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PPAARRTT  OONNEE

TTHHEE  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  AAPPPPRROOAACCHH  TTOO  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY

The three chapters in this first part of the book are meant as a general
introduction for what follows later. The main goal is to introduce the reader
to the comparative approach in political science. Such an introduction is neces-
sary because to many it is not self-evident that the comparative approach is
a distinctive field within political science (Keman, 1993a). Yet, ‘Comparative
Politics’ is distinctive and, at the same time, part and parcel of the discipline.
In this book we advance the point of view that theory formation on the level
of political systems requires a rigorous and systematic empirical foundation.
And precisely, democracy, the central object of study throughout this book,
arguably must be studied and discussed by means of comparative analysis.

The first chapter introduces the reader to the relationship between field of
inquiry, the theoretical domain to which this field belongs, and how it can be
systematically researched by means of comparative analysis. In Chapter 2 the
origins and development of ‘Comparative Politics’ is elaborated. Daalder
shows that the comparative approach was not only developed as an analyti-
cal and methodological tool, but that it developed in response to the ‘ups and
downs’ of democratic development during the ‘interbellum’. In addition this
essay makes clear that there is considerable variation among ‘comparativists’
in doing research. Amongst other things, these differences within the field of
comparative political science concern: ‘Few Cases and Many Variables versus
Many Cases and Few Variables’ (see also: Landman, 2000). This difference in
comparative approach is often also denoted as the difference between quanti-
tative or variable-oriented research and the qualitative or case-oriented approach
of comparative politics (Ragin, 1987; Przeworski, 1987). 

This debate is the starting point for Chapter 3. Here Keman attempts to
demonstrate how far a more quantitative approach can travel in discussing
the central topic of this book: representative democracy. In fact, this chapter
shows in what way and to what extent it is possible to investigate cross-
nationally the concept of ‘Polyarchy’ (cf. Dahl, 1971) worldwide. It is an
example of how to relate (existing) theory to fresh empirical evidence. This
chapter is then also intended to make the reader familiar with the universe of
discourse of this book: the contemporary world of representative democracy.
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11 THE COMPARATIVE APPROACH
TO DEMOCRACY

HHaannss  KKeemmaann

11..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

This book aims at empirical and theoretical analyses with respect to the
interactions between political and societal actors within the institutional
arrangements that characterize representative democracy. In particular, we
have set out to investigate the interactions of these actors in parliamentary
and presidential democratic polities and their impact on public policy
formation and related democratic performance. More specifically, this book
aims to explain the format and consequences of democratic politics under
socially diverse situations and varying economic circumstances. In fact,
one may wonder how it has been possible to construct and consolidate
democracy in such a fashion that most democratic countries appear to have
developed into relatively stable and effective polities under political and
economic circumstances where one would not always have expected it.
In other words: how does one account for viable and enduring forms of
‘democraticness’ often in situations where the seeds of conflict are expected
to prevail over consensus and may well have led to political dissatisfaction
and threats to democracy?

Answering this question is not only of interest to professional political
scientists, but is also highly relevant for a wider audience interested in the
relation between politics and society in contemporary democracies.
Particularly today it appears that turbulence and turmoil characterizes the
relation between politics and society in many countries. As a result, party
systems and governments appear to be in a situation of flux, both in terms
of their partisan composition and in terms of public governance. This, in
turn, affects the degree of acquiescence of societal actors and the extent of
coalescence among political actors. Many commentators on current political
affairs see this situation as conducive to a decrease in co-operative behavi-
our, affecting in the process of forming governments, and in a reduction in
policy concertation affecting eventually policy performances. At the end of
the day these developments appear to impair the domestic policy-making
capacity of representative democracies.

Yet, this situation is historically not unique. On the contrary, political
stability appears rather to be the exception to the rule.1 Characteristic of
democratic politics across the world and in (the ‘new’) Europe has been the
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swing back and forth between change and continuity (Bingham Powell, 1982;
Mair, 1997; Budge et al., 1997). For politics is essentially the manifestation of
conflicts arising from social heterogeneity, which sooner or later reach the
political arena in terms of salient issues that have to be decided upon
(Putnam, 1993; Keman, 1997b). This book is about the study of these
developments and, more precisely, the extent to which democratic political
systems are indeed capable of coping with societal change in the contem-
porary world. 

The focus of the separate contributions to this volume is on the institu-
tionalization of societal conflict and the extent to which this generates viable
consensus formation among political actors that makes the attainment of
public welfare by means of public policy formation feasible within repres-
entative democracies. Hence, the approach adopted here to account for
change and continuity departs from the point of view that political institu-
tions basically frame the process of political decision-making in these
societies as well as shape the room to manoeuvre for political and societal
actors to influence and direct public policy formation. We focus therefore
on the democratic state and its political performance in order to understand
the problem-solving capacity in contemporary democracies (Lane and
Ersson, 2000).

The point of departure of this book is that institutional arrangements of
representative democracies are to be considered as conceptual variables that
vary across the various polities as well as over time. In addition, we hold the
view that these variations in institutional arrangements influence the behavi-
our of politically relevant actors – representing societal interests – and thus
their room to manoeuvre in reaching viable and feasible modes of policy
formation. Democracy, from this point of view, facilitates and constrains con-
flicting interests that are an inherent feature of political life. This approach to
the democratic process as a means of channelling or structuring, not eradi-
cating, conflict runs through this book, recognizing, in the words of Lipset
(1959: 1), that ‘stable democracy requires the manifestation of conflict’. Yet,
at the same time we think it equally crucial to study the extent to which these
mechanisms of containing conflict and preserving the political order are a
means of institutionalizing societal conflict and establishing a proper balance
between conflict and consensus (Diamond and Marks, 1992: 12).

In the remainder of this introductory chapter the general framework of
analysis, which structures the arguments of the separate chapters as well as
their sequential logic, will be elaborated. First, in Section 1.2 a crucial dimen-
sion to study the relations between political action and related policy out-
comes in representative democracies will be discussed, namely the paradox of
‘conflict and consensus’ (Keman, 1997a; Scharpf, 1998). It is argued that politi-
cal actors can and must be conceived of as behaving rationally in order to
understand the feasibility of a more or less stable political order. In Section 1.3
this perspective is elaborated by outlining the political context in which
actors and institutions are relevant for the study of democratic politics. In
Section 1.4, I shall move on to a short discussion of the ‘new institutionalism’
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that will enable us to relate processes of collective decision-making to the
process of public policy formation with respect to political performance
within democracies (Guy Peters, 1996; Czada et al., 1998). The argument will
be that institutions do not only offer crucial insights in these processes, but
can also be meaningfully applied to explain the nexus between conflict and
consensus in democratic politics. Finally, in Section 1.5 of this introduction,
the framework of empirical analysis – the political chain of democratic command
and control – which structures this book, will be presented. 

