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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction and Research Question 

The electoral preferences of citizens in Western democracies have become increasingly 
volatile over the last decades (Dalton & Welzel, 2015; Dalton, 2013; Drummond, 2006; 
Mair, 2013). Subsequently, the outcomes of elections (at the system level) have also 
turned out to be ever more volatile (e.g. Bischoff, 2013; Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002; 
Drummond, 2006; Emanuele, Chiaramonte, & Soare, 2018; Mainwaring, Gervasoni, 
& Espana-Najera, 2017). At the same time, scholars raise concerns about diminishing 
political support (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Hetherington, 2005; Norris, 2011). While citizens 
remain committed to democratic procedures and principles, support for political 
institutions and the way in which democracy works has supposedly been in gradual 
decline (Dahlberg, Linde, & Holmberg, 2015; Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Norris, 1999); 
or alternatively, political support is at least supposed to be fluctuating much more 
than before (Bovens & Wille, 2008; Van der Meer, 2017; Van Ham & Thomassen, 
2017). Given the simultaneous occurrence of these two processes, it is not surprising 
that scholars have frequently tried to link the supposed crisis in political support to 
increasing volatility.  

Numerous empirical studies have indeed observed that some types of political 
support are negatively related to volatility (e.g. Belanger & Nadeau, 2005; Dalton & 
Weldon, 2005; Dassonneville, 2014; Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017; Zelle, 1995). 
Other studies, however, do not find such effects (e.g. Dassonneville, Blais, & 
Dejaeghere, 2015; Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; Dassonneville, 2012; Walgrave, 
Lefevere, & Hooghe, 2010). Furthermore, one can also think of a causal pathway in 
the opposite direction, in which living in a political system with highly volatile election 
outcomes fuels political dissatisfaction. Highly volatile election outcomes are, in such 
a perspective, supposed to negatively affect the stable working of party politics. This 
makes the interactions between parties in parliament and government increasingly 
unstable and unpredictable (e.g. Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017; Mainwaring et al., 
2017; Mair, 2013), which may cause levels of political support to drop (e.g. Hardin 
1999; Marien 2011; Rose & Munro 2003). Hence, waning political support may be 
both the cause and the consequence of electoral volatility. Empirical research so far 
has not considered this latter possibility.  

Despite considerable scholarly attention to the topic, several of the causal 
pathways between political support and electoral volatility are thus not yet fully 
understood. When it comes to the causal effects of political support on volatile voting 
preferences, this dissertation identifies three shortcomings in the literature. First, 
existing studies seldom reflect on the fact that individuals’ political support commonly 
fluctuates over time as a result of ongoing evaluations of political actors. 
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Consequently, studies often neglect that the effects of political support on electoral 
volatility may have a dynamic component which varies over time within an electoral 
cycle. Moreover, even when such dynamics are theoretically acknowledged, they are 
seldom empirically scrutinised due to the absence of high-quality panel data and 
scholars’ lack of awareness about the right statistical methods to assess such effects. 
Second, existing studies do not often account for the fact that the effects of political 
support on electoral volatility may not exist coherently among voters for all political 
parties. Since the start of the 21st century, assuming a homogeneous effect of support 
on vote switching among all political parties may hide an important peculiarity of 
this relationship, as the electoral rise of (populist) parties may have resulted from the 
fact that such parties more stably attract the votes of dissatisfied voters. Third, it is 
not well known how different subtypes of political support may exert different effects 
on volatile voting preferences. The main reason for this is that distinctions between 
subtypes of support are commonly not systematically applied in empirical studies. 
Finally, the unexplored pathway in the opposite direction, from system-level volatility 
back to political support, comprises a fourth gap in our knowledge.  

By addressing the identified gaps in our knowledge on the linkages between 
political support and electoral volatility, the overarching goal of this dissertation can 
be summarised as providing a more accurate answer to the central question: What 
are the causal relations between electoral volatility (at the individual and system level) 
and forms of political support?  

That this question in its entirety has not yet been satisfactorily answered cannot 
be traced back to a single underlying cause. I argue in this dissertation that at 
different places in the support-volatility chain, aspects of conceptualisation, theory, 
data, and methods have not yet been accurately applied and connected to each other. 
To better match (more refined) theoretical expectations on the support-volatility 
chain with evidence from more stringently applied empirical tests, this dissertation 
takes the following steps: 1) it refines the systematic conceptualisation of object-
specific types of political support; 2) it develops new theoretical arguments regarding 
the dynamic understanding of the support-volatility link and regarding the possible 
interaction effect between populist party voting and vote switching; 3) it makes 
extensive use of longitudinal (panel) data sources; 4) it adopts crucial empirical tests 
using more advanced statistical methods; and finally 5) it assesses the unexplored 
causal effect of system-level volatility on political support. 

 
1.2 Identification of the puzzles addressed in the empirical chapters 

The central task of this dissertation appears to be straightforward: investigating the 
reciprocal relations between two core concepts. However, appearances can be 
deceptive. Electoral volatility and political support are far from unequivocal concepts. 
Both terms have been used to describe individual-level as well as system-level 
phenomena, and at each level several subtypes of volatility and support can be 
distinguished. Chapter 2 therefore sets out to clarify how the two central concepts of 
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electoral volatility and political support are, in their different variants, understood 
throughout this dissertation.  

Afterwards, in the empirical Chapters 3-5, my attention turns to the individual-
level effects of political support on volatile voting preferences. This is the pathway 
between the two concepts that is most commonly investigated in the literature. The 
effects of political support on vote switching between elections (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 
2005; Dassonneville et al., 2015; Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; Dejaeghere & 
Dassonneville, 2017; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995), as well as on switching during 
campaign periods (e.g. Dassonneville, 2012, 2014), are often studied. Although these 
studies have substantially advanced our knowledge on the effects of political support 
on vote switching, I argue in this dissertation that these studies nevertheless still 
suffer from a number of limitations in their theoretical frameworks and empirical 
designs.  

First, extant research has been rather limited in terms of acknowledging that the 
relation between support and vote switching is not a constant, but is something that 
evolves over time. While the measurement of volatility by definition involves a 
dynamic component, the political support side of the equation is almost never 
dynamically assessed, mainly due to the absence of rich panel data sources. This 
means that only the cross-sectional effects of political support on volatile voting 
preferences have been investigated, commonly closely around election time. However, 
cross-sectional analysis at one point in time is unable to identify whether vote 
switching results from rather stable differences in support levels between citizens, or 
whether switching (stability) results from temporary low (high) levels of support, 
which fluctuate throughout an electoral cycle as a function of the performance 
evaluations of political actors. This is rather unfortunate, as observed fluctuations in 
political support during an electoral cycle (e.g. Hix & Marsh, 2011; Listhaug & 
Jakobsen, 2018; Závecz, 2017), as well as observations revealing how citizens may 
adapt their voting preferences at any moment in between elections (e.g. Nannestad 
& Paldam, 2002; Rothschild & Malhotra, 2014; Stimson, Mackuen, & Erikson, 1995), 
both suggest that a dynamic component of political support certainly plays a role in 
explaining why individuals switch their votes. To disentangle the extent to which a 
structural and a dynamic understanding of the support-volatility linkage take place 
simultaneously, in Chapter 3 of this dissertation I employ the innovative ‘within-
between random effects’ approach on two extensive panel datasets from the 
Netherlands between 2006 and 2017. This allows me to separate both mechanisms 
from one another and to estimate them simultaneously. 

A second element which potentially affects the individual-level effects of political 
support on volatile voting preferences is that these studies commonly assume the 
presence of general effects that exist among voters of all political parties. Such a 
perspective does not account for the fact that among voters for particular parties, the 
effect of political support on volatile voting preferences may arguably be different 
than what holds for voters for the majority of parties. To be more precise, the rising 
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electoral importance of populist parties (Mudde, 2013; Van Kessel, 2015) may have 
changed the supply side of available voting alternatives to such an extent that a 
specific group of dissatisfied voters now has a strong incentive to vote in a stable way 
for viable populist party alternatives. This proposition provides the basis for the 
second empirical analysis in this dissertation (Chapter 4), which adopts a cross-
national perspective using CSES data. If indeed low levels of political support do 
stabilise the vote among populist party voters, this will be an important finding which 
calls into question the idea that dissatisfied voters are commonly whimsical voters. 

Thirdly, different forms of support are rarely distinguished empirically in research 
on volatility. Commonly, empirical studies rely on whichever political support item(s) 
are available, without explicitly acknowledging that several of these items measure 
support directed to different object levels in the political realm. At the theoretical 
level, however, support directed to more specific object levels in the political realm is 
commonly expected to have a different impact on vote switching than support 
directed to more diffuse object levels (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008; 
Zelle, 1995). Such expectations are not often properly tested using an encompassing 
framework in which the effects of more diffuse types of support on vote switching are 
investigated, while simultaneously also investigating the effects of more specific types 
of support. Hence, the third empirical study in this dissertation (Chapter 5) employs 
a panel dataset around the Dutch 2017 parliamentary elections that was specifically 
designed to investigate the differentiated impact of specific and diffuse types of 
support on stable or volatile voting patterns. Disentangling such effects will tell us 
which underlying motivations for vote switching prevail: low support for specific 
political actors or generalised dissatisfaction with politics and the political system. 

The final empirical investigation in this dissertation (Chapter 6) turns to the 
question of whether volatile election outcomes at the system level affect post-election 
levels of political support. Although electoral volatility is supposed to be detrimental 
for political support (e.g. Mainwaring & Zoco, 2007; Tavits, 2008), such claims have 
not yet been empirically investigated. Furthermore, many of the supposedly 
detrimental consequences of volatility for support may only become visible in the long 
term; or at least, not immediately after elections. What has not been considered, 
however, is that volatile election outcomes may have positive short-term effects on 
political support. The potential variability of election outcomes is, in such a 
perspective, considered a necessary requirement for establishing electoral 
accountability (Powell, 2000; Stimson et al., 1995). High levels of electoral volatility 
may signal that unpopular representatives in parliament/government are successfully 
replaced at election time. This has the potential to restore political support, as it 
realigns representation at the elite level with current mass preferences. The extent to 
which volatile election outcomes indeed have the potential to recover political support 
over the course of elections is investigated in this chapter through a cross-national 
design using Eurobarometer data to model system-level shifts in political support over 
the course of elections. 
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Figure 1.1 Overview of the central chapters of the dissertation 

 
 

1.3 Relevance for the normative debate on the functioning of 
representative democracies 
  
The insights presented in this dissertation will not only lead to an improved 
understanding of the causal relations between political support and electoral 
volatility; these insights also speak to the ongoing debate on the ‘vitality’ of 
contemporary representative democracies. Democratic theorists from various 
backgrounds commonly agree that basic levels of political support are essential for 
the proper functioning of representative democracies, as political support (or either 
trust, confidence, or satisfaction) enhances voluntary compliance with the law 
(Hetherington, 1999; Marien & Hooghe, 2011), stimulates societal acceptance and 
implementation of newly adopted policies (Marien & Hooghe, 2011; Tyler, 2011; Van 
der Meer, 2017), and increases the willingness to contribute to collective goods 
(Hetherington, 2005; Rudolph & Evans, 2005). Additionally, political support is 
supposed to have positive implications for the electoral process: it motivates citizens 
to go out and vote (Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Marien & Hooghe, 2011), and it 
presumably prevents voters from continuously changing their party preferences 
(Belanger & Nadeau, 2005, p. 127; Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 940; Hetherington, 
1999). 

Several political scientists and popular opinion makers persistently proclaim that 
representative democracies are facing a ‘crisis’ (e.g. Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014; 
Crozier et al., 1975; O’Donnell, 2007: see also the discussions in Thomassen, 2015; 
Van der Meer & Zmerli, 2017). Although such a crisis is first and foremost understood 
as a  ‘crisis of political support’ (Van der Meer, 2017), democratic ‘pessimists’ have 
been eager to point to volatile election outcomes and the changing nature of the link 
between voters and their representatives as constituting elements of such a crisis (e.g. 
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Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Mair, 2013). In this pessimistic perspective, the increasingly 
volatile citizens of Western democracies are characterised as ‘disengaged’ (Mair, 2006) 
or ‘whimsical’ (Mair, 2013; Walgrave et al., 2010). Especially voters with low levels 
of political support and negative attitudes towards parties are likely to enter elections 
without standing partisan alignments (Rose & Munro, 2003; Söderlund, 2008). This 
makes them susceptible to the influence of short-term incentives and the rhetoric of 
campaigns (Dalton, 2004; Mair, 2006). Such voters also focus more on the competitive 
element of elections than on policy considerations (Thomassen & Van Ham, 2014). 
Hence, such citizens do not develop buffers that prevent them from being easily 
convinced to switch their party preferences as soon as a more attractive party emerges 
vowing to do politics differently (Belanger & Nadeau, 2005, p. 127; Dalton & Weldon, 
2005, p. 940; Hetherington, 1999).  

The reactions of political parties to volatile electorates are considered to be even 
more worrisome for the quality of democratic representation than the presumed 
whimsical nature of volatile voters. Democratic pessimists have argued that electoral 
volatility leads parties to engage in opportunistic behaviour. If parties can no longer 
rely on loyal groups of voters, they continuously need to adapt to the whims of their 
potential voters (e.g. Mair, 2013), which forces them into an almost perpetual state 
of campaigning. As a result, parties’ short-term electoral interests will always take 
precedence over long-term collective interests (Van Reybrouck, 2013). Highly volatile 
election outcomes themselves have been argued to complicate the interactions 
between parties, especially between parties in coalition governments (e.g. King, Alt, 
Burns, & Laver, 1990; Mainwaring & Scully, 1997; Mainwaring, 1998). Moreover, 
excessive volatility facilitates the entrance of a substantial number of new (populist) 
parties into a party system. Under such conditions, the democratic ideal of 
programmatic representation comes under threat as a high turnover of parties makes 
it difficult for citizens to identify what parties stand for (Mainwaring & Torcal, 2006). 
Some democratic pessimists ultimately argue that electoral volatility endangers the 
stability and survival of democratic regimes (Dalton, 2004; Miller, 1974; Powell & 
Tucker, 2014; Tavits, 2008).  

In contrast to all theorists who proclaim that representative democracy is currently 
facing a crisis, a second perspective on the relation between political support and 
volatile voting preferences interprets this relation more optimistically as the rise of 
‘critical citizens’ who monitor politics in order to hold their government to account 
(e.g. Rosanvalon, 2008). Since long-term party loyalties have started to decline, voters 
have become increasingly free to make their voting choices either on the basis of 
whichever prospective selection criteria they find currently most compelling (e.g. 
Powell, 2000; Przeworski et al., 1999; Woon, 2012), or on the basis of how they 
retrospectively evaluate the performances of officeholders and parties (e.g. Dalton, 
2004; Fiorina, 1981; Söderlund, 2008). The ‘critical citizens’ in this optimistic 
perspective adhere strongly to the democratic system and its principles, but are at the 
same time critical of existing structures of representative government and the 
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performances of political actors (Norris, 2011). Distrust in political actors is, in this 
perspective, considered to be inherent to representative politics, as the political parts 
of government – i.e. legislatures, elected executives, and parties – operate in a context 
of political conflict in which each propagates their own partial interests. Such 
relationships are not naturally conducive to political support (Warren, 2018, p. 76). 
Too much support for officeholders and incumbents may even bias views on how 
incumbents perform, which provides incentives to parties to deliver sub-optimal policies 
(Dassonneville, 2015). 

In this more optimistic perspective, substantial levels of electoral volatility are not 
at all considered unhealthy for the functioning of democracy. Rather, competitive 
elections with volatile election outcomes signify that citizens have the possibility to 
replace disliked officeholders with better liked alternatives (Warren, 2018, pp. 78–79). 
Volatility thus reflects the electorate’s response to what policymakers are doing 
(Erikson, Mackuen, & Stimson, 2001). When competitive elections succeed in replacing 
disliked officeholders, they may even undo existing distrust and reinforce citizens’ 
beliefs that they ultimately hold the power to hold their officeholders accountable 
(Clarke, Dutt, & Kornberg, 1993; Olson, 1982). In this view, volatility is thus an 
essential precondition to establish dynamic representation between citizens and 
representatives (Dassonneville, 2015). 

Both the pessimistic and optimistic perspectives offer ambiguous implications 
regarding the way in which decreasing political support and rising volatility affect the 
functioning of representative democracies. “Both outcomes represent real and 
significant changes in the nature of democratic electoral politics – but it is not clear 
which pattern will predominate” (Dalton, 2004, p. 11). As several aspects of this debate 
between the pessimistic and optimistic perspectives play a continuous, often implicit, 
role in the investigation of the empirical questions throughout this thesis, I will return 
to this debate in the conclusion of this dissertation where I will discuss the implications 
of the empirical findings for these two contrasting perspectives on the vitality of 
contemporaneous representative democracies. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The concepts of ‘Electoral Volatility’ and ‘Political Support’ 

 
The aim of this second chapter is to clarify how the multifaceted concepts of electoral 
volatility and political support, in all their different variants, should be understood 
throughout this dissertation. In the first part of the chapter, I conceptualise types of 
individual- and system-level volatility and discuss how different types of volatility 
relate to each other. Up to date system-level trajectories in volatility are subsequently 
shown to shed further light on the context in which the current study takes place. In 
the second part of the chapter, I define the overarching concept of political support, 
discuss the different attitudes that make it up, and distinguish the different object 
levels towards which political support may be directed. A discussion of 
contemporaneous system-level trends in political support closes the chapter.  
 
2.1 Electoral volatility 

In its general meaning, the term volatile indicates that a certain situation briefly 
passes by into another situation. As such, volatility appears as the antithesis to the 
concept of stability. When applying the term volatility to the electoral preferences of 
individuals, a volatile voter is considered to be a voter who (frequently) changes 
his/her electoral preferences. When applying the term to the aggregated outcomes of 
elections, electoral volatility designates the extent to which the results of an election 
deviate from the results of the previous election. Commonly, this distinction reflects 
the difference between individual-level volatility and system-level volatility (e.g. Lane 
& Ersson, 1997; Van der Meer, Van Elsas, Lubbe, & Van der Brug, 2015).1 At each 
level, however, further sub-distinctions are commonly made. 

Individual-level studies on vote switching started to appear in the 1940s, especially 
in the US context (e.g. Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1963; Converse, 1962; 
Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944). The literature on volatility as a system-level 
characteristic, however, only developed after the appearance of Pedersen’s seminal 
1979 article on ‘The Dynamics of European Party Systems’, in which he introduced 
improved measurements for vote changing at the system-level (for studies in this 
tradition, see also Bartolini & Mair, 1990; Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017; 
Drummond, 2006; Mainwaring et al., 2017). Given that system-level volatility only 
possibly exists when there is individual-level volatility, both bodies of literature have 
remained surprisingly disconnected. In this dissertation, however, I would not easily 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1 This distinction is also referred to as micro- and macro-level volatility (Dassonneville, 2015, 
p. 11; Lane & Ersson, 1997). For reasons of coherence, throughout this dissertation I will stick 
to the terms individual-level and system-level volatility. 
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get away with such an approach. As both the individual-level effects of support on 
volatility, as well as the system-level effects of volatility on support, are investigated, 
it is important to connect insight from both bodies of literature to understand the 
overarching causal chain leading from support to volatility and vice versa.  

Hence, in the following sections of the text I first explain which types of volatility 
can be distinguished. Second, I discuss how types of individual-level volatility 
translate into system-level volatility measures. Third, I discuss which types of 
volatility will be picked up in this dissertation. Fourth, showing the trajectories of 
different system-level types of volatility provides insight into how these types of 
volatility are currently developing and exemplifies that theoretically distinguishing 
between subtypes of volatility does indeed matter empirically. 

 
INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL VOLATILITY: TYPES OF SWITCHING 

At the individual level, volatile voters are those voters who frequently change their 
electoral preferences. In terms of actually observed behaviour, however, this still 
leaves open the question of which substantial changes count as volatile voting 
patterns. Considering the possible set of electoral options that citizens commonly 
have, the following non-stable voting patterns can be distinguished: ‘switching 
between parties’, ‘switching between a party choice and a non-substantial voting 
category’, and ‘switching between different non-substantial voting categories’. Non-
substantial voting categories consist of ‘abstention’, ‘blank voting’, and ‘don’t know’ 
(with the latter option only available in the case that vote intentions are 
investigated). Of these non-substantial voting categories, most studies on volatility 
only investigate ‘abstention’ (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008).2 

Some studies only differentiate between ‘stable’ and ‘volatile’ voting, and 
indistinguishably classify ‘party switchers’ and ‘switchers between a party choice and 
a non-substantial voting choice’ as volatile voters (e.g. Dassonneville, 2012; Takens, 
2013). This is unfortunate, as different types of switching may be expressions of 
different underlying attitudes. For example, ‘party switching’ and ‘switching towards 
abstention’ have different attitudinal determinants (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; 
Söderlund, 2008). In this dissertation, I therefore consider it theoretically relevant to 
distinguish between ‘party switching’ and ‘switching towards/away from abstention’, 
and thus to analyse (where possible) those voting patterns separately.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2 Several studies totally disregard non-substantial voting categories by only looking at stable 
and volatile party voters (e.g. Dassonneville, 2013, 2014; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 
1965; van der Meer et al., 2015). When looking at studies that do include non-substantial 
voting choices, it is sometimes not reported how voters who report stable non-substantial 
voting choices are dealt with (Dassonneville, 2014; van der Meer et al., 2015, 104). Are these 
voters treated as stable voters or are they excluded from the analysis? This potentially 
introduces a bias, as the number of vote switchers relative to the number of stable voters will 
be higher under the second scenario. 
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When it comes to party switching, the bulk of the volatility literature commonly 
investigates party switching independent of the question of which substantial parties 
the switching takes place between. Yet a limited number of studies does adopt more 
substantively defined versions of party switching, for instance: ‘switching between 
existing parties’ is distinguished from ‘switching towards new parties’ to investigate 
whether the causes of within-system volatility are different from the causes of extra-
system volatility (Mainwaring et al., 2017); switching ‘within’ and ‘between’ party 
blocks is separated to enquire whether volatility is ‘bounded’ to existing party families 
or whether it signifies underlying processes of ‘dealignment’ or ‘realignment’ (e.g. 
Kuhn, 2009; Van der Meer, Lubbe, van Elsas, Elff, & Van der Brug, 2012); and/or a 
stable ‘government party vote’ is treated as separate from switching towards an 
‘opposition party’, to signify discontent with current government performances (Kölln 
& Aarts, 2013). Although particularly relevant for multiparty systems, investigating 
switching in these ways provides more detailed insights into the substantial switches 
that take place. 

More substantially defined types of switching are employed at a few points in the 
analysis in this dissertation. In chapter three, citizens’ status as ‘previous government 
party voters’ or ‘previous opposition party voters’ is incorporated to compare whether 
types of support which specifically relate to this distinction (i.e. trust in government 
and parliament) have different effects on vote switching among both groups of voters. 
In chapter four, the voting patterns of voters who cast their ballot for a populist party 
at the previous election are distinguished from mainstream party voters. Individual-
level switching towards new parties is not investigated separately in this dissertation. 
Although structurally low political support may stand out as one of the factors that 
stimulates switching to new parties, this type of switching is not assessed in this 
dissertation, firstly because hardly any new parties are involved in the case under 
study (Chapters 3 and 5 on the Netherlands), and secondly because the theoretical 
focus is on explaining a stable or volatile vote for the (populist or mainstream) party 
previously voted for, which makes the question of what type of parties voters switch 
to irrelevant (Chapter 4). Operationalising volatility as switching ‘between’ and 
‘within’ party blocks is also not investigated in this dissertation. Because switching 
between and within party blocks does not directly reveal something about the 
government (opposition) voter status of such switchers, it is less obvious how adopting 
one of these voting strategies would depend on the object-specific types of support 
applied in this dissertation, which often focus on support directed to ‘government’ 
and ‘parliament’. Moreover, switching between and within party blocks is less 
relevant in majoritarian systems. 

 
INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL VOLATILITY: ACTUAL VOTES VS. VOTE INTENTIONS 

The very notion of volatility is fundamentally directional, determined by comparing 
a person’s current electoral preference to a previously held preference. Hence, all that 
is needed to construct a volatility measure is that a person’s electoral preferences are 



VOLATILITY and SUPPORT 
 

25 
 

reported at two consequent points in time. To this end, actual votes as well as vote 
intentions (or a combination of both) have been used. Traditionally, most empirical 
studies have investigated volatility based on the actual voting choices of citizens in 
two consecutive elections (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Dassonneville et al., 2015; 
Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995). The prolonged availability of voting data from national 
election studies historically facilitated such research. Clearly, analysing this type of 
vote switching is very important, because of its immediate consequences for the 
composition of representational bodies. Nevertheless, disadvantages also apply. When 
investigating volatility based on actual votes, volatility rates may be underestimated, 
as the typically used election studies commonly rely on recall questions to assess vote 
switching (e.g. Beasley & Joslyn, 2001; Zaller, 1992). But more importantly, solely 
looking at actual votes underexposes the development of voting preferences in between 
two elections and commonly misses the exact moment at which preferences switch. 

To trace changes in voting preferences more continuously, volatility is now 
increasingly investigated on the basis of vote intentions; this is possible due to the 
availability of opinion polls. Vote intentions reflect the electoral choices that citizens 
would make if the elections were to take place on the day of the survey. Although a 
lower threshold may exist in terms of switching vote intentions – as well as switching 
back again – compared to the switching of actual votes, both volatility measures are 
in essence presumed to be not so different. First, the process of reporting a vote 
intention to an opinion poll is shaped very similarly to the process of casting an actual 
vote, at least in terms of the depth and scope of information and, supposedly, its level 
of representativeness (Kölln & Aarts, 2013, pp. 151–158). Second, both types of 
volatility have shared determinants, e.g. with regards to demographics, political 
sophistication, and media use (cf. Van der Meer et al., 2015). 

While electoral volatility, as assessed through shifting vote intentions, does not 
have the same direct implications for the composition of representative bodies as 
volatility based on actual votes, the importance of vote intentions in day-to-day 
politics should not be underestimated. Polling might powerfully signal discontent with 
current policies and the actors responsible for those policies (Kölln & Aarts, 2013, p. 
151). Expressions of discontent with certain parties – as exemplified by losses in the 
polls – may even provide citizens with non-programmatic voting incentives due to the 
likely occurrence of strategic voting and bandwagon effects (Rothschild & Malhotra, 
2014). As a result of these polls, political actors commonly start to adjust their 
behaviour during an ongoing electoral cycle. Parties that lose support in the polls 
may drop unpopular policies, while parties that win support will already start to 
behave according to a balance of power that is based upon the current polls instead 
of the latest elections. In such a way, sending signals to politicians by expressing vote 
intentions is a powerful tool for citizens to create dynamic representation (Fox & 
Phillips, 2003; Stimson et al., 1995). Hence, to assess the relation between political 
support and electoral volatility to its full extent, an important task of this dissertation 
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is to more fully reflect on the role of dynamic developments in terms of shifts in voting 
preferences during an entire electoral cycle. 

 
SYSTEM-LEVEL VOLATILITY 

The overall fluidity of the results of an election are reported at the system-level in 
terms of gross volatility or net volatility (Lane & Ersson, 1997).3 Gross volatility is 
commonly considered the true aggregation of individual-level volatility. It is a 
cumulative function of all individual vote shifts, which provides us with a percentage 
of vote switchers relative to the total number of voters (Bischoff, 2013).4 For example, 
a gross volatility rate of fifty percent indicates that the balance between vote 
switchers and stable voters in the electorate is even. The total number of vote 
switchers is herein normally calculated as the accumulation of ‘party switchers’ and 
‘switchers between parties and non-substantial voting categories’ (Roberts & 
Wibbels, 1999).5 

More commonly, however, system-level volatility is investigated as net volatility. 
This is defined as the sum of shifts in the electoral results of the political parties in a 
party system from one election to another (c.f. Bischoff, 2013; Dassonneville & 
Hooghe, 2017a; Pedersen, 1979). As the electoral results of parties can be observed in 
terms of both vote shares and seat shares, net volatility can be further sub-divided 
into vote-share volatility and seat-share volatility (Lane & Ersson, 1997, pp. 182–183). 
Both types of net volatility are measured using versions of the Pedersen index. This 
index is commonly constructed by summing the absolute values of all gains in vote 
shares (seat shares) of all winning parties (Pedersen, 1979). As differences between 
party vote shares and party seat shares in a given election are commonly more 
pronounced the more an electoral system deviates from proportional representation 
(Taagepera & Grofman, 2003), vote-share and seat-share volatility are also likely to 
diverge more in such systems. 

Contrary to gross volatility, both types of net volatility are imperfect reflections 
of individual-level switches. While gross volatility is a necessary condition for net 
volatility to take place, it is not a sufficient condition. System-level switches in the 
vote (seat) shares of parties commonly underestimate all the individual-level changes 
that take place: switches in opposite directions cancel each other out in measures of 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3 Not all publications properly distinguish between aggregate-level subtypes of volatility. This 
is rather unfortunate, as substantially different phenomena are sometimes classified simply as 
‘volatility’. 
4 Several scholars classify gross volatility as an individual-level type of volatility (e.g. Bischoff, 
2013; Butler & Stokes, 1971; Lane & Ersson, 1997). However, as the abovementioned indicator 
of gross volatility measures a characteristic that can only be attributed to an electorate as a 
whole, I classify gross volatility as an aggregate-level measure. 
5 Measures of gross volatility can, however, also be further decomposed into separate 
percentages of ‘party switchers’ and ‘switchers towards/away from non-substantial voting 
categories’ (Lane & Ersson, 1997). 
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net volatility (Katz, Rattinger, & Pedersen, 1997; Van der Meer et al., 2015).6 
Although index scores of net volatility correlate with gross individual-level volatility 
(Bischoff, 2013; Lane & Ersson, 1997), we should not therefore conclude that gross 
volatility and net volatility necessarily relate to each other in a predictable way. In 
several rather stable political systems in terms of net volatility, substantial levels of 
gross volatility have still been observed (Dassonneville & Baudewyns, 2014; Lane & 
Ersson, 1997; Steenvoorden, 2009).7 

 
THE CONSEQUENCES OF SYSTEM-LEVEL VOLATILITY FOR THE STABILITY OF POLITICAL SYSTEMS 

System-level volatility is assumed to be a precursor to party system instability (e.g. 
Tavits, 2008), which evolves incrementally when unstable elections tend to be 
sequential (Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017). In particular, volatility leads to system 
instability when it induces fractionalisation (which indicates the dispersion of parties, 
in terms of number and size, into a larger number of relatively equally sized smaller 
parties) or polarisation (which indicates growing support for parties at the extreme 
ends of the political spectrum) (e.g. King et al., 1990; Norris, 2011). Fractionalisation 
occurs when several mainstream parties obtain almost equal levels of electoral support 
and new parties successfully enter parliament. Such trends are increasingly observed 
in Western democracies (Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017; Mainwaring et al., 2017). 
Polarisation of party systems in Western democracies is also a frequently occurring 
phenomenon, exemplified by the rise of radical left and right wing populist parties 
(e.g. Mudde, 2013; Van Kessel, 2015). 

Together, the fractionalisation and polarisation of party systems increase the 
complexity of the bargaining environment in which parties compete to acquire 
governing power (King et al., 1990). By means of induced complexity, volatility is 
said to enforce that interactions between parties become increasingly unpredictable 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6 Some authors seem to disregard this distinction. For example, when investigating net 
volatility, Mair (2008, p. 43) notes that “an average of some 7-8 % of votes in Western Europe 
shifted between parties”. Such a statement is likely not to be true, as the percentage of ‘votes’ 
that shifted between parties is probably higher than the observed percentage of shifts in the 
‘vote shares’ of the parties. 
7 Labelling system-level volatility in terms of ‘gross volatility’ and ‘net volatility’ seems to me 
rather unfortunate. The ‘gross-net’ distinction is more commonly used in economic discourses, 
where ‘gross’ refers to the whole of something, while ‘net’ refers to a part of a whole following 
some sort of clearly defined reduction mechanism. In the case of volatility, however, net 
volatility is not directly derivable from gross volatility. To construct a net volatility measure, 
one cannot simply use the gross volatility measure and then apply a reduction formula. When 
calculating net volatility from individual-level vote switching patterns, one needs to know 
between which parties voters switch, and not solely whether they switch (of course net 
volatility can be more easily obtained from the aggregated vote (seat) share percentages of 
political parties). The gross volatility measure and its underlying individual-level information 
do not contain enough information to construct net volatility measures. 
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(Dalton, 2004; Mainwaring, 1998). Volatility also stimulates the susceptibility of 
political actors to short-term factors (Mainwaring & Scully, 1997; Mair, 2013), may 
negatively influence the durability of cabinets (King et al., 1990; Mainwaring, 1998), 
and makes it more difficult for citizens to hold political actors accountable (Rose & 
Munro, 2003). Nevertheless, no consensus exists regarding whether these supposedly 
negative effects of volatility indeed occur. 

Moreover, it seems to me that the abovementioned perspective delivers a too harsh 
verdict on the general role that electoral volatility plays in political systems. This 
literature commonly overlooks the fact that volatile election results are also required 
to reduce fractionalisation. To get rid of small parties in a party system, or to 
concentrate increasing power in the hands of a smaller number of relatively larger 
parties, volatility is just as much required as in the opposite situation. When it comes 
to polarisation, volatility not only leads to the emergence of parties at the extreme 
ends of the political spectrum, but also to their decline. Moreover, the potential 
variability of election outcomes is a necessary requirement for elections to effectively 
serve as a mechanism to hold representatives accountable for their performance. 
Hence, even when volatility does not resolve imbalances in the overall structure of a 
party system, volatile election results that allow voters to punish (government) parties 
while rewarding other (opposition) parties seems to exemplify a positive phenomenon 
that helps to reinforce the democratic process (Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017). The 
possibility that system-level volatility plays a positive role in democracies is therefore 
investigated in the last empirical chapter of this dissertation. 
 
 

TRAJECTORIES IN SYSTEM-LEVEL VOLATILITY  

A trend towards electoral volatility has been identified in several established 
democracies since the end of the 1970s (e.g. Bischoff, 2013; Dassonneville, 2015). As 
a result of the waning importance of social cleavages (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), long-
term party alignments started to decline in the early 1980s and party preferences and 
electoral results became increasingly unstable (Dalton & Welzel, 2015; Dalton, 2013; 
Drummond, 2006; Mair, 2013). However, while processes of social dealignment might 
have been a good explanation of the initial growth in volatility starting in the 1970s, 
it seems rather unlikely that social change alone fully accounts for the ongoing growth 
in volatility levels well into the 21st century (Dassonneville, 2015; Zelle, 1995). Waning 
political support may have taken over the lead role in driving electoral volatility over 
the last decades. This certainly applies to explaining fluctuations in levels of volatility 
between elections. However, it is not clear whether trends in political support 
currently continue to affect long-term system-level trends in volatility? This first of 
all depend on the question how current trajectories of volatility develop. It is not 
totally clear whether volatility is still on the rise, or is simply remaining at a constant 
high. 
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While several studies have reported ongoing trends of growing volatility up to 
2010, trends since 2010 are scarcely reported. To provide additional insights, Figure 
2.1 shows the average development of gross volatility in three five-year periods in a 
number of established Western democracies, based upon modules 2-4 from the CSES 
data looking at party switching, a similar trend appears, although the increasing trend 
in the total level of gross volatility from 2006-2010 to 2011-2015 cannot solely be 
explained by an increase in party switching; the number of voters switching between 
(CSES, 2018).8 The total degree of gross volatility in the average established 
democracy has continuously increased since the first five-year period (2001-2005). 
When only a party choice and abstention has also risen. Self-evidently, stable party 
voting is in decline. While these trends are not overly distinct, they do at least suggest 
that the total number of switches in elections (gross volatility) is still rising. 

Figure 2.2 shows the trends in net volatility summarised by decade over a much 
longer period from the 1940s to the 2010s. The vote-share volatility rates in this figure 
come from Emanuele (2015). The seat-share volatility rates are based on my own 
calculations (see online Appendix 6C). Both types of net volatility started to rise in 
the 1970s, after reaching their lowest levels in the 1960s. This rise in volatility was, 
in the 1970s and 1980s, initially rather modest. Only from the 1990s onwards did they 
begin to rise sharply, seat-share volatility in particular. It is surprising that both vote-
share as well as seat-share volatility have continued to grow during the last decade 
since 2010, even when compared to the 2000-2010 decade. This strong growth cannot 
solely be attributed to volatility in the relatively new democracies of Central and 
Eastern Europe. Instead, it seems that volatility in the older established democracies 
is what is spurring this continuous growth in net volatility. Furthermore, 
distinguishing vote-share and seat-share volatility matters, as the latter is commonly 
higher than the former and the average trajectories of both are not necessarily 
equivalent (especially when looking at the full set of European democracies for which 
data is available). 

Figure 2.3 additionally shows that the ongoing rise in seat-share volatility does not 
stem solely from an increased exchange of parliamentary seats between established 
political parties. The summed seat-share percentage of parties that have newly 
entered (or re-entered) parliament has substantially increased since the 1980s. The 
younger democracies of Central and Eastern Europe in particular have contributed 
to this trend. Nevertheless, since 2010 a strong growth in the seat share of newly 
entering parties is also visible in the established democracies of Western Europe. The 
summed seat-share percentage of parties that have disappeared from parliament lags 
a bit behind the seat-share percentage of newly entering parties. This suggests that 
party systems are becoming more fragmented. Nevertheless, it should be taken into 
account that when setting the benchmark for calculating the party exit measure, only 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

8 Online Appendix 4B discusses how individual-level vote switching is assessed using 
CSES data, and explains for which country election cases this could validly be done.   
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the last election in which a party obtained parliamentary seats is considered. In cases 
where disappearing parties lost the bulk of their seats in the election preceding the 
last election in which they obtained seats, the party exit measure may underestimate 
longer-term party system regeneration (Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017). 
 
 

Figure 2.1 Average development of gross volatility (2001-2015) 

 
 
 

Figure 2.2 Net volatility rates per decade (1940s-2010s) 

Source: Emanuele (2015) for vote-share volatility 
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Figure 2.3 New party entrance and party exit (1940s-2010s) 

 

 

2.2 Political support 

Political support is, at the individual level, commonly understood as the extent to 
which a person (negatively or positively) orients himself to a political object through 
either his behaviour or attitudes (Easton, 1965, 1975). This definition of support is 
rather broad, however, and contains three variable elements. First, political support 
occurs either in the form of a behavioural act or as an attitude. Second, the attitudinal 
component of political support serves as an umbrella term that encompasses a range 
of more stringently defined attitudes such as political trust (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 
2005; Dassonneville, 2012; Zelle, 1995), political satisfaction (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 
2015; Dejaeghere & Disassonneville, 2017; Söderlund, 2008), and political confidence 
(e.g. Denters, Gabriel, & Torcal, 2007; Gamson, 1968). Third, a plethora of objects 
towards which support can possibly be directed exist in the political realm, ranging 
from abstract objects (such as norms and principles) to tangible objects (such as 
political institutions and officeholders) (Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011). 

Given the broad definition of support, it is not surprising that subtypes of support 
have been distinguished, which adopt more stringently defined positions regarding 
several of these variable elements. Often, such demarcations of the concept of support 
turn out to be essential when explaining how instances of political support serve as 
the causes or consequences of other social science phenomena. However, distinguishing 
so many appearances of political support has its complications. The question of how 
exactly several types of political support differ from one another is still subject to 
extensive debate. Conceptual distinctions between ‘political trust’, ‘political 
satisfaction’, and ‘political confidence’ are frequently conflated in the literature, or 
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even not acknowledged (Norris, 2017, p. 19). Additionally, differentiations between 
different object levels of support are commonly maintained inconsistently (Easton, 
1975; Norris, 1999, 2011). As a result, discussions of the roles that different types of 
support play in contemporary political systems are sometimes rather fuzzy. 
Furthermore, it is not always clear which theoretical differentiations translate into 
meaningful and separately measurable traits in public support (Dalton, 2004, p. 23). 
As some of the distinctions between subtypes of political support are, nevertheless, 
expected to be important for understanding the reciprocal relations between political 
support and electoral volatility (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008), the 
following sections of the text clarify which subtypes of support are theoretically 
distinguished and empirically maintained in the context of this dissertation.  
 

DISTINGUISHING SUPPORT AS EITHER A BEHAVIOUR OR AN ATTITUDE 

Political support is used to refer to both behavioural acts as well as attitudes. 
Behavioural acts exemplifying (a lack of) support are overt advocacy of political 
preferences, participating in demonstrations, or active engagement in political 
campaigns. Above all, the act of casting a vote (for a certain party) is the prime 
example of a supportive behavioural act. Hence, as vote switching reflects a shift in 
this behavioural type of support, the concept of electoral volatility itself is in fact a 
stringently defined sub-concept of political support.  

