis with robust standard errors is applied8. The problem
withh combining different contexts and modeling contextual characteristics as conducted in
thiss research is that the standard errors are estimated incorrectly because the assumption of
independentt samples is not met, and contextual characteristics are operationalized as if they
weree individual level characteristics. This results in a consistent underestimation of the
standardd errors of estimated parameters, rendering estimates statistically significant where
thiss may not be warranted. To correct this, an alternative estimate of variance is used, known
ass the Huber/White Sandwich estimator, which produces robust standard errors (Huber 1967;
Whitee 1980). The typical result - compared to non-robust standard errors - is a larger standard
error. .
Inn view of the dichotomous character of the dependent variable (did vote or not) and its
skewedd distribution, a logistic regression rather than OLS regression will be used. Logistic
regressionn is a non-linear multiplicative technique that allows us to estimate the influence of
aa variable on the chance that a person will vote, given all the other characteristics of that
person.. So, the influence of a characteristic can change over different values of the other
characteristics.. The result of this is that the predicted chance to vote will remain within the
logicall boundaries of 0 and 1.
Thee four contextual characteristics that will be introduced into the model are
operationalizedd as follows. The Government Collapse indicator indicates that the election
followss the collapse of the government coalition. Government Collapse is expected to have a
positivee effect on electoral participation through increased media attention and increased
perceivedd importance of the election. It is important to point out that this variable need not
indicatee that the election is called early. In the Netherlands, it is possible for a coalition to
takee on a caretaker role and keep to the original election cycle as occurred in 1977, although
theree is a significant relationship between Government Collapse and Time Since Previous
Election. Election.
Thee indicator labeled Time Since Previous Election indicates the years since a previous
parliamentaryy election was held, and performs a double role. It is a proxy indicator for
campaignn efforts. Since no direct data on campaign efforts exist, the time since a previous
electionn will be used as an alternative, on the expectation that quickly ensuing consecutive
electionss will deplete party funds. In addition, Time Since Previous Election is an indicator
forr the perceived relevance of the election, as frequent elections may create election fatigue,
depressingg turnout. For both interpretations, the expected relationship is positive, with longer
timee between elections encouraging turnout numbers. To improve interpretation the indicator
hass been transformed, by dividing the number of years since the previous election by the
88
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numberr of years of a regular parliamentary term (four years, in the Netherlands) so that a
scoree of one 1 corresponds to a full parliamentary term.
CoalitionCoalition Seeks Re-election is a dummy variable indicating whether the incumbent
coalitionn made reelection an election goal. A positive influence on turnout is expected.
However,, as this situation has only occurred twice in the period under study, in 1986 and
1998,, caution is required in interpreting the outcomes for this variable.
Thee Closeness of the Election is measured with the aid of opinion polls9. These polls
aree typically published in the media in the run up to the election. The measure is
constructedd by taking the gap in percentage points between the two largest parties. The
relationshipp between the closeness of the election and electoral participation is not
expectedd to be linear: a 2 percent point change in the degree of closeness is relevant if the
gapp is very small, but not of great importance if the gap between the two largest parties is
large.. To reflect this non-linear character, the actual variable used is 1 divided by the gap
inn percentage points. This creates a variable that becomes (much) larger in closer elections.
Ass a consequence, a positive influence is expected of the variable Closeness of the
Election. Election.
Tablee 2-2

The Netherlands - Values of Contextual Characteristics for the Period 1971-1998

Yearr of Election

1971 1972 1977 1981 1982 1986 1989 1994

1998

GovernmentGovernment Collapse no o yes syes s No o yes s no o yes s no o no o
TimeTime Since Previous Election* 1.02 2 .42 21.13 3 1 1 .33 3 .92 2 .83 31.17 7 1 1
CoalitionsCoalitions Seeks Re-election
no o no o no o No o no o yes s no o no o yes s
ClosenessCloseness of the Election.213 3 .103 3 .303 3 .667 7 .714 4 .122 2 10 0 .263 3 .078 8
(gap(gap in percentage points)
(4.7) )(9.7) )(3.3) )(1.5) )(1.4) )(8.2) )(0.1) )(3.8) )(12.9) )
NoteNote #; Time Since Previous Election is indicated in four-year terms.