11..22  TTHHEE  PPUURRSSUUIITT  OOFF  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  OORRDDEERR::  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY
AANNDD  PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEE

In comparative politics many explanations have been offered, attempting to
account for the paradoxical situation of simultaneous change and stability in
representative democracies (see for an overview: Lipset and Rokkan, 1967;
Daalder and Mair, 1983; Lane and Ersson, 1994). Yet, most of these explana-
tions are flawed by the fact that they neither systematically link institutions to
actors, nor relate the type and occurrence of political action systematically to
the patterned variation of institutions affecting decision-making and the
related democratic performance (Keman, 1997c; Scharpf, 1998; Schmidt, 2000).

It appears a necessary and a rewarding endeavour therefore to analyse
these concepts more systematically, in terms of their conceptualization and
from a cross-national perspective. In this way it will be possible to assess the
strengths and weaknesses of institutional arrangements as theoretical con-
cepts and as empirical concepts that can ‘travel’ cross-nationally without
unduly ‘stretching’ them (Sartori, 1970; Collier and Mahon, 1993; Pennings
et al., 1999; Landman, 2000). One of the aims is to discover the extent to
which the institutional design – or arrangement – of contemporary demo-
cracy works under changing circumstances and differing conditions and is
capable of furthering political consensus by means of public policy forma-
tion where deep-seated conflicts appear inevitable and destabilize society. In
other words: to what extent is representative democracy capable of coping
with change whilst maintaining an efficient and effective political order? 

A crucial and central question in political science thus concerns the way
societal conflicts can be handled in a genuinely problem-solving fashion.
Conflicts appear to the participants more often than not as a zero-sum game.
If and when societal conflicts are indeed ‘solved’ in a unilateral fashion (for
instance by ignoring substantial minorities due to simple majority-voting),
according to the logic of game theory, in the long run this will more often than
not be conducive to a situation of sub-optimal outcomes for all participants,
even for the winners (albeit, of course, in a different degree for winners and
losers in a society). In formal political theory this situation has been described
as a result of the (well-known) Prisoner’s Dilemma, on the one hand, and will
often lead to ‘free ridership’ as a consequence of collective action, on the other
hand (Olson, 1982; Mueller, 1989; Scharpf, 1998).
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Both explanations point to the so-called ‘social choice’ paradox of politics
and society: rational actors pursuing their interests by means of societal inter-
action whilst being dependent on others, must act strategically to achieve
their individual utility. However, the eventual outcomes of this process tend
to yield optimal results (instead of maximum pay-offs) for all actors
involved (Scharpf, 1997: Shepsle and Bonchek, 1997). To some students of
politics this paradox must (inevitably) lead to the creation of the state, which
enforces solutions to (individual) actors within a society in order to enhance
public welfare (which is then a macro-level solution to problems that may, at
best, induce optimal results on the micro-level; e.g. Rawls, 1972; Nozick,
1974). To others political authority is not necessarily a consequence of social
choice (e.g. Axelrod, 1984; Czada et al., 1998). In this alternative view, ration-
ally behaving actors – in need of collective action to achieve optimal gains –
can and will in due time co-operate voluntarily on the basis of ‘tit-for-tat’.
Hence, solving the ‘social choice’ paradox is a matter of exchange, either
mutually or taking it in turns. If true, there would be a need for a separate
authority and hierarchy to solve societal conflict by means of political con-
sensus in order to enhance public welfare (Scharpf, 1998; Keman, 1999).
From this it can be argued that the political process, embedded in the state –
regulating societal conflict – becomes a separate segment of any society with
its own institutions: in our case, the democratic state. It is important to note
therefore that in this view the relationship between politics and society
emphasizes the role of institutions and the way they work in overcoming
societal conflict by means of consensus formation. Democratic institutions,
however, may be necessary but in reality may not always be sufficient to
produce a political consensus as well as an adequate policy performance at
all times and under varying (social and economic) conditions. Vital for
understanding these processes is the analysis of the role and functioning of
political actors – parties and governments. This role is examined in Part Two
of this book.

A good example is the way in which the majority rule in parliament regard-
ing decision-making can create both theoretical and empirical stalemates,
i.e. ‘voting cycles’ in democracies (Mueller, 1989: 63–89). In practice, these
situations have been avoided in two ways: one, by means of compromises
among decision-making actors (hence, exchange in order to co-operate); two,
by adapting the formal procedures, introducing additional rules concerning
agenda-setting and the rank-ordering of issues to decide on (Shepsle, 1997).
It is precisely these practices, which laid the foundation of Lijphart’s model of
consensus democracy (as opposed to the ‘majoritarean’ types of democracy).
In our view this signifies not only the importance of analysing the ‘rules of the
democratic game’, but even more so that this type of interaction between
actors and institutions can and should be discussed more fully in comparative
terms (i.e. by means of cross-national studies). In this way the historicist
and sociological biases of such models can be precipitated. This idea will be
elaborated by means of cross-national analysis in Part Three of this book. 

This conclusion signifies the need to develop empirically-based models of
exchange relations between societal and political actors based on a priori
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statements, rather than taking country-specific findings or thick description
of events as explanations of the relationship between politics and society in
contemporary democracies. In this book, therefore, we will investigate the
exchange relations typical for democratic politics in plural societies as
paradoxical and that are manifested in a pendulum movement between the
political process of decision-making and societal performance. In fact, one of
the major aims of Part Four of this book is the attempt to explain the ‘poli-
tical’ performance of representative democracies by applying the compara-
tive empirical analysis of public policy-making (e.g. Keman, 1997; Castles,
1998; Lane and Ersson, 2000). It is important then to state clearly what is
meant by the interactions between institutions and actors in terms of the core
subject, i.e. the ‘political’. 