Overt behavioural acts of support are distinguished from underlying attitudes of 
support, which are implicitly present when performing behavioural acts. A person is 
unlikely to behave in positive (negative) ways towards a political object unless (s)he 
is favourably (unfavourably) disposed towards this object. In other words, the 
underlying aspects of political support which drive supportive behaviours are those 
attitudes which stem from the evaluative orientations of political objects (Easton, 
1975). Hence, to the extent that I discuss political support as the cause or consequence 
of electoral volatility in this dissertation, it is this latter interpretation of political 
support as an underlying attitude which is intended. This separates supportive 
attitudes and supportive behaviours as possible causes and consequences of one 
another. 
  

POLITICAL TRUST AS AN ATTITUDINAL COMPONENT OF POLITICAL SUPPORT  

Political trust is probably the most commonly investigated attitudinal component of 
political support. Some consider it “the best single indicator” of political support 
(Zmerli & Newton, 2017, p. 106). Consequently, the terms ‘trust’ and ‘support’ are 
often used interchangeably, without conceptually distinguishing them (e.g. Oskarsson, 
2010; Zelle, 1995).9 This interchangeable usage of the terminology is rather 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

9 For example, Zelle (1995, p. 331, italics added) states in a single sentence that “dissatisfaction 
with individual parties should be accompanied by lower levels of trust in parties, the party 
system and the political system, even though the causal chain is expected to run from specific 
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unfortunate, however, because political trust first and foremost designates an attitude 
and not a behaviour (Bauer & Freitag, 2018; Hardin, 2002). Attitudes of political 
trust should thus not be conflated with behavioural expressions of political support 
(Cook & Cooper, 2003).10  

In general, attitudes of political trust result from a relationship between two actors 
under specific conditions. “When speaking about trust, we essentially speak about a 
truster A that trusts (judges the trustworthiness of) a trustee B with regard to some 
behaviour X in context Y at time t” (Bauer & Freitag, 2018, p. 16). Some authors 
add to this definition the fact that political trust can only possibly exist under 
conditions wherein a trustee B has a certain degree of power, while the truster A lacks 
certainty about B’s behaviour (Van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017; Warren, 1999). 
In spite of this uncertainty, truster A may still develop trust that B will act in 
accordance with A’s expectations, even in the absence of constant scrutiny (Miller & 
Listhaug, 1990; Norris, 2011).  

The evaluative perspective on political trust argues that A’s trust results from a 
rational evaluation of the motives and competences of B (Hardin, 1999; Oskarsson, 
2010; Van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017). Because such evaluations are reactive to 
the behaviours X and to changes in the political environment Y, levels of political 
trust directed to political actor B may fluctuate substantially over time. This 
politically endogenous understanding of political trust may have motivated Uslaner 
(2018, p. 4) to state that “political trust is all about evaluations of performances”.11 

Trust as the result of strategic evaluations is not the only existing stance on the 
nature of political trust. In a politically exogenous interpretation, political trust is 
understood as a more generalised situation-independent expectation about the future 
behaviour of political objects. “That is, independently of parameters B, X and Y (and 
t) … some individuals are simply more trusting than others” (Bauer & Freitag, 2018, 
p. 16). But even within this situation-independent view of political trust, there are 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

to diffuse political support”. Oskarsson (2010, p. 425, italics added) places trust on par with 
specific support by stating that “institutional trust can be characterized first and foremost as 
specific support”. 
10 While all positive instances of political trust could be considered instances of political 
support, not all instances of political support are necessarily instances of political trust. 
“Conceivably, a person may have little trust in the political authorities and may not even 
believe in their legitimacy. But if a person perceives that some of his demands have been met, 
he may be prepared to extend [electoral] support” (Easton 1975, p.438). 
11 Uslaner in fact makes a clear distinction between political trust, which is based upon short-
term evaluations, and social (generalised) trust, which is based upon socialisation. In Uslaner’s 
account, generalised support seems to be largely irrelevant for trust in political actors, as he 
argues that generalised support is very stable, independent of positive or negative experiences, 
and largely unrelated to confidence in political institutions (Uslaner, 2018, pp. 4–5). The 
accuracy of this latter view is questionable, however, as several studies have found that 
institutional trust shapes trust in people (Seifert, 2018; Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2016). 
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two slightly different theoretical perspectives on how trust comes about. First, socio-
psychological theories assume that political trust is a more or less stable character 
trait or moral dictate, which leads people to believe in other individuals’ goodwill. 
Such trust is sometimes considered to be ‘moralistic’ (e.g. Glanville & Paxton, 2007; 
Oskarsson, 2010; Uslaner, 2002; Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994). Second, the social 
learning perspective on generalised base levels of trust suggests that during young 
adulthood, people gradually develop generalised expectations regarding whether or 
not they can trust (political) actors based on their previous encounters with them 
(Hardin, 2002; Kornberg & Clarke, 1992; Yosano & Hayashi, 2005). Within this 
perspective, it is acknowledged that persons may develop different base levels of 
political trust across different domains of interaction and in different contexts 
(Glanville & Paxton, 2007). Although the development of base levels of generalised 
trust is not considered to be independent of (past) experiences, it does not follow from 
the social learning perspective that citizens are responsive to the current performances 
of political actors when developing trust. While substantially disregarding recent 
information about the behaviour of political actors, citizens will commonly base their 
current trust levels on pre-existing generalised expectations about how political actors 
should behave. 

The evaluative tradition (in which trust fluctuates as a function of performance) 
and the two generalised trust traditions (in which political trust is considered to be a 
more stable trait) may initially appear as rivalling and incompatible perspectives on 
political trust. However, when the invariability assumption in the generalised trust 
tradition is not too stringently understood, the two perspectives may exist 
simultaneously. Long-term generalised trust can then be understood as a basic ‘stable’ 
starting level of trust, around which situational expectations may ‘fluctuate’ based 
upon positive or negative evaluations of the actual performance of trustees (Bauer & 
Freitag, 2018). In such a perspective, differences in base levels of trust as well as 
short-term fluctuations around such base levels may possibly function as independent 
causal forces with an influence on other social science phenomena. 

In summary, political trust can be considered an important attitudinal component 
of political support. As an underlying attitude, political trust may be one of the 
driving forces behind overt supportive behaviours. Hence, in the context of this 
dissertation, it makes sense to investigate the causal effects of the attitude of political 
trust on the behavioural acts of vote switching, and vice versa. The effects of political 
trust in particular – as an important attitudinal component of political support – are 
investigated in the empirical investigations presented in Chapters 3 and 6 of this 
dissertation. Chapter 3 in particular adopts the abovementioned perspective that 
levels of political trust may simultaneously be driven by processes leading to long-
term base levels of political trust, as well as by short-term deviations from these base 
levels, based upon evaluations of the current performance of the trustee B. Doing so 
requires that both performance evaluations as well as normatively induced 
expectations about the expected behaviour of B are recognised as possible sources of 
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political trust. Political trust is therefore, in the context of this dissertation, best 
understood as the judgment that political object B has both the motivation and 
competence to act in accordance with person A’s normative expectations (Miller & 
Listhaug, 1990, p. 358). 
 

THE INTERCHANGEABLE USAGE OF TRUST, SATISFACTION, AND CONFIDENCE 

Besides political trust, the attitudinal component of political support is also commonly 
discussed in terms of political satisfaction or political confidence. There is, however, 
no clear consensus on the extent to which those concepts tap into distinct underlying 
attitudes. Some argue that political trust refers to normative expectations towards 
political institutions and actors, whereas satisfaction may be regarded as an attitude 
stemming from policy outputs (Grönlund & Setala, 2007, p. 400). While there might 
be merit in reserving the term satisfaction to refer to an attitude resulting from 
retrospective evaluations of political performances, and using the term trust to 
describe an attitude that stems from the expected future behaviour of political actors, 
this is not how the terms are commonly demarcated in the (empirical) literature. As 
mentioned before, the term ‘political trust’ is also extensively used to describe an 
attitude which stems from evaluations of the past performances of political actors 
(e.g. Miller & Listhaug, 1990; Van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017; Uslaner, 2018; 
Warren, 1999). 

The term political confidence is used to refer to citizens’ attitudes towards the 
core institutions and actors of a political regime (Gamson, 1968, pp. 1–9; Lipset & 
Schneider, 1983). How this is any different from political trust is, however, unclear. 
Miller and Listhaug (1990, p. 358) consider political confidence to be merely a 
synonym of political trust.12 

Empirical studies on political support have commonly operationalised supportive 
attitudes interchangeably by means of either asking questions about political trust 
(e.g. Dassonneville, 2012; Oskarsson, 2010; Zelle, 1995), political satisfaction (e.g. 
Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Linde & Ekman, 2003), or political confidence (e.g. 
Denters et al., 2007). It is therefore not uncommon that the conceptualisation and 
operationalisation of supposedly different attitudes become mixed up. Marien (2017, 
p. 90, italics added) writes, for example, that “scholars have tried to measure political 
trust by including a survey question on ‘satisfaction with the way democracy is 
working’”. 

Given the almost synonymous usage of the different attitudes in the literature, it 
almost comes as a relief that no meaningful empirical differences between the different 
attitudes are commonly found, as long as the objects of support do not differ. The 
effects of trust and satisfaction normally run in the same direction and trends are 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

12 In the Dutch language, there is no such distinction between ‘trust’ and ‘confidence’, as both 
terms commonly translate into the Dutch term vertrouwen. 
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very similar (Grönlund & Setala, 2007, p. 406).13 Hence, for a valid comparison of the 
results of the different analyses in this dissertation, it should not be highly problematic 
that data availability requires political support to be operationalised, either in terms 
of political trust (Chapter 3), political satisfaction (Chapter 4), or both (Chapters 5 
& 6).  

 
DISTINGUISHING THE OBJECTS OF SUPPORT 

Although I have just argued that prospective conceptual differences between the 
terms trust, satisfaction, and confidence are not likely to translate into empirically 
distinguishable traits in political support, this does not mean that empirically distinct 
subtypes of political support do not exist. Instead of looking at different attitudes of 
support, it might be more fruitful to focus on differences between the objects towards 
which political support is directed.  

David Easton was the first political scientist to distinguish support as it is directed 
to different object levels in the political realm. As Easton considered it impossible to 
speak of summarised support for the political system as one undifferentiated whole, 
he distinguished two main analytical categories of support: support directed to the 
political authorities (which he labelled specific support), and support directed to the 
political regime and the nation state (which he labelled diffuse support) (Easton, 
1975).14 The functional importance of making this distinction has always been that it 
helps to explain system stability even under the pressure of recurrent domestic 
political crises (Easton, 1975; Fuchs, 1993). When positive and negative political 
attitudes can be independently directed towards different object levels in the political 
system (Lachat, 2011), diffuse support for the political system may constitute a 
‘reservoir of trust’ which helps citizens to tolerate political outputs by authorities 
with whom they disagree (e.g. Belanger & Nadeau, 2005; Dalton, 2004; Easton, 1975; 
Gamson, 1968; Norris, 2011).  

A consensus has emerged that citizens in practice do indeed distinguish between 
different object levels of support (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Denters et al., 2007; Linde & 
Ekman, 2003; Norris, 1999, 2011; Pattie & Johnston, 2001). However, the distinction 
between specific and diffuse support is nowadays commonly reinterpreted as 
representing a continuum rather than a dichotomous typology. Nevertheless, it has 
become somewhat of a commonality to distinguish five object levels towards which 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

13 A comparison of a battery of ‘trust’ questions with a battery of ‘satisfaction’ questions 
employing the LISS panel dataset (used for the analyses in chapter 3) also reveals a great 
similarity between both attitudes, as long as the objects of support are held constant.  
14 Easton initially thought of specific support as the type of support that is generated by 
positive evaluations of political outputs, while diffuse support was supposed to be an output-
independent attachment to a political object for its own sake (Easton, 1965). In Easton’s later 
work, however, the meaning of the specific-diffuse distinction shifted to the object-specific 
interpretation that has been further expanded by scholars such as Dalton and Norris.  
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political support can be directed. From the most diffuse to the most specific, those 
object levels are classified as: ‘national identities’, ‘regime principles’, ‘regime 
performances’, ‘regime institutions’, and ‘authorities and incumbent officeholders’ 
(see also Table 2.1) (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Linde & Ekman, 2003; Norris, 1999, 2011). 

This dissertation does not investigate the relations between electoral volatility and 
support directed to the two most diffuse object levels in the political realm (‘national 
identities’ and ‘regime principles’, levels 1 & 2 in Table 2.1), as these types of support 
are arguably irrelevant in explaining variations in voter volatility.15 This dissertation 
rather focuses on the effects of support directed to the three object levels on the 
specific side of the continuum (‘regime performances’, ‘regime institutions’, and 
‘authorities and incumbent officeholders’, levels 3-5), as these types of support have 
all been argued to have their own effects on volatile voting (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 
2005; Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; Dassonneville, 2012, 2014; Dejaeghere & 
Dassonneville, 2017; Söderlund, 2008; Walgrave et al., 2010; Zelle, 1995). 
Investigating the effects of support directed to the three most specific object levels in 
the political realm, however, is only done after first making some further adjustments 
to how these types of support should be distinguished.  

I first argue that support directed to particular officeholders – such as individual 
ministers, individual MPs, and single political parties – is not only the most specific 
type of support (level 5) according to the classifications of Dalton (2004) and Norris 
(1999, 2011), but is also particularistic, as it applies to singular political actors. To 
clearly designate this, I label support directed to this fifth level particularised specific 
support. Although citizens may possibly direct particularised specific support to 
several singular political actors, I argue that a citizen’s prototypical manifestation of 
such support is directed towards a singular political officeholder/party towards which 
he/she currently feels most favourably disposed. However, when it comes to 
explaining prolonged electoral support for parties since the previous election, it is a 
person’s current support for the ‘particular party previously voted for’ which arguably 
matters most. Such support is commonly assessed through retrospective evaluations 
of whether the previously endorsed party performed according to expectations (e.g. 
Fiorina, 1981; Freire & Lobo, 2005; Söderlund, 2008). Furthermore, retrospective 
evaluations of previously endorsed parties are not restricted to the performances of 
governing parties. Citizens who voted for parties that ended up in opposition also 
evaluate their (hypothetical) past performances (Fiorina, 1981; Stiers, 2018). It is 
therefore ‘particularised specific support’, understood in this retrospective sense, that 
is commonly referred to when this subtype of support is applied in this dissertation.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

15 Affective attachments to the nation state are very strong and stable in many democracies 
(Norris, 2011, p. 58). This also applies to support for the democratic principles of the regime. 
This often comes down to the question of whether citizens approve of living in a democracy 
over other types of regime. In the older Western democracies, such as the Netherlands, a large 
majority of voters supports living in a democracy.  
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Secondly, at the second most specific object level of support, I combine support 
for political institutions and generalised support for officeholders into one category, 
which I classify as generalised specific support. In the existing fivefold classification 
of support outlined above, only support for the political institutions of a regime is 
classified at this second most specific object level (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011). 
While institutional support is clearly less specific than particularised support for 
individual parties or officeholders, it remains unclear in the Dalton/Norris 
classification how generalised (rather than particularised) support for officeholders as 
an undifferentiated group should be classified (such as support for political parties 
and politicians in general). In Easton’s original classification of specific support, 
however, support directed towards the central political institutions (government and 
parliament), as well as generalised support directed towards the officeholders who 
currently occupy these institutions, are both considered to be part of the concept of 
specific support (Dalton, 2004, p. 6; Easton, 1975). In support of this latter approach, 
empirical studies have shown that the precise dividing line between support for 
political institutions and generalised support for the officeholders who occupy these 
institutions is rather fuzzy (Citrin 1974; Miller & Listhaug 1990; Muller & Jukam 
1977; Norris 2011; Marien 2011). As types of support directed to different political 
institutions and generalised classes of officeholders tend to form one underlying 
dimension in existing studies (Van der Meer, 2017; Zmerli & Newton, 2017), as well 
as in the empirical analysis in this dissertation, I consider these types of support to 
be indicators of the larger concept of ‘generalised specific support’ (level 4).  

At the third object level of support, Norris (2011) distinguishes ‘evaluations of a 
regime’s performances’, while Dalton (2004) distinguishes support directed to the 
‘norms and procedures of a regime’. To accommodate both views, I have reformulated 
this type of support as diffuse regime support (level 3), which comprises support for 
the quality of a regime’s performance regarding the rules and norms underlying a 
well-functioning democracy. As this type of support applies to a regime’s performance 
according to normative evaluation criteria such as the fairness of the political process, 
its efficient working, and free access to information – and not solely in terms of the 
policy performance of its current authorities – I consider this type of support to be 
already somewhat of a diffuse kind.  

An overview of my fivefold classification of the object levels of support is provided 
in Table 2.1, alongside the original classifications by Dalton and Norris. The need to 
distinguish between ‘diffuse regime support’, ‘generalised specific support’, and 
‘particularised specific support’ plays a very important role in the third empirical 
study undertaken in this dissertation (Chapter 5), which investigates the extent to 
which these three types of support have distinct effects on vote switching once these 
effects are simultaneously investigated. Unfortunately, a simultaneous assessment of 
the distinct effects of the abovementioned subtypes of support could not be feasibly 
done in the other empirical analyses in the dissertation due to data (un)availability. 
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Table 2.1 The five object levels of political support 
 Level Dalton (2004) Norris (2011) Voogd (2019) 

Most diffuse (1) Political community National identities Diffuse support: 
National identities 

 (2) Regime: Principles Approval of core 
regime principles and 
values 

Diffuse support: 
Approval of regime 
principles 

 (3) Regime: Norms and 
procedures 

Evaluations of regime 
performance 

Diffuse regime 
support: Quality of a 
regime’s performance 

 (4) Regime: Institutions Confidence in regime 
institutions  

Generalised specific 
support 

Most specific (5) Political authorities Approval of incumbent 
officeholders 

Particularised specific 
support 

 
 
Hence, the empirical analyses in chapters three and six mostly rely on ‘political trust’ 
measures that generally classify as generalised specific support. The analysis in 
chapter four solely relies on a ‘satisfaction with democracy’ item, which is commonly 
supposed to fit into the category of diffuse regime support. 
 

TRENDS IN SYSTEM-LEVEL SUPPORT 

To finish this discussion, I provide up to date insights into the trajectories of political 
support since the beginning of the 21st century. As argued before, there is still debate 
around whether several types of political support are in fact in structural decline (e.g. 
Dalton, 2004; Hetherington, 2005), or whether support predominantly fluctuates in 
response to recurrent political events from which support tends to recover (Bovens & 
Wille, 2008; Van der Meer, 2017; Van Ham & Thomassen, 2017). Figure 2.4 presents 
the trajectories of three support measures averaged for the 14 established European 
democracies that participated in all available waves of the European Social Survey 
(ESS 1-8, 2018). On average, these democracies did experience a structural decline in 
generalised trust in parliament/politicians from 2002 until the height of the economic 
and financial crisis in 2010. Nevertheless, trust in these institutions did also recover 
steadily from 2010 onwards, to almost reach the initial levels of trust observed in 
2002. Average satisfaction with democracy seems to have recovered even faster – 
although with a fluctuation – after the crisis. Altogether, political support since the 
start of the 21st century has fluctuated in large part in response to the cross-nationally 
experienced economic crisis and its recovery. Overall, the trend in political support 
has not been structurally downward. Furthermore, looking at the individual 
trajectories of political support in the countries included in the ESS (figures not  
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Figure 2.4 Political support in the 21st century in 14 established democracies (ESS data) 

 
presented here) shows that short-term upward and downward fluctuations in 
aggregated support at the country level are more common than the overall pattern 
suggested in Figure 2.4.  

Figure 2.5 zooms in on the Netherlands; the country that I specifically focus on in 
Chapters 3 and 5 of this dissertation. Based on quarterly data obtained by the Dutch 
research institute Sociaal Cultureel Planbureau (Dekker, Den Ridder, Van 
Houwelingen, & Van Echteld, 2018), the figure shows that the trajectories in trust in 
parliament and trust in government are closely connected during the period from 2008 
to 2018. Both measures may indeed be indicators of one underlying dimension of 
generalised specific support. Second, continuous upward and downward fluctuations 
in trust occur, which on several occasions cannot be attributed to chance alone.16 
Third, trust in the Dutch institutions of parliament and government does not show a 
structurally downward or upward trend when solely looking at the last ten years. 
Fourth, it appears that institutional trust substantially increased after each of the 
three parliamentary elections held during this period. 

The observation that elections are one of the specific political events to which 
political support positively reacts does not come out of the blue. In fact, extant studies 
on the development of political support have extensively argued – and empirically 
  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

16 Confidence intervals are not shown in the figure. 
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Figure 2.5 Institutional trust in the Netherlands (SCP data) 

 
 
 
established – that such a boost generally occurs over the course of the average election 
(e.g. Anderson et al., 2005; Blais & Gelineau, 2007; Esaiasson, 2011; Finkel, 1985, 
1987; Hooghe & Stiers, 2016; Singh et al., 2012; Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 2016; 
Závecz, 2017). Less is known, however, about the endurance of boosted levels of 
political support and the further trajectory of support within the typical electoral 
cycle.  

Theoretically, there are reasons to expect that trajectories of (most types of) 
political support tend to follow a cyclical pattern from election to election in well-
functioning democracies. While elections generally boost political support, the 
maintenance of such support throughout the further electoral cycle is said to be 
mainly dependent upon the output side of the political system; which, to a large 
extent, relies on the quality of governance (Rothstein, 2009). After a short 
‘honeymoon period’ in which political support takes advantage of the election boost 
and positivism directed towards the newly elected incumbents, political support may 
soon start to drop sharply when the political reality of compromise, scarcity of means, 
and opposition kicks in. Due to underperformance, a consistent decreasing trend in 
support is commonly expected, which only flattens off somewhere around the middle 
of the electoral cycle. Afterwards, political trust might start to rise again as new 
general elections approach (Marsh, 1998; Schmitt, 2005). Overall, support for 
officeholders and institutions can generally be expected to follow a curvilinear 
decreasing trend, which ends in a substantial jump in support over the course of new 
elections (Hix & Marsh, 2011). 
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Figure 2.6 Political support through the electoral cycle in the average democracy (ESS)

 
Figure 2.6 offers insight into how political support generally develops throughout 

an electoral cycle. To construct these figures, a large number of individual-level 
observations of political support from 103 electoral periods in 30 established European 
democracies are used. Data has been obtained from the first seven waves of the 
European Social Survey (ESS 1-8, 2018). A series of regression models that predict 
political support levels based on an indicator of how many days after a general election 
a respondent participated in an ESS survey are estimated. As the trajectory of 
political support is presumed to be curvilinear – and possibly even higher order 
polynomial trajectories of political support may occur throughout an electoral cycle – 
a series of models adding polynomial terms for ‘days since the previous election’ have 
been estimated. Model fit statistics indicate that inclusion of the ‘days since the 
election’ variable up to a quadric term in most cases provided the best model 
specification. Furthermore, country fixed effects are included in all models. 

 The presented trajectories of the different political support measures suggest that 
political support on average reaches its highest levels immediately after elections. But 
as expected, this post-election boost in political support only exists temporarily in the 
average electoral cycle. During the first 500 days of the average electoral term, all 
types of political support deteriorate, with the most profound drops observed in levels 
of satisfaction with government. After this initial drop, the models predict that the 
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decreasing trends in political support will level off and stabilise around midterm. 
When new elections come closer, political support may slowly start to recover. While 
individual trajectories of political support may deviate substantially from these 
average trajectories, it seems that political support, as expected, follows a curvilinear 
trend in the average electoral period. Overall, this provides support for the idea that 
political support – at least among a substantial group of citizens – fluctuates over 
time throughout an electoral cycle and that elections generally play a special role in 
dynamic patterns of support. The empirical analyses in Chapters 3 and 6 of this 
dissertation partly build upon these insights, in the attempt to develop a more 
dynamic understanding of the support-volatility relation.  
 

2.3 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have clarified how the two central concepts of electoral volatility and 
political support are, in their different variants, understood throughout this 
dissertation. Throughout this chapter, a number of conceptual points have been made, 
with implications for the ways in which the empirical relations investigated in this 
dissertation should be studied.  

In the first part of the chapter, I conceptualised different types of individual- and 
system-level volatility. I first noticed that the scholarly bodies of literature on both 
levels of volatility have largely developed separately from one another. To understand 
the overarching causal chain studied in this dissertation, however, it is important to 
connect the insights from both bodies of literature. Second, as political support may 
arguably have distinct individual-level effects on switching between parties and on 
switching towards and away from vote abstention, I established the importance of 
investigating such effects separately (this is taken into account in Chapters 3-5). 
Third, investigating more substantially-defined types of switching may provide 
additional insights into how support affects particular types of vote switching. To this 
end, vote switching among voters who previously voted for a government/opposition 
party (Chapter 3) or vote switching among voters who previously voted for a 
populist/mainstream party (Chapter 4 and 5) are assessed separately. Fourth, I 
established the importance of investigating the switching of ‘vote intentions’ instead 
of focusing solely on the switching of ‘actual votes’. Investigating the extent to which 
citizens switch their vote intentions at different moments during an electoral cycle 
provides additional insight into the dynamics of electoral volatility and the ways in 
which switching is affected by political support (this is investigated in Chapter 3, and 
to a lesser extent is adopted in Chapters 5 and 6). Fifth, I made the point that system-
level volatility should not only be investigated in terms of vote-share volatility; rather, 
I argue that looking at seat-share volatility may be even more important, as this type 
of volatility is presumed to have the strongest direct effects on stable cooperation 
between (government) parties in party systems (this is adopted in Chapter 6). 
Moreover, in this chapter I established that volatility may not only have negative 
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implications for the stable working of political systems. The potential variability of 
election outcomes seems to be a necessary precondition for elections to effectively 
serve as a mechanism for holding representatives accountable.  

In the second part of the chapter, I discussed the concept of political support in 
all its guises. I observed that distinctions between concepts such as ‘political trust’, 
‘political satisfaction’ and ‘political confidence’ are frequently conflated in the 
literature. Furthermore, distinctions between different object levels of support are 
commonly maintained inconsistently. To deal with such distinctions more 
systematically in the empirical chapters of this dissertation, a few important points 
have been raised. First, only the attitudinal component of political support is 
investigated in this dissertation as a possible cause and consequence of electoral 
volatility. This separates supportive attitudes from overtly supportive behaviours; 
with electoral volatility itself being an example of a change in the latter. Second, 
‘political trust’ is identified as probably the most important attitudinal component 
of political support. Moreover, the roles of evaluative traditions as well as socio-
psychological traditions in determining the sources of political trust were identified. 
The extent to which both traditions of trust play a role in explaining vote switching 
is the central question of the first empirical study in this dissertation (Chapter 3). 
Third, I made the argument that operationalising political support alternatively in 
terms of ‘political trust’ or ‘political satisfaction’ is unlikely to affect the observed 
relations with electoral volatility as long as the object of support is held constant. 
This contributes to the comparability of the different analyses in this dissertation. 
Fourth, distinguishing between different object levels towards which specific and 
diffuse types of support are directed seems to be essential for understanding how 
different types of support may have distinct effects on vote switching. To this end, I 
distinguished between particularised specific support (the most specific type of 
support), generalised specific support, and diffuse regime support (the most diffuse 
type of support; originally the mid-level of support in the fivefold Dalton/Norris 
classification). The extent to which support at these three different levels affects vote 
switching simultaneously is the core question analysed in Chapter 5.  

To finish my discussion of volatility and support in this chapter, I discussed the 
current trajectories of aggregate levels of volatility and support in a set of established 
democracies. When comparing both trajectories, it comes somewhat as a surprise that 
an ongoing trend of increasing volatility well into the 2010s has coincided with a 
general recovery in political support since 2010. Hence, it seems unlikely that growing 
discontent is the core explanation for the ongoing rise in levels of volatility. 
Nevertheless, as average trends in support do not reflect temporary fluctuations in 
support at lower levels of analyses, and as such trends also do not reflect (increasing) 
differences in support levels between (groups of) citizens, it is still rather likely that 
political support-based mechanisms do play an important role in explaining electoral 
volatility and vice versa. The remaining chapters of this dissertation reveal the extent 
to which such relations do indeed exist.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Political Trust as a Determinant of Volatile Vote 
Intentions: Separating Within- from Between-

Persons Effects 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 

This chapter studies the oft-assumed destabilizing effect of political distrust on 
party preferences. We argue that there are two mechanisms that relate political 
trust to electoral volatility: (1) structurally low trust undermines the formation 
of stable party preferences and thereby stimulates volatility, and (2) declining 
trust drives voters, particularly supporters of parties in government, to change 
party preference. These rivalling mechanisms are often conflated. Employing 
the Within-Between Random Effects approach on two extensive panel data sets 
(covering three different governmental periods in the Netherlands between 2006 
and 2017) allows us to separate both mechanisms and estimate them 
simultaneously. We find evidence for both the structural and the dynamic 
effects of political trust on switching vote intentions.  

 
 
This chapter is based on a co-authored article published as: Voogd, R., Van der Meer, T.W.G. 
& Van der Brug, W. (2019). Political Trust as a Determinant of Volatile Vote Intentions: 
Separating Within- from Between-Persons Effects, International Journal of Public Opinion 
Research, Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edy029 
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3.1 Introduction 

To understand the nature of rising electoral volatility, scholars have looked into the 
effect of citizens’ political distrust on their volatile party preferences (Dalton and 
Weldon, 2005, p. 944; Dalton, 2004, p. 11; Mair, 2013; Zelle, 1995, p. 340). Two 
perspectives on this relationship tend to be pitted against each other (Norris, 1999; Van 
der Meer et al., 2012). In the pessimistic perspective the relationship between distrust 
and volatile preferences signals increasingly disengaged voters and a risk to democracy 
(Mair, 2013). Others interpret this relationship more optimistically as the rise of critical 
citizens who monitor politics to hold their government accountable (e.g. Rosanvalon, 
2008). Ultimately, we argue, these two perspectives rest on two distinct – rivalling but 
not mutually exclusive – theoretical models that often are conflated in empirical 
analyses. 

The first model focuses on rather stable differences in trust between citizens. Those 
who consistently distrust parties, parliament, and government would be most likely 
to shift their vote intentions (Belanger & Nadeau, 2005; Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 
944; Dassonneville, 2012; Zelle, 1995, p. 340). Their low levels of trust in political 
institutions would reduce incentives to form stable party preferences, such as the 
incentive to make their preferred party win the election and the incentive to 
participate to achieve this end (Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 937). The second model 
focuses on the dynamics of trust and volatility within citizens over time. It argues 
that decreasing trust in political institutions makes citizens more likely to shift their 
vote intentions from one specific party to another, whereas increasing trust would 
lower that probability. A decline in trust would thus serve as an impetus for voters 
to shift to different parties (Hooghe, Marien & Pauwels, 2011, p. 245; Mair, 2013).  

At a high level of abstraction, these models might appear similar, as they result in 
similar effects. Yet, the nature of the underlying mechanisms differ. The first 
emphasizes structurally unresponsive trusting (distrusting) attitudes that enable 
(undermine) the formation of partisan attitudes in general. By contrast, the second 
emphasizes an evaluative component of political trust (cf. Hardin, 1999) that is 
specific and reactive to its political environment. 

Existing research often does not clearly distinguish between these two mechanisms, 
partially because it relies on data covering few changes in actual voting behaviour 
(Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995), or 
on recall questions (Dalton and Weldon, 2005; Dassonneville et al., 2015; 
Dassonneville, 2012; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995). Both types of analyses were unable 
to isolate the two rivalling mechanisms. Extensive panel data are required to separate 
individual-level differences in base levels of trust (between-persons) from individual-
level changes around those base levels across time (within-persons). Yet, precisely 
these extensive panel studies have been lacking in the field. Without a crucial 
empirical test, the validity of the two mechanisms behind the relationship – and 
thereby the validity of the two perspectives on volatility - has remained unclear. 
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The primary aim of this chapter is to fill this void. We make two contributions to 
the existing literature. First, we identify two theoretical models of the trust-volatility 
relationship that have previously been conflated. We tie these models to two rivalling 
conceptualizations of political trust and to two rivalling normative interpretations of 
electoral volatility. Second, we test the validity of both theoretical models via 
extensive panel data sets spanning three governmental periods (LISS, covering 9,411 
respondents in seven waves; EenVandaag Opinion Panel [1VOP], covering 63,202 
respondents in 55 waves). To distinguish the two individual-level mechanisms, we 
employ the innovative within-between Random Effects (RE) framework (Bartels, 
2015; Bell & Jones, 2015).  

Ultimately, this allows us to connect empirical outcomes to the normative debate 
on the nature and implications of political distrust and electoral volatility (cf. Dalton, 
2004, p. 11).  

 

3.2 Theory 

CORE CONCEPTS: ELECTORAL VOLATILITY AND TRUST IN POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS 

Trust in political institutions is best understood as the judgment that political 
institutions have both the motivation and competence to act in accordance with a 
person’s normative expectations (Miller & Listhaug, 1990, p. 358), and will do so 
without oversight or monitoring (Norris, 2011, p. 19; Uslaner, 2002, pp. 7–8). It is a 
middle-range indicator of political support; more specific than the overarching 
principles of democracy (Dalton, 2004, pp. 5–7) and more abstract than support for 
individual politicians or parties. Core components of political trust are trust in 
parliament and government (cf. Zmerli & Newton, 2017). 

The nature of political trust is hotly debated. Two rivalling traditions may be 
distinguished. In the cultural tradition, political trust is a rather stable attitude that 
is hardly object-specific but finds it origins in a process of socialization or even more 
primal characteristics: it is unresponsive to and functions as a buffer against political 
performance. By contrast, in the evaluative tradition (e.g. Hardin, 1999) political 
trust is the result of a more or less cognitive evaluation of the specific trustee by the 
truster. In this tradition political trust may be linked to evaluations of government 
performance (cf. Weber, Steinmetz & Kabst, 2017). Both traditions find support in 
the empirical literature. The distinction between political trust as a stable, 
unresponsive attitude versus an evaluation is taken up in this chapter by breaking 
down political trust into a between-person component (base levels of trust that vary 
between citizens) and a within-person component (fluctuations of trust around that 
base level over time). 

Voters’ electoral volatility is understood as the shift in votes or vote intentions 
from one party to another. Although shifts in actual and intended vote intentions are 
evidently not the same, they generally have similar determinants, amongst other 
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things with regards to demographics, political sophistication, and media use. Similar 
to political trust, there are rivalling interpretations of the nature of electoral volatility. 
The pessimistic perspective suggests that volatile vote intentions indicate a whimsical 
electorate (e.g. Mair, 2013). In a more optimistic perspective, volatility is understood 
as assertive behaviour by voters, who monitor political parties and hold them 
accountable (e.g. Van der Meer et al., 2012). 
 

HYPOTHESES: DIRECT EFFECTS 

We argue that these two sets of distinctions are not independent. We identify two 
causal mechanisms in the literature that relate trust in political institutions to 
electoral volatility.  

The first mechanism takes rather stable differences in political trust between 
citizens as its starting point. The rationale for the between-person explanation is that 
‘distrusters’ are fundamentally more likely to have volatile vote intentions than 
‘trusters’. This explanation largely builds on the classification of trust/distrust among 
a set of structural and unresponsive political attitudes ‘which do not change from one 
day to another between two elections’ (Dassonneville, 2012, p. 23). Stable trust in 
political institutions functions as an incentive for electoral participation and the 
development of stable party preferences as voters presumably want the current actors 
whom they trust to win the upcoming election (Dalton & Weldon, 2005: 937; Dalton, 
2004; Mair, 2013; Norris, 1999, 2011). Stable political distrusters, on the other hand 
are deemed likely to be extra critical of every aspect of the political system 
(Söderlund, 2008, p. 222), which makes them consequently the most ‘impatient’, and 
the least ‘happy’ voters about their previously endorsed parties (Zelle, 1995, p. 340). 
Under such critical attitudes, distrusters lack incentives to form stable party 
preferences, which might ultimately result in vote abstention (Dalton & Weldon, 
2005, p. 938). More commonly, however, distrusters abandon support for their 
previously endorsed party as soon as alternative parties emerge that vow to do politics 
differently in order to canalize distrusters’ disaffection of the current system (Belanger 
& Nadeau, 2005, p. 127; Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 940; Hetherington, 1999).  

The second mechanism suggests that citizens’ short-term fluctuations in trust in 
political institutions over time (around a stable base level) have an independent effect 
on volatile vote intentions. In this perspective, political trust has an evaluative 
component, responding to specific changes in the political environment (e.g. Hardin, 
1999). During a governmental period, citizens constantly update their evaluations of 
political officeholders and institutions, adapting their party preferences accordingly 
(Erikson, Mackuen & Stimson, 2001). Rising distrust during a governmental period, 
which partially results from (government) parties not meeting up with voters’ 
expectations (Söderlund, 2008, p. 211), would make voters more likely to abandon 
the party they previously voted for. Hetherington (1999, p. 311), for instance, hints 
to this dynamic perspective when he argues: “as trust decreases, the probability of a 
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vote for either the incumbent or one of the other major parties drops significantly, 
while support for third-parties increases”.  

Our first two hypotheses read as follows:   
 
Hypothesis 1:  Voters with low levels of political trust have more volatile vote 

intentions. (between-persons hypothesis) 
Hypothesis 2:  When someone’s political trust decreases, one becomes more 

likely to shift vote intentions. (within-persons hypothesis) 
 

HYPOTHESES: CONDITIONAL EFFECTS 

These effects are likely contingent on citizens’ original party preferences. The very 
notion of volatility is fundamentally directional, determined by comparing the current 
party preference with a previously held party preference. Reward-punishment theories 
of voting behaviour suggest that dissatisfaction with (the performance of) previously 
endorsed parties might well induce citizens to defect to another party (Key, 1966; 
Söderlund, 2008, p. 218). This conclusion has important implications for the 
relationship under study in this chapter, in particular the extent to which political 
trust is directed at governing parties. In that case, political trust can be expected to 
have a particularly strong effect on vote switching towards and away from any of the 
current governing parties. We expect that this holds in both theoretical models. 

Citizens with low base-levels of trust in political institutions are less likely to 
support government parties (Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 941).17 When distrusting 
citizens vote for a party that subsequently becomes an incumbent party, their ‘natural 
state’ as distrusters makes them the most likely subjects to immediately react 
critically again when early in the electoral cycle government parties have to make 
compromises or cannot deliver what they promised. These distrusting voters 
subsequently change away from their preference for a governing party. By contrast, 
low political trust can be expected to have less effect on the likelihood of voters for 
opposition parties to switch.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

17 Some colleagues have argued that there is an endogeneity problem resulting from the fact 
that voting for a 'winning party' (that obtains government power) boosts political trust. 
However, reversed causality is unlikely to affect our analysis. First, whereas the winner-loser 
gap implies that political trust is caused by previous voting choice, this chapter focuses on 
vote switching. Second, the winner-loser gap is very small in The Netherlands, particularly 
compared with bipartisan systems like the United States and the United Kingdom, where 
winning and losing are closely linked to incumbency in a single-party government. Anderson 
et al. (2005) conclude that the winner/loser gap is significantly and substantially weaker in 
consensual systems. Various recent studies find weak or even no winner-loser effect at all in 
multiparty systems (e.g. Van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018). Rather, opposition party voters 
are among the most trusting (Greens, Democrats 66) and the least trusting (Socialists, 
Freedom Party) in The Netherlands.  
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The dynamic effects of changing trust and political distrust are even more likely 
to differ between government party voters and opposition party voters. Governing 
increasingly comes at the cost of losing electoral support to opposition parties (Dalton 
& Weldon, 2005; Zelle, 1995). When the government does not meet expected 
performance levels, political trust decreases (cf. Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 2016) 
and thereby electoral support for the political parties that make up government 
(Hoffman & Stawski, 2009, p. 116). This suggests that decreasing political trust will 
motivate persons who previously preferred a government party to change vote 
intentions to one of the opposition parties whereas increasing trust offers no additional 
motivation to change.  

For voters for opposition parties, the effects can be expected to run in the opposite 
direction. Decreasing levels of political trust do not offer opposition party voters clear 
incentives to change vote intention. Rather, it is the less common event of increasing 
political trust that might stimulate them to switch from an opposition party to a 
government party.  

All in all, our third and fourth hypotheses read as follows: 
 
Hypothesis 3:  The effect of low base-levels of political trust on electoral 

volatility in H1 will be stronger among voters for government 
parties than among voters for opposition parties. (between-
persons hypothesis) 

Hypothesis 4a:  Among voters for government parties, declining political trust 
leads to more volatility. (within-persons hypothesis) 

Hypothesis 4b:  Among voters for opposition parties, increasing political trust 
leads to more volatility. (within-persons hypothesis) 

 
Up to this point, we theorized about political trust and distrust as a rather 

undifferentiated concept. Yet, particularly in the second of the two theoretical models 
that we distinguish, it is worthwhile to distinguish trust in government from trust in 
parliament. As government is generally the most visible democratic institution, houses 
prominent political leaders, and holds the prime responsibility for policy output, vote 
switching likely responds more strongly to the evaluative component of trust in 
government than to trust in parliament. 