Thee individual characteristics have been operationalized as follows. Class is measured on
aa five-point scale based on type of occupation. The categories are unskilled manual labor,
skilledskilled manual labor, self-employed, routine non-manual labor and skilled non-manual
labor.labor. The reference category is unskilled manual labor, to which all other categories are
codedd as contrast. Those who could not be assigned to any class category were included in
thee base category and identified through a separate variable.
EducationEducation is coded into three categories, ranging from primary (base reference
category)) through secondary to tertiary (polytechnic/university)) level education. Each level
iss coded as a contrast to the preceding level, to show the impact of an additional level of
education.. To determine the difference of tertiary versus primary level education, the
parameterss for secondary and tertiary education thus need to be added. Respondents who
failedd or refused to give information regarding their education were included in the base
categoryy (primary education) and identified through a separate variable.

99

The data used is collected on a weekly basis by NIPO Inc., the Netherlands Institute of Public Opinion and Marketing
Research. .
100 As mentioned already the largest party typically takes the lead in coalition negotiations after the elections.
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Dummyy indicators were constructed to signify respondents from the Lowest Income
QuartileQuartile and for Female voters, while Age was measured in years. Again, respondents for
whichh no income information was ascertained were included in the base category (not
lowestt quartile) and identified through a separate variable.
ReligionReligion was operationalized both according to denomination and religiosity,
measuredd by frequency of church attendance. In the Netherlands, three dominant religious
denominationss exist: Calvinist, Dutch Reformed and Roman Catholic. In addition, an
otherother category is included. This category contains a wide variety of religious
denominations,, some of which actually oppose electoral participation, as is the case for
Jehovah'ss Witnesses. This category is therefore expected to show a lower chance to vote
thann the three main denominations. The reference category for religion is not-religious.
Sincee the 1960s, the Netherlands has shown a steady decline in church adherence,
especiallyy in the Catholic Church. This has led to a situation where information on merely
thee denomination could be misleading. To remedy this, a measure of religiosity in the
formm of frequency of church attendance is introduced. Where useful, interactions between
denominationn and church attendance were explored.
PartyParty Attachment and Union Membership are indicated by dummy variables, coded
positivee if a respondent expressed a preference for a political party or is a member of a
laborr union. Political Interest and Political Efficacy are each measured on five point
scaless from low to high11.
2 . 44
Predicting Individual Electoral Participation
Tablee 2-3 shows the results of the logistic regression analyses of electoral participation. Four
modelss are presented. It has been argued (cf. Campbell, Converse, Miller & Stokes, 1960;
vann Deth 1989) that socio-demographic characteristics such as Class, Income or Education,
aree mediated in explanatory models of electoral participation through psycho-political
characteristicss such as Party Attachment, Political Interest and Political Efficacy. To assess
this,, the first model contains socio-demographic characteristics only. In the second model, the
psycho-politicall characteristics are added. Socio-demographic effects that are mediated
throughh psycho-political characteristics are then expected to decrease, compared to the first
model.. In the final two models, first contextual characteristics, then individual-contextual
interactionss are added. Robust standard errors are presented in conjunction with the estimated
coefficients.. Bold type indicates statistically significant estimates at oc=.05. Pseudo Rsquaredd is based on Judge et al. (1985).