11..33  PPOOLLIITTIICCSS,,  PPOOLLIITTYY  AANNDD  PPOOLLIICCYY::  TTOOWWAARRDDSS  AANN  IINNTTEERRAACCTTIIVVEE
MMOODDEELL  OOFF  AACCTTOORRSS  AANNDD  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNSS

A point of departure is the idea that in representative democracies, time
and again, societal conflicts are to be resolved by means of those institutions
that facilitate the formation of acceptable and feasible agreements between
opponents, inducing a viable consensus that is considered as an optimum
(or best solutions on) for any of the participants2 within the various modes of
decision-making. This implies that societal conflict and political consensus
are complementary notions that are reciprocally interrelated. The extent to
which there is an institutionalized political order of society that is capable of
producing a problem-solving balance between conflict and consensus, that
is enduring and incurs a minimal loss to any individual or group within a
society, is not only a measure of the relation between political order and the
distribution of public welfare, but in particular of the viability of the political-
institutional system. Such a condition is what we call a structure-induced equi-
librium explaining the relative stability of the political order. From this it
follows that the study of the development and working of political institu-
tions is crucial to a better understanding of the paradox of societal conflict
and political consensus (Colomer, 1996; Shepsle, 1997; Scharpf, 1998; Keman,
1999). This is particularly the case in representative democracies where the
relations between state and society are by and large autonomously, albeit
interdependently, organized (i.e. pluralism). These relations materialize in
democratic polities through a variety of collective actors, such as political
parties, interest groups and social movements.

The pursuit of political order must be analysed therefore by focusing upon
those patterns of behaviour (i.e. modes and codes of conduct among actors)
that are dependent upon certain formal and informal arrangements enhancing
the democratic governance of societal conflicts. Institutional arrangements thus
regulate the behaviour of political and societal actors who are both autonomous
and interdependent in a democratic polity. These arrangements are at the
same time only viable if the problem-solving decision-making (i.e. a political
compromise by means of exchange) can be effectively implemented (i.e. by a
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legitimate authority) within society and induces an efficient redistribution and
reallocation according to the political settlement, resulting in an adequate
policy performance. If not, the political order will tend to be unstable and will
probably be less enduring; the balance between conflict and consensus is then
lacking and the democratic governance of society will be less or, indeed, will
not be enhancing public welfare by means of policy formation (i.e. regulating
societal conflict by means of public goods). In other words: the way demo-
cratic politics works is vital for achieving a structure-induced equilibrium in
society. This brings us to the question of how to define the political as a concept
that not only can travel (worldwide), but also allows for a meaningful
differentiation of it from what is ‘society’ per se. 

This concept can be conceived by means of three dimensions of democracy:
politics, polity and policy (Keman, 1993a: 43–7). Politics is then what I would like
to call the political process. On this level actors (mostly aggregates of individuals
organized in parties, associations, or interest groups) interact with each other
when they have conflicting interests or views regarding societal issues that
cannot be solved by them (i.e. deficiency of self-regulation). This problematic
will be discussed and examined in Part Two of this book. The process of
solving those problems, which make actors clash, is more often than not
visible through the institutions that have emerged in order to facilitate conflict
resolution. Institutions help to develop coalescence and to achieve a consen-
sus among conflicting actors through compromising alternative preferences.
These institutions manifest themselves in the rules of the game in a society.
This is what the term polity means and is elaborated in Part Three of this book.
To put it more formally, rules are humanly devised constraints that shape
political interaction. Institutions are here considered to be regulated both by
formal rules, such as for instance those enshrined in a constitution, and which
can be enforced by means of authority, and by informal rules, i.e. those that
evolve over time and are respected and followed as a code of conduct by most
actors involved.3 The institutions available in a democratic society for political
action allow the citizens to participate in the decision-making, albeit indir-
ectly, and thus to influence, mainly through representation by parties, the
process of public policy formation. This process is equivalent to what also
could be called state intervention or the ‘authoritative allocation of values in
a society’ by means of democratic governance. Actions of the state, or a related
allocating agency, are in this conceptualization of the political viewed as
relatively independent from societal interests (Skocpol, 1985: 45). That is to
say, political action, i.e. the relation between politics and policy-making,
requires a degree of autonomy in order to be feasible and effective. If this is
not the case then the political process is merely ritual and indeed simply
a reflection of societal features and developments. In short, a theory of the
democratic process must assume that there exists a mutual and interdepen-
dent relation between politics and society, and that its organization is to a
large extent independent from society. The issue at hand is then to investigate
empirically to what extent and in what way this process can be observed and
affects social and economic developments within a society.
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Comparative research of political actors in relation to democratic institutions
is essential to the study of the relationship between politics and policy for-
mation in the attempt to resolve the paradox of societal conflict and political
consensus. By such research we hope to shed more light on the development
of democratic politics per se, and on processes of institutionalization as an
explanation of the occurrence of structure-induced (dis)equilibria in repres-
entative democracies. An important, not to say crucial, factor in this respect
is the extent to which political actors have indeed sufficient room to man-
oeuvre. In other words, what is the impact of institutions on the behaviour
of political actors and hence on the processes of policy formation as well as the
eventual political performance of democracies? 

11..44  NNEEWW  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALLIISSMM  AANNDD  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  RROOOOMM
TTOO  MMAANNOOEEUUVVRREE  IINN  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCIIEESS  

In recent times institutionalism has been revived by comparative analyses of
the relation between politics and policy formation (Thelen and Steinmo,
1992; Weaver and Rockman, 1993; Schmidt, 1999; Keman, 1998; Guy Peters,
1996; Czada et al., 1998). Institutions are regarded in these studies as inter-
vening variables to explain democratic policy formation and related policy
performance. This type of research often provided empirical evidence
demonstrating that political institutions added significantly to the under-
standing of the cross-national and inter-temporal variation in the problem-
solving capacity of capitalist democracies (Keman, 1996; Scharpf, 1991;
Steinmo et al., 1992). This development has been the result of a growing
feeling of discomfort with the mainstream research into the political process
focusing on actors that accompanied the so-called behavioural revolution
that would have led to a political explanations and to ‘reductionism’ (Olsen,
1998). The main criticisms can be summarized as follows: Politics is pre-
dominantly considered as a result of exogenous factors, in particular socio-
logical and cultural attributes of actors, which implies a type of determinism
of political choices in which the ‘political’ is not considered as an autonomous
variable but is rather explained by the contextual features of political actors
participating. 

An example of this contextual bias can be found in the original research on
the ‘consociational theme’. In fact these analyses were based on socio-cultural
features of pluralistic societies and the way these developments shaped the
behaviour of political agencies as well as the particular working of demo-
cratic institutions (e.g. Daalder, 1966; Steiner, 1974; Lijphart, 1975). In fact,
case-description was conducive to theoretical explanations of political
behaviour. Yet, it should be noticed that these analyses were important in
complementing Anglo-Saxon theories with regard to stable government. In
addition, these studies made understandable those democratic institutions
which appeared as equifunctional from a comparative perspective but were
in fact plurifunctional. In other words: the political actors within certain
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polities used identical rules of political decision-making differently, and,
paradoxically enough, produced a structure-induced equilibrium. Hence, so
it appears, it is not the context that explains the political process, but rather
the way the interactive pattern of institutions and actors is shaped that seems
to matter (Lijphart, 1999; see Chapter 7 in this book). 