Hence, from the perspective of critical citizens, it is likely that trust in government 
has a stronger dynamic effect on electoral volatility than trust in parliament. In other 
words, the within-respondent effect of political trust is likely to be more object-specific 
than the between-respondent effect. Our final hypothesis reads: 
 

Hypothesis 5: The dynamic within-person effects of trust in government (as 
defined in H2 and H4) are stronger than the dynamic within-
person effects of trust in parliament.  
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3.3 Data and Methods 

DATA SETS 

A test of these hypotheses requires extensive panel data (multiple waves per 
government period and many respondents) to isolate the timing of potential effects, 
and data collected in a multiparty system to isolate the direction of changes in vote 
intention. For that purpose, we rely on two data sets. The core of our analyses rests 
on the Dutch LISS panel (LISS, 2019), a long-running panel that collects data for 
social science research purposes, based on a high-quality random sample drawn from 
the Dutch population by Statistics Netherlands. The LISS panel allows a test of our 
hypotheses on two governmental periods.18 Between 2006 and 2010, the government 
coalition (Balkenende IV) consisted of Christian-democratic CDA, social-democratic 
PvdA and Christian-orthodox ChristenUnie. Between 2012 and 2017, the government 
coalition (Rutte II) was formed between conservative VVD and social-democratic 
PvdA. 

Between 2006 and 2010, the LISS panel covers three waves; respondents 
participated in an average of 2.1 waves. Between 2012 and 2017, our analyses cover 
four waves; respondents participated in an average of 3.2 waves. We dropped 
respondents who participated in only one wave: As our analyses estimate within-
person variance in political trust, they require that a respondent participated in at 
least two survey waves. Ultimately, we ended up with 4,636 unique net respondents 
between 2006 and 2010, and 4,775 between 2012 and 2017.19 

To test the robustness of our analyses, we subsequently re-estimate our model on 
the Dutch EenVandaag Opinion Panel (1VOP) data, a collection of Web-based panel 
data by the public television, daily current affairs program EenVandaag. Although 
the 1VOP sample is based on self-selection, it captures a broad cross-section of the 
adult, native Dutch population (cf. Van der Meer et al., 2012), covering 63,202 
respondents who participated on average in 15.6 out of 55 waves between March 2007 
and April 2012, covering two subsequent government periods (2006-2010; 2010-2012, 
a coalition [Rutte I] led by VVD with support from junior partner CDA and radical 
right-wing populist Freedom Party). A more extensive discussion of data and 
measurement in this robustness check is offered in the section ‘Robustness Checks’ 
below, as well as in online Appendices C and D. 

 
THE DUTCH CASE 

The use of the LISS panel and the 1VOP restricts our analysis to The Netherlands. 
Turnout at national elections averaged 78%, making abstention a relatively modest 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

18 We limit our analyses to the period in which an active government is in office (i.e., no 
caretaker governments that do not propose new policies).   
19 The sample size before excluding respondents with missing values on core variables or who 
participated in only one wave was 8,524 (in 2006-2010), and 7,002 (in 2012-2017). 



TRUST AS DETERMINANT OF VOTE SWITCHING 
 

53 
 

phenomenon (see online Appendix 3B for checks of our models). Dutch voters can 
switch relatively easily between parties owing to a highly proportional electoral 
system, a low electoral threshold, and more than 10 (sometimes ideologically very 
similar) parliamentary parties.20 Levels of electoral volatility are therefore high. 
Electoral rivalry exists not merely between government and opposition parties but 
also among the government parties themselves as well as the opposition parties 
themselves (Van der Meer et al., 2012). Concurrently, fluctuations in trust in political 
institutions are substantial, within- and between-government periods.  

This makes The Netherlands an ideal case to disentangle the two mechanisms that 
relate political trust to volatile preferences. While we expect these mechanisms to 
operate in other countries as well, they may be more difficult to detect when electoral 
incentives against vote switching are more prominent, such as in bipartisan 
democracies where political trust and party preference (support for a single 
incumbent) are more closely tied (c.f. Anderson et al., 2005). The focus on the 
Netherlands further allows assessing the robustness of the effects to government 
composition, as the ideological profile of the government varied from a centre-left 
coalition (2006-2010), a right-wing coalition (2010-2012), and a broad coalition (2012-
2017).   

 
MEASURES  

The explanatory variable - trust in political institutions - is measured for several 
objects. The main models focus on trust in parliament and trust in government. Both 
are measured using the recurrent item “How much trust do you generally have in 
(parliament/the government)?” Response categories range on an eleven-point scale 
from 0 (no trust at all) to 10 (full trust). As a robustness check, and to broaden the 
scope of our test of H5, we assess the extent to which effects hold for trust in parties, 
politicians and democracy (see below). 

Vote intentions are measured in each survey wave by the question ‘If 
parliamentary elections were held today for which party would you vote?’, followed 
by a standardized list of parties and party splits represented in parliament. Electoral 
volatility is the shift in vote intentions in subsequent waves. More precisely, our 
measure of electoral volatility only covers substantial changes in party preference, i.e., 
excluding changing preferences from or to non-substantive preferences such as don’t 
know, and abstention.21 Changing from Party A (Wave 1) to Party B (Wave 2) 
  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

20 The proportional system with a high number of parties ensured the availability of challenger 
parties that canalize distrust within parliament. Between 2007 and 2017, the time span in this 
study, three new parties entered parliament. None attracted more than 2 percent of the votes. 
21 We provide a robustness check with changing to/from vote abstention coded as volatile 
voting (online Appendix 3B; Tables B3 & B4 and Figures B5 & B6). Effects are remarkably 
similar to those in the main analyses.   
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Table 3.1 Overview of wave characteristics 

a Only respondents with valid answers to the Trust in (Government & Parliament) items. 
b Switching is calculated using the actual vote at the November 2006 election and the survey in December 2007. 
c Switching is calculated using the actual vote at the September 2012 election and the survey wave in Dec2012. 

 
counts as volatility; changing from Party A (Wave 1) to a non-substantive category 
(vote abstention, blank vote, or undecided) (Wave 2) and back to Party A (Wave 3) 
does not. In the case of missing data in a survey wave, we assumed that a respondent 
remained with the vote intention stated in the previous wave in which the respondent 
participated. Vote switching is therefore only coded at the moment that we are certain 
that a substantial change has been taking place.22 
 

MODERATING AND CONTROL VARIABLES 

H3 and H4 require the inclusion of support for government parties as a moderating 
variable. For that purpose, we assess whether – at the 2006 and 2012 Lower House 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

22 Our dependent variable is indifferent to the substantial parties between which switching 
takes place. On paper, this might make it blind to potential biases, for instance if vote 
switching among political distrusters predominantly benefits new or populist parties. However, 
this does not affect the analyses. First, new parties are in our analyses but were too marginal 
to affect our conclusions. The largest new party to enter the Dutch parliament since 2006 
obtained 2% of the votes. Second, a substantial majority of the (very) dissatisfied voters still 
vote for mainstream parties (Voogd & Dassonneville, 2018; see also Chapter 4). Dutch voters 
with the lowest levels of trust vote as much for social-democratic parties (SP and PvdA) as 
for the populist PVV. Third, dissatisfied voters for populist parties tend to be less volatile 
than dissatisfied mainstream party voters (ibidem, 2018), dampening the effect of political 
distrust on party switching.    

Period: Balkenende IV Government Wave I Wave II Wave III 

Date of survey wave December 2007 December 2008 December 2009 

- Average Trust in Government (0-10) 5.38 5.82 5.45 

- Average Trust in Parliament (0-10) 5.38 5.71 5.45 

Percentage of the respondents who 
substantively changed vote intention a  
 

25.3% 23.7% 25.2% 

Number of months over which 
volatility is calculated. 

13b 12 12 

Period: Rutte II Government Wave I Wave II Wave III Wave IV 

Date of survey wave  December 2012 December 2013 December 2015 December 2016 

- Average Trust in Government (0-10) 4.91 4.94 5.21 5.40 

- Average Trust in Parliament (0-10) 5.09 5.06 5.29 5.43 

Percentage of the respondents who 
substantively changed vote intentiona 

 
 

19.9% 20.1% 24.6% 10% 

Number of months over which 
volatility is calculated. 

4c 12 24 12 
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elections - respondents voted for one of the subsequent government parties (CDA, 
PvdA, and CU for the Balkenende IV government period; VVD and PvdA for the 
Rutte II government period).23  

Finally, we control for a range of demographic variables, including level of 
education, age, gender, daily activity, religious denomination, and marital status 
(Lachat, 2007; McAllister, 2002; Zelle, 1995). We additionally control for party 
membership – which is a relatively stable characteristic of a limited number of Dutch 
citizens. Finally, we control for political interest, measured on a range from 0 (not 
interested) to 2 (very interested). Party identification (PID) is not available in the 
data set, but the LISS-data contain a measure of party attachment since 2012 (the 
second period that we study). Including party attachment as a control variable hardly 
changes the estimated effect of political trust at the between-level and it has no 
consequences at the within-level.  

 
METHODS 

The innovative ‘within-between RE’ framework for analysing nested/panel data 
(Bartels, 2015; Bell & Jones, 2015) allows us to simultaneously model the two effects 
that we disentangled theoretically. The RE framework is suited for analyses of 
longitudinal panel data with a hierarchical structure; repeated observations (Level 1) 
are nested in respondents (Level 2). Existing heterogeneity between higher-level units 
(i.e., respondents) is not controlled out of the model but explicitly estimated. As a 
result, RE models allow for the substantial interpretation of the effects of both time-
varying and time-invariant predictors. Moreover, heterogeneity of lower-level effects 
caused by (observed or unobserved) differences between respondents can be explained 
substantially using cross-level interactions (Bartels, 2015; Bell & Jones 2015, p. 133–
134).  

Whereas ordinary RE models suppress the estimated effect sizes of variables that 
vary both within- and between persons into a single confounded effect, the ‘within-
between RE’ method prevents such cluster confounding.24 The variance in the 
predictor variables (political trust) is decomposed into a person-specific mean value 
which is used as the between-persons operationalization of Xit, and a within-persons 
operationalization of Xit, which is calculated for every time point as the difference 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

23 Respondents reported their actual party choices at the 2006 and 2012 elections in the first 
survey wave after the elections. A small number of respondents (ca. 15%) did not participate 
in these waves. For them, we relied on a later recall question. Recall bias is rather small in 
The Netherlands. It leads to more conservative estimations of volatility as voters tend to recall 
in line with their current preferences (Van Elsas, Lubbe, Van der Meer & Van der Brug, 2014). 
24 Although within- and between-cluster effects might indeed be equal and confounded in a 
single effect, ‘‘it is the rule rather than the exception that within-group regression coefficients 
differ from between-group coefficients’’ (Snijders & Bosker, 2012, p. 60). 
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between the actual score Xit and the person-specific mean value.25 By separately 
including the within- and between operationalization of the predictor variable in a 
regression model, both effects can be estimated separately (Bartels, 2015; Fairbrother, 
2014, p. 124).26 The within-between RE specification satisfies the often violated 
assumption of common RE models that level-1 variables are uncorrelated with the 
RE term (Bell & Jones, 2015, p. 142). Moreover, we can test whether the separation 
of the within- from the between effect is superior to confounding these effects via the 
‘Cluster Confounding Test’.27 To perform this test the model is re-estimated with the 
inclusion of the originally-coded political trust item instead of its within-cluster 
transformation. In this model, the coefficient of the between-person estimator of a 
variable now represents the difference between the within-cluster and between-cluster 
effect of the original predictor (Bartels, 2015). Considering the dichotomous measure 
of volatility, we technically estimate random intercept logistic regression models 
(using the ‘xtlogit’ command in Stata 14) that are compatible with our ‘within-
between RE’ framework. 
 

3.4 Results 

RESULTS I: WITHIN- AND BETWEEN-PERSON EFFECTS 

To test our first two hypotheses, Table 3.2 displays the estimates of the within-
between RE models for both government periods separately.28 We find that trust in 
parliament only has a significant between-person effect in both government periods, 
whereas trust in government has a significant within- and between-person effect on 
the volatility of vote intentions.  
  
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

25 Within-person effects in panel data can generally be interpreted as: “for a given person, as 
X varies across time by one unit, Y increases or decreases by (coefficient) units” (Bartels, 
2015, p. 1367). The symmetric interpretation of the effects of increasing/decreasing trust would 
be at risk when there is a clear and dominant increasing/decreasing trend. This is not the case 
in our analyses: macro-level trends in trust do not develop in a single direction in any 
governmental period under analysis; individual-level fluctuations of trust move in both 
directions. 
26 The ‘within-person’ effects of trust are estimated while accounting for unobserved 
heterogeneity at the panel (between-persons) level (Bartels, 2015). However, there will remain 
biases in the estimates of the time-invariant (between-person) effects if potential omitted 
variables are not identified (Bell & Jones, 2015, p. 135). 
27 Whether the model also allows for a comparison of the effect sizes of the separated within- 
and between estimators is under debate (cf. Bartels 2015; Hoffman & Stawski 2009, p. 116), 
as the separation leads to different scales. We refrain from conclusions about the differences 
of the effect sizes. The cluster confounding test is unaffected by scale differences as this test 
does not include the within-cluster operationalization of level-1 variables (Bartels, 2015).   
28 For the full tables including all control variables see the online Appendices 3A and 3B.  
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Table 3.2 Trust in Parliament & Trust in Government: Direct effects 
 Balkenende IV 

(2006-2010) 
Rutte II 

(2012-2017) 
 Model I Model II Model I Model II 

     
Trust in Parliament_bw 0.819**  0.911**  
 (0.020) ≠  (0.016) ≠  
Trust in Parliament_wi 0.957  0.968  
 (0.027) ≠  (0.022) ≠  
Trust in Government_bw  0.823**  0.890** 
  (0.019) ≠  (0.015) ≠ 
Trust in Government_wi  0.932**  0.941** 
  (0.026) ≠  (0.020) ≠ 
     
Vote2006 (0=Opposition,1=Gov. Party) 0.712** 0.728**   
 (0.047) (0.049)   
Vote2012 (0=Opposition,1=Gov. Party)   2.167** 2.214** 
   (0.125) (0.128) 
Constant 0.030** 0.043* 0.144** 0.156** 
 (0.044) (0.064) (0.043) (0.046) 
     
Observations 12,462 12,552 15,956 16,077 
Number of Respondents 4,636 4,636 4,775 4,775 

Model χ2  
 

269.08, 
p<.000 

276.55, 
p<.000 

629.81, 
p<.000 

653.94 
p<.000 

Var(Level-1 Error) 𝜋
3

 
𝜋
3

 
𝜋
3

 
𝜋
3

 

Var(Level-2 Error) 
(Panel level-variance component) 

1.82 1.82 1.10 1.08 

ρ(Level-2 Error / Total Error)  .36 .36 .25 .25 

LR Test (H0: Level-2 Error=0)  
 

χ2 
452.66, 
p<.000 

χ2 
459.78, 
p<.000 

χ2 
279.93, 
p<.000 

χ2 
279.19, 
p<.000 

AIC 13138.07 13204.55 14782.59 14884.92 

BIC 13405.57 13472.31 15058.98 15161.59 

Note: Coefficients are Odds Ratios: Standard errors in parentheses; ** p<0.01,* p<0.05 (one-tailed 
test). When the cluster confounding test indicates that the between-effect of a variable significantly 
differs from its within-effect (p<0.05; two-tailed test) the standard error is marked with ‘≠’.  
Abbreviations: bw = between; wi = within.  
 

 
The between-person effects of trust in parliament in the Balkenende IV period 

(.82) and the Rutte II period (.91) suggest that the likelihood to shift vote intention 
is smaller among voters who generally have high levels of trust in parliament. The 
between-person effects of trust in government in the Balkenende IV period (.82) and 
the Rutte II period (.89) suggest the same. All four effects support the hypothesis 
that voters with low levels of political trust have more volatile vote intentions (H1). 

Next, we move to within-person effects. The within-person effects of trust in 
parliament in the Balkenende IV period (.96) and the Rutte II period (.97) are in the 
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expected direction but fall short of reaching statistical significance at the .05 level. 
Yet, the within-person effects of trust in government in the Balkenende IV period 
(.93) and the Rutte II period (.94) are significant: the likelihood to shift vote intention 
increases when voters lose trust in government. We thus find mixed support for the 
hypothesis that when someone’s political trust decreases, one becomes more likely to 
shift vote intentions (H2).   

The within-person effects are stronger for trust in government than for trust in 
parliament. The inclination to change vote intention responds more strongly to 
changing levels of trust in government than parliament. This is in line with our fifth 
hypothesis that the dynamic effects of trust in government are stronger than the 
dynamic effects of trust in parliament.  

Table 3.2 reveals an untheorized, but interesting effect. Controlled for political 
trust, the odds of being a volatile voter are significantly lower among persons who 
voted for a future government party during the Balkenende IV period (.71), whereas 
we find the opposite during the Rutte II period (2.17). Additional robustness checks 
on the 1VOP data (see below) confirm this rather remarkable difference. This effect 
seems to be driven by a peculiar upheaval during the Balkenende IV period. After 
the 2006 elections, a new party was established in 2007 by the then very popular MP 
and former cabinet member, Rita Verdonk. It functioned as a rival to two other 
opposition parties: the conservative VVD from which she split, and the populist 
Freedom Party of Geert Wilders. Verdonk’s new party soared in the polls in 2008 (up 
to 17% of the polled votes) before crashing owing to internal scandals in 2009, even 
before the 2010 elections when voters had mostly returned to their party of origin and 
Verdonk received less than 0.5% of the votes.  

In Table 3.2, significant unobserved heterogeneity continues to exist at the 
between- and within-person levels. The estimate of ρ suggests that 36% (in the 
Balkenende IV period) and 25% (in the Rutte II period) of the unexplained error 
variance in vote intentions is owing to time-invariant person-specific characteristics, 
and the rest is owing to time-variant effects. Regarding our modelling approach, the 
significant model-bounded Likelihood-Ratio tests in all models indicate that multilevel 
random intercept models provide more valid parameter estimates than pooled 
approaches. Moreover, the tests for cluster confounding support our choice for the 
within-between RE model over an ordinary RE model, as the differences between the 
within- and between effects of trust in (parliament/government) are statistically 
significant in many of our estimated models. 

 

RESULTS II: CONDITIONAL EFFECTS 

Next, we expand our model to include the possible moderation of the effects of 
political trust by vote choice at the previous election. The results in Table 3.3 show 
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Table 3.3 Trust in Parliament & Trust in Government: Conditional effects 
 Balkenende IV  

(2006-2010) 
Rutte II 

(2012-2017) 

 Model III Model IV Model III Model IV 
     
Trust in Parliament_bw 0.872**  0.977  
 (0.027) ≠  (0.024)  
Trust in Parliament_wi 0.985  1.031  
 (0.037) ≠  (0.034)  
Trust in Government_bw  0.921**  0.976 
  (0.027)  (0.023) 
Trust in Government_wi  0.988  1.047 
  (0.036)  (0.034) 
Vote2006 (0=Opposition,1=Gov. Party) 1.650* 3.349**   
 (0.446) (0.887)   
Vote2012 (0=Opposition,1=Gov. Party)   4.670** 5.769** 
   (0.921) (1.065) 
Trust in Parliament_bw * Vote2006/(2012) 0.861**  0.867**  
 (0.040)  (0.030)  
Trust in Parliament_wi * Vote2006/(2012) 0.935  0.891**  
 (0.053)  (0.040)  
Trust in Government_bw * Vote2006/(2012)  0.764**  0.832** 
  (0.035)  (0.027) 
Trust in Government_wi * Vote2006/(2012)  0.868**  0.824** 
  (0.048)  (0.036) 
Constant 0.021** 0.023** 0.101** 0.100** 
 (0.031) (0.035) (0.031) (0.031) 
     
Observations 12,462 12,552 15,956 16,077 
Number of Respondents 4,636 4,636 4,775 4,775 

Model χ2  
 

277.39, 
p<.000 

289.38, 
p<.000 

651.38 
p<.000 

698.76 
p<.000 

Var(Level-1 Error) 
𝜋
3

 
𝜋
3

 
𝜋
3

 
𝜋
3

 

Var(Level-2 Error) 
(Panel level-variance component) 

1.82 1.82 1.08 1.08 

ρ(Level-2 Error / Total Error)  .36 .36 .25 .25 

LR Test (H0: Level-2 Error=0) 
 

χ2 
448.33, 
p<.000 

χ2 
452.98, 
p<.000 

χ2 
274.88, 
p<.000 

χ2 
273.22, 
p<.000 

 

AIC 13130.34    13166.04    14762.97   14837.43    
BIC 13412.7 13448.67    15054.72 15129.47   

- Coefficients are Odds Ratios: Standard errors in parentheses; ** p<0.01,* p<0.05 (one-tailed test). 
- When the cluster confounding test indicates that the between-effect of a variable significantly differs 
from its within-effect (p<0.05; two-tailed test) the standard error is marked with ‘≠’.  
- Abbreviations: bw = between; wi = within.  
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that inclusion of these interaction effects consistently improves the model fit.29 Seven 
out of eight interaction terms are significant and in the theorized direction. Only the 
interaction effect of previous vote choice with the within-person variation in trust in 
parliament in the Balkenende IV period falls short of significance (p<.05). The 
predicted probabilities are displayed in figures 3.1 and 3.2. 

In the Balkenende IV period, Figure 3.1a shows that the between-person effect of 
trust in parliament is more strongly negative for government party voters than for 
opposition party voters: High levels of trust in parliament dampen the likelihood to 
switch vote intention, but particularly so among government party voters. Figure 3.1a 
(on trust in parliament) is similar to Figure 3.1c (on trust in government), the latter 
showing a more outspoken divergence.30 The within-person effect of trust in 
parliament was not significantly moderated by vote choice (Figure 3.1b), whereas we 
did find a significant interaction effect for trust in government (Figure 3.1d). The 
latter figure suggests that rising (declining) trust in government did not affect the 
likelihood to shift vote intention among opposition party voters, but did dampen 
(strengthen) this likelihood among government party voters.  

Figures 3.2a-3.2d provide interaction plots for the Rutte II period. Figure 3.2a 
shows that the marginal between-person effect of trust in parliament is negative 
among government party voters; Figure 3.2c shows a similar pattern for the marginal 
between-person effect of trust in government among these government party voters. 
The marginal between-person effects for opposition party voters, by contrast, diverge 
somewhat from those we have seen above: During the Rutte II period, trust in 
parliament and trust in government are not significantly related to shifting vote 
intentions among opposition party voters. When we focus on the within-person effects, 
trust in parliament (Figure 3.2b) and trust in government (Figure 3.2d) show different 
effects for government party voters (among whom rising levels of trust decrease the 
likelihood of volatile vote intentions) and opposition party voters (among whom 
rising/decreasing levels of trust have no effect on volatile vote intentions). 

All in all, we find consistent support for the hypothesis that the effect of low base 
levels of political trust on electoral volatility (as stated in H1) is stronger among 
voters for government parties than among voters for opposition parties (H3). We find 
substantial support for the hypothesis that among voters for government parties, 
declining political trust leads to more volatility (H4a). We do not find any support 
for the hypothesis that among voters for opposition parties, increasing political trust  
  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

29 The correct estimate of the interaction term is 𝛽 𝑥 𝑧  𝑥 𝑧  (Schunk, 2013). Specifying 
the interaction as trust_within x vote2006 and trust_between x vote2006 would estimate 
𝛽 𝑥  𝑥   𝑧  𝑧  = 𝛽 𝑥 𝑧   𝑥 𝑧 𝑥 𝑧  𝑥 𝑧 ) to produce a different result.  
30 The lines in Figures 3.1a and 3.1c cross, as the predicted volatility of opposition party voters 
is higher than in Figures 3.2a and 3.2c. This is due to the unique event of the short-lived rise 
and fall of MP Rita Verdonk that we described earlier. 
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Figure 3.1 Probability of Party Switching among Government- and Opposition Voters (I) 
 
        Figure 3.1a Model III - Balkenende IV        Figure 3.1b Model III - Balkenende IV 

 

            Figure 3.1c Model IV-Balkenende IV      Figure 3.1d Model IV-Balkenende IV 
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Figure 3.2 Probability of Party Switching among Government- and Opposition Voters (II) 
             

   Figure 3.2a Model III-Rutte II               Figure 3.2b Model III-Rutte II 

 

      Figure 3.2c Model IV-Rutte II                 Figure 3.2d Model IV-Rutte II 
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leads to more volatility (H4b). The finding that the within-person effects are more 
outspoken for trust in government than for trust in parliament lends further 
credibility to H5. 
 

ROBUSTNESS CHECKS 

We undertook various robustness checks within the RE framework. The first and 
most extensive of these is the re-estimation of our models on the 1VOP dataset. This 
dataset is simultaneously more encompassing in terms of the number of waves and 
respondents, and more constrained in terms of sampling and measures (see online 
Appendix 3C for a more detailed description of the differences between both surveys). 
The outcomes are remarkably similar (see online Appendix 3D), despite differences 
in the sample (self-selection rather than random sampling), measurement (notably 
the reliance on a four-point measure of trust in government), and time span (the 
Balkenende IV and Rutte I governmental periods, rather than Balkenende IV and 
Rutte II). First, the 1VOP models confirm significant between- and within-person 
effects of trust in government on electoral volatility (supporting H1 and H2). Second, 
these effects are significantly stronger among those who voted for the future 
government parties than among those who did not (supporting H3 and H4a). We 
continue to find no support for H4b. Third, we find the same type of untheorized 
effect as in the main analyses: Government party voters were less likely to have 
volatile vote intentions only during the Balkenende IV government.  

Moreover, the 1VOP data allowed us to estimate various permutations of our 
models, basically performing robustness checks within this robustness check. Among 
other tests, we analysed the extent to which sample bias affected our estimates (by 
drawing subsamples of regular and incidental participants), and the extent to which 
our coding of non-substantive vote intentions (by making the choice towards or away 
from intended abstention part of volatile preferences) did so. In all permutations, we 
found that our substantive conclusions were robust. 

Second, we tested the robustness of our conclusions by estimating alternative 
models on the LISS data. These models include one additional determinant, subjective 
evaluations of the state of the national economy in the models, measured on an 11-
point scale ranging from 0 (very dissatisfied) to 10 (very satisfied) (see online 
Appendix 3B). Surprisingly, between-person differences as well as within-person 
fluctuations in subjective evaluations of the economy do not affect vote switching 
when controlled for the other variables in the models. Moreover, the significance and 
the effect sizes of trust in parliament/government on vote switching remain very much 
the same as in the original models. The only notable exception is that the overall 
within-person effect of trust in parliament now turns out to be significant in the 
Balkenende IV period (Model I). Overall these findings indicate that political trust 
taps into more than mere evaluations of the economic performances of those 
institutions.  
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Third, we test the extent to which our operationalization of vote switching affects 
our conclusions, in line with the argument that vote shifting from or towards 
abstention also signals volatility (Dassonneville et al. 2015). When we include these 
switches in our coding of volatile voting, our substantive conclusions do not change. 
The effect sizes of the trust measures become a little bit stronger in most models 
(Tables B3 & B4 in online Appendix 3B). Yet, the only substantial difference with 
the original models is that the overall within-person effect of trust in parliament now 
becomes significant during the Rutte II government period. But – as in all other 
models – such an effect is largely driven by respondents who voted at the previous 
election for a later government party. 

Fourth, we re-test our hypotheses thrice, using related measures of political 
support: trust in political parties, trust in politicians, and trust in democracy as the 
explanatory variable. We find strong and significant between-person effects of all 
three measures on volatility. A significant (direct and conditional) within-person 
effect is only found for trust in political parties. As political parties, the Government, 
and parliament are generally considered the most politicized of the objects in our data 
set, it is not surprising that we only find significant within-person effects for these 
types of political trust. For the less politicized types of political trust – trust in 
politicians and democracy – no significant within-person effects exist. This provides 
additional support for the fifth hypothesis that the dynamic effects of political trust 
have an important object-specific component. By contrast, the consistently strong 
and significant between-person effects suggest a rather strong commonality, regardless 
of the specific measure or object. The between-person components appear to be part 
of a broader political trust syndrome, in which different objects load on a single 
underlying political trust factor (cf. Zmerli & Newton, 2017), whereas the within-
person component is more closely tied to the literature that treats political trust as 
object-specific performance evaluations (Hardin, 1999). 

All in all, our findings are highly robust across different data sets and model 
specifications. 
 

3.5 Conclusions and Discussion 

Across Western democracies, voters have become increasingly volatile. Some have 
lamented this rising volatility, interpreting it as a sign of rising citizen disengagement 
from electoral politics, ultimately undermining democracy itself (e.g. Mair, 2013). 
Others consider electoral volatility as a sign of rising citizen assertiveness, improving 
both representation and electoral accountability (e.g. Rosanvalon, 2008).  

To understand the nature of volatility, scholars have focused on its relationship to 
political trust. Yet, existing studies conflated two theoretical mechanisms that relate 
political trust to electoral volatility. On the one hand, in line with the pessimistic 
view, structurally low levels of political trust might erode steady partisan ties. On the 
other hand, in line with the optimistic view, short-term rises and declines in political 
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trust might steer party preferences towards and away from government parties. We 
argue that the former mechanism is captured primarily by between-person effects and 
the latter by within-person effects over time. Analysing extensive panel data with the 
within-between RE approach allows us to isolate both mechanisms and estimate them 
simultaneously. 

This chapter provides firm evidence that both theoretical mechanisms play a 
significant and important role. First, although levels of trust in government are not 
structurally in decline (Norris, 2011), structurally low levels of trust in government 
induce more volatile vote intentions. Second, short-term fluctuations in trust in 
government, particularly decreasing trust, increases the odds of volatile vote 
intentions. This effect is significantly stronger among voters for government parties 
than among voters for opposition parties: Voters who at the previous election voted 
for a party who subsequently entered government are more vulnerable to the effects 
of declining trust. This is particularly the case for trust in government, but we found 
similar patterns for trust in parliament. In addition, these results were found in 
different historical periods with government coalitions of different ideological colours.   

This provides empirical evidence for the theoretical micro-level mechanism brought 
forward by the cost of government literature (Narud & Valen, 2008; Van der Brug, 
Van der Eijk, & Franklin, 2007). Intriguingly, governments that generate some rising 
levels of trust among opposition party voters are not likely to be rewarded with rising 
electoral support among these voters. Political trust is not merely an evaluation of 
the regime and its institutions, but an evaluation that itself has political consequences.  

This chapter has wider implications. Methodologically, it illustrates the relevance 
of the unified ‘within-between RE’ framework to political science studies. The 
framework overcomes various limitations of more conventional RE and fixed-effects 
models. It allows scholars to test hypotheses on within- and between-cluster effects 
simultaneously. This is relevant to not only panel studies (with respondents as the 
clusters), but also to other types of clustered data such as longitudinal, cross-national 
studies (with countries as the relevant clusters), particularly when one expects 
differential longitudinal and cross-national effects (cf. Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 
2016). 

Theoretically, this chapter bridges the largely separate political trust and electoral 
volatility literatures. Although we find both the expected within-person effect and the 
expected between-person effect of political trust, it is important to distinguish them 
for their normative implications. This distinction matters not because of their effects 
on electoral volatility (which are quite similar), but in the nature of the underlying 
mechanism. The between-person effect indicates that a structural and unresponsive 
low level of political trust undermines voter attachment to any party. The conditional 
within-person effects, by contrast, indicate that political trust simultaneously has an 
evaluative component that makes people respond to changes in the political 
environment, most notably government. These responses may be focused or fickle – 
this chapter does not help to make such a distinction, although the wider literature 
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suggests the former (e.g. Norris, 2011; Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 2016) but crucial 
is that these fluctuations in political trust have substantive effects. Although 
structurally low and structurally declining political trust might signal a risk to 
representative democracy, trendless fluctuations in political trust rather seem to point 
to voter assertiveness, particularly in a system that provides voters the opportunity 
to canalize their distrust.  

The reference to electoral volatility as a symptom of structural disaffection (e.g. 
Mair, 2013) is therefore only one part of the story. Volatility also suggests the 
existence of emancipated, critical citizens who hold their governments accountable. 
Ultimately, both democratic optimists and democratic pessimists may find support in 
the empirical underpinning of the trust-volatility relationship.
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CHAPTER 4 

 
Are the Supporters of Populist Parties Loyal Voters? 
Dissatisfaction and Stable Voting for Populist Parties 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 
Scholars of electoral behaviour regularly link political dissatisfaction to 
two types of behaviour: voting for populist parties and unstable voting 
behaviour. It is therefore not surprising that the electorates of populist 
parties are generally assumed to be rather volatile. In this chapter, we 
argue that this is not necessarily the case – in particular in a context of 
increasingly strong and viable populist parties. We make use of data from 
the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems project to show that voters 
for populist parties are neither more nor less volatile than voters for 
mainstream parties. Political dissatisfaction among voters for populist 
parties even increases the likelihood of stable voting for populist parties. 
The supply of populist parties further conditions the stability of the 
populist vote, as voters in systems with established populist parties are 
more likely to vote in a stable way for populist parties.  

 
 
This chapter is based on a co-authored article published as: Voogd, R., & Dassonneville, R. 
(2018). Are the Supporters of Populist Parties Loyal Voters? Dissatisfaction and Stable Voting 
for Populist Parties. Government and Opposition, Advance online publication. 
http://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2018.24
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4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we assess how the stability of voting patterns over the course of two 
consecutive elections is affected by political dissatisfaction and populist party voting 
and whether the effects of the former are conditional upon the latter. First, as voting 
patterns have become increasingly volatile (Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017; 
Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017a), it is often argued that the tendency to switch one’s 
vote stems from an alleged ‘crisis in political support’. Various individual-level studies 
convincingly show that political dissatisfaction is correlated with unstable voting 
behaviour (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017; Söderlund, 
2008). Second, the alleged crisis in political support has also been linked to the rise 
of populist parties (Mudde, 2013; Van Kessel, 2015). Those expectations are also 
backed up by a large literature showing individual-level evidence of a relationship 
between political dissatisfaction and voting for populist parties (e.g. Arzheimer, 2009; 
Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Lubbers, Gijsberts, & Scheepers, 2002; Pauwels, 2014; Werts, 
Scheepers, & Lubbers, 2013).  

Considering these literatures together, political dissatisfaction has been linked with 
two types of behaviour; the politically dissatisfied are expected to change their votes 
regularly and they are expected to be more likely to vote for populist parties. Those 
expectations might have been simultaneously true in the 1980s and 1990s, when 
electoral support for populist parties was strongly fluctuating in most Western 
democracies (Nedelcu, 2015). However, the electoral support for populist parties 
increased strongly in several long-standing Western democracies from the 2000s 
onwards (e.g. Hartleb, 2015; Van Kessel, 2015). Consequently, the thesis that 
dissatisfied voters in general – and more particularly the dissatisfied voters for 
populist parties – are regular vote switchers may no longer hold in political systems 
where dissatisfied voters can vote in a stable way for viable populist party 
alternatives. In other words, the rise of populism necessitates that we revisit the 
relationship between political dissatisfaction and vote switching. 

The argument that we pursue in this chapter is that the stability of the vote of 
dissatisfied voters is conditional upon the type of party they previously supported: a 
populist party or a mainstream party. Because the rise of populist parties seems 
hardly explainable without such parties having attracted a larger core base of 
supporters, we argue that dissatisfied voters who switched their votes to populist 
parties may very well become rather stable voters again. In addition, we argue that 
politically dissatisfied citizens are more likely to develop attachments to populist 
parties in systems in which populist parties have already effectively established 
themselves in parliament.  

In order to assess whether populist party support indeed conditions stable and 
volatile voting among politically dissatisfied citizens, this chapter first assesses 
whether voters for populist parties are more or less volatile than the electorate of 
mainstream parties. Secondly, we examine whether political dissatisfaction stabilizes 
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voting behaviour among populist party voters. Thirdly, we look how the viability and 
the effective presence of populist parties in parliament conditions the extent to which 
their voters are stable or volatile voters. 

To investigate these research questions, we present an individual-level analysis of 
the stability of voting for (populist) parties in established democracies.31 We make 
use of the data from modules 2, 3 and 4 of the Comparative Study of Electoral 
Systems (CSES) project, covering a wide range of 32 elections from 2001 to 2016 in 
14 Western democracies. This data set makes possible an investigation of the stability 
of (populist) party choices, as well as the effects of political dissatisfaction on stable 
or volatile voting. We analyse these data by means of multilevel modelling.  
   

4.2 Theory and Expectations 

HOW DO THE DISSATISFIED VOTE?  

In democratic systems, citizens who are – temporarily – dissatisfied with specific 
authorities can punish officeholders by not voting for them. Those who previously 
supported the incumbent party, for example, can switch their support towards other 
(opposition) parties (Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 941; Zelle, 1995). Vote switching as 
a result of short-term dissatisfaction with the performances of specific officeholders – 
particularly government (or parties) – applies to voters for all parties alike and can 
positively be understood as an indication that voters are performing their democratic 
task of critically evaluating officeholders (Norris, 1999; Van der Meer et al., 2015).  

In addition, a more deep-seated attitude of political dissatisfaction towards 
political institutions and mainstream political actors in general is likely to affect 
voting behaviour and the stability of the vote as well.32 Citizens who are structurally 
dissatisfied with the way democracy works can use their vote to continually reject 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

31 We limit our empirical investigations to established democracies because the dynamics 
between political dissatisfaction, vote stability and populist support are substantially different 
in newer democracies. The political systems of Central and Eastern European countries, for 
example, are still characterized by a lack of continuity in the party system, higher levels of 
public dissatisfaction with politics, and with several parties going through episodes of populism 
long before the rise of populism in the West (Hartleb, 2015; Mudde, 2007; Van Kessel, 2015).   
32 Recent studies show that while overwhelming support for the democratic political system 
itself remained largely unaltered in established democracies (Norris, 2011), pessimism about 
the functioning of political institutions and distrust of its main actors has deepened over the 
generations (Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Mair, 2013). The current ‘crisis in political trust’ is 
therefore foremost a crisis of citizens being dissatisfied with political authority and the way in 
which political institutions function. The ‘dissatisfied voter’ is generally unhappy with the 
functioning of political institutions and distrusts its main actors. This sense of dissatisfaction 
may lead to a continual rejection of incumbents and officeholders, regardless of who holds 
power, and risks undermining the legitimacy of government actions and the willingness to 
obey legislation (e.g. Dalton, 2004, pp. 165–169; Marien & Hooghe, 2011; Norris, 2011).  
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incumbents regardless of who holds power (Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Zelle, 1995). A 
fairly stable and general sense of political dissatisfaction is thought to make voters 
critical of every aspect of the political system (Söderlund, 2008, p. 222), which hinders 
the development of emotional bonding with specific parties and encourages a 
willingness to respond to short-term electoral factors (Dalton, 2004). Consequently, 
distrusters lack incentives to form stable party preferences, leading them to support 
new contender parties more often (e.g. Dalton & Weldon 2005, p.940; Bélanger & 
Nadeau 2005, p.127). Multiple studies have shown that political dissatisfaction is 
indeed related to higher levels of vote switching (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; 
Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017; Söderlund, 2008).  

A second body of literature studying the behaviour of generally dissatisfied citizens 
argues that they are more likely to vote for populist parties. Populists basically 
separate society into two homogenous and antagonistic groups: ‘the pure people’ 
versus ‘the corrupt elites’ and argue that the former should reclaim popular 
sovereignty to prevent the corrupt elites from continually betraying them (e.g. 
Mudde, 2004; Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012; Van Kessel, 2015). Anti-elitism is therefore 
one of the core elements of populism (Rooduijn 2018), and this anti-elitism is directed 
towards all mainstream political officeholders (including mainstream opposition 
parties). As such, anti-elitism is often measured by means of indicators of ‘generalized 
political dissatisfaction’ or ‘political disaffection’ (Rooduijn, Van der Brug, & De 
Lange, 2016). While generalized dissatisfaction clearly originates from dissatisfaction 
with specific policies and institutions (Zelle, 1995), it goes beyond specific distrust. In 
fact, focusing only on the latter would not allow a distinction to be made between 
citizens who are dissatisfied with mainstream politics in general and citizens who are 
only temporarily dissatisfied with the policies implemented by temporarily disliked 
officeholders (i.e. mainstream opposition supporters).   