111 The variables are additive index-scores, based on Mokken-scales of four separate items each. See Anker & Oppenhuis,
(1995)) pp. 323-330 on the construction of these scales.
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Tablee 2-3:

The Netherlands - Logistic Regression of Electoral Participation, 1971-1998
(robustt standard errors)

AgeAge
.021 .002.012 2
FemaleFemale
.171 .071
ClassClass (reference: unskilled manual labor)
SkilledSkilled manual labor
.120 .109
.083 3
SelfSelf employed
.381 .155.246 6
RoutineRoutine non-manual labor
.330 .104
.128 8
SkilledSkilled non-manual labor
.601 .116
.392 2
NoNo class assigned
.414 .093 .201 1
EducationEducation (reference: primary education)
SecondarySecondary vs primary education
.439.168
.075
8
TertiaryTertiary vs secondary education
.835 .133
.548 8
-. 162 .219 -.346 6
NoNo education level ascertained

.002 .002.017 7 .002 .002.017 7 .002 .002
.075 .075.399 9 .076 .076.399 9 .077 .077
.114 .114.094 4
.160 .160.221 1
.107 .107.131 1
.122 .122.349 9
.096 .096.157 7

.115 .115.100 0
.161 .161.216 6
.108 .108.129 9
.123 .123.338 8
.099 .099.161 1

.115 .115
.161 .161
.109 .109
.124 .124
.100 .100

.079 .079.220 0 .080 .080.192 2 .080 .080
.139 .139.540 0 .139 .139.524 4 .140 .140
.230 .230
-.240 0 .239 .239-.293 3 .237 .237

LowestLowest Income Quartile
-.234 .081
-.157 7 .086 .086
-.152 2
NoNo income ascertained
-.015 .084 .086 6 .086 .086.067 7
ReligionReligion (reference: no religion)
Catholic Catholic
-.1311 .079 -.077 7 .081 .081
-.073 3
DutchDutch reformed
.3188 .105 .290 0 .108 .108.280 0
Calvinist Calvinist
.8499 .195 .670 0 .200 .200.676 6
Religious:Religious: other denomination
-.2099 .190 -.234 4 .197 .197-.236 6
ChurchChurch attendance: at least...
WeeklyWeekly church attendance .8444 .117 .761 1 .120 .120
.765 5
MonthlyMonthly church attendance .4644 .118 .387 7 .122 .122
.392 2
WeeklyWeekly church attendance with-1.520 -1.218
.284 8 .284 .284
-1.251 1
Religious:Religious: other denomination
UnionUnion member
4799 .090 .395 .090 .380
Psycho-politicalPsycho-political characteristics
PartyParty attachment
1.085 5 .068 8 1.117 7
PoliticalPolitical interest
.355 5 .036 .036.340 0
PoliticalPolitical efficacy
.225 5 .027 .027.240 0
ContextualContextual characteristics
TimeTime since previous election
.455 5
GovernmentGovernment collapse
.374 4
CoalitionCoalition seeks re-election
.532 2
ClosenessCloseness of the election
-.026 6
InteractionsInteractions individual-contextual level
TimeTime since previous election
with Political
efficacy efficacy
GovernmentGovernment collapse
with
Political
efficacy
efficacy
CoalitionCoalition seeks re-election
with efficacy
Political efficacy
efficacy
ClosenessCloseness of the election
withefficacy
Political
.142 -2.226 6
ConstantConstant
-.283-1.3622
.127

-.632 2 .130 .130
-.303 3 .083 .083
.185 5 .071 .071
.019 9 .011 .011
.240.240
-3.203
.340 .340

PseudoPseudo R-square
LogLog Likelihood

.168 .168
-5430 -5430

.083 .083
-5984 -5984

.163 .163
-5461 -5461

.086 .086
-.144 4 .086 .086
.089 .089.065 5 .089 .089
.081 .081
-.071 1 .082 .082
.109 .109.259 9 .109 .109
.201 .201.666 6 .202 .202
.196 .196
-.256 6 .199 .199
.122 .122.753 3
.121 .121.389 9
-1.227 7
.286 .286

.091 .091
.3722
.068.068
.037.037
.028.028

.122 .122
.122 .122
.290 .290
.091

1.095.069 .069
.325.037 .037
.855.144 .144

.f588
1.512 .278 .278
.110.110
.846.190 .190
.103.103
AAA.173 .173
.014.014
-.056.026 .026