Another example is the view that ‘politics’ predominantly is considered as
a result of individual behaviour or as aggregates thereof and thus the role of
institutions cannot be considered as independent influences on political
processes. Such a view often leads to atomistic biases in research designs deal-
ing with actors operating on various levels. A good example of this can be
found in the ‘social choice’ approach of political behaviour (Downs, 1957).
Here voting behaviour is considered to be equivalent to market behaviour and
is therefore conceivable as a supra-individual manifestation of social choice.
Hence, aggregates of individual preferences determine political decision-
making. In fact the Downsian approach of the political process is an – albeit
sophisticated – elaboration of this idea. Yet, as is well known by now (see
Barry, 1978), economic rationality is not necessarily identical to political ration-
ality, and the manifestation of individual preferences in political decision-
making is largely dependent on the institutions that mediate and aggregate
individual choice (e.g. the type of electoral system and concurrently the way
parties compete for office; Budge, 1993). In our view the institutionalization of
political life – like the working of party systems or the relations between the
executive and the legislative – is crucial for understanding the material and
procedural performance of a political system (Heywood, 1997; see further
Chapters 4 and 6 of this book). 

Contextualism and atomism have more often than not displaced the role of
politics as an autonomous explanation of political processes, and the emerg-
ing ‘new institutionalism’ can be seen as an attempt to restore the (traditional)
approach of analysing the political process, but without denouncing all
elements contained in the behavioural approach and the economic explana-
tions of politics. What we do contend, however, and will stress throughout
this book is the idea that the interactions between actors and institutions are
crucial for explaining the working and quality of representative democracies,
rather than the behaviour of political actors per se or their rational (self-
interested) motives as such.

In our approach, institutional variables, conceptualized at the macro-level
of analysis, are conceived as intervening variables, i.e. as mechanisms that
link political inputs (electoral results, issue-formation, etc.) to policy outputs
(e.g. measures and expenditures) across polities and over time (Putnam,
1993: 8–9). In accordance with the new institutionalist approach we see politi-
cal decisions and policy-formation in whole or in part as being derived from
political institutions and thus as ‘irretrievable sources of political action’
(Héritier, 1998: 33). For instance, March and Olsen (1989) define institutions
in a somewhat loose manner as a number of interconnected rules and routines
that indicate the relation between a (organizational) role and a (decision-
making) situation within democracies. In other words, politics is only partially
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‘rational’ and ‘consequential’, and the process of decision-making is neither
dominated by actors per se, nor influenced by socio-cultural features or
economic conditions of a society alone. On the contrary, as Olsen notes:
‘Political institutions are the building blocks of political life. They influence
available options for policy-making and for institutional change. They also
influence the choices made among available options’ (Olsen, 1998: 95). 

In this book, political institutions are perceived as cross-national and
inter-temporal variables influencing the possible behaviour of actors. In what
follows, the role and function of political institutions will be considered as
empirical variables, which will be investigated in terms of patterned variations
of formal and informal rules of political decision-making. Institutions are
thus conceived as conditions under which policy-making takes place, which
set the limits to political and societal actors to act in a maximizing way, but
which may well contribute to optimal types of policy-making and related
performances. The formal and informal rules of a democratic polity define
the room to manoeuvre for each actor involved in policy-making as an inter-
dependent process – for example, the division of a party system and the
organization of a system of interest representation direct the modes of
behaviour and the interactions between relevant actors (see, for this in par-
ticular, Chapter 8 in this book). At the same time this approach allows for the
investigation of political actions as mitigated forms of (rational) self-interest,
since the rule configurations have been developed by most of the participat-
ing actors themselves in order to regulate and contain conflicts among them
in such a way as to make manageable and viable agreements (or structure-
induced equilibriums) feasible.

This interpretation and elaboration of new institutionalism allows for a dif-
ferent and fresh look at concepts such as democracy and interest intermedi-
ation in relation to policy efficacy and political efficiency in view of conflict
resolution in societies that are characterized by political and socio-economic
differences. The comparative analysis of democratic political systems pre-
sented in this book will assist us to answer the question to what extent the
paradox between societal conflict and political consensus can indeed be
solved by means of policy-making and can explain the cross-national vari-
ation in political performance.

11..55  TTHHEE  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  CCHHAAIINN  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  CCOOMMMMAANNDD
AANNDD  CCOONNTTRROOLL  

The analytical concepts that will be used throughout this book are – amongst
other things – derived from the discussion of the ‘political’ and ‘new institu-
tionalism’ in the previous sections. These discussions have served the
purpose of introducing our theoretical perspective as well as outlining our
principal concern, namely how to investigate the political process of policy
formation and related performance in plural societies within an established
system of representative democratic politics. These processes can be sketched
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as a sequence of interrelated institutions, indicating the various instances of
democratic control and command (Keman, 1996; Pennings et al., 1999).
Figure 1.1 shows this political chain as well as the stages at which political
actors are involved in this process and the rule configurations that have con-
currently emerged.4

The political chain of democratic command and control is a simple, descriptive
model of representative democracy showing the relations between various
relevant actors and political institutions, which – at the end of the day – results
in some kind of policy-making and a related policy performance. The political
and social actors that are supposed to play a central part in achieving a politi-
cal order that is stable and beneficial to all, are political parties and organized
interests. These actors are driven in this model by office-seeking motives (i.e.
gaining seats in parliament and government), on the one hand, and by policy-
seeking motives (i.e. the pursuit of public preferences in the decision-making
process), on the other (see also: Strøm, 1990; Klingemann et al., 1994; Scharpf,
1997). This will be the focus of Part Two of this book. The extent to which actors
get their own way, however, depends not only on their electoral strength,
being in government, or their organizational size, but foremost on how strong
and well-organized other actors are and how these power resources can be put
to use. Hence, the way the political process is institutionalized will influence
the relative weight and effectiveness of each actor. 

These institutions – like the electoral system, the extant party system,
modes of interest intermediation, or types of government – shape the room
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to manoeuvre of each actor involved as well as the patterns of interaction. In
particular in plural societies with structural cleavages, political parties are
important bearers of the related political conflicts, but more often than not are
dependent on the co-operation of others to carry through their ideas and to
translate them into public governance. Governments are also in part depen-
dent on the co-operation of other actors, such as organized interests, in order
to bring about adequate policy performances. In other words, each and every
actor is interdependent and is therefore in need of each other’s collaboration
and co-operation to turn societal conflict into political consensus (Keman,
1999; Lijphart, 1999).