As dissatisfied voters and populist parties share a fierce criticism of the 
establishment (Bergh, 2004), voting for populist parties may well appear as the most 
attractive electoral option for dissatisfied voters (Belanger & Nadeau, 2005; Van der 
Brug, Fennema, & Tillie, 2000), in particular when populist parties succeed in 
presenting themselves as political outsiders (Bélanger & Aarts 2006; Rooduijn et al. 
2016, p.34).33 The existence of an individual-level relationship between generalized 
political dissatisfaction and voting for populist parties has been demonstrated in 
specific countries (Lubbers & Scheepers, 2000 (Germany); Mayer & Perrineau, 1992 
(France); Schumacher & Rooduijn, 2013 (Netherlands); Swyngedouw, 2001 
(Belgium)), and in cross-national comparative studies (Arzheimer, 2009; Betz, 1994; 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

33 Voters who primarily vote for populist parties to show discontent with the current political 
elites are called ‘protest voters’ in the literature (Bergh, 2004; Mayer & Perrineau, 1992; 
Rooduijn, 2018; Swyngedouw, 2001). 
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Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Lubbers et al., 2002; Norris, 2005; Pauwels, 2014; Werts et 
al., 2013).34       
 

THE STABILITY OF THE POPULIST VOTE: THEORY AND EXPECTATIONS  

Previous work has linked dissatisfaction with both instability in the vote and with 
voting for populist parties. It is therefore not surprising that the populist vote has 
generally been expected to be rather volatile (Arzheimer, 2009, p. 259; Van der Brug 
et al., 2005). There are in fact good theoretical reasons for expecting instability in the 
electorate of populist parties. First, the attractiveness of populist leaders – which 
helps to attract votes – tends to dissipate over time (Schumacher & Rooduijn, 2013, 
p. 126). Second, when a populist party becomes electorally successful and establishes 
parliamentary representation, it has more difficulty presenting itself as an ‘anti-elitist’ 
movement (Schumacher and Rooduijn 2013, p.126). Finally, Anthony Downs’ (1972) 
issue-attention cycle theory states that voters will not focus on a single issue for a 
long period of time. At some point in time, hence, populist parties’ focus on anti-
elitisms no longer attracts voters’ attention (Poznyak, Abts, & Swyngedouw, 2011, 
p. 675).  

Empirical studies of (in)stability in voting for present-day populist parties are 
scarce. However, some empirical contributions relying on data from the 1990s have 
shown that even though populist parties temporarily benefited from dissatisfied 
voters, their support was rather unstable (Bergh, 2004). In a study of the electorate 
of the populist French National Front in the 1990s, for example, the majority of these 
voters were described as ‘protest voters that come and go’ without really identifying 
with the party (Mayer & Perrineau, 1992, p. 123). Such findings suggest regular 
switching between populist- and mainstream (opposition) parties.  

This rather scattered evidence from the 1990s has strengthened the assumption 
that voters who vote for populist parties are unstable. We argue that this assumption 
should be reassessed because of the rise in electoral support for populist parties in 
several advanced democracies. The continued presence of populist parties in many 
national parliaments (Mudde, 2013; Van Kessel, 2015, p. 187) suggests that present-
day populist parties might now have a core group of loyal voters. Of course, growing 
support for such parties implies that populists still attract new voters – who 
necessarily make a switch from a mainstream party (or from abstention). But the fact 
that populist support has continued to grow over a series of elections in several 
countries – or has stabilized at a high level – suggests that populist parties have built 
an electoral base of core voters.  
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

34 As the basic populist message can be combined with different ideologies (Taggart, 2000) – 
which makes it applicable to the radical right, the radical left, and even to more moderate 
contenders (Rooduijn, 2018) – protest voting might explain support for right-wing as just as 
well as left-wing populists (Schumacher & Rooduijn, 2013, p. 125).   
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The emergence of an increasingly stable populist electorate would also fit with the 
insights into the emergence of a new cleavage in established democracies. Various 
authors argue that a ‘transnational cleavage’ has emerged, that has the capacity to 
(re)structure the voting behaviour of the ‘losers of globalization’ (Hooghe & Marks, 
2018; Kriesi et al., 2006; Kriesi, Grande, Lachat, Dolezal, & Bornschier, 2008). This 
cleavage mainly constitutes a conflict between the ‘winners’ of globalization (the 
middle classes who profit from open borders, European integration and international 
economic competition) and the ‘losers’, who are dissatisfied with the unquestioned 
support of the current elites for this ongoing process (Hooghe & Marks, 2018). As this 
new dimension crosscuts the traditional structural and political cleavages on which 
mainstream political parties continued to compete, the party system is more likely to 
respond to this structural change in voter preferences by means of the growth of new 
political parties instead of an incremental change in the established parties. Hence, 
with the winner/loser of globalization cleavage becoming more and more salient since 
the euro- and migration crises (Hooghe & Marks, 2018), new opportunities emerge for 
challenging (populist) parties to position themselves exclusively on the new divide as 
the opponents of the current elites (left- and right-wing populist parties) and the 
defenders of the sovereign nation state and national identity (mostly right-wing 
populist parties). The increased saliency of this divide subsequently provides populist 
parties with an improved structural basis to attract loyal support (De Vries & Hobolt, 
2012; Hooghe & Marks, 2018; Kriesi et al., 2008; Van Kessel, 2015).  

In other words, it is very well possible that the electorates of populist parties are 
more stable now than they were before. Focusing on a period in which populist parties 
in several countries are electorally successful, we do not expect voters for populist 
parties to be particularly volatile.  
  

Hypothesis 1:  Voters for populist parties are not more likely to switch their 
votes than voters for mainstream parties (party switching and 
switching to abstention). 

 
Even if those who vote for populist parties are not more volatile than those who 

choose mainstream parties, as we hypothesize (Hypothesis 1), it does not yet explain 
whether it is indeed political dissatisfaction that binds voters to populist parties.  

Dissatisfaction with the political establishment is one of the most important 
individual-level attitudes on which populism thrives. However, because dissatisfaction 
is also correlated with vote switching, it is questionable whether generalized 
dissatisfaction with politics is compatible with loyally supporting a party, even if it 
is a populist one. In this regard, it should be noted that various scholars now argue 
that stable party support and generalized dissatisfaction with politics are not 
mutually exclusive. That is, those who are dissatisfied with politics in general are not 
necessarily unhappy with their own parties or representatives (e.g. Norris, 2011; 
Söderlund, 2008). We therefore argue that – besides attracting voters to populist 
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parties – political dissatisfaction will also influence how dedicated and loyal the 
supporters of populist parties are (and thus discriminate between occasional and loyal 
populist party voters).  

Thinking of dissatisfaction as a stabilizing factor of populist party support takes 
into account that not all populist party voters are strongly dissatisfied with politics. 
Some voters support populist parties because of specific policy issues (e.g. Van der 
Brug et al. 2000; Rooduijn 2018).35 For them, dissatisfaction with politics might not 
be as strong as among the prototypical populist party voter. Issue-based populist 
party voters can choose from a broader set of appealing party options when deciding 
for whom to vote, as they can vote for mainstream contenders who advocate (less 
radical versions of) the same policies (Van der Brug et al., 2005). In contrast, the 
voting alternatives for those who are dissatisfied with the current establishment are 
more limited (to only true anti-establishment parties).  

Turning to demand-side explanations for populist party support, dissatisfaction is 
found to be related to loyal populist party support (Schumacher & Rooduijn, 2013). 
Recent findings also show that strong populist attitudes encourage voters to vote for 
populist parties.36 In fact, populist attitudes (and distrust) are the sole determinants 
unifying the supporters of both populist radical left and populist radical right parties 
(Akkerman, Zaslove, & Spruyt, 2017). These attitudes may even serve as a 
‘motivational substitute’ when citizens’ policy preferences are (partly) incongruent 
with the agendas of populist parties (Van Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 2018). Finally, 
voters who support populist parties because they are politically dissatisfied might 
become even more dissatisfied as populist parties further fuel the discontent of their 
supporters (e.g. Bartels, 2002; Rooduijn et al., 2016; Van der Brug, 2003). For all 
these reasons, we expect that the most dissatisfied will also be the most loyal populist 
party voters: 
 

Hypothesis 2:  Political dissatisfaction increases the likelihood of a stable 
party vote among voters for populist parties.  

 
The supply and effectiveness of populist parties in a political system are evident 

contextual factors that may help to activate the transition from populist attitudes at 
the individual level into actual (stable) electoral support for populist parties. Voters 
have to be continually exposed to a party’s message to continue voting for them 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

35 Issue voters primarily support populist radical right parties because of their attitudes 
towards immigration (Van der Brug et al., 2000, 2005). Issue voting for populist radical left 
parties may be driven by attitudes towards welfare redistribution (Rooduijn, 2018). 
36 Although not exactly the same as political dissatisfaction – the concept of populist attitudes 
also captures the extent to which a respondent considers ‘the people’ as a monolithic whole 
that should make all important decisions – overall populist attitudes are closely related to 
political dissatisfaction. Dissatisfaction (with democracy) is even routinely used as a crude 
proxy for populism (Van Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 2018). 
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(Vliegenthart, Boomgaarden, & Van Spanje, 2012), which means that populist parties 
who already obtained substantial representation in parliament have a comparative 
advantage over more marginal populist parties. For populist parties that are only 
marginally (or not) represented in parliament, it might be more difficult to generate 
continuous visibility in the public debate. Strategic considerations may further 
stimulate vote switching among supporters of marginal populist parties, as voters 
could conclude that their party is not effective in influencing policies (Bos & Van der 
Brug, 2010), let alone in governing (Blais, Aldrich, Indridason, & Levine, 2006; 
Rosema, 2006). For pragmatic reasons, such voters could switch to a larger 
(mainstream) party with more power in parliament (Van der Brug et al., 2000). In a 
context where populist parties have already obtained substantial representation, 
strategic considerations may be less relevant. This leads us to expect that populist 
voters will be less likely to switch when populist parties are more prominently 
established political actors.37 

Nevertheless, it is uncertain whether this expectation holds over the full range of 
populist parties, with different levels of representation. When a populist party’s 
representation in parliament becomes so substantial that it reaches ‘coalition 
potential’ (Sartori, 1976, p. 122), the party may no longer be able to increase its 
support base. In some cases, populist parties are forced to stay in permanent 
opposition (cordon sanitaire), which might lead their supporters to consider a stable 
vote irrelevant in the long run (Pauwels, 2011). In addition, government participation 
by populist parties comes with electoral risks as well. Entering government means 
losing the ‘purity’ of their message, making compromises on their policy positions and 
cooperating with the political establishment (Heinisch, 2003; Van Spanje, 2011). This 
leads us to expect that the supposed stabilizing effect of populist parties’ 
representation in parliament on the populist vote lessens (or even reverses) when 
populist party representation gets really substantial.  
 

Hypothesis 3:  The more strongly a populist party is represented in 
parliament, the more stable will the populist electorate be 
(with this effect flattening out for the cases with the highest 
levels of populist party representation).  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

37 Theoretically, we only expect our argument to hold when holding the electoral system 
constant: that is, within the context of a majoritarian system and within the context of 
systems based on proportional representation. As it is harder for (outsider) populist parties to 
gain representation in majoritarian systems, the mechanism may not apply when comparing 
parties from different electoral systems. At the empirical level this reservation will, however, 
not influence our analyses as the set of elections that we use to test this hypothesis only 
contains data from countries with electoral systems that are based upon proportional 
representation.      
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4.3 Data, Cases, and selection of Populist Parties 

ASSESING VOTING PATTERNS AND SAMPLE OF ELECTIONS  

To test our hypotheses, we analyse individual-level voting patterns in parliamentary 
elections in a broad selection of 14 Western democracies in which it was possible to 
provide a stable vote for a populist party using data from the second, third and fourth 
modules of the CSES (2007, 2013, 2017).38 The CSES data are unique for their 
coverage of a large set of democracies while ensuring the cross-national validity by 
means of identical question wording and coding schemes (Klingeman, 2012). 

The CSES data are cross sectional, but the inclusion of a recall question on vote 
choice in the previous election allows an investigation of citizens’ voting patterns in 
two consecutive elections. While it should be acknowledged that recalling might lead 
to an underestimation of volatility (e.g. Beasley & Joslyn, 2001; Zaller, 1992), previous 
work has shown that inferences drawn from such data are fairly similar to what holds 
when relying on panel data (Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017b). Furthermore, when 
focusing on the populist vote, the tendency to report overly consistent recalled votes 
may also be counterbalanced by the fact that certain social groups (e.g. women and 
higher educated) are expected to give socially desirable answers and therefore under-
report (previous) support for (populist) radical right parties (Arzheimer, 2017, pp. 
283–285). Nevertheless, we cross-validated the data by comparing the party vote 
percentages from the survey samples with the voting percentages from the actual 
election results. Only the election samples for which the recalled vote closely matched 
the election results were retained.39 This step led us to drop seven elections, leaving 
a total of 32 elections in the sample.  

Given that we investigate the voting patterns of voters who voted for a mainstream 
party or a populist party at the previous election, we distinguish three possible voting 
patterns over the course of two consecutive elections: (1) a stable party vote, (2) 
switching between parties, and (3) switching from a party vote to abstention. The 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

38 We do not include data from the first module of the CSES because a recall question on the 
vote in the previous election was not included in this module. Our analyses include data from 
the following countries: Australia, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Greece, Ireland, 
Israel, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. 
Given that Belgium can be considered a country with two separate party systems – the 
Flemish (Dutch speaking) and Walloon (French speaking) – samples for Belgium were 
considered as different election samples. 
39 Only election samples for which no single party’s vote share in the sample differed by more 
than 7.5 points from the official results and for which this bias strongly diverged from the bias 
in the current CSES survey year (difference of more than 5 points) were retained (see also 
online Appendix 4A).     
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aggregate voting patterns in our set of 32 elections are listed in the online Appendix 
4B.40 As we should not confuse the voting patterns of voters eligible to cast a vote at 
both elections with the voting patterns of voters who first entered the electorate at 
the current election, we limited the sample to respondents aged 23 and older. 
 

POPULIST PARTIES 

To answer our research questions, we identified 25 parties from 14 countries as 
prototypical populist parties following the dichotomous classification of populist- and 
non-populist parties by Stijn van Kessel (2015: 13): “Political parties are classified as 
populist parties if they: 1) portray ‘the people’ as virtuous and essentially 
homogeneous; 2) advocate popular sovereignty, as opposed to elitist rule; 3) define 
themselves against the political establishment, which is alleged to act against the 
interest of ‘the people’.” In order to decide whether a party satisfies all three 
conditions, Van Kessel relies on a study of secondary and party literature, and the 
assistance of country experts. Adopting this threefold criterion ensures that parties 
which only sporadically adopt a populist rhetoric are not grouped together with the 
prototypical cases of populism (Van Kessel, 2015, pp. 4, 34).41   

The populist parties in our sample are listed in online Appendix 4D and include 
right-wing, moderate, and left-wing populist parties with different amounts of 
electoral success.42 Only populist parties that won at least one seat in national 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

40 See online Appendix 4A (section B & C) for a description of the coding of party switching 
in all elections in the sample. 
41 The usefulness of a dichotomous ‘in-or-out’ classification of populist parties is sometimes 
questioned as it is not always straightforward to determine how much populism a party has 
to express in order to classify it as a ‘genuine’ populist party. The approach does also not 
differentiate between populist parties adopting different degrees of populism. Various scholars 
therefore advocate perceiving populism as a phenomenon that can be present to a lesser or 
larger extent (see, for example, Deegan-Krause & Haughton 2009; Rooduijn & Pauwels 2011; 
Rooduijn et al. 2016). But despite the fact that placing a party on a populism scale arguably 
provides some advantages over the dichotomous approach, such an approach is not yet a 
feasible option to adopt in a multi-country comparative design as placing parties on a populism 
scale is very demanding and current empirical examples are limited to a few Western European 
cases (e.g. Rooduijn et al., 2016). Furthermore, we agree with Van Kessel that rejecting the 
value of the ‘dichotomous’ approach is overly drastic. The discriminating power of a 
dichotomous operationalization of populism is evident from analyses of party manifestos that 
show that populist parties clearly stand out in terms of their populism compared to 
mainstream parties (Rooduijn, De Lange, & Van der Brug, 2014; Van Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 
2018; Van Kessel, 2015).  
42 The classification of some parties may be controversial among experts. Parties such as the 
New Flemish Alliance in Belgium and the Dutch Socialist Party may be considered borderline 
cases. But while they temporarily used populist rhetoric, they do not do this as consistently 
and to the same degree as the more unambiguous cases of populism. We also follow Van Kessel 
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parliaments in any election between 2001 and 2015 are included. For the elections in 
European countries in our sample we followed Van Kessel’s classification of populist 
parties.43 Our election sample also contains six elections from three non-European 
advanced democracies (Australia, Israel and New Zealand). For these countries, we 
investigated the presence of populist parties in elections by applying Van Kessel’s 
classification method. We classify the following parties as populist parties: the One 
Nation Party (Australia), New Zealand First Party (New Zealand) and Yisrael 
Beitenu, Likud, Shas, and Yesh Atid (Israel). We provide further motivations for 
these choices in online Appendix 4D (section B & C). 

We construct a variable indicating a vote for a populist party at the current 
elections and a variable indicating a vote for a populist party at the previous election. 
At the election level, we create a variable indicating the overall seat-share percentage 
of populist parties in the previous election. Data on populist party seat shares comes 
from the parliaments and government database (Döring & Manow, 2017).  
 

POLITICAL DISSATISFACTION AND OTHER INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL MEASURES 

As a measure of generalized dissatisfaction with politics we use a ‘satisfaction with 
democracy’ item. The question wording is “On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly 
satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in 
[country]?” Although this item is somewhat contested (e.g. Canache, Mondak, & 
Seligson, 2001; Schedler & Sarsfield, 2007), it is considered to be a fairly good 
summary indicator of political support (Clarke et al., 1993) that taps into individuals’ 
support for the performance of a democratic regime and its actors in general (Linde 
& Ekman, 2003, p. 401; Söderlund, 2008). Lower levels of satisfaction with democracy 
have also been linked to the core of the populist message as an expression of political 
antipathy (Van Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 2018; Webb, 2013). 

We control for different individual-level predictors that have been associated with 
volatility (Dejaeghere & Dassonneville 2017; Van der Meer et al. 2015), voting for 
populist parties, and with the quality of the recall vote. We control for voters’ level 
of education (whether or not they have a college degree), political knowledge, age, 
gender (0 = female, 1 = male), and employment status (1 = employed, 2 = 
unemployed, 3 = school/student, 4 = retired). To verify that our conclusions are not 
solely driven by voters for right-wing populist parties (the dominant type of populist 
party), we also control for voters’ placement on the ideological left–right dimension 
(on a scale where left = 0 and right = 10).  

Party identification is considered to be an important vote choice heuristic (Lachat, 
2007), and partisans are less likely to switch parties or abstain from voting. Others, 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

in not coding Golden Dawn as a populist party during the 2012 election in Greece as the core 
characteristics of this party are arguably xenophobia and neo-Nazism and not anti-elitism 
(Van Kessel, 2015, p. 49). 
43 With the exception of the 2015 election in the UK. See Appendix 4D (section B).  
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however, argue that party identification is not exogenous to vote switching and should 
be considered as an intervening variable between voter characteristics and vote choice 
(e.g. Söderlund, 2008). We therefore estimate our main models without party ID, but 
control for the effect of party identification in an additional robustness check. 

  
PARTY SYSTEM CONTROL VARIABLES 

Several party system characteristics have been shown to influence volatility. First, 
the number of viable party alternatives increases the likelihood of vote switching 
between parties at elections (Pedersen, 1979). A larger number of parties may also 
positively affect switching from a party vote to abstention. When there are more 
parties, it is more likely that one previously voted for a rather small party that turned 
out to be unable to have an impact on public policies (let alone participate in 
government). This may reduce the likelihood of a prolonged vote for such parties. 
Voters without other clear alternatives may switch to abstaining instead (Taagepera, 
Selb, & Grofman, 2014). We control for the number of viable party alternatives that 
voters have at each election in our sample using the index of the effective number of 
parties (ENEP) (Laakso & Taagepera, 1979). Because the number of effective parties 
is related to the electoral system (Neto & Cox, 1997), we also control for the level of 
disproportionality in an electoral system (using Michael Gallagher’s least squares 
indicator). The data for both measures come from Gallagher (2017). Because the 
ideological distance between parties in a party system has an independent effect on 
vote switching (e.g. Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017, p. 110), we control for the 
level of polarization in a party system using Russell Dalton’s (2008) polarization index 
measuring the spread of parties along the left–right scale. Furthermore, we control 
for the number of days between the previous and the current election as more time 
between elections leads to more switching (Birch, 2003). As compulsory voting 
obviously affects the probability that voters abstain from voting (Singh, 2015), we 
include a dummy variable for elections with compulsory voting and strict sanctions, 
and a dummy variable for compulsory voting without strict sanctions (see 
International IDEA 2017). We control for the GDP growth percentage in the election 
year because it has been argued that economic decline can animate both the electoral 
successes of populist parties (Arzheimer, 2009) and volatile voting behaviour 
(Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017a). Finally, we include a linear and quadratic term for 
the year in which an election took place. This controls for the possibility of 
simultaneous but unrelated (time) trends between the predictor variables and trends 
in the outcome options (Fairbrother, 2014, pp. 124–125).  
 
METHOD 

Our data set has a hierarchical structure, with 34,893 respondents nested in 32 
elections and these elections nested in 14 countries. Given the categorical nature of 
our dependent variable and our interest in explanatory factors at the individual and 
the election level – with the latter requiring multilevel modelling (Gelman & Hill, 
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2007) – we estimate a series of multinomial multilevel regression models with random 
intercepts at both the election level and the country level. This type of complex 
multilevel model can be run via the runmlwin command in Stata (Leckie & Charlton, 
2013). We obtain starting values for our models using second-order penalized quasi-
likelihood estimation, and then estimate our final models using Markov Chain Monte 
Carlo (MCMC) methods (Leckie & Charlton, 2013). Model-fit statistics of models 
estimated by MCMC approximation can be assessed by looking at the Bayesian 
Deviance Information Criterion, with a lower value indicating a better model fit 
(Spiegelhalter, Best, Carlin, & Van der Linde, 2002). 
 
4.4 Results 

We first investigate the extent to which voters for populist and mainstream parties 
are dissatisfied with democracy. The average level of satisfaction with democracy 
among voters for populist parties in the pooled data set is 1.56 (on a 0–3 scale), which 
is considerably lower than the mean level of satisfaction among voters for mainstream 
parties (1.80). This finding, while in line with the existing literature, should be 
nuanced somewhat. Only 11% of the voters for populist parties report that they are 
‘not at all satisfied’ with the way democracy works (6% among voters for mainstream 
parties), while 30.8% are ‘not very satisfied’ (20.8% among voters for mainstream 
parties). Dissatisfaction is thus certainly stronger among voters for populist parties, 
but not as omnipresent as sometimes suggested. Furthermore, a large majority (75%) 
of the actual voters who are ‘not at all satisfied’ with democracy still vote for 
mainstream parties.  

Turning to the main analysis, we ran a series of models with the outcome options 
of: (1) stable vote for the same party, (2) switch to another party, or (3) switch to 
abstaining. We thus investigate the effects of our predictor variables on these three 
outcome categories. A stable party vote serves as the base outcome in our multinomial 
models.  

First, we estimated an intercept-only model. The variance partition coefficients 
(VPC) of this model show that 7.7% of the variance in party switching (compared to 
stable voting) is at the election and country levels while 18.1% of the variance in 
switching to abstention is at the election and country levels. Approximately half of 
the total variance at the higher levels is between-country variance while the other 
half is between-election variance, but most variance in different voting patterns is 
thus at the individual level.  

The results of our first substantive models are presented in Table 4.1.44 The first  
  
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

44 The models presented here do not include the control variables ‘party identification’, 
‘employment’, ‘political efficacy’ or ‘political knowledge’ as these variables are systematically 
missing for a few elections, which would reduce the number of elections in our sample. We 
later provide robustness models in which we include these variables.  
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Table 4.1 Explaining switching among Populist Party voters and Mainstream Party voters  
(Ref. = stable party vote) Model I Model II Model III 
Switch = party switch Switch Abstention Switch Abstention Switch Abstention 

Individual level       
Intercept -1.573 -2.996** -1.396 -3.524*** -1.934 -2.700 
 (1.191) (1.229) (1.260) (1.357) (1.354) (1.653) 
PVP (0 = no, 1 = yes) -0.088 -0.457* -0.698*** -1.130*** 0.658* -1.024** 
 (0.244) (0.245) (0.260) (0.333) (0.399) (0.507) 
SWD -0.224*** -0.491*** -0.262*** -0.525*** -0.223*** -0.487*** 
 (0.019) (0.034) (0.029) (0.053) (0.019) (0.033) 
PVP * SWD   0.446*** 0.384***   
   (0.068) (0.108)   
Age -0.017*** -0.025*** -0.017*** -0.026*** -0.017*** -0.026*** 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) 
Gender (0 = female) -0.011 -0.148*** -0.013 -0.152*** -0.008 -0.146*** 
 (0.024) (0.045) (0.024) (0.046) (0.025) (0.045) 
University degree (0 = other) 0.081*** -0.653*** 0.082*** -0.646*** 0.078*** -0.656*** 
 (0.029) (0.060) (0.027) (0.060) (0.029) (0.063) 
Left–right placement (0–10) -0.022*** 0.014 -0.022*** 0.013 -0.021*** 0.015 
 (0.006) (0.010) (0.006) (0.010) (0.006) (0.010) 

Election level       
Gallagher Lsq 0.021 0.076 0.033 0.077 0.011 0.110 
 (0.070) (0.079) (0.050) (0.086) (0.070) (0.081) 
ENEP 0.196 0.318** 0.123 0.327** 0.218 0.182 
 (0.139) (0.150) (0.121) (0.144) (0.140) (0.171) 
Polarization -0.012 -0.078 0.029 0.003 -0.055 0.002 
 (0.201) (0.194) (0.172) (0.268) (0.210) (0.262) 
Days between elections 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001* 0.001 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
 – Compulsory voting not 
enforced 

0.605 1.421* 0.577 1.504 1.131 0.835 

 (0.748) (0.808) (0.785) (0.952) (0.792) (0.966) 
 – Compulsory voting 
enforced 

-0.209 -1.497** -0.387 -1.598** 0.178 -1.663** 

 (0.406) (0.627) (0.450) (0.683) (0.354) (0.657) 
GDP growth % 0.046 0.057 0.046 0.019 0.052 0.052 
 (0.030) (0.039) (0.051) (0.054) (0.045) (0.048) 
Election year 0.075 -0.019 0.083 -0.054 0.038 0.023 
 (0.070) (0.099) (0.071) (0.138) (0.082) (0.088) 
Election year squared -0.004 -0.000 -0.004 0.001 -0.001 -0.004 

 (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.008) (0.005) (0.006) 
Seat share populists previous     -0.008 0.019 
     (0.033) (0.039) 

Cross-level interactions       
PVP * SSPP     -0.073 0.162** 
     (0.058) (0.067) 
SSPP * SSPP     0.000 0.000 
     (0.001) (0.001) 
PVP * SSPP*SSPP     0.001 -0.006*** 

     (0.001) (0.002) 

Variance (country level) 0.097 0.119 0.041 0.134 0.127 0.070 
 (0.099) (0.135) (0.054) (0.193) (0.128) (0.111) 
Variance (election level) 0.159** 0.318** 0.234** 0.336** 0.180** 0.306** 
 (0.071) (0.140) (0.105) (0.161) (0.080) (0.120) 
Variance (PVP) 1.380*** 1.502** 1.478*** 1.572** 1.084*** 0.765 
 (0.471) (0.737) (0.525) (0.772) (0.400) (0.487) 
Variance (SWD)   0.013* 0.038**   
   (0.007) (0.019)   
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Table 4.1 Continued 
Observations 34893 

32 
14 

53839.18 

34893 
32 
14 

53750.33 

34893 
32 
14 

53839.83 

Elections 
Countries 
Bayesian DIC 

Notes: Standard deviations in parentheses: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. PVP = populist voter 
previous; SWD = satisfaction with democracy; SSPP = seat share populists previous; ENEP = effective 
number of electoral parties (seat-share based). 
 
set of estimates assesses the impact of the predictors on the outcome category of ‘vote 
switching’ relative to ‘stable party voting’. The second set of estimates assesses the 
impact of the predictors on ‘switching to abstention’ relative to ‘stable party voting’. 
Model I allows testing our first hypothesis by investigating the extent to which voters 
who previously voted for a populist party are vote switchers compared to voters who 
voted for mainstream parties. As the ratio of vote switching among voters for populist 
parties and voters for mainstream parties may vary from election to election, we 
include random slopes over the election level for the indicator whether one previously 
voted mainstream or populist. In line with our first hypothesis, the non-significant 
coefficient of the ‘populist voter previous’ (PVP) variable suggests that populist party 
voters are not more likely to switch their votes to other parties, nor are they more 
likely to switch to abstention compared to voters who voted for mainstream parties 
at the previous election.45  

Interpreting the other variables in the model shows that increasing levels of 
satisfaction with the way democracy works significantly decrease the probability of 
both party switching and switching to abstention (relative to a stable party vote). 
Age negatively influences the probabilities of both types of vote switching. A 
university degree has a small positive effect on the probability of being a vote switcher 
relative to a stable voter, while it strongly reduces the relative probability of switching 
to abstention. Those on the right are a bit less likely to switch their votes to other 
parties than left-wing voters, while no ideological effects can be observed on the 
probability of switching to abstention. At the election level, the effective number of 
parties in a political system has a significant positive effect upon the probability of 
switching to abstention, while compulsory voting strongly and significantly reduces 
this probability.  

Model II tests our second hypothesis. It allows investigations into how political 
dissatisfaction among voters for populist parties influences vote switching and 
whether the impact of dissatisfaction is different among voters for populist parties 
compared to voters for mainstream parties. For this purpose, an interaction term 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

45 An inspection of a plot of the different slopes at different electoral periods shows that there 
is substantial variation in the extent to which populist party voters are volatile or stable 
voters at the different elections in the study. This is, however, not strange, as in several 
elections in our election sample the number of voters for populist parties is rather small 
compared to the number of voters for mainstream parties.    
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between the PVP variable and satisfaction with democracy (SWD) is included. In 
Figure 4.1, we graphically present the estimated marginal effects of satisfaction with 
democracy on the two types of vote switching (relative to a stable party vote).46 
Among voters for mainstream parties there is a significant negative effect of SWD on 
the relative probabilities of party switching and switching to abstention. Satisfaction 
with democracy thus stabilizes the vote among voters for mainstream parties. 
However, among voters for populist parties, there is a significant positive effect by 
SWD on the relative probability of party switching. Voters for populist parties who 
are relatively satisfied are thus more likely to switch their vote to another party while 
political dissatisfaction reduces their probability of party switching relative to a stable 
vote. The relative predicted probabilities in Figure 4.2 show that the most dissatisfied 
voters for populist parties are significantly less likely to switch parties than the most 
dissatisfied voters for mainstream parties. In contrast, very satisfied voters for 
populist parties are significantly more likely to be party-switchers than the very 
satisfied voters for mainstream parties. These findings are in line with our second 
hypothesis.  

The second set of estimates from Model II shows that political dissatisfaction 
among voters for populist parties has no significant impact on the relative probability 
of switching to abstention while such a negative effect exists among the voters for 
mainstream parties. The predicted probabilities of switching to abstention 
furthermore show that strongly dissatisfied voters for mainstream parties are more 
than two times as likely to abstain compared to strongly dissatisfied voters for 
populist parties, this difference is statistically significant at the p<0.05 level 
(Cumming & Finch, 2005). The findings from Model II are also in line with our 
expectation (H2) that it is political dissatisfaction which primarily binds voters to 
populist parties and makes them vote in a stable way for them.  

To test our expectation that stable party voting among voters who previously 
voted for a populist party is more likely when a populist party has already succeeded 
in establishing itself as a considerable force in parliament (H3), we included an 
interaction between PVP and seat-share populist previous (SSPP). Furthermore, as 
we argued that the effect of SSPP on its capacity to obtain loyal support might follow  
  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

46 Our estimation of predicted probabilities and marginal effects uses the average marginal 
effect (AME) method. In this method the marginal effects are first calculated for each 
individual with their observed levels of covariates. These values are then averaged across all 
individuals. Under AME, the comparison of effect sizes in (multinomial)logit models across 
groups within one sample is said to be less affected by bias due to varying unobserved 
heterogeneity across the compared samples than under other approaches such as margins at 
the means (MEM) (e.g. Mood, 2010).  
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Figure 4.1 Relative Marginal Effects of SWD over Populist Voter Previous (Model II) 

Note: The marginal effects are the effects of SWD on the relative probability of choosing party 
switching over a stable party vote. 
 
 
Figure 4.2 Relative Probabilities of Switching compared to Stable Party-Vote (Model II)  

 



DISSATISFACTION AND SUPPORT FOR POPULIST PARTIES 
 

85 
 

 
Figure 4.3 

Marginal Effects of Previous Seat Share Populists on Vote Switching (Model III) 

Note: The marginal effects are the effects of the Previous Seat Share of the Populists on the relative 
probability of choosing Party Switching over a Stable Party Vote. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.4 

Relative Probability of Vote Switching compared to a Stable Party Vote (Model 
III) 
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a curvilinear pattern; these models also contain a quadratic term of SSPP as well as 
a three-way interaction term of SSPP with PVP. Comparing the model-fit statistics 
of a model with only the PVP * SSPP interaction (not shown in the tables) and our 
Model III show a better model fit by the latter. The results in Model III and the 
marginal effect plots in Figure 4.3 show a negative effect of the previous level of 
populist party representation in parliament upon party switching among voters for 
populist parties. The average marginal effect is not statistically significant over the 
whole range of the SSPP variable, but this might be because the effect (as expected) 
flattens out towards the higher end of the SSPP distribution.47 Interpreting the 
relative predicted probabilities in Figure 4.4 shows a significant drop in the likelihood 
of populist party voters switching their votes to another party at the lower ranges of 
the SSPP variable. The probability of party switching among voters for populist 
parties starts off relatively high (at almost 0.5) when the populist party they voted 
for is rather small. But when a populist party’s previous size increases to a seat share 
of around 15%, the probability of switching is nearly halved. When a populist party 
has a seat share of around 20% and more, its voters become less likely to switch to 
other parties than the average voters for mainstream parties. At even higher values 
of SSPP the effect flattens out and becomes insignificant. As our analysis contains 
only three elections after a government period with a populist party in office, we may 
have underestimated the curvilinear shape of the effect of populist party size on vote 
switching among populist party voters. In summary, with regard to party switching, 
our findings provide good support for our Hypothesis 3. For abstention, however, no 
clear pattern emerges and voters for populist parties are not very different from voters 
for mainstream parties. 
 

ROBUSTNESS TESTS 

We have verified the robustness of our results when controlling for ‘party 
identification’ and ‘employment’ in the models (online Appendix 4F). Unsurprisingly, 
party identification reduces the probabilities of all types of vote switching. 
Unemployment and being a student increase the probability of party switching while 
unemployment and being retired increase the probability of switching to abstention. 
Adding these control variables does not substantially affect our main findings, though 
the confidence intervals of the relative predicted probabilities are a bit larger, 
rendering the predictions of party switching at opposite ends of the SWD variable no 
longer significantly different when we compare the voters for populist parties with the 
voters for mainstream parties. The findings regarding the third hypothesis are 
strengthened after the inclusion of party identification and employment, as the overall 
marginal effect of the populist seat share variable becomes significant.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

47 In fact, in all the robustness checks we performed we found that this average marginal 
effect is just at the ‘significant’ side of the α = 0.05 threshold.    
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We have also verified whether a stricter exclusion of elections for which vote recall 
measures might be biased affects our results. Changing the threshold to exclude 
deviations in the recall vote from 7.5 percentage points to 5 percentage points leads 
us to drop six additional elections from the sample. Estimating the models on this 
reduced sample (online Appendix 4G) leads to substantially the same results (the 
findings regarding the third hypothesis are even strengthened).  
 

4.5 Conclusions and Discussion  

In this chapter, we have reassessed the claim that political dissatisfaction is 
simultaneously related to voting for populist parties and instability in the vote. Using 
data from the CSES project, we tested three main hypotheses on the stability of 
voting for populist parties. Our analyses offer evidence that is in line with each of 
these hypotheses: we find that populist party voters are not more volatile than 
mainstream voters, that higher levels of political dissatisfaction increase the likelihood 
of voting in a stable way for a populist party and that a stable voting for a populist 
party is more likely when there is an offer of strong populist parties – though this 
effect flattens out. 

Our findings suggest that in the current era of a ‘populist zeitgeist’ (Mudde, 2004) 
the populist electorate can no longer be considered a group of volatile voters that 
come and go. Populist parties attract a core group of voters who are just as loyal to 
their parties as voters for mainstream parties. This suggests that compared to the 
past, current-day populist parties may be better at neutralizing dissipating leadership 
effects and they may be more successful in establishing themselves as political 
outsiders – despite their more permanent presence in the party system. An important 
key to this success is that populist parties succeed in stably binding a specific part of 
those voters who are very dissatisfied with politics. Furthermore, it seems that a more 
permanent presence by strong populist parties in the party system removes some of 
the initial hesitation that may have existed against (stable) populist party support.  

Nevertheless, when investigating the role of dissatisfaction in voting behaviour, we 
should not focus on populist parties only. A large majority of the politically 
dissatisfied still vote for mainstream parties or abstain from voting. Carsten Zelle’s 
(1995) logic that ‘frustrated voters’ are volatile voters still holds among voters for 
mainstream parties. This reveals that the ‘dissatisfied voter’ – as an undifferentiated 
subtype of voters – does not exist. Citizens can be dissatisfied with mainstream 
politics, while at the same time rejecting populism.  

First, not all voters who are dissatisfied at the inefficiency of political institutions 
and the inherent opportunism in today’s political processes may be attracted by the 
easy solutions that populists propose for such practices. Instead, some ‘dissatisfied 
democrats’ might see the populist message – with its glorification of the common 
people and its usage of simplistic language – as a further example of the opportunistic 
strategies of political parties. Second, dissatisfied voters (with full populist attitudes) 
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can decide not to support populist parties because of the (extreme) issue positions of 
populist parties (e.g. Van Hauwaert & Van Kessel, 2018). Third, the element of 
‘people centrism’ in populism (Akkerman et al. 2014; Rooduijn 2018) can scare away 
voters. Dissatisfied members of minority groups are indeed unlikely to vote for 
populist parties because these parties often argue that minorities do not belong to 
‘the pure people’. Finally, the dissatisfied can decide to abstain as well. Roy Kemmers 
(2017) has argued that this is especially likely for those who think that the political 
system is not very responsive. In summary, there are good theoretical reasons for 
explaining why not all dissatisfied mainstream party voters switch to populist party 
support, and for explaining that party switching and switching to abstention are more 
common among dissatisfied mainstream party voters. However, with such 
explanations only recently being developed in the literature, there is plenty of 
opportunity to improve upon those views and to put them to an empirical test.  

Our analyses offer important and new insights into the stability of populist 
electorates, but we should also acknowledge a number of limitations, which relate 
mostly to the available data. We do not dispose of panel data for a varied set of 
democracies and have to rely on the recall questions that are available in the CSES 
data to model the determinants of vote switching. In addition, we are limited to 
observing the dynamics of voting behaviour in two consecutive elections. As scholars 
have shown that distrust is not only the cause of populist voting, but also one of its 
consequences (Rooduijn et al., 2016; Van der Brug, 2003), a potential mechanism for 
the correlation between dissatisfaction and stable support for a populist party – which 
we cannot test – is that populist party support further fuels political discontent. We 
leave it to future research, perhaps on a more limited number of countries, to explore 
this. 

Despite these limitations, our results offer important insights with implications for 
the debate on the impact of populism on democracy. Presuming that populism has 
some features that strengthen as well as others that weaken aspects of democracy 
(Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012), our study shows that one of the supposed 
positive aspects of populism – that populist parties succeed in channelling discontent 
in a stable way – functions increasingly well in many Western democracies. This 
channelling of discontent in a rational, regulated fashion might lead to a sense of 
democratic fulfilment among populist party voters. Whether this is desirable, 
however, also depends on the question of to what extent political systems with an 
increasing supply of populist parties succeed in counterbalancing the imminent anti-
institutional and often exclusionary tensions inherent in populism (e.g. Kemmers, 
2017; Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012). 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Explaining the Volatile Vote: 
The simultaneous effects of Specific- and Diffuse Support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract: 

This chapter builds on the conceptual distinction between ‘particularized specific 
support’, ‘generalized specific support’, and ‘diffuse regime support’. Commonly, 
these types of support have on their own been shown to (negatively) affect vote 
switching. However, whether these effects also hold when simultaneously assessed 
is unknown. In this chapter I develop the argument that the effects of ‘generalized 
specific support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ on (party) vote switching most 
likely alter into positive effects once controlled for ‘particularized specific 
support’. Employing a panel dataset that measures the three subtypes of support 
and vote intentions at several consequent time periods before and after the Dutch 
2017 parliamentary election, I find evidence that particularized specific support 
is the strongest predictor of vote switching. Moreover, the effects of more diffuse 
and generalized types of support indeed alter from a negative effect into a positive 
effect on vote switching once particularized specific support is controlled for. 