.173 .173
-5394 -5394

Thee socio-demographic model (Model I) shows a rather low pseudo-R2 of .083 although it
hass to be noted that pseudo-R2 estimates tend to be low in comparison to 'normal' OLS R2
values.. A look at the parameter estimates shows that all statistically significant effects are in
thee hypothesized direction. Age and education tend to have a positive influence on individual
electorall participation. The estimate for gender suggests that women show a higher
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probabilityy to vote than men, other characteristics held equal. Class proves influential,
especiallyy with the 'higher' classes showing a larger propensity to vote. Initially when
lookingg at religion, marked differences between the three denominations could be identified.
However,, here the crucial factor proves to be church attendance. The analyses show that
especiallyy weekly, but also monthly church attendance has a positive influence on electoral
participation.. However, this is not a uniform effect: regular church attendance has a negative
influencee for the 'religious: other' category. This is demonstrated by the interaction term
betweenn weekly church attendance and the 'religion: other' indicator in Model I12. Only
weeklyy church attendants of the 'other' denominations show a lower chance to vote; a
separatee effect of the 'religious: other' category itself is not statistically significant. A likely
explanationn is that the 'religious: other' category is indeed quite a mixed bag, consisting for
aa substantial part of first and second generation immigrants that attend church regularly, but
aree known to have a lower propensity to participate in elections (cf. Fennema & Tillie, 1999).
Anotherr religious group showing comparable behavior are Jehovah's witnesses. The analyses
underlinee that especially for Catholics church attendance proves to be the determining factor.
Modell I shows, when controlling for church attendance, that being Catholic by itself does not
affectt the probability of voting, which indicates that Catholics who do not go to church
regularlyy do not differ significantly in their electoral participation from unreligious voters.
Thee other integration indicator, union membership, shows the positive influence on electoral
participationn that was expected.
Thee non-significant effect of the 'no education level ascertained' indicator suggests that
thosee who failed or refused to answer this question show behavior comparable to those
respondentss with primary level education only. The most likely explanation is that for most
off these respondents their education is at primary level. For income, the 'no income
ascertained'' indicator also proves not to be significant. It is therefore unlikely that these
respondentss belong to the lowest income quartile, an assumption that is bolstered by practical
wisdomm of survey research, which states that it is those in the higher income brackets that are
moree likely withhold information on this question. For class however, there is a substantial
effectt related to not having a class level ascertained. This may be caused by the fact that a
substantiall part of this group will have no class score since they have no full time or part time
occupation.. These people show a distinct electoral behavior.
Addingg psycho-political characteristics in Model II improves the pseudo-R2 value
substantiallyy to .163. Model II also confirms that a large part of the socio-demographic
influencee is indeed mediated through the psycho-political characteristics. This is reflected in
aa decrease in the effect estimate for a number of socio-demographic characteristics, notably
class,, education and income, and to a lesser degree age, union membership and religion and
churchh attendance. The noteworthy exception is gender, which shows a substantially larger
influencee once the psycho-political effects are taken into account. This suggests that it is with
regardd to political interest, political efficacy and party attachment where women trail behind
men.. If we keep the level of political interest, political efficacy and party attachment equal
forr men and women, which is what happens if we include the psycho-political characteristics
inn the model, we see that women are more likely to participate than men.

122 Other interactions were tested but proofed not statistically significant.
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Inn Model II the influence of class is almost completely mediated through other
characteristics,, with only the difference between unskilled manual labor versus skilled nonmanuall labor remaining statistically significant. This suggests that, in line with the
expectationss set out above, class is a powerful predictor of the psycho-political
characteristics,, but has little additional influence on electoral participation in the Netherlands.
Education,, religion and church attendance remain influential, although their influence is
reduced.. The three psycho-political characteristics, political interest, party attachment and
politicall efficacy, show the expected significant positive influence on electoral participation.