In this book this process and related outcomes will be examined by means
of a cross-national comparative research design covering the contemporary
democracies. This approach has been chosen for the simple reason that an
empirical investigation of representative democracies would otherwise not
be feasible. We need to compare this process on the level of national politi-
cal systems as well as over time to be able to develop empirically-based
theoretical perspectives. An additional, but by no means unimportant,
reason is that the specific nature and developments of democracies has been
a rather under-researched area in comparative politics so far (Landman,
2000). That is to say, there are few studies, which explicitly examine demo-
cratic politics in relation to its policy-making capacities, let alone relate it to its
degree of survival (or: consolidation) of these democratic polities in terms of
their political performance.

The structure of the book is two-dimensional: it follows by and large the
sequential logic implied in the ‘political chain of democratic command and
control’ which embodies the interactive pattern of actors and institutions in
contemporary representative democracies that shapes the political process.
This systemic approach is represented by the division of this book into
Part Two, Part Three and Part Four. In Part Two the central focus is on politi-
cal parties and their behaviour, in terms of competition and co-operation
vis-à-vis other parties and with regard to the electorate. In Part Three we shift
our focus to the way political parties operate in terms of interest mediation
and representation in government. The role of institutions – the specific
‘rules of the game’ – is here examined with respect to public policy formation.
Finally in Part Four we pay attention to the resulting political performance of
democratic systems in terms of governance. This concerns the relationship
between the organization of political rule, here representative democracy, as
a regime and the population at large, i.e. the citizens of a country.

The second dimension structuring the ordering of the chapters concerns
the way and extent to which the interactions between actors and institutions
are cross-nationally patterned. For, as has been argued in this chapter, the
analysis of theories of democracy requires a systematic comparative
approach to assess the usefulness of existing theories (see: Guy Peters, 1998;
Pennings et al., 1999; Landman, 2000). To this end each and every chapter
pays full attention to theories that aim at explaining the role of actors
(e.g. electorate, parties, government, etc.) given the institutional design of
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representative democracy within which they operate. Hence, in Part One we
focus on the comparative analysis of democracy as a central topic within
political science as well as on the comparative study of ‘democraticness’ of
these systems. In Part Two the crucial and central role of political parties
is considered and examined within the perspective of systems theory
(Chapter 4). In Chapters 5 and 6 this role is analysed by means of the insti-
tutional approach of competition and co-operation between parties. Part Three
explicitly discusses the political process of public policy formation by means
of the ‘new’ institutionalism. First the focus is on the institutional design
of ‘negotiation democracy’ as it has developed in comparative politics
(Chapter 7). In Chapter 8 the interactive process between political actors and
institutions is elaborated in terms of veto points. Part Three is closed by
examining the development of the welfare state in contemporary represen-
tative democracies (Chapter 9). Finally in Part Four the focus is directed
towards what one could call the production of democratic systems. This, all
too often neglected, aspect of political systems is elaborated in Chapter 10 by
discussing the present ‘state of the art’. The other two chapters that make up
this part of the book attempt to apply the institutional approach to repres-
entative democracy. Chapter 11 focuses on the working of and effects of
institutions on the policy performance of democracies. This approach is
extended in the final chapter, where the relationship between political process
and systemic conditions is related to the topic of democratic performance in
terms of public governance.

By presenting the study of contemporary democracy as a political process,
we think to be able to analyse representative democracy not as a static system,
but rather as a political regime in motion. For, although ‘democracy’ as a
(continually contested) notion may well have existed throughout history, it
must be understood as a contemporary political system that is in need of
constant attention and discussion – not only in the so-called emerging demo-
cracies, but also in the established democracies of today’s world.

NNOOTTEESS  

1 I leave aside the perennial problem of defining ‘stability’ as well as the, almost
inevitable, inherent teleological bias of any such definition; but see Lane and
Ersson, 1998: Chapter 4.

2 Note that the use of the term ‘optimum’ is different here from what is meant by a
Pareto-optimal solution, i.e. the ‘social welfare’ function in Social Choice literature
(see Mueller, 1989: 384 ff), nor the application of (economic) norms of ‘efficiency’
and ‘effectivity’ as employed by the Virginian school approach to problems of
‘Public Choice’ (see Lane, 1985: 150 ff). Essential to our understanding is the fact
whether or not the actual outcome of the political process is acceptable to all
concerned, rather than representing the perfect result one can theoretically con-
struct, either on the micro-level (i.e. Social Choice) or on the macro-level (i.e. Public
Choice). As far as ‘choice’ is involved we mean political choices shaping mandatory
policies in a society by means of public goods. See: Keman, 1996.
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3 It should be noted that both the informal and the formal ‘rules of the game’
depend on whether or not they are enforceable, i.e. whereas the ‘Rule of Law’ in
a liberal democracy is in most instances accepted and adhered to by the public,
this is less self-evident with the informal rules. Here the efficacy depends on
whether or not the actors involved in the ‘political game’ are able to sanction each
other for non-co-operation, defection or non-compliance. See also: Axelrod, 1984;
Ostrom, 1990; Scharpf, 1997.  

4 Of course, this is a gross abstraction from the actual history of most political sys-
tems and their sub-systems. Moreover, not all political actors became organized
or gained access to the decision-making procedures simultaneously. Never-
theless, one may argue that all relevant actors are presently confronted by the
existing sets of formal and informal rules simultaneously. Depending on their
resources or their capacity to form coalitions they are always somehow, some-
what capable of either bending the rules or even altering them to allow for more
room to manoeuvre. Essential to our understanding is the fact whether or not the
actual outcome of the political process is acceptable to all concerned.
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22 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE STUDY
OF COMPARATIVE POLITICS1

HHaannss  DDaaaallddeerr

‘Comparative politics’ existed long before it became a recognized subfield of
the modern discipline of political science. A century or so ago, a knowledge
of the variety of political systems formed part of the normal education of
literati in different disciplines, such as law and philosophy, history and letters.
There were classic writers on problems of modern government in different
countries such as Mill, Bagehot, Bluntschli, Radbruch, Redslob, Duguit or
Bryce. Their treatises contained many comparisons, over time as well
between different societies. One might go back further in history. Political
theory abounds with comparative discourse on both contrasts and com-
monalities in political life, as even a superficial survey of the writings of
Aristotle and Polybius, of Dante and Machiavelli, of Bodin and Locke, of
Montesquieu and De Tocqueville, not to speak of the authors of The Federalist
Papers, immediately shows. Man has speculated comparatively on problems
of government and society in both prescriptive and descriptive terms since
times immemorial. If we nevertheless insist that modern comparative politics
is somehow different, this is for three not unrelated reasons: first, modern
comparative politics deals consciously with a political world which has
changed drastically from the universe known to the great writers of the past;
second, it has become the special terrain of a recognized subfield of contem-
porary political science; and third, as such it shares in both paradigmatic
shifts and new developments in research techniques in that discipline. 