 
This chapter is based on a single-authored article and is currently under review at an 
international political science journal. 
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5.1 Introduction 

A central theoretical framework in the political support literature distinguishes 
between specific and diffuse support (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Easton, 1965, 1975; Linde & 
Ekman, 2003; Norris, 2011). Specific support is directed towards the object level of 
the political authorities. At the most specific level, specific support is directed to 
particular officeholders such as a single party, MP, or minister (Dalton, 1999; 
Dassonneville et al., 2015; Nannestad, 2008; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995). At a more 
general level, support for the political authorities as an undifferentiated group has 
also been classified as a type of specific support (Easton, 1965, 1975). Diffuse support 
is directed towards the political community and the broader principles, norms and 
procedures of a regime. When assessing how both types of support affect the stability 
of citizens’ voting behaviour, specific support has primarily been argued to affect 
whether voters loyally vote for a party or switch their votes to another party (e.g. 
Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Dassonneville, 2014; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995) whereas 
more diffuse types of support are presumed to predominantly affect whether citizens 
will participate in elections or not (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; Marien & Hooghe, 
2011). 

Nevertheless, empirical studies on the effects of support on volatile voting 
preferences are seldom designed to account for a differentiated impact of different 
types of support on the volatility of voting patterns (Nannestad, 2008). Several of 
these studies simply argue that political support stabilizes the vote while political 
disaffection stimulates volatility, regardless of the object of support (e.g. 
Dassonneville, 2014; Hooghe et al., 2011; Walgrave et al., 2010). Many studies 
investigate those claims employing items as diverse as support directed towards 
‘political parties’ (Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Zelle, 1995), ‘the government’ (Chapter 3 
of this dissertation), ‘trust in institutions’ (Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; 
Dassonneville, 2012), ‘satisfaction with democracy’ (Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 
2017; Zelle, 1995), and so on, without controlling for other - more specific or diffuse - 
objects of support. Only a few studies distinguish between different types of support, 
effectively by controlling for more generalized levels of support when investigating 
how ‘support for the party previously voted for’ affects vote switching (Dassonneville 
et al. 2015; Söderlund 2008). 

Because the literature has effectively treated the large variation in political support 
items as interchangeable, and only few studies attempted to study the effects of 
multiple support items simultaneously, it is not surprising that empirical evidence for 
the support-volatility relationship has been rather mixed. Some studies find that 
political support stabilizes the vote (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Dassonneville, 2014; 
Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 1995), while other studies 
do not find such effects (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; 
Dassonneville, 2012; Walgrave et al., 2010). This lack of consistency may well be due 
to a mismatch between theory and operationalization in the literature. 
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The primary aim of this chapter is to provide more systematic insights into the 
individual-level relationship between political support and electoral volatility by 
means of simultaneously investigating how support directed to three different object-
levels affects vote switching. To this end, I first distinguish the concepts of 
particularized specific support, generalized specific support, and diffuse regime 
support and theorize about their simultaneous implications for the stability/volatility 
of the vote. Second, I empirically test the extent to which the effects of the more 
generalized and diffuse types of political support withstand controlling for the effects 
of the more specific levels of support. Third, I test the extent to which the expected 
reversed relation between political support and vote switching among populist party 
voters (as previously assessed in Chapter 4) affects these relations.  

The empirical investigations in this chapter rely on a panel dataset collected by 
the University of Amsterdam with Kantar - TNS NIPO during the Dutch 2017 
parliamentary election campaign. This data contains a substantial number of political 
support items collected during a survey wave five months before the election and a 
wave immediately after the election. The presence of 1) a multi-party system (Mair, 
2008), 2) fluctuating levels of (generalized) specific support (Bovens & Wille, 2008b, 
p. 32), accompanied by 3) substantially high (and more stable) levels of diffuse 
support for the political system at large, make the Netherlands a good case to test 
the relationships between the three types of support and volatility as the subtypes of 
support follow their own trajectories in an environment in which vote switching is 
rather common (Van der Meer et al., 2012). 
 
5.2 Conceptualization and Theory 

DEFINING ‘SPECIFIC SUPPORT’AND ‘DIFFUSE SUPPORT’   

Political support can be understood as “the way in which a person evaluatively orients 
himself to a political object through either his attitudes or behaviour” (Easton, 1975, 
p. 436). Defined in this broad sense, political support is an umbrella term that 
encompasses more stringently defined sub concepts of support such as political 
satisfaction and political trust.48 The predominant practice is the operationalization 
of political support in terms of trust/distrust (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

48 There is no clear consensus on the conceptual differences between trust and satisfaction. 
Political trust is sometimes considered to be an evaluation of the motives and competences of 
political objects that have a certain degree of power, while those subjects who trust lack 
certainty about the object’s behaviour (Van der Meer and Hakhverdian 2017; Warren 1999). 
Satisfaction is not necessarily limited to such conditions of uncertainty. Others, however, argue 
that “political trust has to do with the normative expectations towards political institutions 
and actors, whereas satisfaction may be regarded as an indicator of attitudes to policy outputs” 
(Grönlund & Setala, 2007, p. 400, italics added). 
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Dassonneville, 2012; Zelle, 1995) or in terms of satisfaction/discontent (e.g. 
Dassonneville et al. 2015; Dejaeghere & Disassonneville 2017; Söderlund 2008).49 

The distinction between specific and diffuse support was originally meant to 
explain system stability during times of (recurrent) domestic political crises (Easton, 
1975). When positive and negative political attitudes can independently be directed 
towards different object levels in the political realm (Lachat, 2011), diffuse support 
for the political system may constitute a ‘reservoir of trust’ which helps citizens to 
tolerate political outputs by authorities with whom they disagree (e.g. Belanger & 
Nadeau, 2005; Dalton, 2004; Easton, 1975; Gamson, 1968; Norris, 2011).  

Nowadays, the distinction is commonly reinterpreted as representing a continuum 
rather than a dichotomous typology (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Linde & Ekman, 2003; Norris, 
1999, 2011; Pattie & Johnston, 2001). From the most specific to the most diffuse level 
it has been argued that political support can be independently directed to five object-
levels: ‘authorities and incumbent officeholders’, ‘regime institutions’, ‘regime 
performances’, ‘regime principles’, and ‘the nation state’ (Dalton, 2004; Linde & 
Ekman, 2003; Norris, 1999, 2011). As particularly support directed to the three object 
levels at the specific side of the continuum have been argued to affect ones voting 
patterns, the focus of this chapter is on the simultaneous effects of these three types 
of support on volatile voting.50    
 

PARTICULARIZED SPECIFIC SUPPORT 

Support directed to particular officeholders – such as individual ministers, individual 
MPs, and single political parties – is not only the most specific type of support in the 
classifications of Dalton (2004) and Norris (1999, 2011), but also particularistic as it 
applies to singular political actors. Although it can be argued that a persons’ most 
outstanding manifestation of particularized support is directed to the single political 
officeholder/party currently preferred most, particularized support in this sense 
cannot fully explain prolonged electoral support for parties. Moreover, it is support 
for the ‘party previously voted for’ – which is commonly assessed through 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

49 In empirical analyses, both satisfaction (see Anderson and Guillory 1997; Linde and Ekman 
2003) as well as trust (Dassonneville, 2012; Oskarsson, 2010; Zelle, 1995) have been 
interchangeably used as expressions of political support - as well as of each other. The effects 
of trust and satisfaction have empirically been found to normally run in the same directions 
(Grönlund & Setala, 2007, p. 406). 
50 Support directed to the two most diffuse object levels of support is deemed to be not so 
relevant in explaining voting patterns of citizens. Affective attachments to the nation state 
are very strong and stable in many democracies (Norris, 2011, p. 58). This also applies to 
support for the democratic principles of the regime. This often comes down to the question 
whether citizens approve of living in a democracy over other type of regimes. In the older 
Western democracies, such as the Netherlands, a large majority of the voters supports living 
in a democracy.  



CHAPTER 5 

94 
 

retrospective evaluations whether the previously endorsed party performed up to 
expectations (e.g. Fiorina, 1981; Freire & Lobo, 2005; Söderlund, 2008) – which is the 
type of particularized support which should matter most when explaining prolonged 
electoral support. While reduced support for the previously endorsed party not 
necessarily leads to a vote switch (the alternatives may still be worse), it is deemed 
to be important for the functioning of democracies that a substantial number of voters 
with low support for the own party shift away their votes to other parties to ensure 
that elections succeed as an instrument to hold officeholders accountable for their 
performances (e.g. Rothstein, 2009; Söderlund, 2008).  

Retrospective evaluations of previously endorsed parties are not restricted to the 
performance of government parties. Citizens who voted for parties that ended up in 
opposition also evaluate the (hypothetical) past performances of those parties 
(Fiorina, 1981; Stiers, 2018). The few empirical studies that already assessed to what 
extent retrospective evaluations of previously endorsed parties affect vote switching 
found that high levels of retrospective support for such parties indeed commonly spur 
a loyal party vote while low support increases the probabilities of party switching and 
switching to abstention (Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008).  
 

Hypothesis 1:  Support for the particular party previously voted for; a) 
decreases the probability of party switching, and; b) decreases 
the probability of abstaining. 

 

GENERALIZED SPECIFIC SUPPORT 

Support for the political institutions of a regime is the second most specific object 
level in de fivefold classification of support (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011). While 
such support is clearly of a more generalized kind than particularized support for 
individual parties or officeholders, the Dalton/Norris classification is somewhat 
unclear about how generalized (instead of particularized) support for officeholders as 
an undifferentiated group should be classified (such as support for political parties 
and politicians in general). In Easton’s original classification, however, both support 
directed towards the central political institutions (government & parliament) as well 
as generalized support directed towards the officeholders who currently occupy these 
institutions are considered to be part of the concept of specific support (Dalton, 2004, 
p. 6; Easton, 1975). In support of this latter approach, empirical studies have shown 
that the precise dividing line between support for political institutions and general 
support for the officeholders who occupy these institutions is rather fuzzy (Citrin, 
1974; Miller & Listhaug, 1990; Muller & Jukam, 1977; Norris, 2011). Hence, I adopt 
the broader conceptualization of support at the second-most-specific object level and 
label this as generalized specific support.  

Generalized specific support is conventionally thought to prevent voters from 
abstaining and to reduce party switching. When uncontrolled for other types of 
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support it has indeed been found that generalized support for political parties 
(Belanger & Nadeau, 2005; É. Bélanger, 2004; Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Zelle, 1995) 
or institutions (Chapter 3 in this dissertation) reduces both party switching and 
switching to abstention.51 Nevertheless, most of these studies remain somewhat 
indistinct about the causal mechanism explaining such effects. Some authors argue 
that generalized specific support is a more structural (stable) attitude compared to 
short-term party evaluations. Voters who stably trust institutions and officeholders 
in general are simultaneously expected to trust their own preferred party more; which 
subsequently serves as an incentive to go out and cast a loyal vote (Dalton & Weldon, 
2005: 937; Dalton, 2004; Mair, 2013; Norris, 1999, 2011). Stable political distrusters, 
on the other hand, are deemed to be very critical voters (Söderlund, 2008, p. 222). 
This makes them unlikely to form stable party preferences (Dalton & Weldon, 2005, 
p. 938), which spurs switching to alternative parties and switching to abstention 
(Belanger & Nadeau, 2005, p. 127; Dalton & Weldon, 2005, p. 940; Hetherington, 
1999). As the proposed mechanism behind the effect of generalized specific support 
partly builds upon the mechanism explaining the effect of particularized specific 
support on vote switching, it is not surprising that both concepts have been found to 
be related. Lower levels of generalized specific support are often accompanied by 
dissatisfaction with the performances of ones previously endorsed party (Gidengil, 
Blais, Nevitte, & Nadeau, 2001; Miller & Listhaug, 1990; Söderlund, 2008; Zelle, 
1995).  

However, this does not rule out the possibility that the connection between both 
types of support in explaining volatile voting patterns is more complicated. A strong 
coherence between generalized specific support and particularized specific support 
does not exist among all citizens. In fact, critical citizens who are fed up with their 
own previously endorsed party are not necessarily critical of political institutions in 
general. Inversely, citizens who mistrust politicians or parties in general are not 
necessarily unhappy with their own parties or representatives (e.g. Dalton, 2004; 
Norris, 1999; Pattie & Johnston, 1998; Söderlund, 2008). In favour of the view that 
‘generalized specific support’ also has a component which affects volatility 
independent of its shared component with ‘particularized specific support’, it can be 
argued that ‘generalized specific support’ also contains a component which stimulates 
(instead of reduces) party switching. Such a view argues that citizens who generally 
support political parties have a broader range of trustworthy party alternatives 
towards which they can switch their votes. Voters who are generally dissatisfied with 
parties and officeholders are commonly more limited in their voting options. As it is 
well known that the number of trustworthy voting options that voters have increases 
the likelihood of switching (Bartolini & Mair, 1990; Pedersen, 1979; Tavits, 2005), it 
is surprising that such a perspective is commonly overlooked. Hence, once the 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

51 At the other hand, generalized trust in institutions did not affect party switching during 
election campaigns in Belgium (Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; Dassonneville, 2012). 
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explanatory component of party switching that is shared between ‘generalized-’ and 
‘particularized specific support’ is accounted for by controlling for ‘particularized 
specific support’, the effect of ‘generalized specific support’ can be expected to alter 
from a negative effect into a positive effect on party switching.  

When it comes to switching to abstention, however, there are no reasons to expect 
that the effect of ‘generalized specific support’ will alter once controlling for 
‘particularized specific support’. While the prototypical critical citizen may be more 
likely to switch to another party when generalized trust is higher, it seems unlikely 
that there is any convincing scenario in which higher levels of generalized specific 
support also spur switching to abstention. That citizens may be critical of their own 
party is one thing, but as long as they remain supportive of politics in general they 
do not spoil their votes by means of abstaining (Norris, 2011).  
 

 Hypothesis 2:  When controlled for support for the particular party 
previously voted for, generalized specific support; a) increases 
the probability of party switching, and; b) decreases the 
probability of abstaining. 

 

DIFFUSE SUPPORT FOR REGIME PERFORMANCES 

Support for the democratic qualities of a regime’s performances is commonly 
considered diffuse regime support. The concept of diffuse regime support comprises 
evaluations of a regimes’ norms and performance on those norms (e.g. Dalton, 2004; 
Norris, 2011).  

While a few studies show that diffuse regime support stimulates a stable party 
vote (Dejaeghere & Dassonneville 2017; Zelle 1995), these studies relied on a single 
item (satisfaction with the way democracy functions) and do not take other object-
dependent types of support into account.52 Moreover, theoretical motivations 
explaining why there would be independent effects of diffuse regime support on party 
switching hardly exist. Existing explanations heavily build upon arguments that relate 
regime support to support for political institutions and political actors in general. 
Again, it may largely be due to a shared explanatory component with specific types 
of support which makes that diffuse support by itself induces vote switching between 
parties (Dalton, 2004; Stolle & Hooghe, 2005; Zelle, 1995). Hence, once controlling for 
this shared effect by accounting for the effects of more specific types of support, I 
expect that the negative effect of diffuse regime support on vote switching at least 
becomes weaker.  
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

52 To what extend a satisfaction with democracy item by itself truly reflects support for the 
performances of a regime’s principles in general – instead of evaluations of the performances 
of the current officeholders – has been disputed (e.g. Linde & Ekman, 2003; Wagner, 
Schneider, & Halla, 2009).  
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We can even argue that diffuse support does not affect party switching at all. 
Diffuse support need not be causally related to vote switching in case that diffuse 
support indeed constitutes a reservoir of trust in the political system that is not easily 
depleted by temporarily low levels of specific support (Easton 1975, 445; Miller 1971). 
Under such a scenario, both voters with high levels of diffuse support, as well as voters 
with low level of diffuse support, may adopt low levels specific support (particularistic 
& generalized) and accordingly be more likely to switch their votes. So, when specific 
support is accounted for, there are no reasons left to expect that diffuse support will 
reduce party switching. Existing studies that simultaneously investigate the effects of 
‘diffuse regime support’ and ‘particularized specific support’ on party switching 
indeed find that ‘diffuse regime support’ no longer affects vote switching once support 
for the party previously voted for is controlled for (Dassonneville et al., 2015; 
Söderlund, 2008). 

Rather, diffuse regime support is commonly expected to explain vote abstention, 
even when controlled for other types of support. While critical citizens who are solely 
dissatisfied with the current officeholders but not with the performances of the 
political system itself are commonly still committed to voice their discontent by means 
of voting for another party, citizens who are dissatisfied with the democratic political 
system itself reasonably see no purpose anymore in going out to cast their votes (e.g. 
Dassonneville et al., 2015; Hooghe et al., 2011; Pattie & Johnston, 1998). Diffuse 
support has indeed been found to spur switching to abstention even when controlled 
for particularized specific support (Dassonneville et al., 2015; Grönlund & Setala, 
2007). 

 
Hypothesis 3: When controlled for more specific types of support, diffuse 

support for the democratic quality of a regime’s performances 
will; a) not substantially affect vote switching, and; b) reduce 
switching to abstention. 

 
In the second empirical chapter of this dissertation it has been shown that the 

emergence of populist parties may affect the way in which political support affects 
vote switching. Generalized political disaffection appeared to stabilize the vote among 
populist party voters. As a result of such an (moderating) effect, the commonly 
expected negative overall effect of generalized political support on vote switching may 
in political systems with a prominent populist party be much weaker than what would 
commonly be expected.     
 

Hypothesis 4:  The overall effects of the political support measures on electoral 
volatility among the population as a whole are somewhat 
suppressed because of the moderating effect of having voted for 
a populist party. 
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5.3 Data and Methods: 

DATA 

Testing the hypotheses requires a dataset with a sufficient number of political support 
items to validly capture the three types of political support distinguished in the theory 
as well as items to measure the voting patterns of citizens over two time points. These 
requirements are met by a panel dataset obtained from a panel survey project by the 
University of Amsterdam and Kantar - TNS NIPO 53 during the campaign period of 
the 2017 parliamentary elections in the Netherlands. The data were collected in 
different survey waves using computer-assisted self-interviewing. The pre-election 
wave took place 5 months before the election between 12 and 20 October 2016. The 
post-election wave took place a few days after the 15 March 2017 parliamentary 
elections. A total number of 2045 respondents participated in the pre-election wave. 
Those respondents were randomly selected from the online panel of Kantar – TNS 
NIPO so that the respondents are representative to the Dutch population on a range 
of demographic characteristics. 1302 (63.7%) respondents participated to the post-
election wave.54 All respondents were already 18 years or older during the previous 
parliamentary election in 2012; which is the legal age to cast a vote in the Netherlands. 
 

MEASURING VOLATILITY 

When assessing vote switching between two time points, five possible patterns can 
be distinguished: (1) a stable party vote, (2) switching parties, (3) switching from a 
party vote to abstaining, (4) stable abstention, and (5) switching from abstaining 
into a party vote.55  

First, an ‘inter-election’ version of a vote switching variable is constructed using 
the reported actual votes at the 2012 parliamentary election and the vote intention 
question at the first survey wave in October 2016.56 Second, a ‘campaign period’ 
version of the dependent variable is constructed, using the vote intention reported in 
the first survey wave at the start of the campaign and the actual vote choice at the 
2017 election. Although there are no apparent reasons to expect that political support 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

53 A leading private research institute in the Netherland specialized in survey and market 
research.   
54 Only citizens who participated in the pre-electoral wave have been invited to participate in 
the post-election wave.  
55 Respondents who reported ‘Does not want to say’ or ‘Don’t know’ at the vote intention 
question are removed from the voting pattern variable. In the questions on the actual 2012 
and 2017 vote, it was not possible to give these answers.  
56 Kantar-TNS NIPO questioned the respondents in its database immediately after the 2012 
election about their vote choice. This choice was thus known during the current survey and 
does not rely on a recall question. Only for a relatively small number of newly recruited 
respondents a recall question might have been used.   
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affects voting stability differently in both periods, assessing both periods separately 
is a necessity due to the way the survey has been set up. The pre-electoral survey 
wave contains various questions that retrospectively evaluate support for the 
performances of political actors since the previous elections (sometimes with an 
explicit reference to the party voted for in the previous (2012) election). Instead, the 
post-election wave only contains questions that evaluate such performances during 
the campaign period.57 To not assess the effects of support on switches that could 
have been taking place outside the timeframe of those support measurements, both 
periods have to be separated.  

Table 5.1 shows that substantially more respondents report a ‘loyal party vote’ 
during the campaign period (53.7%) than during the inter-election period (40.0%). 
The percentage of respondents who switch between parties is, however, almost equal. 
The difference between both periods is that a substantially large number of 
respondents report switching from abstention at the 2012 election to a party vote in 
the pre-election survey wave (14.0%). This relatively high percentage may to a certain 
extent reflect a design effect as reporting a party vote in a survey is less of an effort 
than casting an actual vote. Nevertheless, as the actual turnout rate at the Dutch 
parliamentary elections increased from 74.6% in 2012 to 81.9% at the 2017 elections, 
the reported number of voters who re-entered the electorate certainly also reflects a 
real-world development.  
 

 
Table 5.1 Voting Patterns 

 INTER-
ELECTION 

VOLATILITY 

CAMPAIGN-
PERIOD 

VOLATILITY 

1) Loyal Party Vote 40.0% 53.7% 

2) Party Switching 33.9% 33.5% 

3) Party Vote → Abstention 3.1% 2.7% 

4) Stable Abstention 9.0% 5.2% 

5) Abstention → Party Vote 14.0% 4.9% 

N 1.749 1.135 

  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

57 Distinguishing between inter-election volatility and campaign-time volatility is not 
uncommon in the literature and it revealed some interesting dynamics that would have been 
missed when only looking at shifts of the actual vote. However, the only known study that 
incorporates the effects of measures of political support (measured as ‘trust’ and ‘efficacy’) 
finds similar effects of these predictors in both time periods (Dassonneville, 2012). 
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MEASURING THE THREE DIMENSIONS OF POLITICAL SUPPORT 

To measure ‘particularized specific support’ at the pre-election survey wave, I use 
four items that together summarize overall support for the party one voted for at the 
2012 parliamentary election. The first item indicates how much trust (as a Prime 
Minister) the respondent has in the party leader of the party previously voted for 
(1=no trust at all, 7=a lot of trust). The second item indicates the current level of 
agreement with the positions of the party voted for in 2012 (1-10 scale). The third 
item investigates trust in the capacities of the party one voted for in 2012 to solve 
the major political issues in the Netherlands (1-7 scale). The fourth item investigates 
satisfaction with the performance of the party one voted for at the 2012 election. 
Factor analysis shows that all four items scale on one underlying dimension.58 
Subsequently, a scale variable indicating particularized specific support for the party 
previously voted for is constructed (Cronbach’s α = .85). 

To construct a scale variable for ‘particularized specific support’ at the post-
election wave, the first and the third item were asked again. However, the reference 
party (i.e. the party previously voted for) is here no longer the party one voted for at 
the 2012 election but the party one intended to vote for during the pre-election wave. 
An additional item investigates how one grades the campaign performance of the 
leader of the party one intended to vote for (1 to 10 scale). All three items load on 
one underlying dimension (Cronbach’s α = .70). 

Five different summary variables have been used to construct a scale that captures 
‘generalized specific support’ during the pre-election survey wave (seven-point scale). 
A first variable averages the levels of trust (as a potential Prime Minister) directed 
to each party leader of the seven largest parties. This average trust score ranges on a 
scale from (1=no trust at all) to (7=a lot of trust). A second variable measures the 
average level of trust in the capabilities of the seven largest parties to solve the major 
political issues in the Netherlands. It was asked for each of the seven major parties 
to what extent the respondent thinks the party is capable to solve issue X. The three 
listed issues are ‘unemployment’, ‘immigration’ and ‘healthcare’. The average trust 
level in the capabilities of these parties ranges from (1=totally not capable) to 
(7=very capable). The third variable averages support for the party positions (as 
stated in their party programs) of the eleven largest parties (1=totally disagree) to 
(10=totally agree). The fourth and fifth variable used for the scale construct measure 
‘trust in parliament’ and ‘trust in government’ on a seven-point scale. All five items 
load on one underlying dimension (Cronbach’s α = .82).    

To construct a scale variable for ‘generalized specific support’ at the post-election 
wave, the same variables have been measured again except for the variable based on 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

58 Performed in Stata 15 using the principal-component method with orthogonal varimax 
rotation.  
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the items measuring support for the programs of political parties. This variable is 
replaced with a variable indicating the average level of support directed to the 
performances of the major party leaders during the election campaign. To this end, 
the performances of eight party leaders were graded. The average grading of the 
performances of all party leaders ranges on a scale from 1 to 10. These five items also 
load on one underlying dimension (Cronbach’s α = .83).   

The few studies that investigated the effect of the more ‘diffuse’ evaluations of 
regime performances on vote switching commonly only relied on an item measuring 
satisfaction with the way democracy works in one’s country. Although this question 
is generally believed to measures satisfaction with the democratic regime in general 
(Anderson 2002; Norris 2011; Söderlund 2008), the item has been criticized for not 
being an indicator of support for regime principles per se; but more of the way the 
regime performs in practice (Linde & Ekman, 2003). Because evaluations of the 
democratic quality of a regime’s performances are conceptually considered to also 
include evaluations of democratic values such as the fairness of the political process, 
freedom of information, and the efficient working of the system (e.g. Dalton, 2004; 
Linde & Ekman, 2003; Norris, 1999, 2011; Pattie & Johnston, 2001), it seems 
necessary to also capture those aspects of a regimes performances.  

To fully capture the concept of ‘diffuse support for a regime’s performances’, 
survey participants responded in the pre- and post-election wave of the survey to the 
following statements: 1) Regardless of who's in government, I'm satisfied with the 
way democracy works in the Netherlands; 2) The way the Dutch democracy works is 
fair; 3) The way the Dutch democracy works is efficient; 4) It is clear for citizens how 
policies in the Netherlands come about. The possible answers ranged from (1 = totally 
disagree) to (7 = totally agree). Factor analysis shows that all four items scale on one 
underlying dimension in each survey wave. Scale variables (1-7) for ‘diffuse regime 
support’ are consequently constructed for both the pre- and post-election wave 
(Cronbach’s α pre-election wave = .90, post-election wave =.91). 

Table 5.2 shows that the average level of ‘particularized specific support’ for the 
party one voted for in 2012 was 4.62 at the pre-election wave while the average level 
of support at the post-election wave for the party one intended to vote for at the start 
of the campaign was 5.26. The average level of ‘generalized specific support’ at the 
pre-election wave was 3.55 and increased to 4.02 after the election. Average ‘diffuse 
regime support’ increased from 3.70 at the pre-election wave to 4.29 immediately after 
the 2017 election. 

The correlation matrix shows that a low degree of correlation exists between 
‘particularized specific support’ on the one hand and ‘generalized specific support’ 
and ‘diffuse regime support’ at the other hand. Positive (negative) evaluations of 
one’s own party are thus not necessarily related to high (low) levels of generalized 
support for authorities or regimes’ performances. A relatively high correlation exists 
between 
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Table 5.2 Levels of Support and Correlations 
 Pre-Election Wave Post-Election Wave 

 Average 
Support (1-7) 

Standard 
Deviation 

Average 
Support (1-7) 

Standard 
Deviation 

PSS 4.62 1.24 5.26 0.96 

GSS 3.55 .95 4.02 0.96 

DRS 3.70 1.46 4.29 1.47 

 Correlations Pre-Election Wave Correlations Post-Election Wave 

 Particularized 
Specific 
Support 

Generalized 
Specific 
Support 

Diffuse 
Regime 
Support 

Particularized 
Specific 
Support 

Generalized 
Specific 
Support 

Diffuse 
Regime 
Support 

PSS 1.00 - - 1.00 - - 

GSS 0.45 1.00 - 0.33 1.00 - 

DRS 0.30 0.77 1.00 0.24 0.74 1.00 

Note: PSS = Particularized Specific Support, GSS = Generalized Specific Support, 
DRS = Diffuse Regime Support 

 

‘generalized specific support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ at both survey waves. 
Nevertheless, these correlations are not as high to not separately assess the effects of 
both types of support on vote switching.59 
 

INDEPENDENT AND CONTROL VARIABLES 

Various other political attitudes have been related to political support as well as to 
electoral volatility. First of all, political support tends to be higher among government 
party voters at the start of an electoral period (e.g. Anderson et al., 2005; Blais, 
Morin-Chassé, & Singh, 2017). Yet, among this group support also drops at a vaster 
rate (e.g. Hix & Marsh, 2011; Listhaug & Jakobsen, 2018; Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 
2016). Government party voters also tend to be the most regular vote switchers at 
the next elections (e.g. Hix & Marsh, 2011; Nannestad & Paldam, 2002; Van Spanje, 
2011). To control for such effects, I include a dummy variable indicating whether one 
voted for one of the two parties that entered government after the 2012 election (VVD 
or PvdA). In the analyses spanning the campaign period, this is a dummy variable 
indicating a vote intention for one of these parties during the pre-election survey 
wave.     

Political sophistication is another core attitude that has been related to political 
support and volatility (Dassonneville, 2012, 2014). I control for political sophistication 
by separately looking at its core components: political knowledge and being interested 
in politics. Political knowledge is measured by the percentage of correct answers to a 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

59 The relatively low VIF values among the different support measures indicate that none of 
these variables is possibly redundant. 
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series of items in which respondents were asked whether they knew the names of 14 
different politicians. Political interest is measured using the item ‘How interested are 
you in politics?’ (1=Not interested at all, 7=Very much interested).  

There are suggestions that citizens with different ideological orientations might be 
more or less volatile (which may partly depend on the ideological orientation of the 
current government). A variable for ideological orientations using self-placement on 
a left-right scale (1-10) is therefore included. Furthermore, voters close to the median 
legislator tend to be more satisfied with the performance of their regime (Lachat, 
2011). Therefore, also a recoded version of ones left-right placement is included in the 
analyses, which runs from (1) ‘median political ideology’ (left-right scale values 5 and 
6) to (5) ‘extreme political ideology’ (left-right scale values 1 and 10). As a larger 
perceived distance in ideological space between a voter and the party (s)he previously 
voted for has been shown to positively affect party switching (Söderlund, 2008; Tavits, 
2008), I additionally include a measure indicating the distance between a respondents 
ideological self-placement and the mean ideological position of the party previously 
voted for; with the latter measure being based on the position that all respondents in 
the survey attributed to a particular party (only included in the models that include 
‘particularized specific support’).   

Although it is supposed that the influence of socio-demographic variables on voting 
behaviour has diminished (Zelle, 1995), it cannot a-priory be ruled out that some of 
the effects are more pronounced among certain social strata. For that reason, I control 
for a range of demographic variables: level of education (1=Primary School, 5=Master 
Degree and Higher), age, employment status (1=Employed, 2=Unemployed, 3=Don’t 
know), gender, religiosity (1=Religion is very unimportant, 5=Religion is very 
important) and social class (1=Labour Class, 5=Upper Class) (Lachat 2007; 
McAllister 2002; Van der Meer et al. 2015; Walgrave, Lefevere, and Hooghe 2010; 
Zelle 1995).  

5.4 Results 
This section discusses the results of the analyses spanning the inter-election period. 
The results for the campaign period are presented as a robustness check to these 
results. Before proceeding to the analyses that test the hypotheses, I first present the 
results of the models in which the effects of ‘generalized specific support’ and ‘diffuse 
regime support’ on vote switching are not yet controlled for the effect of 
‘particularized specific support’. These initial models – which replicate the way in 
which effects of support on vote switching are commonly investigated - serve as the 
null models with whom the models that actually control for ‘particularized specific 
support’ can be compared.  

To obtain these null models, multinomial logistic regression has been applied with 
the outcome variable distinguishing five different voting patterns: (1) a loyal party 
vote, (2) switching parties, (3) switching from a party to abstaining, (4) stable 
abstention, and (5) switching from abstaining to a party vote. This produces a model 
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with four sets of estimates that show the impact of each predictor on the probability 
that respondents fit into the respective outcome category relative to the base outcome 
(which is a loyal party vote).60 Hence, because my primary aim is to investigate the 
overall effect of the predictors on the probability that voters adopt one of the five 
different voting pattern – and therefore not on investigating the relative probabilities 
of choosing a certain voting pattern over the base outcome – it is recommended to 
interpret the average marginal effects of the predictors of interest (Long & Freese, 
2014; Wulff, 2015).   

Figure 5.1 graphically presents the average marginal effects of ‘generalized specific 
support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ (Model I-III in Table 3 in the online Appendix 
5B). In addition to the control variables (which are entered in all the models), the 
first model only includes the effect of ‘generalized specific support’. The first panel in 
Figure 5.1 shows that ‘generalized specific support’ by itself significantly increases 
the probability of providing a stable party vote while it significantly decreases the 
probability of party switching. Furthermore, ‘generalized specific support’ 
significantly reduces the probabilities of stable abstaining and changing into 
abstention. However, these last two effects are not very substantial. 

 
Figure 5.1 

Average Marginal Effects: Generalized & Diffuse Support (Inter-Election Period) 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

60 The full estimation results are presented in the online Appendices 5B & 5C. 
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The second panel in Figure 5.1 (Model II) shows that ‘diffuse regime support’ by 
itself significantly affects the probabilities of a loyal party vote and of party switching. 
Although both effects run in the same direction as the effect of ‘generalized specific 
support’, the substantial effect sizes are weaker. Once both measures are 
simultaneously incorporated in the equation (Model III), the positive effect of 
‘generalized specific support’ on the probability of being a loyal party voter remains 
unchanged. However, the negative effect of ‘generalized specific support’ on the 
probability of being a party switcher turns out to be insignificant. The negative effects 
with regard to stable abstaining and switching to abstention still exist. Furthermore, 
once controlling for ‘generalized specific support’, the initially observed effects of 
‘diffuse regime support’ become insignificant.  

These findings are generally in line with the existing literature. When uncontrolled 
for other types of support, ‘generalized specific support’ (Dalton & Weldon 2005; 
Dassonneville 2014; Chapter 3) and ‘diffuse regime support’ (Dejaeghere & 
Dassonneville, 2017; Zelle, 1995) are commonly found to negatively affect party 
switching and switching to abstention. That ‘diffuse regime support’ no longer affects 
party switching substantially once controlled for ‘generalized specific support’, has 
not yet been reported (nor tested). Surprisingly, ‘diffuse regime support’ does also 
not negatively affect the probabilities of stable abstaining and switching to abstention 
once controlled for ‘generalized specific support’. This is somewhat against the 
expectations in the literature (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015). 

Next, I turn to the models that test the hypotheses. The effect of ‘particularized 
specific support’ is added to these models. Because this most specific type of support 
can only be assessed among respondents who made a substantial party vote during 
the previous elections, only the effects of this predictor on the probabilities of ‘loyal 
party voting’, ‘party switching’ and ‘switching to abstention’ can be assessed. As the 
dependent variable now only consists of three categories, a series of models with only 
two sets of equations is estimated (Table 4 in online Appendix 5B). 

The first panel in Figure 5.2 graphically presents the average marginal effects of 
‘particularized specific support’ in a model without the other types of support. As 
expected, support for the previously endorsed party has a very strong and significant 
positive effect on casting a loyal party vote while it negatively affects the probability 
of party switching. The second panel in Figure 5.2 shows the marginal effects of 
‘generalized specific support’ once controlled for ‘particularized specific support’ 
(Model II). While Model I fitted the data already quite well, adding ‘generalized 
specific support’ adds additional explanatory power to the model. This can be seen 
from the model fit statistics of Model II. Yet, the effects of ‘generalized specific 
support’ on the probabilities of party switching turn from a negative effect into a 
positive effect once ‘particularized specific support’ is accounted for. Higher levels of 
‘generalized specific support’ now significantly spur the probability of vote switching 
while such support negatively affects the probability of being a loyal party voter. 
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Figure 5.2 
Average Marginal Effects: Particularized Support Models (Inter-Election Period) 

 

 
When it comes to switching to abstention, the effects are very small in size and 
insignificant for ‘generalized specific support’. 

Once controlled for ‘particularized specific support’, the effects of ‘diffuse regime 
support’ on the probabilities of a loyal party vote and party switching also turn 
around in comparison to the uncontrolled models (Model III). Yet, the effect sizes 
seem to be much smaller than observed in the model for ‘generalized specific support’. 
In the full model - which includes the political support measures at all three levels 
(Model IV) - the effects of ‘diffuse regime support’ on party switching become 
insignificant once controlling for both particularized- and generalized support. 
Surprisingly, also the effects of ‘diffuse regime support’ on switching to abstention 
are insignificant in all these models.  

All in all, the findings provide strong support for the hypotheses that a lower level 
of support for the party previously voted for increases the probability of party 
switching (H1a) and that it increases the probability of switching to abstention (H1b). 
These findings are hardly surprising. The more important finding of the chapter is 
that the effects of ‘generalized specific support’ alter from negative into positive 
effects on vote switching once controlling for the effect of ‘particularized specific 
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support’. This finding supports hypothesis 2a. When controlled for ‘particularized 
specific support’, a more positive interpretation of the remaining effect of ‘generalized 
specific support’ on vote switching is revealed in which higher support signifies that 
voters consider more parties as trustworthy voting alternatives; which finally spurs 
the probability of party switching. The probability of switching to abstention is 
unaffected by ‘generalized specific support’ once controlled for ‘particularized specific 
support’ (although only switching from a party vote to abstention could be 
investigated). This rejects hypothesis 2b.  

The findings provide support for hypothesis 3a as ‘diffuse regime support’ no longer 
significantly affects any type of vote switching once those effects are controlled for 
both of the more specific types of support. More surprisingly, the hypothesis that 
diffuse regime support prevents voters from switching to abstention (H3b) has to be 
rejected once controlling for the other types of support. 

To finally test whether the political support measures differently affect volatile 
voting patterns among populist party voters, and whether this suppresses the 
observed effects among the population as a whole (H4), interaction terms between 
‘having voted for a populist party at the previous election’ and each of the three 
political support measures are added to the models. Following the classification in 
Chapter 4 of this dissertation the voters for the Freedom Party (PVV) are classified 
as populist party voters. Replicating the null models (the models without 
particularized specific support) shows that among populist party voters the effects of 
‘generalized specific support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ are exactly opposite to the 
effects among the voters for all other parties (Table 5 in Online Appendix 5B). As 
found in Chapter 4, it is political dissatisfaction which binds voters in a stable way 
to populist parties. However, when looking at the model that includes both measures, 
it turns out that it is ‘diffuse regime support’ which drives the effects among populist 
party voters (Figure 5.3). All in all, these findings are in line with what has been 
found in the multi-country context adopted in Chapter 4.  

Furthermore, the stabilizing effect of generalized political disaffection on loyal 
support for populist parties slightly suppresses the stabilizing overall effect of political 
support on volatility. When comparing the overall effect (from Figure 5.1) to the 
remaining effects among only those voters that previously voted for a mainstream 
party (from Figure 5.3), the effect sizes of ‘generalized specific support’ on the 
probabilities of stable- and volatile voting have become larger once populist parties 
are excluded. 

Next, the effects of ‘particularized specific support’ on vote switching are almost 
equal among populist party voters and mainstream party voters (Table 6 in online 
Appendix 4B). Furthermore, it appears that the effects of ‘generalized specific 
support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ are no longer opposed to one another among 
populist party voters and mainstream party voters once those effect are controlled 
for ‘particularized specific support’ (Figure 5.4). Among both groups of voters a  
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Figure 5.3  
Average Marginal Effects: Populist Voting Interactions (I): Inter-Election Period 

 
 

 
positive effect of ‘generalized specific support’ on the probability that one switches 
party is observed (although not significant among populist party voters in the full 
model also including diffuse regime support). It is, however, not surprising that the 
effect of ‘generalized specific support’ among populist party voters does not change 
direction after controlling for ‘particularized support’ – as it did in the original models 
including all voters – because PVV voters tend to be the only voters among which 
higher support for the own party is correlated to lower support for political actors in 
general. Finally, among mainstream party voters the effects of ‘generalized specific 
support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ tend to be very identical to the effects in the 
initial models in which populist party voting was not accounted for. All in all, the 
fourth hypothesis only applies to the effects in the models that are not controlled for 
‘particularized specific support’. When controlled for the latter, I do not find support 
for the fourth hypothesis.  
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Figure 5.4 

Average Marginal Effects: Populist Voting Interactions (II): Inter-Election Period 
 

 

 

ROBUSTNESS CHECKS  

As a first robustness check, the analyses are replicated for the campaign period. Those 
replications first show that ‘generalized specific support’ has a positive effect on vote 
switching when not controlled for ‘particularized specific support’ (Table 7 & Figure 
5 in online Appendix 5C). This effect thus runs in the opposite direction compared to 
the effect observed during the inter-election period. The effects on the probability of 
being a stable abstainer, however, remain unaltered when compared to the inter-
election period. The uncontrolled effects of ‘diffuse regime support’ during the 
campaign period show a comparable pattern. Yet again, once controlled for 
‘generalized specific support’ those effects become insignificant.   