2.4.12.4.1

Contextual

Effects

Modell III makes the first step of adding contextual information to the model, by including
fourr indicators for contextual characteristics. The addition of the contextual characteristics
increasess the pseudo-R2 value only minimally to .168, although the substance of this
improvementt of the model will become more apparent in section 2.5 below. With the
exceptionn of the closeness indicator, the estimates for the contextual characteristics are all in
thee expected direction. Closeness, as operationalized, was expected to have a positive
influencee on voting, but instead shows a negative effect. It should be noted however, that this
effectt is not statistically significant.
Inn agreement with expectations, longer periods between elections have a positive effect
onn turnout, as does a coalition seeking re-election, although caution needs to be taken with
thee latter indicator, since it applies to only two elections. As hypothesized, a coalition collapse
doess indeed tend to increase electoral participation.
Thee individual level estimates show only minimal change when the contextual
characteristicss are added to the model. However, the control variable for an absence of class
informationn now proves to be no longer statistically significant, so that the only remaining
additionall influence of class on electoral participation is for skilled non-manual labor.

2.4.22.4.2

Individual-contextual

Interactions

Thee model analyzed here does not allow extensive testing of numerous individual-contextual
interactions.. The number of contexts available is simply not sufficient. This section will
thereforee not present an exploration of all possible interactions between individual and
contextuall level characteristics, but rather go for one 'safe bet'. Interactions will be modeled
betweenn all contextual characteristics and political efficacy, an important predictor of
electorall participation. If individual level variations in the influence of contextual effects
exist,, they are most likely to manifest themselves through these interactions.
Thee interactions between political efficacy and the contextual characteristics are
presentedd in Model IV. Again, the pseudo-R2 increases, though again only marginally to . 173.
Thee estimates for individual level characteristics show very little change compared to the
previouss model, with the obvious and unsurprising exception of the direct estimate for
politicall efficacy.
Att the contextual level, the estimates show substantial change. Again this is to be
expectedd because of the interaction terms. The direct effects of the contextual characteristics
noww indicate the influence on voters with the lowest level of political efficacy, to which the
compositee terms of the interactions have to be added to complete the equation. Since the signs
forr all interaction terms are indeed the reverse of the direct estimates of the contextual effects,
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thiss indicates that the influence of contextual effects decreases as political efficacy increases.
Thiss finding is statistically significant for all four interactions, and in line with the
expectationss set out in Section 2.2.3. Apart from this general corroborating finding, there are
somee more specific findings that are a bit more confusing. Again the estimate for the
closenesss of the election is opposite from what was expected. Moreover, it is statistically
significantlyy different from zero. The negative estimate suggests that turnout is actually
higherr in elections where the gap between the two leading parties is larger. In comparison to
thee previous model, the estimate for the direct effect of a coalition seeking re-election has
substantiallyy decreased in size and is no longer statistically significant.
2.55
P r e d i c t i n g T u r n o u t Levels
Thee previous section showed that the political context is not of equal importance to all voters.
Thee context-individual interaction terms proved that the influence of the contextual
characteristicss is less for voters with higher levels of political interest and political efficacy
thann for the less politically interested and for voters with lower political efficacy. This
improvess our understanding of electoral participation. The question remains however,
whetherr adding contextual information gives us a better understanding of electoral
participationn only, or whether it also improves our capacity of predicting who will vote or not.
Too answer this, in this section turnout rates will be predicted, based on the models presented
inn Table 2-3, specifically models II and IV. These two models represent the full individual
levell model, and the model with contextual characteristics and interaction terms added.
Forr each individual, the predicted value was computed. The predicted value reflects the
probabilityy that individual will participate, as predicted by the model. Because of the use of
logisticc regression, this value will always be between zero and one. Aggregating the predicted
valuess produces the predicted turnout rate for the complete sample. As was mentioned
already,, each of the samples has been weighted so as to reflect the actual turnout rate of the
election,, so that sample composition will not obfuscate the predictions based on the statistical
model.. Table 2-4 presents the predicted turnout rates per election in percentages, based on the
individuall model (II) and the context and individual level model (IV). The actual turnout
figuress are presented on the last row.
Tablee 2-4

The Netherlands - Turnout (percentages), Actual and Predicted by Individual and
Contextt & Individual Model and Average Absolute Deviance from Actual Turnout
(percentagee points)