22..11  TTHHEE  AACCAADDEEMMIICC  TTRRAADDIITTIIOONN

Several characteristics marked the understanding of government in Europe
and the United States as it had developed by the beginning of this century.2

First, there was a strong normative overtone in discussions on govern-
ment and democratic rule. Normative approaches were traditionally strong
in fields like law, philosophy or theology in which problems of government
were discussed at the time. Different ideological traditions, whether
Conservative, Catholic or Protestant, Liberal, Radical or Socialist, inevitably
had their impact on political discourse. So had more-specific traditions of
political theory which nourished debates on crucial themes like sovereignty,
community, authority, liberty, constitutionalism, rule of law and so forth.
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Second, discussions of government often reflected particular conceptions
of history. In the hands of some, this might lead to the elaboration of ‘histori-
cal laws’, often couched in terms of different ‘stages’ through which societies
would develop. ‘Diachronic’ comparisons thus came naturally. Models of
social change often showed a clear evolutionary or even teleological bias.

Third, there was generally a strong emphasis on political institutions,
which were thought to be not only the results of past political strife, but also
factors which could control present and future political developments.

Fourth, ‘comparative’ politics generally assumed specific country per-
spectives. Thus, in Britain ‘cross-channel’ dialogues easily developed into a
contrast between (stable) British ‘cabinet government’ and (unstable) French
‘gouvernement d’assemblée’ (or for that matter British ‘rule of law’ versus
French ‘droit administratif’). Trans-Atlantic debates resulted in the conflict-
ing typologies of a ‘parliamentary’ versus a ‘presidential’ system of demo-
cratic government. Perennial debates in France on the merits, or lack of
merits, of the French revolution strongly coloured political discussions on
problems of constitutionalism and popular sovereignty. Debates in what was
to become Germany had a powerful impact on the analysis of state and
nation, of the exercise of power, of  ‘organicist’ versus ‘liberal’ modes of social
and economic development, and of the comparative role of bureaucracies –
subjects which were to become the concerns of future social science also out-
side German borders. Comparisons of European countries with the United
States underscored the early nature of American democracy and stressed the
importance of voluntary groups in a free society, but the United States could
also be held up as a negative yardstick for alleged abuses, for its spoils
system, the role of lobbies or a yellow press, or more generally the dangers
of ‘mass society’.

Typically, smaller European countries tended to be neglected in the reason-
ing of learned men outside the borders of the particular country itself.
Linguistic frontiers may partly explain this. But probably more important was
the assumption, typical of nineteenth and early twentieth century power
politics, that small countries hardly mattered. At best they might be of little
more than folkloristic interest, at worst they were seen as no more than
transient players in a world in which the larger countries determined history.

‘Comparative politics’ then went generally not much beyond speculation
and the study of ‘foreign government’. Other states were generally seen as
entities all on their own, or at most as possible yardsticks against which to
measure developments in one’s own society, and then often as negative
yardsticks at that.

22..22  TTHHEE  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  SSHHOOCCKKSS  OOFF  TTHHEE  TTWWEENNTTIIEETTHH  CCEENNTTUURRYY
AANNDD  TTHHEE  EERROOSSIIOONN  OOFF  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  CCEERRTTAAIINNTTIIEESS

All this was to change drastically in the wake of three fundamental twentieth
century shocks: the breakdown of democracy in Weimar Germany, the rise
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of totalitarian systems and the turn towards authoritarianism of most of
the new states which were established following the demise of European
colonialism.

The formally legal ‘Machtübernahme’ in Weimar Germany in 1933 shattered
democratic hopes and self-confidence. The Weimar constitution had been
heralded as the perfect model of democratic constitutionalism. Its fall
destroyed the trust in political institutions as sufficient guarantees of demo-
cratic rule. Admittedly, some theoreticians attempted to retain ‘institutionalist’
explanations, singling out ‘faulty’ institutions such as proportional represen-
tation (e.g. Hermens, 1941), the presence of a directly elected President next
to a ‘normal’ but thereby weakened Kanzler, or the absence of judicial review,
as major factors in the destruction of democratic rule. But generally, institu-
tionalist analyses stood discredited. A growing awareness of the patent
discrepancy between the promises of the Soviet constitution of 1936 and the
realities of naked power relations in the USSR reinforced this tendency, as did
events in Italy since 1922 and in France in 1940.

The rise of totalitarian political systems massively changed the percep-
tions of politics. Their development, in some countries and not in others,
raised new problems of comparative enquiry. Earlier beliefs about the
‘natural’ development of democracy foundered. ‘Autocracy’ had been a
time-honoured category of political analysis, and ‘absolutism’ had been the
natural counterpoint of constitutionalism and later of democracy. But totali-
tarianism seemed to represent an entirely new political phenomenon.
Problems of power and leadership, of propaganda and mass publics, of
repressive one-party systems and police rule, came to dominate political
discussion. Sociological and psychological explanations seemed to offer better
insights into the realities of totalitarian rule than did traditional political
theory or institutional analysis.

The post-1945 world was soon to see also the rise of many new states from
what had been colonial dependencies. Such states had generally been
equipped with democratic constitutional arrangements, which in most cases
proved ineffective to stem developments of authoritarian regimes, whether
in the hands of traditional elites, military or bureaucratic governors, or
revolutionary party leaders. Such developments further undermined a belief
in institutional approaches, and called for alternative modes of analysis.

One effect of the great political shocks of the twentieth century was a mas-
sive migration of scholars, notably to the United States of America, but to a
lesser extent also the United Kingdom. One needs only list prominent names
such as Karl W. Deutsch, Henry W. Ehrmann, Otto Kirchheimer, Paul
Lazarsfeld, Karl Loewenstein, Hans Morgenthau, Franz Neumann, Sigmund
Neumann, and Joseph Schumpeter, to make clear the importance of this
factor for new developments in the study of politics. That field was also to
attract the progeny of European refugees who, as a typical ‘second genera-
tion’, turned to the analysis of comparative and international politics in great
numbers. Exiles from Hitler were followed by migrants from Communist
repression, and later still by a growing number of Third World scholars who
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opted to stay in the First World. A desire for the systematic study of
comparative politics came naturally in such circumstances. It heightened
concern with the realities of political power, both within and between states.
It made for a characteristically ambivalent attitude about democracy: if
anything the belief in democratic values became stronger, but expectations
about its chances turned toward pessimism. 