These results are somewhat different than the results of the null models during the 
inter-election period. However, it turns out that the stabilizing role of political 
disaffection on vote switching among populist party voters accounts for these findings 
(Table 9 & Figure 7 in online Appendix 5C). In the null models there is no significant 
main effect of any of the two support variables when populist party voters are 
excluded. 

The results of the models that control for the effects of ‘particularized specific 
support’ very much resemble the effects found in the inter-election period. Although 
the effect sizes are generally a bit weaker than during the inter-election period, the 
significance and directions of the effects of the three types of support are almost 
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exactly the same as what I found for the effects during the inter-election period. This 
leads to the same substantive conclusions. These substantive conclusions similarly 
apply to previous populist party voters and mainstream party voters (Table 10 & 
Figure 8 in online Appendix 5C). Though, it needs to be said that among previous 
populist party voters ‘generalized specific support’ has a stronger effect on the 
probability of party switching than ‘particularized specific support’.  

As a second robustness check, all models have been re-estimated twice with 
‘generalized support for institutions’ (government & parliament) and ‘generalized 
support for officeholders’ (the three remaining items of the original scale) replacing 
the ‘generalized specific support’ scale. This inspects whether the composition of the 
‘generalized specific support’ scale may have influenced its effects – in spite of the 
fact that all items loaded on one underlying dimension. In general, the substantive 
results of those re-estimated models are comparable to the original models. A notable 
difference is that the positive effects of ‘generalized specific support for officeholders’ 
on vote switching are considerably stronger than the effects of ‘generalized specific 
support for institutions’ (in the models that account for ‘particularized specific 
support’). Yet, this does not affect the substantive conclusions at the level of the 
hypotheses. 

A third robustness check reflects on the fact that summarizing the effects of a 
predictor in terms of a single estimate - as the average marginal effects (AME) 
presented in this chapter do - may unintentionally obscure important differences 
across the range of the predictor (Williams, 2012). Computing the AME at relevant 
values of the predictor (MERs) therefore helps to detect whether average marginal 
effects change sign across the range of the predictor (Wulff, 2015). The most 
important insight provided by this check is that the effect of ‘particularized political 
support’ on the probability of being a loyal party voter does not exist at the lower 
values of the predictor (Figure 9 in online Appendix 5D). Among persons at the lowest 
range of the predictor (values 1 and 2) directing a little bit more support to the party 
previously voted for does not improve the probability of providing a loyal party vote. 
The values of the marginal effect of particularized specific support, however, grow 
rapidly more positive when the predictor has values between three and five. This 
indicates that among voters with the lowest levels of support for the previously 
endorsed party, the probability of being a loyal party voter does not increase when 
shifting from very low support (value 1) to a little bit more support (value 2) for the 
own party. Only at the mid-range and the higher levels of the predictor it turns out 
that the probability of being a loyal party voter increases once the value of the 
predictor grows. At this range of the predictor, true retrospective voting in which a 
party is punished for bad performances and rewarded for good performances seems to 
take place. Finally, the average marginal effect of ‘generalized specific support’ on 
the probabilities of being a loyal party voter or a party switcher are significant over 
the whole range of the predictor. 
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5.5 Conclusions and Discussion 

Although theoretical expectations exist that more ‘specific’ and more ‘diffuse’ types 
of support differently affect electoral volatility (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; 
Söderlund, 2008), most empirical studies that actually test these relations commonly 
neglect such distinctions and fail to test whether the uncontrolled effects of specific 
and diffuse types of political support alter when such effects are simultaneously 
investigated. Regardless of the object of support, existing studies commonly suppose 
that each and every type of political support stabilizes the vote and prevents 
abstaining. But as findings have been inconsistent, such a perspective seems to be 
incomplete. A mismatch between theory and operationalization may have been 
responsible for this.  

This chapter argued that the effects of more diffuse types of support most likely 
alter when accounting for the effects of more specific types of support. To substantiate 
this claim, a threefold distinction between the concepts of ‘particularized specific 
support’, ‘generalized specific support’, and ‘diffuse regime support’ was introduced. 
Subsequently, both the separate as well as the simultaneous effects of these three 
types of political support on electoral volatility have been assessed using panel data 
collected around the Dutch parliamentary elections in 2017. 

The findings first show that retrospective evaluations of the performance of the 
party previously voted for (particularized specific support) is the type of political 
support with the strongest impact on vote switching. Unsurprisingly, respondents who 
currently have low levels of support for the performances of the party they previously 
voted for are much more likely to switch their votes than respondents who are still 
supportive. Although this finding points at a perspective in which party switching 
results from assertive voters who hold their representatives accountable for their 
performances (e.g. Rosanvalon, 2008), immediately drawing this conclusion may be 
preliminary. First, the observed effects may be somewhat overestimated due to 
rationalization effects. Respondents who switched their votes to another party may, 
consciously or unconsciously, exaggerate their negative assessments of the party 
previously voted for to justify their switches (Söderlund, 2008, p. 224). Second, and 
more importantly, as particularized specific support is not dynamically assessed we 
do not know whether such support in fact dropped as a result of sincere performance 
evaluations or that consistent low levels of support for the previously adopted party 
pre-existed; which may stem from generalized disaffection with political parties and 
institutions. The findings of the multivariate models in this chapter, however, speak 
against this latter objection. The initially observed impact of ‘particularized specific 
support’ remains unchanged once the effects of ‘generalized specific support’ and 
‘diffuse regime support’ are added. This is in line with previous studies (e.g. 
Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008) and provides additional credit to the idea 
that assertive voters indeed hold their previously endorsed parties accountable.  
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Ultimately, the most important aim of this chapter was to find out what happens 
to the effects of higher (more diffuse) levels of support once controlled for more specific 
levels of support. The results clearly show that once the effect of ‘particularized 
specific support’ has been accounted for, the effect of ‘generalized specific support’ 
on party switching transforms into a positive effect. This finding does not refute the 
existing literature - after all my models find the same uncontrolled effects for 
‘generalized specific support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ as the existing literature. 
However, it shows that the existing literature is incomplete about how political 
support affects vote switching. Among those voters for which negative evaluations of 
the own party go hand in hand with positive evaluations of officeholders in general, 
generalized specific support stimulates vote switching. Higher generalized support 
leads these voters to consider a larger set of parties as trustworthy voting options to 
switch their votes to. This provides additional evidence against the view that (rising) 
volatility should always pessimistically be understood as a sign of rising citizen 
disengagement from electoral politics (e.g. Mair, 2013). Under certain circumstances, 
volatility can just be understood as citizen engagement with electoral politics as 
citizens hold their own parties accountable by making a ‘positive’ switch to another 
party which they consider as an alternative trustworthy voting option. Such a 
situation has optimistically been considered to make electoral politics more 
democratic (e.g. Dalton, 2013; Norris, 2011; Van der Meer, 2010). 

‘Diffuse regime support’ has little, or no effect at all, on vote switching once 
controlled for support directed to more specific object levels. While this was expected 
for its effect on party switching, it is more surprising that, contrary to expectations 
(e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015), diffuse support does not affect switching to 
abstention. Low support for the previously adopted party is also the core predictor of 
abstaining. One of the reasons that the overall effect of diffuse regime support 
disappears may be the focus on the Dutch party system. Various voters canalize 
dissatisfaction with the political system into a vote for the populist PVV party. This 
prevents dissatisfied voters from switching to abstention and suppresses the overall 
effect of diffuse regime support on switching to abstention.  

Moreover, the findings suggest that the uncontrolled (for particularized specific 
support) effects of ‘diffuse regime support’ are pretty similar, but weaker, than the 
uncontrolled effects of ‘generalized specific support’. Both types of support may 
therefore not be as different as sometimes expected. This questions the accuracy of 
Easton’s expectations that ‘diffuse support’ and ‘specific support’ (in his generalized 
interpretation) are likely to have independent determinants as well as different 
consequences for the functioning of a system (Easton, 1975, p. 445). He might have 
misunderstood the role that ‘generalized specific support’ plays for the role that is 
actually played by ‘particularized specific support’ while the role accredited to ‘diffuse 
regime support’ is in fact more profoundly played by ‘generalized specific support’. 

Finally, a remark should be made about the generalizability of the findings. In less 
proportional systems with a lower number of parties than the Dutch system, vote 
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switching may less likely occur owing to a positive effect of ‘generalized specific 
support’ (once controlled for ‘particularized specific support’). The large 
programmatic differences between the few parties that make up such systems make 
it less likely that generally supportive voters will simultaneously consider more than 
one party as true alternatives to vote for. Moreover, generalized trust for institutions 
is potentially more politicized in majoritarian systems as institutions are in such 
systems commonly occupied by officeholders from a single party. Hence, the effects 
described in this chapter most likely occur in consensus systems with multiple effective 
parties in parliament.   
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CHAPTER 6 

Revisiting the Election Boost in Political Support 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Abstract 

This chapter studies the election boost in political support at the system level. It 
argues that the common explanation that participating in free and fair elections 
(re)generates support in the working of the political system falls short in 
explaining variations in the size of the election boost. I propose a mechanism that 
argues that the outcomes of elections matter as an explanation for variations in 
the size of the boost. High levels of electoral volatility signal that disliked 
representatives in parliament/government are successfully replaced at election 
time. This restores political support as it realigns representation at the elite level 
with current mass preferences. By contrast, low levels of volatility follow upon 
electoral periods in which current incumbents have not fallen out of favour and 
are re-elected. In such cases, political support does not need to be substantively 
restored and the boost will be small or non-existent. Using aggregated 
Eurobarometer data from a range of European democracies in the period between 
1999 and 2017, I find substantial evidence that variations in the election boost 
in political support are well explained by the outcomes of elections. Replacement 
rates of officeholders positively affect the size of the election boost. In 
majoritarian systems both seat-share volatility and replacements in government 
matter whereas in consensus systems seat-share volatility plays the dominant 
role in explaining the size of the election boost in support.  

 
 
This chapter is based on a single-authored article and is currently under review at an 
international political science journal. 
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6.1 Introduction 

In Western democracies elections generally boost levels of ‘political support’ 
(Esaiasson, 2011; Finkel, 1987; Van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018). This also applies 
to more stringently defined subtypes of support such as ‘political trust’ (e.g. Hooghe 
& Stiers, 2016; Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 2016; Závecz, 2017) and ‘satisfaction with 
democracy’ (e.g. Blais & Gelineau, 2007; Blais et al., 2017; Quaranta & Martini, 2016; 
Singh et al., 2012).61 The most common explanation for such effects relies on 
procedural fairness theory. It argues that participating in elections (re)generates 
positive believes about the legitimizing qualities of the democratic process as long as 
voters believe in the integrity and fairness of the elections (Craig, Gainous, & Kane, 
2006; Dahl, 1989; Esaiasson, 2011; Thompson, 1970). Following this line of thought, 
a boost in attitudes which classify as political support is said to occur regardless of 
the outcomes of the electoral procedure (e.g. Hooghe & Stiers, 2016; Tyler, 2011).  

The procedural fairness based mechanism thus offers a clear explanation why 
elections boost political support as the procedural conditions for generating electoral 
legitimacy are usually equivalently met in established democracies (Esaiasson, 2011, 
pp. 103–104; Norris, Martinez, & Grömping, 2015). However, it is not suited to 
explain variations in the overall boosting effect of elections when comparing between 
elections and countries.62 Such an explanation is needed as recent studies reveal that 
substantive variations in the direction and size of the election boost in attitudes of 
political support are quite common (e.g. Blais et al., 2017; Esaiasson, 2011).  

This chapter develops and empirically tests an explanation for variations in the 
boosting effect of elections on political support at the system level. In brief, this 
explanation holds that the boost in political support is not independent of the election 
outcomes. High levels of electoral volatility signal that disliked representatives in 
parliament/government are successfully replaced at election time. Because such 
replacements most likely occur after government periods in which political support 
drops substantially and officeholders fall out of favour, elections ultimately restore 
average levels of political support by realigning representative bodies with current 
mass preferences. By contrast, low levels of volatility are likely to follow upon electoral 
periods in which no major gap between aggregate party preferences and the pre-
existing levels of representation of parties in parliament emerges. This results in a 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

61 Political support serves as an umbrella term that encompasses a range of more stringently 
defined attitudes such as ‘political trust’ (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Zmerli & Newton, 
2017) and ‘political satisfaction’ (e.g. Dassonneville et al., 2015; Söderlund, 2008) that are 
hard to meaningfully separate in terms of concept, measurement and trends (Dalton, 2004, p. 
23; Grönlund & Setala, 2007, p. 406; Norris, 2017, p. 23). Particularly in the field of the 
winner/loser gap in political support, the two sets of attitudes have therefore often been 
conflated.  
62 Self-evidently, variations at the individual level in the effect of elections on political support 
can also not be explained by the mechanism.    
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stable election by means of which many incumbent representatives are re-elected. 
Hence, political support does not need to be substantively restored and the boost will 
be small or non-existent.  

To empirically test these expectations, this research models system-level shifts in 
political support over the course of elections using aggregated Eurobarometer data 
from a range of European democracies in the period between 1999 and 2017. Based 
on a relatively large number of observations of system-level shifts in political support 
(operationalized as shifts in ‘trust in parliament’, ‘trust in government’, ‘trust in 
parties’, and ‘satisfaction with democracy’), I first of all show that substantial 
variations in the size of the election boost indeed exist between elections. 
Subsequently, my statistical analyses show that these variations can be well explained 
by the outcomes of elections as replacements of officeholders positively affect the size 
of the election boost. In majoritarian systems, seat-share volatility as well as 
replacements in government matter, whereas in consensus systems particularly seat-
share volatility plays a role.  
 

6.2 Theory 

HOW ELECTIONS RESET OVERALL LEVELS OF POLITICAL SUPPORT 

In democratic systems, elections serve as the core mechanism for bringing political 
representation at the elite level in agreement again with present-day (aggregate) party 
preferences among voters (Katz, 1997; Mayne & Hakhverdian, 2017; Sartori, 1994). 
Competitive elections offer citizens the possibility to empower political distrust by 
means of replacing disliked officeholders by better-liked alternatives (Warren, 2018, 
pp. 78–79).63 When elections succeed in replacing disliked officeholders, the instalment 
of better liked alternatives generates new ‘hope’ among all voters who have become 
distrustful of the old officeholders; which boosts political support. Hence, elections are 
ways to respond to the pre-electoral development of political distrust and changed 
party preferences among the electorate. 

To the extent that government parties do not meet up with voters’ expectations 
(e.g. Esaiasson, 2011; Rothstein, 2009; Söderlund, 2008), support for the institutions 
occupied by those parties often drops substantially in between elections (Hix & Marsh, 
2011; Listhaug & Jakobsen, 2018, p. 561; Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 2016). 
Consequently, several voters who previously supported well represented government 
parties commonly switch their electoral preferences towards currently 
underrepresented (opposition) parties (e.g. Hix & Marsh, 2011; Nannestad & Paldam, 
2002, p. 26; Van Spanje, 2011). This increasingly generates a ‘representational deficit’ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

63 Replacements of officeholders are considered at the party level. When a party loses support 
substantially in terms of its seat share, this is considered a replacement. When parties’ seat 
shares remain stable while there are nevertheless permutations in the individual MPs 
occupying those seats, I do not consider this to be substantial replacements. 
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as the adjusted party preferences of the electorate and existing representation at the 
elite level grow apart. 

The larger the ‘representational deficit’ grows, the more representatives have to 
be replaced at election time to bring actual representation in line again with mass 
preferences. When elections succeed in that respect, the number of voters who feel 
themselves well represented at the elite level and who identify with parties that can 
be considered the ‘winners’ of the elections increases from a minority attitude before 
the election into a widely shared majority attitude immediately after the elections.64 
When such shifts take place, a boost in the overall level of political support can be 
expected as it is well known that supportive attitudes such as political trust and 
satisfaction with democracy are stimulated by identification with the ‘winners’ of an 
election (e.g. Anderson et al., 2005; Blais & Gelineau, 2007; Blais et al., 2017; Singh, 
2014; Van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018) as well as by feeling oneself increasingly 
well represented at the elite level (e.g. Blais et al., 2017; Dahlberg et al., 2015; Mayne 
& Hakhverdian, 2017; Miller & Listhaug, 1990). 

When citizens evaluate their representatives/government rather positively – which 
for instance takes place under favourable (economic) conditions in a country – the 
representational deficit will be much smaller. Those are the typical circumstances to 
expect rather stable outcomes of elections after which incumbent MPs return to 
parliament and governments are re-elected into office. The election boost in political 
support can be expected to be absent (or rather small) under such circumstances. 
Because political support did not severely deteriorate in the period before such 
elections there is no pre-electoral ‘low’ in political support; which makes that the 
margins for elections to boost political support substantially are much smaller. When 
the elections then result in outcomes in which the old winners remain the winners 
and losers remain the losers and the ratio between the absolute number of winners 
and losers does not change a lot, the results do not provide strong incentives for many 
voters to change their levels of support. Furthermore, re-election of incumbent MPs 
implies that voters know to a large extent what they will get in terms of substantive 
policies, which reduces the chances that a post-electoral optimism suddenly emerges 
(Adam, 2014). 

All in all, these considerations lead me to expect that the boosting effect of 
elections on overall levels of political support fluctuates as a function of the number 
of replacements made among representatives. If we focus purely on representation in 
parliament, investigating replacements made among all parties (government parties 
and opposition parties alike) connects most directly to eliminating a pre-existing 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

64 A majority of the seats in a newly installed parliament will commonly be occupied by parties 
that together represent a majority of the voters. Furthermore, newly installed governments 
commonly also receive majority support. Initial majority support may be a more complicated 
issue when a newly installed government is a minority government. I will get back to this issue 
in the robustness checks to the main analyses. 
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representational deficit at the legislative level. The overall replacement rate of 
parliamentary seats of all parties in parliament is in such terms best captured by the 
concept of seat-share volatility; i.e. the sum of the difference in party seat shares from 
one election to another of all parties together (Pedersen, 1979). 
 

Hypothesis 1: Seat-share volatility positively affects the boosting effect of 
elections on political support. 

 
A second perspective focusses only on replacements made in the composition of 

government, i.e., replacements made among MPs from government parties. The 
‘retrospective voting’ theory postulates that voters hold governments and the MPs 
from coalition parties accountable for their performances (e.g. Berry & Howell, 2007; 
Duch & Stevenson, 2008; Finkel, 1987; Fiorina, 1981). Government party seats are 
believed to matter most because power is concentrated in government (Blais et al., 
2017). Hence, when the performances of government parties are negatively evaluated, 
retrospective voting theory expects that only elections that succeed in “voting the 
rascals out of government” restore political trust and satisfaction with democracy 
(Dalton, 2004; Kaase, 1988, p. 132; Katz, 1997; Woon, 2012). Such outcomes would 
demonstrate that the accountability function of elections works sufficiently well and 
reinforce citizens’ belief that they ultimately hold power to control their officeholders 
(Clarke et al., 1993, p. 1003; Olson, 1982).65  

The election boost would therefore hinge on the extent to which government 
parties pay the costs of governing. At the level of parliament this means that 
government parties lose parts of their previously obtained seat-shares. At the level of 
government this means that elections result in the (partial) alteration of the actual 
parties in government.   
 

Hypothesis 2a: The parliamentary costs of governing positively affect the 
boosting effect of elections on political support. 

 
Hypothesis 2b: Government alteration positively affects the boosting effect of 

elections on political support. 
 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

65 Retrospective voting theory is often less clear about what happens to political support when 
citizens positively evaluate their officeholders and re-elect them. While not directly 
demonstrating that citizens have the power to send away disliked officeholders, rewarding 
officeholders for good performances seems also a perfect example of holding them accountable. 
Following the framework that I propose; political support does not necessarily get a boost as 
a result of a working accountability function; it only boosts political support when the 
accountability function leads to the facto replacements of officeholders.   
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VARYING EFFECTS IN DIFFERENT POLITICAL SYSTEMS? 

When extending the logic that the prime focus of elections may be either on replacing 
(representatives from) government parties or alternatively on replacing parliamentary 
representatives from all parties alike, it can reasonably be expected that the former 
focus prevails in majoritarian political systems primarily designed to optimize the 
accountability function of elections while the second focus may prevail in consensus 
based democracies designed to translate the preferences of as many citizens as possible 
into representation in parliament (Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Anderson & Guillory, 
1997; Norris, 1999).  

Majoritarian-party systems usually generate clearly identifiable electoral ‘winners’ 
and ‘losers’ resulting in single-party governments (Beaudonnet, Blais, & Bol, 2014). 
Under such conditions, retrospective voting based on holding government 
parties/governments accountable works relatively well (Hobolt, Tilley, & Banducci, 
2013; Plescia & Kritzinger, 2017, p. 163). To the extent that the electoral costs or 
gains of governing matter to the election boost in political support, such an effect will 
most likely be observed in majoritarian democracies.66 Nevertheless, as the 
parliamentary costs or benefits of governing are strongly interwoven with the overall 
level of seat-share volatility in majoritarian systems with a low number of effective 
electoral parties, significant effects of the costs of governing (and government 
alteration) will most likely be accompanied by significant effects of overall seat-share 
volatility.  

In consensus democracies, the clarity of responsibility for government policies is 
more blurred and spread out over different coalition parties, which makes “the 
sanction of elections as an instrument of accountability into a rather blunt weapon” 
(Aarts & Thomassen, 2008, p. 7; also Powell & Whitten, 1993). Voting with the 
intention to throw governments out of office does not always pay off as coalition 
governments are often only partially replaced. Casting a ballot with the intention to 
maximize one’s preferred parties’ seat share is a more fruitful strategy to influence 
political outcomes in ones preferred direction. The relative vote shares (and by 
extension seat shares) of smaller parties in consensus systems are deemed to be more 
important than in majoritarian systems as ones party does not have to be the largest 
party to be an influential party. This applies to smaller parties within government 
coalitions (Potrafke, 2012) as well as to opposition parties; the latter may often be 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

66 While paying the parliamentary costs of government is strongly related to actual 
government alteration in majoritarian systems, it is not a sufficient condition for the alteration 
of government. As long as the government party maintains its majority status and remains in 
office, nothing changes substantially in the distribution of actual power; making the relative 
losses (gains) in seats of government (opposition) parties rather pointless (Craig et al. 2006, 
p.579; also Min Han & Chang 2016). The effective alteration of the government may 
potentially explain the boost in political trust even better than the parliamentary costs a 
government party pays for governing in a majority systems (Adam, 2014). 
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essential to help various policy proposals towards a parliamentary majority (Lijphart, 
1999; Plescia & Kritzinger, 2017; Powell & Whitten, 1993).  

In consensus systems, citizens are more inclined to hold their representatives 
accountable – and not so much the government. Even supporters for opposition 
parties tend to base their voting preferences upon how their MPs performed while in 
opposition (Plescia & Kritzinger, 2017; Stiers, 2018). Under such conditions, the 
overall level of replacements among parliamentary representatives of all parties seems 
to be a more important condition for the generation of political support over the 
course of an election than the government losing seats and parties being effectively 
voted out of government. I therefore expect that while overall seat-share volatility 
plays a major role in explaining the shift in political support over the course of the 
elections, the parliamentary costs of governing and actual government alteration play 
a less prominent role in consensus systems than in majoritarian systems.67  
    

Hypothesis 3: The boosting effect of seat-share volatility on political support 
is expected not to differ between majoritarian- and consensus 
democracies. 

Hypothesis 4a: The boosting effect of the parliamentary costs of governing on 
political support is stronger in majoritarian democracies than 
in consensus democracies. 

Hypothesis 4b: The boosting effect of government alteration on political 
support is stronger in majoritarian democracies than in 
consensus democracies. 

 

6.3 Data, Measures and Methods 

DATA  

Testing the hypotheses requires that shifts in political support can be observed over 
a large number of elections. Commonly, such shifts are best observed using panel data 
(e.g. Blais et al., 2017; Esaiasson, 2011; Van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018). Yet, 
panel-datasets that allow comparing shifts in political support over the course of a 
large number of elections do not exist. As the hypotheses exclusively apply to the 
system level, instead I employ an alternative framework and model change in political 
support at the system level using aggregated data from the biannually conducted 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

67 A more profound effect of seat-share volatility on the election boost compared to government 
volatility is possible in consensus democracies as seat-share volatility and government party 
volatility are not necessarily connected. Seat-share volatility may be relatively high even when 
the electoral results of the government parties are rather stable (as switching may also take 
place between different opposition parties). 
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(non-panel) standard Eurobarometer survey series in the period from 1999 to 2017 
(Eurobarometer 1999-2017).68  

To validly compare changes in political support over the course of a large number 
of elections, ‘change’ has to be observed over comparable time periods. In order to do 
so, I first identified all available country-specific waves of the Eurobarometer survey 
series that have been collected within the first one hundred days after a parliamentary 
election was held in one of the current 28 EU countries (+ Iceland). Given that 
boosted post-electoral levels of political support may vaporize quickly (Esaiasson, 
2011; Rothstein, 2009), focusing on the first one hundred days after elections has been 
considered the optimum period to validly capture after-election levels of political 
support (McAllister, 2003, p. 266).69 Subsequently, for every country-election period 
retained in the previous step, I identified its corresponding pre-electoral 
Eurobarometer wave. Because of the six month interval in between two 
Eurobarometer surveys and the post-electoral measurement of support in the first 
three months after the election, each pre-electoral wave is collected somewhere in 
between six- and three months before an election.70 This timing makes it rather 
unlikely that measurement of the boost in political support will be biased due to 
possibly existing positive campaign effects that might somewhat stimulate political 
support in the last months before an election (Marsh, 1998; Potrafke, 2012; Schmitt, 
2005).71 

 
DEPENDENT VARIABLES: SHIFTS IN POLITICAL SUPPORT 

I understand all instances of political support as (negative or positive) attitudinal 
orientations of citizens directed towards objects in the political realm; i.e. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

68 The majority of the 40 survey waves from Eurobarometer 51.0 (spring 1999) up to 
Eurobarometer 87.3 (spring 2017) investigate political support by means of items on ‘trust in 
a set of institutions’ and/or a ‘satisfaction with democracy’ item. Starting from 
Eurobarometer 51.0 (1999) data are available for the EU 15 member countries. From 
Eurobarometer 62.0 (Fall 2004) onwards the data include country samples from the current 
EU28 countries and some waves collected in Iceland and Norway.     
69 Collection of the EB data takes place in most countries over the course of a few weeks (2 
on average). In order not to end up with reduced country samples due to samples that extend 
outside of the 100 days period, I coded a whole country election sample as falling within the 
post-election period when 70% of its data was collected within the 100 days period.   
70 Small deviations may apply to the exact period in between two EB survey waves as not all 
survey waves have always been collected in the same months. Most commonly the two annual 
rounds are collected in May and November, but data collection in April and October is also 
not uncommon.   
71 Positive campaign effects may occur in European democracies as election campaigns are 
commonly not as negative as in for example the USA. Nevertheless, positive campaign effects 
should not be confused with the full effects of elections. Political support often remains stable 
during a campaign period, and then jumps substantially immediately after the election (Blais 
& Gelineau, 2007, p. 430). 
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officeholders, incumbents, institutions, regime principles, and so on (e.g. Easton, 1975; 
Rothstein & Stolle, 2008; Zmerli & Newton, 2017). As it can theoretically be expected 
that electoral outcomes most strongly affect shifts in support for more ‘politicized’ 
objects in the political realm (i.e. parties, governments, and parliaments) (Rothstein 
& Stolle, 2008; Torcal, 2014), the main analyses in this chapter investigate system-
level shifts in ‘trust in parliament’. This is measured in the EB surveys by a 
dichotomous question: ‘Do you tend to trust or tend not to trust the national 
parliament?’ (Tend not to trust=0; Tend to trust=1). Trust in parliament is generally 
considered to be a middle-range indicator of political support (Zmerli et al., 2007, p. 
41). This arguably makes it a specific enough measure of support to be affected by 
the outcomes of the elections in terms of winning and losing (Anderson & Guillory, 
1997; Holmberg, Lindberg, & Svensson, 2017), while still a sufficiently general 
measure of political support to be affected by evaluations of the functioning of the 
political system in general and the quality of the electoral process (Marien 2011; Van 
der Meer 2010). To assess whether the effects of election outcomes on shifts in support 
directed to objects in the political realm that classify as more specific (more diffuse) 
are even stronger (weaker), I replicate the main analyses with ‘trust in government’, 
‘trust in parties’ and ‘satisfaction with democracy’ as alternative dependent variables.  

By taking the difference between the pre- and post-election average levels of trust 
in parliament, shifts in trust in parliament could be calculated for 66 elections from 
27 European democracies (see online Appendix 6A for an overview of the included 
countries and elections).72 73 Figure 6.1 shows the distribution of these 66 observations. 
In line with the general expectation in the literature, elections on average give a 5.4 
percent point boost to trust in parliament. However, extensive variation exists around 
this average effect (SD=8.9 percent point). Most surprisingly, at almost one third of 
the elections in the sample the average level of trust in parliament in fact dropped 
over the course of the election period. A closer inspection of these elections reveals 
that a drop in support predominantly occurs after stable election results with low 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

72 As the Eurobarometer samples from Western Germany and former Eastern Germany are 
still separately collected –even after the German Unification – I used the weighting factor 
provided in the EB data to correctly calculate the averages of ‘trust in Parliament’ for 
Germany.    
73 All country-election specific (pre- and post-electoral) average trust scores are based on 
survey samples with equivalent numbers of around 1000 respondents in each country. The 
standard deviations around the country-election mean scores are very low and do not deviate 
much across countries. As the Eurobarometer data do not allow distinguishing voters from 
non-voters, the aggregated trust scores are based on both actual voters and non-voters. This 
seems, however, not to be a major problem for the estimation of the size of the boosting effect 
of elections. As non-voters do not get clear incentives from the elections outcomes (Esaiasson, 
2011, p. 111) and cannot possibly be affected by any participation effect, it seems unlikely 
that the inclusion of non-voters in the aggregation of political trust will systematically affect 
the size of the shift in political trust in either a positive or negative direction.    
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levels of volatility and the re-election of the government. In a few of these cases a 
minority government was installed after the election. At the positive end of the 
spectrum, however, there are also elections after which trust in parliament increased 
no less than 30 percent points. In 35 out of these 66 elections the shifts in political 
trust are statistically significant (two tailed t-test; 95% C.I.). Distributions of the 
observed shifts in ‘trust in government’ and ‘trust in parties’ are rather similar to the 
shifts in ‘trust in parliament’. The shifts in ‘satisfaction with democracy’ are less 
pronounced over the course of elections. This appears to be a more stable attitude of 
support. 
 
METHOD CHECKS 

Before proceeding to the main analyses, I first checked whether the system-level shifts 
in political support are not influenced by methodological artefacts regarding the 
timing of the surveys (online Appendix 6B). The exact number of days in between 
the pre and post-election EB surveys does not affect the election boost in trust in 
parliament. Neither does the variable indicating how many days after the election the 
post-election EB wave was collected. Furthermore, the biggest shifts in trust are also 
not clustered at a particular time period within the eighteen years (1999-2017) in the 
analysis. This eliminates some rivalling explanations – such as that it would be the 
economic crisis in 2008-2010 which explains all the instances in which support actually 
dropped over the course of an election. 
 

 
Figure 6.1 Distributions of system-level shifts in Political Support 
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EXPLANATORY VARIABLES  

The election characteristics of ‘seat-share volatility’ and the ‘costs/benefits of 
government’ are investigated by means of two newly coded measures. Comparable to 
already existing indices of volatility based on vote shares (e.g. Chiaramonte & 
Emanuele, 2017; Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017a), I calculated seat-share volatility 
using the seat-share version of the Pedersen-Index (Pedersen, 1979). This index is 
commonly constructed by summing the absolute values of all gains in seat shares of 
all winning parties. All parties that obtained at least one seat - in the previous or the 
current election - are entered in the calculation. With regard to name changers, 
mergers and split offs: I adopted the conservative approach advocated by Bartolini 
and Mair (1990). Full information on data sources and coding procedures is provided 
in online Appendix 6C. Substantial variation in seat-share volatility exists both within 
and between countries. 

The ‘costs/benefits of government’ variable gives a directional indication of the 
seat-share percentage lost or won by the (party) parties that formed government in 
the pre-electoral government period.74 Government parties on average lost 10.7% of 
their seats (S.D. = 12.1; 66 observations). Only in 13% of the elections in the sample 
the government parties succeeded in winning seats. 

Government alteration is coded as the percentage of government-party seats 
occupied by parties that were not a member of the previous (pre-electoral) 
government. Beyond capturing either full alteration or no alteration at all – which 
are the common outcome options for single party governments – this measure also 
reflects the extent to which the composition of government partially alters in the case 
of coalition governments with overlap between the party composition of the old and 
the new government (e.g. Horowitz, Hoff, & Milanovic, 2009). 
 

MODERATORS AND CONTROL VARIABLE 

To place political systems along the majoritarian vs. consensus democracy dimension 
I employ three measures that capture the core factors associated with Arend 
Lijphart’s ‘executive-parties’ dimension (Lijphart, 1999; Vatter, 2009). First, the 
(dis)proportionality of election outcomes is measured using Gallagher’s (2017) least 
squares indicator that looks at the degree to which the seats shares obtained by 
parties during a parliamentary election match with the distribution of the nationwide 
vote shares of those parties. High values indicate disproportional election outcomes. 
Second, the number of viable party alternatives in an electoral system is measured 
using the index of the effective number of parliamentary parties (ENPP) (Laakso & 
Taagepera, 1979). Third, government fractionalization is a measure indicating the 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

74 In the case of multiparty governments in which some government parties won seats while 
others lost seats, the overall costs/benefits of the government as a whole are calculated by 
subtracting prospective wins from losses and vice versa. 
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extent to which executive power in the government period preceding the election is 
shared by different parties. Fractionalization combines information on the number 
and size of parties in government and measures the probability that two cabinet 
members picked at random from among the government parties will be of different 
parties. The theoretical range of the variable runs from 0 to 1, where 0 indicates a 
single-party government and higher values indicate a larger number of equal-sized 
parties within the government (Kestilä-Kekkonen & Söderlund, 2017).75 Data is 
mostly obtained from the Database of Political Institutions (Cruz, Keefer, & 
Scartascini, 2016).  

Finally, objective macroeconomic performance has substantive effects on 
longitudinal variations in levels of political support (e.g. Quaranta & Martini, 2016; 
Van der Meer, 2018; Van Erkel & Van der Meer, 2016) as well as on electoral volatility 
(e.g. Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017a; Singer & Carlin, 2013). Economic performance 
may thus be an explaining mechanism. Yet, it is unlikely to be the sole explanation 
behind the expected election boost in political support. First, the effects of economic 
performance on political support and volatility are rather weak in consensus 
democracies (Duch & Stevenson, 2008; Kestilä-Kekkonen & Söderlund, 2017). Second, 
in times of economic growth the salience of economic performances as a driver of 
support and voting choices is strongly reduced (Söderlund & Kestilä-Kekkonen, 2014). 
Third, when economic change is largely caused by exogenous circumstances (global 
recession), citizens are also less likely do blame their own government (Duch & 
Stevenson, 2010). To investigate the role of economic performance in the election 
boost in support, explanatory models include GDP growth rate (obtained from 
TheWorldBank, 2018) over the year before the election year (cf. Van Erkel & Van 
der Meer, 2016).  
 

6.4 Results 

Table 6.1 reports the results of a series of OLS regression models in which the effects 
of the electoral replacement measures upon system-level shifts in trust in parliament 
are one by one estimated. The main models furthermore control for the 
‘disproportionality’ of the election outcome, the ‘ENPP’, and ‘GDP growth rate’.76 
As all the hypothesized relations are directional, one-tailed significance tests are 
presented. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

75 The advantage of this operationalization over employing formal institutional arrangements 
that encourage power-sharing is that this measure is more dynamic and captures within system 
changes (Kestilä-Kekkonen & Söderlund, 2017, p. 101). 
76 The correlation between the disproportionality of the election outcomes and the ENPP is 
relatively low (-.46). Both variables are therefore not simply reflections of the same aspect of 
the underlying majoritarian-consensus dimension. Only when the measure for government 
fractionalization would also be simultaneously estimated multicollinearity might become an 
issue. 
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Table 6.1 The effects of election outcome characteristics on ∆ Trust in Parliament 
VARIABLES Model I Model II Model III 
Seat Volatility (%) 0.343**   

(0.118)   
Costs/Benefits of Government (%)  -0.257*  
  (0.137)  
Government Alteration Rate (%)   0.0532* 
   (0.0301) 
Disproportionality (Gallagher L_SQ) -0.718** -0.547* -0.362 
 (0.277) (0.269) (0.322) 
Effective Number Parliamentary 
Parties 

-2.804** -2.037* -1.555 

 (1.137) (1.017) (1.371) 
GDP Growth 0.0792 0.0949 0.0213 
 (0.182) (0.230) (0.202) 
Constant 14.31** 13.97** 11.88* 
 (5.478) (5.489) (6.677) 

Observations 66 66 49 
R-squared 0.183 0.120 0.089 
Adjusted R-squared 0.129 0.0624 0.00629 
F-test F(4,61) = 2.709 

p=.038 
F(4, 61) = 1.475 

p=.022 
F(4, 44) = 0.864 

p=.493 

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 (one-tailed test) 
 
 
 

Figure 6.2 
Predictions of ‘∆ Trust Parliament’ over 3 electoral replacement characteristics 
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Model I tests the effect of overall seat-share volatility. The predictors with true 
effects on the dependent variable explain about 13% of the variation (adjusted R-
square) in the size of the election boost. At the average election, seat-share volatility 
has a significant positive effect on shifts in trust in parliament. The control variables 
matter as well. The positive effect of elections on trust in parliament is reduced by 
(1) a very disproportional translation of votes to seats, and (2) a high number of 
effective parliamentary parties. Objective economic performances estimated by the 
GDP growth rate in the period before the elections have no significant effect on the 
shift in trust in parliament over the course of an election. The relation between 
electoral outcomes and the boost in support seems to be driven by broader set of 
evaluative considerations than solely macroeconomic performances. 

The left-hand panel in Figure 6.2 shows the linear predictions of trust in parliament 
under different levels of seat-share volatility. In the case of very stable election results 
- characterized by low levels of volatility – the model predicts no boosting effect of 
the election outcome on trust in parliament. Higher levels of volatility strengthen the 
boosting effect of elections. When overall seat-share volatility increases to 30%, trust 
in parliament is predicted to get a 10 percent point boost over the course of the 
election. All in all, these results provide strong evidence in favour of the first 
hypothesis - that seat-share volatility positively affects the boost in political support 
over the course of an election. 

Model II shows the effect of the parliamentary costs/benefits of governing on the 
shift in trust in parliament. This model explains a lower amount of the overall 
variance in trust in parliament (6.2%) than the previous model. Nevertheless, the 
parliamentary costs/benefits of governing significantly affect the shift in trust in 
parliament over the course of elections. Interpretation of the predictions (middle panel 
of Figure 6.2) shows that trust in parliament gets a substantial boost the more 
parliamentary seats a government loses. When the results get more neutral and 
government parties only minimally lose seats, the boost in trust in parliament is 
predicted to be much smaller. In the case that government parties actually win seats 
at the elections the model predicts no boost at all. The findings support hypothesis 
2a.   

Model III investigates how alterations in the composition of the government affect 
the shift in political trust. In order not to include cases in which respondents 
participated in the post-electoral EB survey at a moment that they could not possibly 
know whether the party composition of the new government altered, I only included 
cases in which a new government had already been installed (or was soon to be 
installed) at the moment that the post-electoral EB survey took place. As this 
predominantly excludes cases with a long formation period – which commonly only 
takes place in consensus systems with many parties - it is not surprising that the 
effects of the disproportionality of the election result and the ENPP are weaker in 
this model.  The findings show a statistically significant effect of government 
alteration on the election boost. However, the effect is less profound than the effects 
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of the previous two measures of electoral replacements. The right-hand panel in Figure 
6.2 shows that the election boost in trust in parliament is predicted to be somewhat 
higher after elections with major alterations in the parties that make up government 
compared to elections after which a majority of the government parties return to 
office. All in all, these findings still provide support for hypothesis 2b.  
 