19711 1972 1977 1981 1982 1986 1989 1994 1998 Devianc
83.885.9
882.4 483.7 782.1 181.7 768.4 4 2.53 3
IndividualIndividual model (II)
84.6 85.8
ContextContext & Individual model (IV) 82.8 85.2 81.9
88.1980.8 887.1 180.6 680.2 271.7 7 1.69 9
ActualActual turnout
79.1 83.5 87.0
88.0 081.0 085.8 880.3 378.7 773.0 0
--

Thee two models produce clearly different turnout predictions. The inclusion of contextual
informationn does alter the predictive accuracy of the model, even though the difference in Itsquaree is minimal. It does not produce a consistent over or under-estimation of the turnout
level,, as turnout rates are not consistently too high or too low. The last column of Table 2-4
showss that the predictions from the Context & Individual model are on average 1.69
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percentagee points off the actual outcome, while the Individual model is less accurate with
ann average deviation of 2.53 percentage points. Indeed, as Figure 2-1 shows even more
clearly,, the predictive power of the model greatly increases as contextual information is
added.. The contextual-individual model outperforms the individual level only model in all
electionss but one.
Figuree 2-1 presents the deviation from actual turnout for the predicted turnout levels of
thee two models. In essence, it shows how far the predictions are off, and whether they fall
shortt or overshoot the mark. For each election, actual turnout is represented by the zero-line,
withh deviations given in percentage points. The improved prediction of the contextualindividuall level model is obvious. Only in 1981 is it further off the mark than the individual
levell model.
Figuree 2-1

The Netherlands - Predicted Turnout Levels, Deviation f r o m Actual Turnout
6% %

II Individual model
prediction n
jj Context & individuall
modell prediction
19711
19722

1977

1982
1981

1989
1986

1998
1994

Yearr of election

2 . 66

C o n c l u s i o n s : Does C o n t e x t

Matter?

Thiss chapter explored the influence of contextual characteristics on individual electoral
participationn in the Netherlands between 1971 and 1998. At the individual level, most
characteristicss behaved in the way expected. The influence of gender proved to be interesting.
Inn the analyses presented here, women show a higher propensity to vote than men,
particularlyy when controlling for the relevant psycho-political characteristics (political
interest,, political efficacy and party attachment). This is in contrast with findings in other
countriess (Blais and Carty 1990; Lipset 1981; Verba et al. 1978; Wolfinger & Rosenstone
1980).. Previous Dutch research did not come up with a single consistent outcome (Leijenaar
1989;; van der Eijk & Oppenhuis, 1990). It appears that the influence of gender is strongly
dependentt on the other characteristics included in the model, with the psycho-political
characteristicss playing a key role. With regard to religion, the key factor appears to be
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religiosity,, as indicated by church attendance. Only Dutch Reformed and Calvinists show a
greaterr likelihood to participate in addition to the separate effect of church attendance.
Catholicss who do not attend church frequently do not distinguish themselves from the nonreligious,, although the parameter estimate by itself suggests that Catholics that do not attend
churchh regularly vote less often than the not-religious.
Theree was strong support for the thesis that contextual characteristics affect individual
voterss over and above the influence of individual characteristics. In addition, the interaction
termss showed that individual level characteristics determine the degree to which stimuli from
thee electoral context affect voters. These findings help explain between-election fluctuations
inn turnout figures. The accuracy of turnout prediction was increased considerably by
includingg characteristics of the election and the political system in which it was held.
Theree are also limitations to the analyses presented. The ability to draw unequivocal
conclusionss on contextual influences on turnout is hampered by data limitations. The
relativelyy low number of contexts - i.e., elections - puts a restriction on the model, and
especiallyy on the number of explanatory variables on the aggregate level. The next chapter
willl treat this subject more extensively, and suggest a more in-depth exploration of the
influencee of a single contextual characteristic - the closeness of the election - on individual
behavior,, rather than a wide exploration of several contextual characteristics.
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