22..33  AACCAADDEEMMEE  AANNDD  AA  CCHHAANNGGIINNGG  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  UUNNIIVVEERRSSEE

If migrant scholars looked back naturally on developments in continents
they had left, the world was changing, and so was the role of the United
States in what was rapidly becoming global politics for policy-makers and
students of politics alike. Although Europe remained a key area, other parts
of the world, including notably the evolving Communist bloc, Japan and a
rapidly growing number of new states, became matters of urgent political
and intellectual concern. So did Latin America, long regarded as a backyard
of a Monroe doctrine America. Comparative politics saw the number of its
possible units of analysis grow beyond recognition. At the same time prob-
lems of political stability and legitimacy, of social and economic develop-
ment, of competing political regimes and ideologies assumed an entirely
new importance.

The need to understand this new world could be met in a variety of ways.
It underscored the importance of experts on single countries, notably those
which became the object of particular policy concern. It increased the
relevance of traditional area studies which it released from their (sometimes
almost museum-like) preoccupation with the unique features of ‘other’
civilizations; in the process cultural anthropology became a more central
field in contemporary social science. At the same time, older beliefs about
inevitable – and presumably static – differences gave way to concerns with
political and social change  – inter alia toward democracy – and beyond this:
to discussions of the extent to which such changes could, and should, be
engineered.

All this fitted in well with the traditional temper of American academics.
The lure of ‘science’ had traditionally been strong and had expanded much
beyond the ‘natural sciences’ into the social sciences and even the humanities.
So had the assumption that ‘science’ could and should lead to practical policy
results. There was a strong belief that the academic enterprise should centre
on the elaboration of testable theories. At the same time, the idea of interdis-
ciplinary study stood in high esteem. It was given a strong impetus within
some of the great universities (the University of Chicago being a particularly
important centre). Such interdisciplinarity was moreover reinforced by new
agencies, including government research councils, the newly established
(American) Social Science Research Council and a growing number of private
foundations all becoming increasingly involved in sponsoring ‘relevant’
research. This in turn facilitated a massive expansion of graduate schools, and
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fostered collaborative research between senior and junior scholars, the latter
being called upon to ‘test’ particular theories elaborated by the former
through detailed empirical research. All this came to coincide with the
development of new research tools, which helped to foster what was soon to
become known as the ‘behavioural revolution’ (from which electoral and
value studies have benefited). Next to library research and field work in a
participatory setting, the survey became a powerful research tool.3 Govern-
ments also began to develop more and more important statistical data to
monitor the effects of new policies. A rapidly growing number of inter-
national organizations, whether global (such as the United Nations and its
specialized agencies, the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund), or
regional (the OECD growing from the efforts of the Marshall Plan, and the
European Communities being particularly important), came to collect stat-
istical data on many countries. To the extent that they were presented in stan-
dardized form, this facilitated comparative inquiry. More and more efforts
also went into the construction of time-series data, necessary for the study of
developments over time. This massively increased amount of quantitative
data (initially developed mainly in the context of economic and social policies
and used in particular by economists and experts in social policies) also
found its way into data handbooks and data archives (see e.g. Banks et al.,
1997; Mackie and Rose, 1991; Woldendorp et al., 2000). The computer revolu-
tion was concurrently to facilitate the storage, analysis and access to such
data. The efforts of individual scholars first, research sponsoring agencies
later, made the pooling and preservation of research data (including the
products of survey research for secondary analysis) increasingly common
practice. All this occurred at a time of a massive expansion of academic
enrolment, which increased facilities not only for graduate research, but also
for publishing research findings. Both university presses and specialized
commercial publishers massively expanded. Journals proliferated. So did
professional associations and the number and specialization of workshops
and panels at academic conferences.

If both the mass, and the sophistication, of such developments in social
science were taking place initially mainly in the United States, they soon
became an international reality. Early in the post-1945 period deliberate
efforts were made to foster international comparative research. One powerful
stimulus came from UNESCO, which established its own International Social
Science Research Council, and which provided a powerful stimulus for the
establishment of international professional bodies such as the International
Political Science Association (IPSA) or the International Sociological Associ-
ation (ISA). Many national governments expanded their research councils.
The idea of international exchange and research co-operation found increasing
favour, with the fellowship programmes of a number of American Founda-
tions, the Fulbright programme, and to a lesser extent agencies like the British
Council setting a pattern. In the process English became increasingly the lingua
franca of modern social science.
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22..44  TTHHEE  NNEEWW  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  PPOOLLIITTIICCSS

Against this general background of political change on the one hand, and a
massive expansion of international and national policy-making and research
on the other hand, ‘comparative politics’ developed rapidly. The shift in
terminology from the older term of ‘comparative government’ to ‘compara-
tive politics’ was symbolic for what was in fact a conscious desire to move
away from the traditional concern with political institutions towards a 
preoccupation with political and social developments generally and within
democratic systems in particular.

There are some particular landmarks in the development of modern ‘com-
parative politics’. One of these was the Evanston seminar at Northwestern
University in 1952 which brought together a group of then-younger scholars
including Samuel Beer, George Blanksten, Richard Cox, Karl W. Deutsch,
Harry Eckstein, Kenneth Thompson and Robert E. Ward under the chair-
manship of Roy Macridis. In a statement, published in the American Political
Science Review, they branded the existing study of comparative government
as parochial in being mainly concerned with Europe only, as being merely
descriptive instead of analytical, as overly concerned with institutions rather
than processes, and as being insufficiently comparative, wedded above all to
case method approaches (Macridis and Cox, 1953). Some of the members of
the Evanston group vigorously clashed with stalwart representatives of an
older generation, including such luminaries as Carl J. Friedrich, Maurice
Duverger, Dolf Sternberger and William A. Robson during a colloquium of
IPSA in Florence in 1954 (Heckscher, 1957). Such older practitioners of com-
parative government were not readily persuaded by the new gospel. They
were to note gleefully that the most irascible proponent of the new ‘compara-
tive politics’, Roy Macridis, was soon to publish work on France and other
countries along what seemed after all rather traditional lines. The continuing
need to take account of specific country perspectives was also to become
apparent in the work of other scholars of the group, who after all became
editors and authors of influential textbooks organized on the basis of
country studies (covering again mainly the larger countries; e.g. Beer and
Ulam, 1958; Macridis and Ward, 1963). 