DIFFERENT EFFECTS IN MAJORITARIAN- AND CONSENSUS DEMOCRACIES 

To test the hypotheses related to the distinction between majoritarian and consensus 
democracies, a series of models is estimated that investigate whether the effects of the 
electoral outcome variables differ across majoritarian and consensus democracies.77 
The interaction terms in the first three models in table 6.2 show that the effect of 
seat-volatility on the election boost in trust does not significantly vary over the range 
of ‘disproportionality’, ‘ENPP’, and ‘fractionalization of the previous government’. 
The upper panels in Figure 6.3 present the corresponding marginal effect plots. Seat-
share volatility has a positive effect upon the election boost over the whole range of 
countries. The positive effect of seat-share volatility is only no longer significant when 
the ENPP is larger than 5 parties or when the pre-electoral government is highly 
fractionalized (presumably due to a lack of cases). Overall, hypothesis 3 holds. Seat-
share volatility significantly boosts political support in both majoritarian as well as 
consensus democracies. 

The middle row panels in Figure 6.3 show the marginal effect plots of the effect of 
the parliamentary costs/benefits of governing on the election boost. The interaction 
effect of the costs/benefits of government over the disproportionality of the election 
outcome is itself not significant. Yet, in proportional systems the costs of government 
do not seem to have a significant effect on the election boost while in disproportional 
systems the effect is significantly negative. The effects of the costs/benefits of 
government significantly vary over the ENPP and government fractionalization. The 
costs of government have the strongest impact on the election boost under a low 
ENPP and under low levels of government fractionalization. When the ENPP and 
government fractionalization grow larger, the significant negative effect disappears. 
In the most consensus based democracies the actual costs of government do not 
significantly affect the election boost in political trust. Together, this provides support 
for hypothesis 4a. 

 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

77 Although ‘proportionality of the election outcome’, ‘ENPP’ and ‘Government 
Fractionalization’ are supposed to be indicators of the same underlying majoritarian-consensus 
dimension, their reciprocal correlations are lower than could be expected and do not allow the 
construction of a reliable overall scale for the majoritarian-consensus dimension. I therefore 
investigate the interactions separately for these three aspects. 
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Table 6.2 
Interactions over the majoritarian-consensus dimension (Dependent=∆Trust Parliament) 

 Model I Model II Model III Model IV Model V 

Seat Volatility (%) 0.328* 0.683* 0.437*   
 (0.187) (0.336) (0.205)   
Cost/Benefit of Government (%)    -0.0361 -0.822* 
    (0.219) (0.356) 
Government Alteration Rate (%)      
      
Proportionality (Gallagher L_SQ) -0.750* -0.703* -0.695* -0.867** -0.580* 
 (0.419) (0.301) (0.306) (0.354) (0.284) 
ENPP -2.773** -1.219 -3.012** -1.962* -0.591 
 (1.109) (1.809) (1.067) (1.003) (1.124) 
Fractionalization of pre-electoral 
government 

  6.311   

   (9.029)   
Interaction Terms:      
Seat Volatility (%) * Proportionality 0.00163     
 (0.0164)     
Seat Volatility (%) * ENPP  -0.0846    
  (0.0708)    
Seat Volatility (%) * Gov. 
Fractionalization  

  -0.278   

   (0.395)   
Cost/Benefit of Gov. * Proportionality    -0.0281  
    (0.0241)  
Cost/Benefit of Gov. * ENPP     0.133* 
     (0.0689) 
Cost/Benefit of Gov. * Gov. 
Fractionalization 

     

      
Government Alteration (%) * 
Proportionality 

     

      
Government Alteration (%) * ENPP      
      
Government Alteration * Gov. 
Fractionalization  

     

      
Constant 14.62* 8.383 13.20* 15.92** 8.455 
 (6.242) (8.646) (6.089) (5.641) (6.066) 

Observations 66 66 66 66 66 
R-squared 0.181 0.201 0.189 0.138 0.163 
Adjusted R-squared 0.127 0.149 0.121 0.0820 0.108 
F-test 2.691 

p=.0392 
3.197 

p=.0189 
2.625 

p=.0327 
1.822 

p=.1362 
1.987 

p=.1077 

Table continues at the next page 
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Table 6.2 Continued 

 Model VI Model VII Model VIII Model IX 

Seat Volatility (%)     
     
Cost/Benefit of Government (%) -0.687**    
 (0.213)    
Government Alteration Rate (%)  0.0238 0.106 0.0902* 
  (0.0526) (0.0945) (0.0501) 
Proportionality (Gallagher L_SQ) -0.519* -0.569* -0.332 -0.279 
 (0.298) (0.245) (0.313) (0.324) 
ENPP -3.053** -1.576 -0.634 -2.020 
 (1.019) (1.370) (1.155) (1.481) 
Fractionalization of pre-electoral government 17.18**   10.22* 
 (6.710)   (5.689) 
Interaction Terms:     
Seat Volatility (%) * Proportionality     
     
Seat Volatility (%) * ENPP     
     
Seat Volatility (%) * Gov. Fractionalization      
     
Cost/Benefit of Gov. * Proportionality     
     
Cost/Benefit of Gov. * ENPP     
     
Cost/Benefit of Gov. * Gov. Fractionalization 1.036**    
 (0.418)    
Government Alteration (%) * Proportionality  0.0041   
  (0.0055)   
Government Alteration (%) * ENPP   -0.0154  
   (0.0241)  
Government Alteration * Gov.    -0.123 
Fractionalization    (0.103) 
     
Constant 10.87* 13.43* 8.502 9.870 
 (6.023) (6.269) (5.764) (6.453) 

Observations 66 49 49 49 

R-squared 0.221 0.097 0.095 0.115 

Adjusted R-squared 0.156 0.0146 0.0128 0.0125 

F-test 
3.077 

p=.0154 
1.978 

p=.115 
0.906 

p=.469 
1.293 

p=.285 

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 (one-tailed test) 
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Figure 6.3 
Marginal effect plots over 3 aspects of the majoritarian-consensus dimension 

 

 

 

Note: Significance of the interaction-term is designated at the x-labels: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 (one-tailed) 
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The panels in the lower row of Figure 6.3 show that the effects of government 
alteration on the election boost vary in the hypothesized directions over the 
disproportionality of the election outcome, the ENPP, and government 
fractionalization. Yet, these interaction effects do not reach conventional levels of 
statistical significance (which may partially result from the lower number of 
observations in all analyses including the government alteration measure). Together, 
this makes the evidence for hypothesis 4b rather mixed. While government alteration 
does not have the same significant positive effect on the election boost in consensus 
democracies compared to majoritarian democracies, government alteration still seems 
to somewhat affect the boost in a positive direction in the more moderate consensus 
democracies. Ultimately, the effects of full government alterations may not be that 
different in majoritarian- and consensus democracies. However, as partial government 
alterations are the norm in consensus-based democracies, the effects of full 
government alterations in consensus democracies remain somewhat hidden. 

Overall, the findings show that in particular the parliamentary costs/benefits of 
governing do not affect the election boost in consensus systems while effects of 
government alteration are at most rather modest in such democracies. An explanation 
for these somewhat diverging effects may be that the electoral fortunes of different 
coalition partners in consensus democracies often vary considerably, which induces 
that the parliamentary costs/benefits of the government as a whole are not as directly 
connected to (levels of) actual government alteration than is often the case in 
majoritarian systems with single-party governments. 

 
ROBUSTNESS CHECKS  

The outcomes of these analyses are robust to various model specifications. First, the 
pooled OLS models presented above did not control for the clustering of elections 
(level 1) within countries (level 2), due to the stronger demands this would have 
placed on the data (additional parameters). Furthermore, a variance decomposition 
model showed that country-level dependencies were unlikely to play a substantial 
role. To be sure, however, I repeated the analyses using country-fixed effects models. 
The outcomes of these models with country-fixed effects are substantively similar to 
the outcomes based on the pooled OLS models (online Appendix 6D).   

Second, I estimated a series of models in which I excluded 15 elections after which 
the new government either was a minority government, or the new government failed 
to win an investiture vote. Under such conditions the argument that a majority of 
the voters will be relatively satisfied immediately after elections might potentially be 
less applicable. Excluding such cases from the models should eliminate some noise to 
the proper working of the mechanism that I proposed in this chapter. Overall, these 
models retain the same substantial conclusions as the main analyses. Indeed, the effect 
sizes of the hypothesized effects are even stronger and highly significant (online 
Appendix 6E). 
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Third, although this chapter primarily focusses on the effects of election outcomes 
on political support, the proposed mechanism builds on the assumption that highly 
volatile election outcomes generally follow upon periods in which political support has 
substantially dropped. Consequently, I argued that the election boost is more likely 
to occur under such circumstances. To provide support that this basic assumption 
holds, online Appendix 6F presents some bivariate analyses in which I investigated 
the relation between electoral volatility and the shift in aggregate-level support over 
the previous electoral cycle (with the shift in support based on the first EB wave after 
the previous election and the last EB before the current election). The results 
generally support the idea that volatile election outcomes follow upon electoral periods 
in which political support substantially decreased.  

Fourth, as subjective evaluations of the economy affect political support more 
consistently than objective macroeconomic performance (Van der Meer, 2018), 
controlling for the former may more strongly affect the initially observed effect sizes 
between support and volatility. Such a possibility is not controlled for in the main 
analysis, because subjective evaluations of the economy are not available for all 
Eurobarometer waves. Additional analyses in online Appendix 6G control for 
subjective evaluations of the economy at the country level (averaged on a four-point 
scale). The results of the ordinary OLS models retain rather similar results as the 
main analysis. However, once modelled as a country-fixed effects model, more positive 
(within country) evaluations of the state of the economy significantly reduce the size 
of the election boost in political support. Fortunately, this is fully in line with the 
core mechanism brought forward in this chapter. Relatively positive evaluations of 
the national economy increase the likelihood that citizens remain supportive of the 
current incumbents, and do not replace them at election time. Hence, political support 
does not need to be restored. The results furthermore show that the effects of the 
costs of government and government alteration on the boost are slightly reduced in 
size (and lose significance).   

Finally, I tested whether the results also hold when looking at shifts in support for 
a more politicized institution, or when looking at shifts in trust in aspects of the 
political system which are more generalized (e.g. Söderlund, 2008)? Replicating the 
analyses with shifts in trust in government as the outcome variable obtains very 
similar results with somewhat stronger effects (online Appendix 6H).78 The effects are 
similar but weaker on trust in parties; although all main effects are in the 
hypothesized direction, only the effect of the parliamentary costs/benefits of 
governing on trust in parties is significant (online Appendix 6I). Finally, the effects 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

78 Only election periods in which a new government had already been installed (or would be 
soon installed) are entered in these models.  
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are similar but somewhat weaker on satisfaction with democracy (online Appendix 
6J); yet, unlike trust in parties the effects remain significant.79  
 

6.5 Conclusions and Discussion  

This chapter developed and tested a mechanism to explain system-level variations in 
the boosting effect of elections on political support. Its central argument is that 
outcomes of elections matter as an explanation for variations in the size of the election 
boost in political support. The core findings of the chapter provide good support for 
the existence of such a mechanism. High levels of electoral volatility signal that 
disliked representatives in parliament/government are successfully replaced at 
election time by better liked alternatives. This restores political support rates 
immediately after elections. 

The effect of electoral volatility on the election boost in political support manifests 
itself in three more specific ways. First, high levels of seat-share volatility increase 
the size of the election boost in political support. This effect seems to be consistently 
strong and significant in both majoritarian political systems and consensus systems. 
Only when the effective number of parliamentary parties and government 
fractionalization turn extremely high, the effects are no longer significant. This 
deviation from the general pattern is, however, more likely to be driven by the small 
number of cases to which those conditions apply in the data than by any substantial 
reasons. Second, replacements made among MPs from government parties positively 
affect the size of the election boost, but only in majoritarian political systems. Third, 
government alteration positively affects the election boost in political support in all 
but the most consensus-based countries. Nevertheless, the effects are stronger at the 
majoritarian end of the spectrum of political systems.  

Just like there is no decisive evidence that either majoritarian- or consensus 
democracies are more successful in generating higher overall levels of political support 
(Aarts & Thomassen 2008; Listhaug et al. 2009; Marien 2011; Norris 2011), it is also 
not clear which type of system is better able to restore political support at election-
time. The predicted boost in political support is not significantly larger in one of those 
systems, even if the mechanisms via which election outcomes affect this boost differ 
across these systems. 

A clear advantage of majoritarian political systems is that the election boost in 
political support is foremost connected to citizens holding their government 
accountable by means of ‘voting the rascals’ out (e.g. Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; 
Beaudonnet et al., 2014; Hobolt et al., 2013; Lijphart, 1999; Sartori, 1994). Vice versa, 
the boost will be low when citizens renew the term of the incumbent government. 
Such a clear accountability link between citizens and their government does not exist 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

79 The observed 1.8 percent point average boost in SWD compares rather well to the 2.5 
percent point average boost found in the 13 elections studied by Blais et all. (2017). 
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in consensus systems where the election boost is only marginally affected by (partial) 
alterations of government. This mainly results from the blurred responsibility for 
policy outcomes and the indirect way in which overall seat-share volatility translates 
into actual alterations in the composition of government. Under such conditions the 
nevertheless observed positive effect of seat-share volatility on the election boost 
substantially implies that citizens are more focused on establishing effective 
representation of their preferred parties instead of holding their government 
accountable (e.g. Karp & Banducci, 2008; Lijphart, 1999; Miller & Listhaug, 1990; 
Plescia & Kritzinger, 2017; Powell & Whitten, 1993). When elections succeed in 
increasing the number of citizens who feel themselves well represented in parliament 
again, the election boost in political support will be larger. Such an effect seems to 
take place independent of what shifts in parliamentary representation ultimately 
mean for the composition of government.  

The outcome-oriented explanation for variation in the election boost does not rule 
out the procedural explanation: the positive stimulus of participating in elections may 
take place alongside the effect of the election outcomes. Indeed, the outcome oriented 
framework cannot convincingly explain that boosts in political support among both 
the winners and the losers of an election are sometimes observed (Esaiasson, 2011; 
Hooghe & Stiers, 2016; Van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018). This suggests that both 
mechanisms may sometimes work together to produce the election boost.  

Overall, the main conclusions have relevant implications for the role of electoral 
volatility in democratic systems. In the past, scholars have been worried that the high 
levels of electoral volatility in contemporary democracies result from citizens who 
have become indifferent to politics (e.g. Mair, 2013), and that volatility is a sign of 
party system instability (e.g. Mainwaring & Scully, 1997; Tavits, 2008). This makes 
it more difficult for citizens to hold political actors accountable (Rose & Munro, 2003) 
and undermines political support (Norris, 1999; Weil, 1989). While the current 
findings cannot remove all these concerns, it seems clear that electoral volatility does 
not point to indifference of electorates at large. Instead, electoral volatility fulfils an 
important positive function in electoral democracies as it signifies that responsive 
citizens make independent evaluations of the performances of their officeholders 
(Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002) and use their power at the voting booth to hold their 
representatives (either MPs or governments) accountable. This has the important 
side-effect that it restores political support. The conclusion that support in the 
political system gets a boost at election time “despite a tendency towards 
dealignment, volatility and lower levels of legitimacy” (Hooghe & Stiers, 2016, p. 54) 
thus seems unwarranted. Rather, the conclusion should be reversed. The positive 
effect of elections on political support largely exists due to volatile election results and 
dropping levels of perceived legitimacy during government periods. Rather than a 
boost in support, we may consider this a restoration of support. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Conclusions and Reflections 

7.1 Introduction 

The aim of this dissertation has been to systematically investigate the causal relations 
between electoral volatility (at the individual and system level) and forms of political 
support. Given that rising electoral volatility and diminishing (or fluctuating) support 
for political institutions and their officeholders have been observed to occur 
simultaneously over the last decades in several established Western democracies, the 
question of the extent to which both processes are related to one another has been 
increasingly picked up; especially in the literature studying the individual-level effects 
of political support on volatility. Since the findings of these studies do not consistently 
point in the same direction (e.g. Belanger & Nadeau, 2005; Dalton & Weldon, 2005; 
Dassonneville et al., 2015; Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; Dassonneville, 2014; 
Dejaeghere & Dassonneville, 2017; Walgrave et al., 2010; Zelle, 1995), these effects 
are not yet completely understood. 

In the introduction to this dissertation, four potential shortcomings in the 
literature were identified which have contributed to our incomplete understanding of 
the ways in which political support affects volatile voting preferences. First, the effect 
of political support on volatile voting preferences may have a dynamic component 
which varies over time within an electoral cycle. This is seldom theoretically 
acknowledged, let alone empirically scrutinised. Second, existing studies may have 
incorrectly assumed that the effects of political support on electoral volatility exist 
coherently among voters for all political parties. Third, the effects of some more 
diffuse types of political support on vote switching may have been overestimated, as 
these effects have not commonly been tested systematically using an empirical 
framework in which more specific types of support are also included. Fourth, until 
now it has not been considered that volatility may not only result from (low) political 
support, but that system-level volatility may also be one of the causes of post-election 
levels of political support.  

In this dissertation, I have addressed these four gaps in the literature in the 
following ways: 1) by refining our conceptualisation of object-specific types of political 
support; 2) by developing new theoretical arguments linking support to volatility; 3) 
through extensive usage of panel data; and 4) by applying more accurate statistical 
methods. In this way, I have been able to shed new light on the ways in which political 
support and electoral volatility relate to each other. In this concluding chapter, the 
contributions made by the individual empirical chapters are first summarised and 
connected to one another. Thereafter, I discuss the conceptual, theoretical, 
methodological, and normative implications of the findings. Finally, the limitations 
of the current project and possible directions for future research are discussed.
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Figure 7.1 Summary of the findings 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 



CHAPTER 7 

142 
 

7.2 Summary of the main findings 

The main findings of each empirical chapter are summarised graphically in Figure 
7.1. The first three empirical chapters (Chapters 3-5) investigated the individual-level 
effects of political support on vote switching, while the final empirical chapter 
(Chapter 6) looked at the reverse effect of volatility on political support at the system 
level. In these four empirical chapters, I applied three different subtypes of political 
support, either separately or simultaneously. To this end, I made some adjustments 
to the commonly adopted fivefold classification of the object levels of political support 
(e.g. Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011). At the specific end of the continuum, I distinguished 
between ‘particularised specific support’ (level 5), ‘generalised specific support’ (level 
4), and ‘diffuse regime support’ (level 3). 

Particularised specific support is the most specific type of support, and it is 
directed towards singular political actors such as individual ministers, MPs, and single 
political parties. When explaining loyal electoral support, current support for the 
‘particular party previously voted for’ arguably matters most. It is therefore 
particularised specific support in this latter capacity which is included in the analyses 
in chapter 5. At the second most specific level, I classified generalised specific support. 
This type of support combines support for political institutions (level 4 in the 
Dalton/Norris framework) and generalised support for officeholders as 
undifferentiated groups (‘specific support’ in Easton’s framework). Instances of such 
support are currently predominant in studies that relate support to volatility. In this 
dissertation, instances of generalised specific support play an important role in most 
of the empirical chapters (3, 5, & 6). Finally, I distinguished diffuse regime support 
as the middle-level of support in the fivefold framework. Such support comprises 
support for the quality of a regime’s performance regarding the rules and norms 
underlying a well-functioning democracy. This type of support is incorporated to its 
full extent into the analyses in Chapter 5. Support directed to the two most diffuse 
object levels in the political realm (levels 1 & 2 in the Dalton/Norris classification) is 
not investigated in this dissertation, as this type of support is arguably irrelevant in 
explaining variations in voter volatility. 
  

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL EFFECTS OF POLITICAL SUPPORT ON VOTE SWITCHING  

In the first empirical study (Chapter 3), I started from the argument that cross-
sectional analyses are unable to identify whether vote switching results from relatively 
stable differences in support levels between citizens or from temporarily decreased 
levels of support based on negative evaluations of the performance of political actors. 
The first perspective suggests a theoretical mechanism in which structurally low levels 
of political support erode partisan ties and spur vote switching (e.g. Mair, 2013). The 
second perspective exemplifies a mechanism of dynamic representation in which short-
term rises and declines in political support steer party preferences towards and away 
from (government) parties as a result of voters who hold their representatives 
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accountable for their performances (e.g. Rosanvalon, 2008). Existing studies have 
never disentangled these two mechanisms, mainly due to a lack of high-quality panel 
data, as well as a lack of awareness of the proper statistical methods to do so.  

The analyses provided in Chapter 3 succeeded for the first time to isolate both 
mechanisms and to estimate their effects simultaneously by employing the innovative 
‘within-between random effects’ approach on two panel datasets from the Netherlands 
between 2006 and 2017. With support operationalised in terms of trust in institutions 
(generalised specific support), the most important finding from this study is that the 
two previously conflated theoretical models both play a significant role in explaining 
switches in vote intention throughout an electoral cycle. First, the likelihood of 
shifting one’s intended party vote is larger among voters who generally have lower 
base levels of trust in parliament/government. This effect is stronger among voters 
for government parties than among voters for opposition parties. Second, short-term 
within-person fluctuations in trust in government/parliament also significantly affect 
the likelihood of switching. In particular, decreasing trust increases the odds of volatile 
vote intentions. However, these effects are totally driven by voters who, in the 
previous election, voted for a party that subsequently entered government. Increasing 
political trust among voters for opposition parties does not, for instance, motivate 
such voters to switch their voting preferences to reward governing parties. 

The main findings of this chapter also hold when investigating trust in ‘parties’ 
and ‘politicians’. This is not very surprising, as these types of trust all classify as 
instances of generalised specific support (level 4). Nevertheless, it did turn out that 
some object-specific differences do exist regarding the dynamic effects of political 
trust. For example, significant within-person effects have not been observed for ‘trust 
in democracy’. The most likely explanation for this is that trust in democracy 
arguably belongs more to the object-level of diffuse regime support (level 3), which is 
expected to be more loosely connected to vote switching than more specific instances 
of political support. 

In the second empirical study (Chapter 4), I turned to a more specific question. 
While extant studies have solely investigated linear effects of support on vote 
switching, under the assumption that such effects exist equally among voters for all 
political parties alike, the findings of Chapter 3 already showed that some conditional 
effects of support on vote switching do exist: the dynamic effects of decreasing political 
support on vote switching were shown to exist only among voters for government 
parties. To investigate whether another previously unassessed conditionality also 
occurs – with potentially substantive implications for the interpretation of the 
unconditional overall effects of support on volatility – in the second empirical chapter, 
I mainly tested the hypothesis that the effect of political dissatisfaction on vote 
switching among voters for populist parties runs in the opposite direction as among 
voters for mainstream parties. As populist parties reach out in particular to those 
voters who are dissatisfied with the current political establishment, it was expected 
that dissatisfied voters would now have strong incentives to vote stably for populist 
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parties; especially given the rising supply within several party systems of credible 
populist parties for whom they can vote (Mudde, 2013; Van Kessel, 2015).  

Based on a large cross-national investigation of vote switching for two consecutive 
elections, the findings showed, above all, that in the current era characterised by a 
‘populist zeitgeist’ (Mudde, 2004), the populist electorate can no longer be considered 
a group of volatile voters that come and go. Voters who in the previous election voted 
for a populist party are not more or less likely to switch their votes to other parties, 
nor are they more or less likely to switch towards abstention, than voters who voted 
for a mainstream party. Moreover, the most important finding of this chapter is that 
among voters for populist parties, those who are most dissatisfied with politics are 
the most stable voters for such parties. The direction of this effect stands in strong 
contrast to the stimulating effect that dissatisfaction has on vote switching among 
voters for mainstream parties. Additionally, the chapter showed that a more 
permanent presence of strong populist parties in parliament removes initial thresholds 
that may have acted against (stable) populist party support. 

Whereas the analyses in chapters three and four (due to data availability) mainly 
investigated the effects on vote switching for items which classify as ‘generalised 
specific support’, in the third empirical study in this dissertation (Chapter 5) I 
turned to the question of what happens to the expected effects of different subtypes 
of support once the effect of ‘particularised specific support’ is controlled for. This 
addressed the shortcoming that different forms of support are rarely distinguished 
empirically in research on volatility. Building upon my conceptual distinction between 
‘particularised specific support’, ‘generalised specific support’, and ‘diffuse regime 
support’ (which I developed in Chapter 2), I advanced the argument that 
‘particularised specific support’ directed to the party previously voted for most likely 
has the strongest effect on vote switching. Moreover, I argued that the effects of 
‘generalised specific support’ and ‘diffuse regime support’ on (party) vote switching 
presumably shift after controlling for ‘particularised specific support’.  

The empirical analyses in this chapter employed a panel dataset which included a 
series of newly developed items to capture support at each of the three distinguished 
object levels. Furthermore, party preferences were measured so that vote switching 
could be assessed during the inter-election period and during the campaign period 
around the Dutch 2017 parliamentary elections. The findings show first that 
retrospective evaluations of the performance of the party previously voted for 
(particularised specific support) was the type of political support which impacted 
volatility the strongest during both the inter-election period as well as during the 
campaign period. This finding points (again) to a perspective that sees vote switching 
as the result of assertive voters who hold their representatives accountable for their 
performances (e.g. Rosanvalon, 2008).  

Second, and most importantly, the findings showed that once the effect of 
‘particularised specific support’ has been accounted for, the remaining effect of 
‘generalised specific support’ on party switching turns into a positive relationship. 
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Among those voters for whom negative evaluations of their own party go hand in 
hand with positive evaluations of officeholders in general, ‘generalised specific 
support’ stimulates vote switching. Higher generalised support leads these voters to 
consider a larger set of parties to be trustworthy voting options to which they can 
switch their votes. With regard to the effects of ‘diffuse regime support, the findings 
showed that such support has little or no effect at all on vote switching once controlled 
for more specific types of support. While this was expected in terms of its effect on 
party switching, it is more surprising that, contrary to expectations (e.g. 
Dassonneville et al., 2015), diffuse support does not affect switching to abstention. 
  

SYSTEM-LEVEL EFFECTS OF VOLATILITY ON POLITICAL SUPPORT  

In the last empirical investigation in this dissertation (Chapter 6), I turned to the 
system level. In this chapter, I mainly investigated the unexplored question of whether 
volatile election outcomes at the system level positively affect the boost in political 
support seen over the course of parliamentary elections. I argued that a mechanism 
exists in which high levels of electoral volatility signal that disliked representatives in 
parliament/government are successfully replaced at election time. This subsequently 
restores political support, as it realigns representation at the elite level with current 
mass preferences. By contrast, low levels of volatility are likely to follow electoral 
periods in which current incumbents have not fallen out of favour and are re-elected. 
In such cases, political support does not need to be substantively restored and the 
boost will be small or non-existent.  

Employing aggregated Eurobarometer data from a range of European democracies 
in the period between 1999 and 2017, 66 observations of system-level shifts in political 
support (operationalised in terms of political trust as well as satisfaction with 
democracy) over the course of elections could be observed. Substantial variations 
between different elections (within and between countries) do indeed exist in terms 
of the direction and size of the shifts in political support. The following multivariate 
analyses showed that these variations are well explained by the outcomes of elections, 
as the replacement of officeholders positively affects the size of the election boost. 
First, seat-share volatility strongly increases the boosting effect of elections on 
political support in both consensus and majoritarian democracies alike. Second, 
replacements made among MPs from government parties only affect the size of the 
election boost positively in majoritarian political systems. Third, government 
alteration affects the election boost in political support positively in all but the most 
consensus-based political systems. But once again, these effects are stronger at the 
majoritarian end of the spectrum of political systems.  

These findings show that in majoritarian systems, the election boost in political 
support results foremost from citizens holding their government (representatives) 
accountable by means of ‘voting the rascals out’ (e.g. Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; 
Beaudonnet et al., 2014; Hobolt et al., 2013; Lijphart, 1999; Sartori, 1994). Such a 
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clear accountability link between citizens and their government does not exist in 
consensus systems, where the election boost is only marginally affected by (partial) 
alterations of government. The fact that a positive effect of seat-share volatility on 
political support nevertheless exists implies that citizens in consensus democracies 
focus on establishing effective representation in parliament, instead of on holding their 
government accountable (e.g. Karp & Banducci, 2008; Lijphart, 1999; Miller & 
Listhaug, 1990; Plescia & Kritzinger, 2017; Powell & Whitten, 1993).  
 

7.3 Central conclusion 

The empirical chapters together reveal that although individual-level volatility often 
results from a lack of (or decreasing) political support, electoral volatility – as a 
system-level phenomenon –often functions as a mechanism to (temporarily) recover 
political support immediately after elections. Hence, whereas reciprocal causal 
pathways between electoral volatility and political support clearly exist, these 
reciprocal effects do not necessarily end up in the ‘feared’ detrimental spiral of 
continuously increasing volatility in combination with ever lower levels of support 
(e.g. Dalton, 2004; Mair, 2013). In contrast, electoral volatility turns out to facilitate 
the working of a mechanism which empowers low and dropping levels of support to 
recover through the possibility of replacing disliked officeholders (Warren, 2018); 
something that ultimately restores political support after elections.  

Although the reported causal chain – in which political support and electoral 
volatility affect each other reciprocally (and in opposite directions) – does generally 
hold among citizens of established democracies, the findings of this dissertation also 
show that deviations to this general model commonly apply (i.e. among stable voters 
for populist parties), and that the effects of different subtypes of support on vote 
switching are not as uniform (and in the same direction) as commonly assumed (see 
Chapter 5).  

 

7.4 Implications  

With this dissertation, I have taken several steps to advance our knowledge of the 
causal relations between political support and electoral volatility. Aside from making 
a contribution to the empirical literature that directly links both phenomena, the 
steps taken in this dissertation also have implications which extend to related fields 
within the political science literature. In this part of the conclusion, I discuss the 
implications that follow from my conceptualisation of support, the theoretical 
arguments brought forward in this dissertation, and the methodological contributions 
that have been made.  

 



CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS 
 

147 
 

CONCEPTUAL IMPLICATIONS 

With respect to the conceptualisation of political support – and more specifically, the 
conceptual framework which distinguishes between support as directed to different 
object levels – I relied in this dissertation on my own slightly adjusted version of the 
commonly adopted framework that distinguishes five object levels towards which 
support can be directed (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Linde & Ekman, 2003; Norris, 1999, 2011). 
The most notable adjustment that I made to the original framework is that I 
distinguished between ‘particularised specific support’ directed to singular political 
actors and ‘generalised specific support’ directed to political actors as generalised 
classes of officeholders as well as to political institutions. This changed the original 
framework, in which approval of political officeholders (whether singular or 
generalised entities) is classified as the most specific object level of support (level 5), 
while support for political institutions is classified as the second most specific type of 
support (level 4). As citizens may clearly distinguish between support directed to 
their favoured individual MPs, parties, or government members, while simultaneously 
disliking many other singular political actors, particularistic support for particular 
officeholders and generalised support for all officeholders together can be expected to 
diverge often. Hence, particularistic evaluations should be incorporated separately 
into the framework.  

The findings of Chapter 5 of this dissertation show that distinguishing between 
‘particularised specific support’ and ‘generalised specific support’ adds to our 
understanding of how political support, as directed to different object levels, affects 
vote switching. Current support for the party previously voted for has the strongest 
impact on vote switching, whereas the uncontrolled effects of more generalised types 
of support change from negative effects to positive effects on party switching once the 
effect of ‘particularised specific support’ is controlled for. Furthermore, once 
controlling for ‘particularised specific support’, it turns out that the distinction 
between ‘generalised specific support’ (level 4) and ‘diffuse regime support’ (level 3) 
becomes less relevant in explaining differences in voting behaviour; even with an 
operationalisation of ‘diffuse regime support’ which goes beyond looking solely at 
satisfaction with democracy. Both types of support may not be as different as 
previously assumed now that ‘generalised specific support’ has been separated from 
instances of support for singular officeholders.  

My conceptual adjustments to the Dalton/Norris framework for the object levels 
of support thus turn out to be particularly relevant for providing a better 
understanding of the voting behaviour of citizens. The applicability of this adjusted 
version of the framework may, in turn, extend to other social science phenomena. As 
long as support directed to particularistic actors may (positively or negatively) diverge 
from generalised instances of support, distinguishing both types of support adds to 
our understanding of certain attitudes and behaviours. People who strongly support 
a single party while being dissatisfied with politics in general may, for example, 
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develop more polarised views on how certain groups in society relate to each other, 
and they may rely more on in-group sources when collecting political information. 
Such phenomena may be investigated using the new framework. It should furthermore 
be noted that the operationalisation of ‘particularised specific support’ should not 
necessarily be limited to support for the particular party previously voted for when 
investigating its effect on other social science phenomena. Particularised support may 
refer to support for whichever singular actor is most relevant for a certain analysis.  

 
THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The theoretical arguments and findings of this dissertation also provide insights that 
have implications for related streams of political science literature. First, this 
dissertation provides support for theories arguing for a dynamic understanding of the 
linkages between support and volatility. While the concept of volatility is 
fundamentally dynamic and commonly assessed as such, studies on political 
support/trust often lack such dynamic components; both at the theoretical and 
empirical level. Explanations of variations in support at the individual or country 
level tend to focus on cross-sectional differences only (e.g. Hooghe & Kern, 2015; 
Kotzian, 2011; Norris, 1999, 2011; Slomczynski & Janicka, 2009). However, cross-
national levels of support are arguably influenced by the amount of time there is 
between, and to, elections (see findings in Chapters 2 & 6). Observed differences in 
levels of support between countries may thus be erroneously believed to result from 
cross-sectional motivations, while they may in fact partially reflect short-term 
fluctuations in support levels due to the timing of the measurement relative to the 
timing of elections. At the level of individuals, several studies make a theoretical 
argument solely for the impact of stable cross-sectional differences on social science 
phenomena, without acknowledging that observed levels of support at a single point 
in time may in fact solely reflect temporary low (high) levels of support as a result of 
dynamic performance evaluations. Hence, incorporating a set of theoretical arguments 
which account for dynamics may bring the literature on the causes and consequences 
of support forwards. 

Second, the findings of this dissertation make several contributions to the 
accountability literature, in which elections are seen primarily as a mechanism for 
establishing democratic accountability (e.g. Ferejohn, 1986; Rosanvalon, 2008; Woon, 
2012). In this model of democracy, assertive voters are supposed to hold their 
officeholders retrospectively accountable  for their performances during elections by 
extending or not extending their terms in office (Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Powell, 
2000; Przeworski et al., 1999). A dominant view on accountability is provided by the 
costs of government literature, which postulates that voters primarily focus on holding 
governments and MPs from coalition parties retrospectively accountable (e.g. Berry 
& Howell, 2007; Duch & Stevenson, 2008; Fiorina, 1981). That governing increasingly 
comes at the cost of losing electoral support (Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Hoffman & 
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Stawski, 2009; Narud & Valen, 2008; Zelle, 1995) may be a consequence of the growing 
importance of retrospective evaluations when deciding on whom to vote for. 

The findings in this dissertation show that the costs of governing are indeed 
commonly substantial (Chapter 6). In seven out of eight examined elections, 
‘governments’ and ‘government parties’ (together) lost seats. More importantly, the 
findings provide new insights into whether voters do indeed hold government 
(government parties) retrospectively accountable for their performance. Chapter 6 
provides support for the existence of a mechanism in which government volatility 
signals that disliked governments (government parties) are successfully replaced at 
election time. This increasingly boosts and restores political support, especially in 
majoritarian systems. Overall, such a scenario, in which support increasingly recovers 
after voting the rascals out of government, fits very well to the theory of retrospective 
voting. Nevertheless, this does not immediately mean that voters do not develop 
supportive attitudes when they prospectively select whom to vote for. Switching due 
to prospective criteria is, furthermore, arguably not as closely connected to a 
detrimental evaluation of support for the current officeholders as switching due to 
retrospective evaluations. Under prospective voting, one can simply switch to a party 
with more promising ideas without substantially losing support for the current 
officeholders. Hence, it is likely that the observed mechanism, in which volatility leads 
to the recovery of deteriorated levels of support, builds substantially upon 
retrospective voting. 

The individual-level findings of Chapter 3 also provide some evidence for the micro-
level mechanisms brought forward by the cost of government literature (Narud & 
Valen, 2008; Van der Brug et al., 2007). When voters become dissatisfied with 
government (or parliament/parties/democracy) during an electoral cycle – relative to 
their own previous evaluations of support – they increasingly switch their vote 
intentions to another party. Although such switches may, in my analyses, potentially 
occur between government parties, it is more likely that these dissatisfied government 
voters will switch to opposition parties, as government parties on average lose support 
during the analysed periods. However, the finding that increasing support for 
government and parliament among opposition party voters does not stimulate a party 
switch – and certainly not a switch towards a government party – suggests that 
effectively only a ‘negative’ accountability mechanism was at work during the studied 
election periods. A ‘positive’ accountability mechanism, in which government parties 
are rewarded with additional support for relatively good performance, was not 
observed. 

With hindsight, the intriguing findings of Chapter 3 can be better understood. In 
a consensus democracy such as the Netherlands, citizens are more inclined to hold 
their representatives accountable – and not so much the government. It has been 
argued that even supporters of opposition parties tend to base their voting preferences 
upon how their MPs performed while in opposition (Plescia & Kritzinger, 2017; Stiers, 
2018). Whereas government party voters at least partly evaluate the performances of 
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their own party when evaluating support for the government (and to a lesser extent 
parliament), support for the government has little to do with evaluations of the 
performance of the own party among voters of opposition parties. Chapter 5 showed 
that party switching is affected most by support for the party previously voted for. 
This explains why increasing within-person support for government (and parliament) 
among opposition party voters does not substantially affect vote switching in the 
Netherlands. These opposition party voters are mainly preoccupied with the 
performance of their own party. Finally, whereas it cannot be directly shown that 
voters in consensus systems are more inclined to hold their representatives 
accountable than their governments, the analyses in Chapter 6 showed that seat-
share volatility at least succeeds, to a much larger extent than government party 
volatility, to boost and recover levels of political support over the course of elections. 
All in all, for studies on accountability, one of the main lessons that can be drawn 
from this dissertation is that the way in which accountability is commonly established 
differs between consensus and majoritarian systems. Therefore, accountability 
theories which basically come down to costs of government mechanisms should not 
be conflated with broader representational-based accountability mechanisms.  

Third, the findings of the dissertation also contributed to the vastly expanding 
literature on populism. Whereas numerous studies have established that political 
disaffection stimulates voting for populist parties in a single election (e.g. Arzheimer, 
2009; Betz, 1994; Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Lubbers et al., 2002; Norris, 2005; Pauwels, 
2014; Rooduijn et al., 2016; Werts et al., 2013), studies that explain loyal support for 
populist parties hardly exist. This dissertation contributes to this literature by 
theoretically arguing and empirically scrutinising the fact that voters for populist 
parties are no longer more volatile than voters for other parties. Moreover, disaffection 
among voters for populist parties does not stimulate vote switching. Rather, 
disaffection is one of the core factors explaining loyal support for populist parties.  
 

METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS TO MEASUREMENT  

This dissertation applied a methodological innovation that originated from state of 
the art articles on quantitative research methods (e.g. Bartels, 2015; Bell & Jones, 
2015; Fairbrother, 2014). Employing the ‘within-between random effects’ framework 
in Chapter 3 overcame various limitations of more conventional random effects and 
fixed effects models and allowed for the testing of more nuanced hypotheses on within- 
and between-cluster effects simultaneously. The successful application of this 
framework in Chapter 3 suggests that this method’s added value presumably extends 
to other social science studies which employ repeated individual-level observations 
(panel data). A second methodological contribution is the development of a broader 
operationalisation of diffuse regime support. To this end, I entered a set of newly 
developed questions to the panel study underlying Chapter 5. This set of questions 
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may be repeated in future research, to go beyond a sole reliance on a ‘satisfaction 
with democracy’ item. 

Additionally, this dissertation makes a few other measurement-related 
contributions which may be useful for future studies. First, at several places in the 
dissertation, the importance of controlling for the time period between elections as 
well as for the measurement of political support has been established. Second, I 
provided a substantial amount of new data by calculating seat-share volatility for 
several election periods in a large number of European democracies using an adjusted 
version of the Pedersen Index. In addition, I also constructed measures for the 
entrance percentage of new parties in parliament and the exit percentage of 
disappearing parties for the same set of elections. A technical appendix which focusses 
on how mergers and split-offs are dealt with is also provided. This data can be used 
in future research to answer additional research questions. Chapter 6 finally showed 
the applicability of using aggregated Eurobarometer data to construct dynamic 
measures that assess a certain type of change over the course of an election at the 
country-election level. This strategy is likely to be useful with other indicators beyond 
political support.  
 
7.5 Limitations and future research 

Despite the contributions made by this dissertation, it is inevitable that a number of 
limitations apply. Moreover, the steps taken in this dissertation have raised new 
questions, with the intention of pursuing an even more precise understanding of the 
relations and mechanisms under study. Not all of these questions could be studied 
within the scope of this dissertation owing to limitations of space, time, and data. 
This leaves plenty of opportunities for future research.  

A first limitation concerns the extent to which the results can be generalised, 
particularly those of the chapters that analysed only a few electoral periods from a 
single country (the Netherlands). The mechanisms and relationships that have been 
observed most likely extend to other electoral cycles in the Netherlands, as I 
established the robustness of some of the effects regarding government composition 
(Chapter 3) and campaign period (Chapter 5). However, the question remains of 
whether the findings can be generalised to other countries. The two empirical chapters 
that take a multi-country comparative approach (Chapters 4 & 6), show that system-
level characteristics do indeed affect how the relations between political support and 
volatility evolve. The observed mechanisms may thus be different in countries with 
political systems dissimilar to the Dutch system. This especially applies when electoral 
incentives against vote switching are more prominent, such as in bipartisan 
democracies with majoritarian systems (c.f. Anderson et al., 2005). Hence, to establish 
the external validity of the findings of chapters three and five, I recommend setting 
up panel-based studies that allow for a replication of my analysis in countries with 
substantially different political systems to the Netherlands. This would immediately 
provide a test for my expectation that the observed alteration in the effect of 
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generalised specific support on vote switching is more likely to occur in consensus-
based multi-party democracies than in majoritarian democracies (Chapter 5).  

A second limitation stems from the types of political support that have been 
adopted in each of the empirical chapters in this dissertation. Unfortunately, only the 
dataset collected for the analyses in Chapter 5 contained all of the measures necessary 
to simultaneously assess the effects of ‘particularised specific support’, ‘generalised 
specific support’, and ‘diffuse regime support’ on vote switching. The analyses in the 
other chapters relied on existing datasets in which only a limited number of political 
support items were included. Hence, it is predominantly the effects of items that fit 
into the category of ‘generalised specific support’ which have been assessed in 
Chapters 3, 4, and 6. As the findings of Chapter 5 revealed that ‘particularised specific 
support’ for the party previously voted for is probably the evaluative component of 
political support which affects vote switching the most – and this also extends to 
opposition party voters – it can be expected that including such a measure in the 
analyses performed in Chapter 3 will further reveal how different evaluative (within-
person) components of political support lead to vote switching. Furthermore, the 
findings of Chapter 4 could be strengthened if the analyses were replicated using 
political support measured at a more specific object level than solely relying on a 
‘satisfaction with democracy’ item. I therefore recommend including additional 
political support items to existing data projects, so that future research will be able 
to address more extensively how the discussed mechanisms exactly work.  

A third limitation in the dissertation concerns the assumed reciprocity between 
political support and vote switching. Whereas the individual-level investigations have 
especially focused on the effects of political support on vote switching, the opposite 
effect – of volatility on political support – has only been established at the system 
level. This means that I have not yet established empirically the extent to which 
individual voters adapt their levels of political support after switching their (intended) 
votes. The models in Chapter 6 assume that voters who switch their votes will be 
induced to further adapt their levels of support depending on the winner/loser status 
of their newly supported party. The expectation is therefore that voters do indeed 
adapt their support levels in response to switching. Furthermore, the findings of 
Chapter 3 reveal that a process of dynamic representation takes place; at least when 
it concerns voters who, as a result of decreasing support for certain actors, switch 
their voting intentions. The extent to which dynamic representation means that 
individuals also adapt their levels of political support after switching their (intended) 
voting preferences, however, remains an open question which should be picked up by 
a future study. Finally, future studies that investigate such effects of switching on 
political support should not forget that populist party support may also, in this case, 
act as a moderator. Generalised dissatisfaction may not only cause electoral support 
for populist parties; it may also be one of its consequences (Rooduijn et al., 2016; Van 
der Brug, 2003). 
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7.6 Implications for the normative debate on the functioning of 
representative democracies 
 

Having concluded my research, this prompts the final question of how my findings 
contribute to the normative debate on the functioning of contemporary representative 
democracies. In the first chapter of this dissertation, I introduced the pessimistic and 
optimistic perspectives regarding what the relations between (fluctuating) political 
support and (increasing) electoral volatility actually mean for the functioning of 
representative democracies. Whereas the pessimistic perspective suggests that waning 
political support and volatile election outcomes constitute elements of a ‘crisis’ of 
democracy (e.g. Dalton & Weldon, 2005; Mair, 2013), the optimistic perspective 
interprets this relationship in terms of a rise of ‘critical citizens’ who monitor politics 
in order to hold their government accountable (e.g. Rosanvalon, 2008). The findings 
of this dissertation provide some new insights for this longstanding debate. The most 
outstanding question on which this dissertation provides new insights is whether the 
observed relations between political support and vote switching should be understood 
pessimistically as signifying that voters are ‘dissatisfied’ (Dalton & Weldon, 2005; 
Zelle, 1995) and ‘whimsical’ (Mair, 2013; Walgrave et al., 2010) or that the relation 
should more optimistically be understood from the perspective of critical citizens who 
hold their officeholders accountable?  

To start with disaffection, it seems erroneous to describe voters in general as 
structurally unsupportive. Although political support is certainly structurally low 
among specific subgroups in Western democracies, average support rates are not 
structurally low. Most voters do remain supportive overall of democratic procedures 
and principles (Dahlberg et al., 2015; Norris, 2011). Indeed, while average levels of 
support for political institutions and officeholders are substantially lower, since such 
relationships are not naturally conducive to political support (Warren, 2018, p. 76), 
this is fully in line with voters who critically evaluate their officeholders. Moreover, 
short-term rates of support for institutions and officeholders do fluctuate considerably 
throughout electoral cycles (Chapters 2, 3, & 5) and generally recover over the course 
of elections (Chapters 2 & 6). When considering those short-term fluctuations, in 
combination with the observed long-term recovery of political support after the 
economic crisis (Chapter 2), it appears that political support is not structurally low but 
rather reactive to actual political developments. 

Although not all voters appear to be structurally dissatisfied, the pessimistic 
perspective may still be right in that (temporary) disaffection leads to volatility, and 
many voters could now be considered to be floating voters who are ‘whimsical’. Such 
floating voters are not supposed to make choices in an informed way but based on 
passions of the heart, influenced by short-term incentives (Van der Meer et al., 2015). 
Given the ever-increasing levels of volatility (Chapter 2), the number of citizens who 
vote in such a way may very well be on the rise. The findings of this dissertation, 
however, only partially support such a pessimistic perspective regarding voters. 
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Whereas voters who are structurally dissatisfied with the central institutions of a 
state and its officeholders are indeed more likely to switch their votes than voters 
with high base levels of support (especially among government party voters), it seems 
that many voters base their decisions to switch on sincere evaluations of political 
support. First, decreasing within-person levels of generalised political support spur 
previous government party voters to switch their votes to other parties or to abstain 
(Chapter 3). This shows that several voters, even within the electoral cycle (and not 
only in the run-up to elections), evaluate their officeholders and respond to bad 
performance by switching their vote intentions away from their previously endorsed 
government party. These voters are thus behaving as emancipated, critical citizens 
who hold their governments accountable. This takes place long before the short-term 
temptations of the campaign period emerge. Second, among opposition party voters, 
there is no crystal-clear evidence that structural distrust stimulates voters to be 
‘whimsical’ (Chapter 3). This speaks against the view that floating voters are 
necessarily distrusting and less informed. Third, higher levels of education and 
political interest prevent voters from switching to abstention, while they do not affect 
party switching (Chapters 3, 4, & 5). This provides additional evidence against the 
view that floating voters are uninformed and disinterested. Fourth, substantial 
numbers of distrusting voters are now incrementally becoming loyal supporters of 
populist parties (Chapter 4). This also speaks against the perspective that floating 
voters are necessarily whimsical. It seems that most dissatisfied voters for populist 
parties make a deliberate choice to switch to such parties, as these voters and populist 
parties align in terms of sharing a fierce criticism of the establishment. Fifth, 
particularised specific support for the party previously voted for commonly turns out 
to be the strongest predictor of vote switching in multi-party systems (Chapter 5). 
This shows that retrospective performance evaluations at the level of individual 
parties play a very important role in deciding on prolonged support for a party, even 
when this party did not enter government. Sixth, political support recovers more 
strongly over the course of volatile elections. This shows again that electoral volatility 
does not point to voter indifference in general (Chapter 6). Rather, vote switching 
fulfils an important positive function in electoral democracies, as it signifies that 
responsive citizens use their power at the voting booth to hold their representatives 
(either MPs or governments) accountable.  

All in all, volatility, as a symptom of structurally dissatisfied citizens (Mair, 2013), 
is thus only one (oftentimes overrated) part of the story of volatile voters. When 
considering the findings of this dissertation coherently, the evidence for the optimistic 
perspective, in which volatility emerges from critical citizens who hold their 
representatives/officeholders accountable, seems to prevail over evidence for the 
pessimistic perspective.  

Even if volatile voters are making informed voting decisions in which they hold 
parties accountable, it cannot be ruled out that volatility may have some (unforeseen) 
negative long-term consequences. I am fully aware that this dissertation does not 
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provide conclusive answers to existing concerns that high system-level volatility 
enforces opportunistic behaviour of parties (Mair, 2013; Van Reybrouck, 2013), 
reduces government duration (e.g. King et al., 1990; Mainwaring & Scully, 1997; 
Mainwaring, 1998), and may ultimately threaten the stability and survival of 
democratic regimes (Dalton, 2004; Miller, 1974; Powell & Tucker, 2014; Tavits, 2008). 
Nonetheless, this dissertation suggests that even if volatility induces parties to behave 
opportunistically, and even if volatility leads to unstable governments, this should not 
necessarily be detrimental for political support. After all, long-term rates of political 
support have structurally recovered since 2010, even during ongoing growth of system-
level volatility (Chapter 2). And when unstable governments collapse, political support 
may soon be restored when elections realign updated party preferences with actual 
representation (Chapter 6). Furthermore, volatility may also make governments more 
stable, as the electoral prospects of government parties become so uncertain that no 
one wants a government to collapse (Timmermans & Moury, 2006).  

Finally, the expectation that volatility endangers the survival of democratic 
regimes seems to be mostly overrated. Existential crises of democratic systems do not 
often occur in established Western democracies (Van der Meer, 2017). In fact, in 
countries in which the functioning of democratic regimes seems to be threatened – 
e.g. Hungary, Russia, Turkey – it is not a surplus of volatility, but rather a shortage 
of volatility, which prevents the proper working of the democratic system. Ultimately, 
it appears that even the long-term system-level effects of volatility may somehow 
contribute to the well-functioning of democratic systems. The findings of this 
dissertation suggest that future research should consider more seriously such a more 
‘optimistic’ scenario when further addressing the under-studied long-term effects of 
volatility.   
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Summary in Dutch 

Beschouwingen over het functioneren van hedendaagse Westerse democratieën 
hebben gedurende de afgelopen decennia een aantal belangrijke ontwikkelingen 
gesignaleerd. Eén van deze trends is de toegenomen volatiliteit (veranderlijkheid) van 
de partijvoorkeuren van burgers. Dientengevolge zijn de uitslagen van verkiezingen 
ook steeds volatieler geworden (waarmee grote schommelingen bedoeld worden in het 
behaalde aantal stemmen/zetels per partij ten opzichte van de vorige verkiezingen). 
Tegelijkertijd luiden wetenschappers ook de noodklok over een dalend niveau van 
steun voor politieke instituties en een (oprukkend) wantrouwen ten aanzien van 
politieke ambtsdragers in veel Westerse democratieën. Gezien de gelijktijdige opkomst 
van deze twee ontwikkelingen is het niet vreemd dat politicologen getracht hebben 
om deze trends aan elkaar te relateren. 

Terwijl verschillende onderzoeken suggereren dat politiek wantrouwen het 
switchen van stemvoorkeur inderdaad in de hand werkt, zijn er ook genoeg studies 
die niet zo’n verband hebben gevonden. Verder is het ook nog grotendeels onduidelijk 
welk effect verkiezingsuitslagen op hun beurt hebben op het vertrouwen in de politiek 
na afloop van een verkiezing. Er is vaak gesuggereerd dat volatiele uitslagen het 
vertrouwen in de politiek ondermijnen omdat de interacties tussen partijen in het 
parlement en in de regering minder stabiel en onvoorspelbaarder worden bij continu 
wisselende zetelverdelingen van partijen. Indien dit waar is dan zou afnemende 
steun/vertrouwen zowel een oorzaak als een gevolg van volatiliteit kunnen zijn. Een 
dergelijk causaal patroon is echter nog niet onderzocht in empirische studies. 

De causale relaties tussen steun/vertrouwen enerzijds en electorale volatiliteit 
anderzijds worden dus nog niet volledig begrepen. Wanneer het gaat om het effect 
van vertrouwen op het switchen van stemvoorkeur onder individuen dan signaleer ik 
in dit proefschrift drie tekortkomingen in de huidige stand van de literatuur. Ten 
eerste nemen bestaande onderzoeken zelden in ogenschouw dat het zeer waarschijnlijk 
is dat - naast de wisselende stemvoorkeuren van burgers – ook het politieke 
vertrouwen zelf onderhevig is aan fluctuaties over tijd als een gevolg van continue 
evaluaties van de prestaties van politieke actoren. Dat het effect van vertrouwen op 
veranderlijke stemvoorkeuren dus een dynamische component kan hebben wordt tot 
op heden theoretisch niet altijd erkend. En zelfs wanneer dit wel erkend wordt, dan 
zijn empirische studies zelden methodologisch in staat gebleken om een dergelijk effect 
te isoleren. Een tweede tekortkoming in bestaande studies is dat deze er meestal geen 
rekening mee houden dat de effecten van vertrouwen op wisselende stemvoorkeuren 
kunnen variëren onder de aanhangers van verschillende soorten politieke partijen. Het 
is goed mogelijk dat het effect van vertrouwen op de veranderlijkheid van 
stemvoorkeuren anders verloopt onder de supporters van populistische partijen dan 
onder de supporters van gevestigde (niet-populistische) partijen. Ten derde is het niet 
altijd duidelijk of verschillende subtypes van steun/vertrouwen (variërend van 
vertrouwen in specifieke politieke actoren en instituties tot vertrouwen in meer 
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 diffuse/abstracte politieke objecten zoals de onderliggende principes waarop een 
democratie gefundeerd is) verschillende onafhankelijke effecten hebben op 
veranderlijke stemvoorkeuren. Dit komt met name doordat het conceptuele 
onderscheid tussen verschillende soorten steun niet altijd systematisch wordt 
toegepast in empirische studies die onderzoek doen naar de relatie. Een vierde 
tekortkoming in de huidige literatuur is het al genoemde nog niet onderzochte effect 
van volatiele verkiezingsuitkomsten op het gemiddelde niveau van vertrouwen in een 
land. 

In dit proefschrift heb ik in ieder van de vier empirische hoofdstukken één van deze 
vier tekortkomingen aangepakt. Door het toepassen van een striktere conceptualisatie 
van verschillende soorten politiek vertrouwen, het inbrengen van nieuwe theoretische 
argumenten, het aanboren van nieuwere en uitgebreidere databronnen, het gebruiken 
van meer geavanceerde statistische methoden, en het bestuderen van nog niet 
onderzochte vragen, had ik de mogelijkheid (nieuwe) theoretische verwachtingen over 
de vertrouwen-volatiliteit relaties empirisch te testen aan de hand van betere data en 
de strengst mogelijke empirische toetsen. Gezamenlijk dragen de opgedane nieuwe 
inzichten uit de vier empirische hoofdstukken bij aan het overkoepelende doel van het 
proefschrift om de causale relaties tussen electorale volatiliteit en vormen van politiek 
vertrouwen beter te begrijpen. Een beter begrip van deze relaties levert uiteindelijk 
ook nieuwe inzichten op in de onderliggende vraag of de relatie tussen politiek 
wantrouwen en volatiliteit vooral ‘pessimistisch’ begrepen dient te worden als 
bijdragend aan het disfunctioneren van moderne democratieën, of dat deze relatie 
beter vanuit een veel ‘positiever’ daglicht begrepen kan worden als een voorbeeld van 
kritische kiezers die hun afgevaardigden/regering controleren en verantwoordelijk 
houden voor de geleverde resultaten. 
 

DE EFFECTEN VAN STEUN/VERTROUWEN OP HET SWITCHEN VAN PARTIJVOORKEUR 

In het tweede hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift heb ik eerst de centrale concepten 
electorale volatiliteit en politieke steun/vertrouwen in al hun verschillende 
verschijningsvormen verder uiteengezet. Dit maakte de weg vrij om mij in de 
hoofdstukken drie tot en met vijf te richten op de effecten van vormen van 
steun/vertrouwen op het switchen van partijvoorkeur op het individuele niveau. 

De eerste empirische studie in dit proefschrift (Hoofdstuk 3) vertrekt vanuit het 
uitgangspunt dat onderzoek dat zich uitsluitend baseert op (cross-sectionele) 
verschillen tussen personen op één enkel tijdsmoment niet in staat is om te 
onderscheiden of het switchen van stemvoorkeur verklaard kan worden vanuit relatief 
stabiele verschillen in basisniveaus van politiek vertrouwen tussen personen, of dat 
het switchen vooral het gevolg is van tijdelijke dalingen (stijgingen) van het politieke 
vertrouwen op basis van negatieve (positieve) beoordelingen van de huidige prestaties 
van de zittende politieke actoren. Het eerste perspectief suggereert een mechanisme 
waarin een structureel laag niveau van politiek vertrouwen de banden tussen kiezers 
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en politieke partijen erodeert en het switchen van partijvoorkeuren waarschijnlijker 
maakt. Het tweede perspectief is meer een voorbeeld van een mechanisme gebaseerd 
op dynamische representatie waarin assertieve kiezers de huidige machthebbers 
verantwoordelijk houden en waarin korte termijn dalingen (stijgingen) van het 
politieke vertrouwen ertoe leiden dat kiezers zich electoraal zullen afwenden 
(toewenden) van stemvoorkeuren voor de huidige regeringspartijen. Bestaande studies 
hebben deze twee mechanismen nooit goed uit elkaar getrokken, met name vanwege 
een gebrek aan geschikte paneldata. 

In mijn onderzoek ben ik erin geslaagd beide mechanismen te isoleren. De 
zelfstandige effecten van beide mechanismen op het switchen van stemvoorkeuren zijn 
hierin gelijktijdig getoetst door de innovatieve ‘within-between random effects’ 
methode toe te passen op twee panel datasets. In deze datasets (LISS Panel en 
1Vandaag Opinie Panel) zijn het vertrouwen in politieke instituties en de 
stemvoorkeuren van individuele Nederlandse kiezers herhaaldelijk geobserveerd 
gedurende drie regeerperiodes tussen 2006 en 2017. De belangrijkste bevinding van 
dit deel van het onderzoek is dat de twee voorheen niet te onderscheiden theoretische 
mechanismen allebei een onafhankelijke en significante rol spelen in het verklaren van 
veranderlijke partijvoorkeuren gedurende een regeringsperiode. Kiezers met een 
consequent laag basisniveau van politiek vertrouwen hebben inderdaad minder 
stabiele stemvoorkeuren. Dit effect is wel sterker onder kiezers die bij de vorige 
verkiezingen een voorkeur hadden voor regeringspartijen in vergelijking tot kiezers 
van oppositiepartijen. Tegelijkertijd zijn korte termijn vertrouwensstijgingen en 
vertrouwensdalingen ten opzichte van iemands basisniveau eveneens van invloed op 
de veranderlijkheid van de partijvoorkeur. Deze effecten worden echter hoofdzakelijk 
gedreven door dalingen in vertrouwen onder de voormalige kiezers van 
regeringspartijen. Wanneer het vertrouwen in regering en parlement daalt, zullen deze 
kiezers eerder van partijvoorkeur veranderen. Het zijn dus vooral regeringspartijen 
die electoraal worden afgerekend op hun prestaties. Voor kiezers die bij de vorige 
verkiezingen op een oppositiepartij hebben gestemd vinden wij niet het 
tegenovergestelde effect. Wanneer hun vertrouwen in de centrale politieke instituties 
toeneemt, leidt dit er niet toe dat zij een grotere kans hebben om hun stem te 
switchen; ze belonen regeringspartijen niet voor het verbeterde vertrouwen door 
bijvoorbeeld een switch te maken van een oppositiepartij naar een regeringspartij. 

De belangrijkste bevindingen uit het derde hoofdstuk blijven ook overeind wanneer 
de effecten van verschillende soorten politiek vertrouwen worden getoetst zoals 
vertrouwen in de regering, het parlement, politici en politieke partijen. Wel lijkt het 
zo te zijn dat er object-afhankelijke verschillen zijn in de omvang van de dynamische 
effecten (het tweede mechanisme) van politiek vertrouwen op veranderlijke 
stemvoorkeuren. Hoe minder specifiek en politiek gekleurd het object is waar het 
vertrouwen in gesteld wordt hoe kleiner het dynamische effect van politiek vertrouwen 
op veranderlijke stemvoorkeuren. Er zijn bijvoorbeeld geen significante dynamische 
effecten geobserveerd voor veranderingen in het vertrouwen in de democratie. Zulk 
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soort vertrouwen is blijkbaar van een meer diffusere en algemenere soort, en als 
zodanig minder direct gelinkt aan veranderingen in stemintenties. 

De tweede empirische studie (Hoofdstuk 4) in het proefschrift richt zich op de 
vraag of de effecten van politiek vertrouwen op het switchen van stemvoorkeuren op 
precies dezelfde manier plaatsvindt onder kiezers van verschillende partijen. Bestaand 
onderzoek is er meestal van uitgegaan dat het effect van politiek vertrouwen op 
wisselende stemintenties uniform opgaat voor kiezers van alle partijen. In dit 
hoofdstuk beargumenteer ik echter dat zo’n verondersteld uniform effect 
waarschijnlijk de laatste decennia steeds minder opgaat omdat politiek wantrouwen 
sinds de sterke opkomst van populistische partijen in verschillende partijstelsels 
mogelijkerwijs juist één van de factoren is die kiezers stabiel aan dit soort partijen 
bindt. Populistische partijen zijn immers bij uitstek de partijen die zich doormiddel 
van hun kritische houding tegenover de huidige elites proberen te profileren als de 
voor de hand liggende electorale keuze voor diegenen met een groot wantrouwen 
jegens de politiek. Of politiek wantrouwen dus leidt tot stabiel of onstabiel stemgedrag 
zou dus best eens afhankelijk kunnen zijn van het feit of men bij de vorige verkiezingen 
al op een populistische partij heeft gestemd of niet. 

Op basis van empirische analyses op een grote cross-nationale dataset (CSES-data) 
met gegevens over het stemgedrag van individuen toon ik in hoofdstuk 4 inderdaad 
aan dat in de huidige ‘populistische tijdgeest’ het electoraat van populistische partijen 
niet langer te karakteriseren valt als kiezers die komen en gaan (zoals voorheen 
verondersteld werd in de literatuur). Kiezers van zulke partijen zijn tegenwoordig niet 
meer of minder veranderlijk in hun stemkeuzes dan kiezers van andere partijen. Ook 
switchen zulke kiezers niet vaker naar stemonthouding dan de kiezers van gevestigde 
partijen. De belangrijkste bevinding van dit hoofdstuk is dat de meest wantrouwende 
kiezers van populistische partijen juist hun meest stabiele achterban vormen. De 
richting van dit effect staat hiermee in sterk contrast met het effect dat politiek 
wantrouwen heeft op het switchen van stemgedrag onder kiezers van gevestigde niet-
populistische partijen. Onder zulke kiezers hangt wantouwen juist samen met 
switchgedrag. Verder toont het hoofdstuk ook nog aan dat een omvangrijkere en 
pertinentere aanwezigheid van populistische partijen in de parlementen van de 
onderzochte democratieën het stabiel stemmen op populistische partij bevordert. 

De voorgaande analyses in hoofdstuk drie en vier zijn voornamelijk gericht op de 
effecten van steun voor- en vertrouwen in een aantal politieke instituties en politieke 
actoren in algemene zin (vanwege databeschikbaarheid). De derde empirische studie 
in mijn proefschrift (Hoofdstuk 5) kijkt daarentegen enerzijds naar nog specifiekere 
vormen van politiek vertrouwen (vertrouwen in afzonderlijke politieke actoren zoals 
bijvoorbeeld de partij waarop een kiezer bij de vorige verkiezing heeft gestemd), en 
anderzijds naar meer diffuse vormen van steun en vertrouwen (vertrouwen in het 
functioneren van de democratie). De belangrijkste vraag is wat er gebeurt met de 
effecten van veralgemeniseerde vormen van vertrouwen in politieke instituties op het 
switchen van partijvoorkeur wanneer er in de analyse gecontroleerd wordt voor 
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specifiekere vormen van vertrouwen in singuliere politieke actoren (zoals een 
individuele partij). Deze verschillende vormen van steun en vertrouwen zijn tot op 
heden nooit allemaal van elkaar onderscheiden in empirische onderzoeken naar het 
effect van vertrouwen op het switchen van stemvoorkeuren. Door deze vormen van 
steun nu wel duidelijk van elkaar te onderscheiden ben ik in staat gebleken om de 
verwachting te toetsen dat het vooral het huidige niveau van steun voor de 
afzonderlijke partij waarop een kiezer bij de vorige verkiezingen gestemd heeft 
(retrospectieve steun) is dat bepaalt of iemand zal switchen. Verder ben ik ook in 
staat gebleken om mijn theoretische verwachting te toetsen dat de effecten van 
algemenere vormen van politiek vertrouwen op het switchen van partijvoorkeur 
veranderen wanneer er gecontroleerd wordt voor specifieke vormen van vertrouwen 
in afzonderlijke politieke actoren. 

De empirische analyses in dit hoofdstuk zijn gebaseerd op paneldata rondom de 
Nederlandse Tweede Kamerverkiezingen in 2017 waarin een aantal zelf ontwikkelde 
vragen zijn opgenomen om politiek vertrouwen op verschillende object-niveaus te 
kunnen onderscheiden. Partijvoorkeuren zijn ook verschillende malen gemeten zodat 
switchen in kaart gebracht is over de periode van de vorige verkiezingen tot het begin 
van de huidige campagne (tussen verkiezing switchen) en over de periode tussen de 
start van de huidige campagne tot precies na de verkiezingen (campagne switchen). 
Retrospectieve evaluaties van de prestaties van de partij waar een kiezer de vorige 
keer op gestemd heeft, blijken het sterkste effect te hebben op switchgedrag. Dit geldt 
voor beide periodes die geanalyseerd zijn. Deze bevindingen suggereren (opnieuw) dat 
het switchen van partijvoorkeur vooral een resultaat is van assertieve kiezers die hun 
afgevaardigden verantwoordelijk houden voor hun geleverde prestaties. 

Ten tweede, en nog belangrijker, wanneer er gecontroleerd wordt voor het 
retrospectieve vertrouwen in de partij waarop men eerder gestemd heeft, blijken zowel 
het vertrouwen in instituties en het diffuus vertrouwen in de democratie een positief 
effect te hebben op switchgedrag. Algemeen vertrouwen in instituties zal dus juist 
leiden tot meer switchgedrag bij de specifieke groep kiezers bij wie negatieve evaluaties 
van de eigen partij hand in hand gaan met positieve evaluaties van instituties en 
politieke actoren in het algemeen. Omdat deze kiezers een behoorlijk vertrouwen 
hebben in politieke actoren is het waarschijnlijk dat zij een grotere groep partijen als 
betrouwbare opties zullen zien om eventueel op te stemmen. Dit maakt het switchen 
van stemvoorkeur veel waarschijnlijker in het geval dat men niet tevreden is met de 
prestaties van de eigen partij. Ten derde kan er geconcludeerd worden dat diffuse 
steun voor het functioneren van de democratie weinig effect heeft op veranderlijk 
stemgedrag wanneer er gecontroleerd wordt voor de meer specifiekere soorten van 
steun. 
 
SYSTEEMNIVEAU EFFECTEN VAN VOLATILITEIT OP STEUN/VERTROUWEN 

In de laatste empirische analyses in dit proefschrift (Hoofdstuk 6) onderzoek ik de 
tot op heden onbeantwoorde vraag of volatiele verkiezingsuitkomsten op het 
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systeemniveau een positief effect hebben op de grootte van de eerder waargenomen 
toename in politiek vertrouwen als een gevolg van parlementaire verkiezingen. In dit 
hoofdstuk ontwikkel ik eerst het argument dat het waarschijnlijk is dat er een 
mechanisme bestaat waarin een hoge volatiliteit een uiting is van competitieve 
verkiezingen, waarbij kiezers hun bestaande wantrouwen uiten door zittende politici 
te vervangen met andere politici die meer vertrouwen genieten. Hierdoor zal het 
bestaande wantrouwen deels opgeheven worden omdat de representatie van 
afgevaardigden in het parlement weer in lijn gebracht wordt met de meest recente 
voorkeuren van het electoraat. Daarentegen zou een lage volatiliteit volgens dit 
mechanisme het gevolg zijn van een regeerperiode waarin kiezers grotendeels 
vertrouwen hebben gehouden in de huidige afgevaardigden die dientengevolge ook 
worden herkozen. Doordat er geen sprake is van een weggezakt politiek vertrouwen, 
hoeft dat ook niet hersteld te worden. De mate waarin het vertrouwen een boost krijgt 
door de verkiezing zal in dit geval klein zijn. 

Door geaggregeerde data uit de Eurobarometer te gebruiken (over alle EU-lidstaten 
in de periode 1999-2017) heb ik 66 observaties van veranderingen in het politieke 
vertrouwen en tevredenheid met de democratie kunnen modelleren over de periode 
waarin er parlementaire verkiezingen zijn gehouden. De verkregen data laten ten 
eerste zien dat er substantiële verschillen zijn in de richting alsook in de mate waarin 
het gemiddelde politieke vertrouwen in een land een boost krijgt tussen verschillende 
verkiezingen (zowel binnen als tussen landen). De multivariate analyses die ik 
daaropvolgend heb uitgevoerd laten echter zien dat deze variaties in de richting en 
omvang van de boost in vertrouwen goed verklaard kunnen worden door de 
uitkomsten van de verkiezingen. Het stimulerende effect van verkiezingen op politiek 
vertrouwen treedt vooral op wanneer de uitslag daadwerkelijk veranderingen 
teweegbrengt. Ten eerste, sterke schommelingen in de parlementaire zetelverdeling 
van partijen onder (zowel) regerings- en/of oppositiepartijen (vooral in evenredige 
kiesstelsels) leiden tot een grotere boost in vertrouwen. Ten tweede, het verliezen van 
parlementaire zetels onder regeringspartijen heeft een positief effect op de boost in het 
politieke vertrouwen (vooral in meerderheidsstelsels). Ten derde, het daadwerkelijke 
moeten aftreden van regeringen heeft een positief effect op de omvang van de boost 
in het politieke vertrouwen (bijna alle politieke stelsels). Dit laatste effect is eveneens 
wel sterker in meerderheidsstelsels. 

De gevonden resultaten laten zien dat de boost in het politieke vertrouwen na 
verkiezingen in meerderheidsstelsels vooral het resultaat is van kiezers die hun 
regering (of afgevaardigden van de regeringspartij) ter verantwoording roepen voor 
de geleverde prestaties door disfunctionerende afgevaardigden weg te stemmen. Een 
dergelijke duidelijke link waarbij burgers direct hun regering verantwoordelijk houden 
lijkt niet (of minder sterk) te bestaan in consensus stelsels. In zulke stelsels wordt de 
boost in vertrouwen slechts marginaal beïnvloed door (gedeeltelijke) omwentelingen 
van de samenstelling van een regering. Dat er desondanks een sterk positief effect 
bestaat van volatiliteit in de parlementaire zetelverdeling van partijen op de boost in 
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vertrouwen laat zien dat burgers in een consensusdemocratie tijdens parlementaire 
verkiezingen vooral gericht zijn op het herstellen van een evenwichtige representatie 
van afgevaardigden in het parlement. 

 
CONCLUSIE 

De bevindingen uit de afzonderlijke empirische hoofdstukken onthullen gezamenlijk 
een perspectief waarin het switchen van stemvoorkeuren van individuen weliswaar 
vaak voortkomt uit een gebrek aan (of tijdelijk dalen van) politiek vertrouwen, maar 
waarin electorale volatiliteit - als een systeemniveau fenomeen – vaak juist ook 
functioneert als een mechanisme om politiek vertrouwen (tijdelijk) te herstellen na 
afloop van verkiezingen. Ondanks het feit dat er wederkerige causale effecten bestaan 
tussen volatiliteit en vertrouwen, leiden deze wederkerige effecten dus niet 
noodzakelijk tot een ‘gevreesde’ neerwaartse spiraal waarin het vertrouwen continu 
afneemt in combinatie met een continu toenemende volatiliteit. Electorale volatiliteit 
blijkt juist de werking van een mechanisme te faciliteren dat zorgdraagt voor het 
mogelijke herstel van laag (dalend) politiek vertrouwen omdat het de mogelijkheid 
biedt dat impopulaire ambtsdragers weggestuurd kunnen worden. 

Alhoewel de resultaten dus een causale keten laten zien – waarin volatiliteit en 
vertrouwen elkaar wederzijds (en in omgekeerde richting) beïnvloeden – die opgaat 
voor de populaties van moderne Westerse democratieën in hun algemeenheid, laten 
de resultaten ook een aantal afwijkingen ten opzichte van deze algemene effecten zien. 
De effecten van vertrouwen op volatiliteit zijn structureel anders voor de kiezers van 
populistische dan voor de kiezers van mainstream partijen (Hoofdstuk 4). Ook zijn de 
effecten van verschillende subtypen van steun en politiek vertrouwen op veranderlijke 
stemvoorkeuren niet zo uniform van aard (en in dezelfde richting) als normaal 
gesproken wordt aangenomen (Hoofdstuk 5). 

 In de conclusie van het proefschrift (Hoofdstuk 7) bespreek ik ook de verdere 
implicaties van de bevindingen. Op het niveau van de conceptualisatie laat het 
proefschrift vooral zien dat aanpassingen aan de standaard classificatie van de 
objectniveaus van vertrouwen (naar het model van Dalton/Norris) een relevante stap 
kan zijn om het electorale gedrag van burgers beter te begrijpen. Door vertrouwen in 
individuele politieke actoren en veralgemeniseerde soorten van vertrouwen van elkaar 
te scheiden ontstaan er nieuwe inzichten in de effecten van beide soorten vertrouwen 
op veranderlijke stemvoorkeuren. Een eerste theoretische implicatie van het 
proefschrift is dat het opnemen van theoretische argumenten die rekening houden met 
de dynamische aspecten van veranderingen in vertrouwen een positieve bijdrage levert 
aan de specifieke onderzoeksliteratuur op dit gebied. Ten tweede leveren de 
bevindingen een bijdrage aan de zogenoemde ‘accountability’ literatuur door te laten 
zien dat veel kiezers inderdaad hun afgevaardigden verantwoordelijk houden en hen 
wegsturen bij slechte prestaties. Het proefschrift laat hierbij duidelijk zien dat deze 
‘kosten van het regeren’ niet alleen negatieve consequenties hebben, maar juist ook 
het vertrouwen kunnen herstellen. Op het gebied van de methoden levert het 
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proefschrift met name een bijdrage door de toepasbaarheid van het ‘within-between 
random effects’ model aan te tonen. 

Het uitgevoerde onderzoek kent ook een aantal beperkingen. Het is bijvoorbeeld 
de vraag in hoeverre de bevindingen van de hoofdstukken die zich baseren op gegevens 
uit één enkel land (Nederland) gegeneraliseerd kunnen worden? Aangezien de andere 
hoofdstukken laten zien dat context een impact heeft is het waarschijnlijk dat de 
gevonden effecten anders verlopen in electorale stelsels die niet zoals Nederland 
gebaseerd zijn op een consensus systeem. Vervolgonderzoek zou deze vraag kunnen 
oppakken. Een tweede beperking van het onderzoek is dat ik mijn strikte 
conceptualisatie van steun en politiek vertrouwen vanwege de gelimiteerde data 
beschikbaarheid alleen in hoofdstuk vijf volledig heb kunnen toepassen in mijn 
empirische analyses. Het is dus waarschijnlijk dat de analyses in de overige 
hoofdstukken nog accurater gemaakt kunnen worden door het stelselmatig opnemen 
van maten op alle object-niveaus van vertrouwen; waardoor bijvoorbeeld de effecten 
van het vertrouwen in afzonderlijke politieke actoren (meest specifieke vertrouwen) 
meegenomen kunnen worden in de analyses. 

Afsluitend bespreekt het slothoofdstuk welke implicaties de bevindingen van dit 
proefschrift hebben voor de vraag of de relatie tussen vertrouwen en volatiliteit past 
binnen het pessimistisch beeld dat bestaat omtrent het functioneren van moderne 
Westerse democratieën, of juist binnen een optimistischer beeld van dit functioneren? 
Als antwoord op deze vraag lijken de bevindingen in het proefschrift vooral het 
positieve perspectief te ondersteunen. Het vertrouwen in democratische principes en 
procedures blijft structureel relatief hoog. En terwijl het vertrouwen in instituties en 
ambtsdragers een stuk lager ligt komt dit vooral doordat dit vertrouwen meer 
fluctueert als een gevolg van continue evaluaties van geleverde prestaties. Deze 
fluctuaties zijn in lijn met het positieve perspectief van de kritische kiezers die hun 
afgevaardigden controleren en verantwoordelijk houden. Dat verkiezingen erin slagen 
om weggezakt vertrouwen te herstellen - wanneer het lukt om disfunctionerende 
afgevaardigden te vervangen - draagt verder bij aan een optimistisch beeld waarin 
kiezers weliswaar soms kritisch en ontevreden zijn, maar waarin zo’n houding meestal 
niet structureel is en vooral het tijdelijke gevolg van actuele politieke dagkoersen. 

Niettemin kan het niet uitgesloten worden dat al het switchgedrag door kritische 
kiezers wel tot (ongewenste) bijeffecten leidt. Mijn proefschrift geeft helaas geen 
duidelijke antwoorden ten aanzien van bestaande zorgen dat systeemniveau 
volatiliteit leidt tot opportunistisch gedrag van partijen en politici, dat het de 
stabiliteit van regeringen ondermijnt, en dat het uiteindelijk het voortbestaan van 
democratische regimes in gevaar kan brengen. Echter suggereert mijn proefschrift wel 
dat zo’n negatief scenario redelijk onwaarschijnlijk is. Het politiek vertrouwen is 
bijvoorbeeld sinds 2010 weer gestaag toegenomen ondanks een voortdurende toename 
van de volatiliteit van verkiezingsuitslagen. Ook leidt het aftreden van regeringen 
eerder tot een herstel van vertrouwen dan tot een langdurige vertrouwenscrisis. Ten 
slotte lijkt vooral de verwachting dat volatiliteit een gevaar zou vormen voor het 
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voortbestaan van democratische regeringsvormen een overschatting. In feite zijn het 
vooral landen (Hongarije, Rusland, Turkije) waar juist een gebrek aan volatiliteit is 
waar het voortbestaan van de democratie in gevaar is. Zelfs de lange termijneffecten 
van een gezond wantrouwen en toenemende volatiliteit zouden dus wel eens niet zo 
slecht kunnen zijn voor het functioneren van de democratie dan regelmatig wordt 
aangenomen in de literatuur. 
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This dissertation investigates the causal relations between 
electoral volatility and forms of political support. In particular, 
it identifies and addresses four shortcomings in the literature.
 First, it is seldom acknowledged nor empirically scrutinized 
that the effects of support on volatility may have a dynamic 
component which varies over time. Second, existing studies 
may have incorrectly assumed that such effects exist 
coherently among voters for all political parties. Third, the 
effects of different subtypes of support on vote switching may 
be less similar than commonly assumed once such effect are 
simultaneously assessed. And fourth, it has not been considered 
that volatility may not only result from political support, but 
may also be one of its causes.
 This book empirically demonstrates that dynamic drops 
in support (critical citizens) stimulate vote switching 
independently from the impact of low base levels of support 
(dissatisfied citizens). It also demonstrates that 
political dissatisfaction stabilizes the vote of populist-
party voters. Next, the effects of generalized/diffuse types of 
support on vote switching are shown to shift to positive 
effects when controlled for specific support. Finally, the 
book shows that volatile election outcomes have the 
capacity to increasingly restore political support over the 
course of elections. 
 Altogether, this book suggests that volatility more positively 
impacts the well-functioning of democracies than is commonly 
assumed by democratic pessimists.
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