In the meantime, a group of scholars (including some members of the
Evanston Seminar) was being formed who as a group would have a lasting
influence on the development of comparative politics. Many of them were,
or would be, active in what was soon to become known as ‘the Committee’
(i.e. the Committee on Comparative Politics of the American Social Science
Research Council). In the second half of the 1950s, this Committee deliber-
ately brought together a number of leading area experts. With Gabriel A.
Almond as its highly influential chairman, it set itself to recasting the analy-
sis of comparative politics along mainly structural-functionalist lines. As
Almond explicitly stated in the influential volume edited by himself and
James S. Coleman, The Politics of the Developing Areas (1960), the ambition was
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to find ‘a common framework and set of categories to be used in . . . area
political analysis’; to this end Almond himself engaged in ‘experiments in
the application of sociological and anthropological concepts in the compari-
son of political systems’, irrespective of time or area. This work was eventu-
ally to lead to the famous ‘crises of political development’ model, which
sought to analyse political systems in terms of the character and sequence of
six major processes: legitimacy, identity, penetration, integration, participation
and distribution (see also: Pye, 1966). One manner in which to validate such
approaches was to bring together members of the Committee with experts on
areas, particular institutions or social processes for a series of books on differ-
ent aspects of political development, including communications (Pye, 1963),
bureaucracies (LaPalombara, 1963), political culture (Pye and Verba, 1965),
education (Coleman, 1965), parties (LaPalombara and Weiner, 1966), and
(belatedly) state-formation (Tilly, 1975). Two works were intended to cap the
approach: a book offered mainly as a textbook (Almond and Powell, 1966),
and a co-authored volume on Crises and Sequences in Political Development
(Binder et al., 1971). Whereas the first seemed to proclaim certainty, the latter
revealed considerable self-doubt and disagreement in the Committee. Clearly,
its members did not see eye to eye on such fundamental matters as the
existence or not of a linear development from tradition to modernity, and
the possibility to engineer social change and democratization or not.

Of course, such debates were not restricted to members of the Committee.
A great many scholars, in different disciplines, tried their hand at defining
processes of political development and modernization.4 For all their diver-
sity and disagreement, such writings had in common an attempt to under-
stand processes of social change, conceived as in principle comparable over
different areas and time-periods, and tackled with instruments from what-
ever social science discipline seemed appropriate. Such approaches also led
to a reconsideration of past patterns of political and social change in nations
already seen as fully or mainly modernized, including the United States
itself and Western Europe. Historians were asked to join in such efforts at
comparative understanding (see for example: Black, 1966; Tilly, 1975, 1990;
Grew, 1978). 

The impact of these approaches on the discipline was substantial. All
manner of Ph.D. candidates swarmed out to study processes of social and
political modernization in countries all over the world. They did so with dif-
ferent interests and intent. Some became thoroughly intrigued with the per-
sistent role of traditional structures and beliefs, making them eager novices in
the ranks of area specialists and cultural anthropologists. Others concentrated
rather on the other end of the presumed tradition–modernity continuum,
identifying largely with the search of economists and experts on public admin-
istration for ‘development’. Yet others felt happier with the work of various
international organizations which sought to monitor and stimulate social and
economic developments with the aid of statistical indicators, regarding the
universe of nations, or some particular sample of it, as a laboratory in which
to test particular development models (see: Przeworski and Teune, 1970).
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22..55  IINNEEVVIITTAABBLLEE  RREEAACCTTIIOONNSS

For all its exhilaration the political development boom was to create its own
reactions, in rather different ways. 

One reaction consisted in the development of counter-models of develop-
ment which treated the prosperous West not as the prototype of a modern
society which others were naturally to attain at some later stage, but as
the root cause of an inequitable distribution of the world’s goods. Marxist
theories of (neo)imperialism held capitalist development responsible for the
exploitation of the Third World, and regarded the so-called ‘independence’
of former colonies as a thin guise for what was in practice ‘neo-colonialism’.
Notably from the background of Latin America, which had much older inde-
pendent states than Africa and parts of Asia, developed the various brands
of ‘dependency’ theory which emphasized the co-existence of traditional
sectors of society and the economy with modern economic sectors which
were in practice little more than the emporia of the advanced economies
in the USA and Europe. Such models were given a more elaborate treatment
in Wallerstein’s World System approach, which became in many ways an
academic industry of its own.

A second reaction came from those who had difficulty fitting Communist
systems into the framework of general development theories. To many, such
a problem did not seem particularly urgent: the comparative study of
Communist societies was to a considerable extent a world unto itself, and
many were happy to leave it at that. The idea of a possible convergence of
systems in the West and the East seemed to most observers bereft of reality,
perhaps a matter of speculation for economists, not for those who knew the
patent differences in political life from direct physical experience or histori-
cal analogy. But developments of Communist states did yet enter the field of
general comparative politics for at least two reasons. Communist models
might and did serve as example and inspiration for Third World countries,
notably in their Chinese and Cuban variety. And in a more theoretical vein,
a debate arose on the issue to what degree totalitarian systems were them-
selves a product of modernity. This point had been strongly argued by Carl
J. Friedrich, who saw in that characteristic the fundamental difference
between older systems of autocracy and royal absolutism and modern totali-
tarian systems (Friedrich, 1954; Friedrich and Brzezinski, 1956), but was
denied by scholars like Wittfogel who saw many common features between
the systems described by him in his Oriental Despotism (1957) and systems of
modern totalitarian rule. Nevertheless, whether seen as possible models
of modernization, or as alternative expressions of modernity itself, the study
of totalitarian systems remained on the whole outside the scope of general
comparative politics writing. At least one reason for this was the tendency to
equate political modernity with democracy, in systems already existing or as
the natural end-product of political development.

A third reaction to the political development literature consisted in the
allegation that it rode roughshod over the uniqueness of particular areas or
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countries. Such was the natural reaction of scholars nurtured in a tradition
of ‘configurative’ studies, whether of a particular local culture, or a particu-
lar political system. Such scholars were not comfortable with what they
regarded as overly general categories of analysis. They emphasized that the
essence of political and social systems lay in the complicated interaction of
many variables which could only be disentangled by destroying the unique-
ness of the whole. And they tended to deny the possibility of real compara-
tive study given the inability of scholars to really know more than one or two
cases sufficiently well (but see: Ragin, 1987; Rueschemeyer et al., 1992 for
recent attempts to remedy these differences between the case study
approach and ‘many cases, few variables’ studies). 

22..66  RREETTHHIINNKKIINNGG  EEUURROOPPEE

For a time Europe became a somewhat ambiguous area in the development
of the new comparative politics. The Third World seemed to attract most of
the theorizing and field research, as did to a lesser and more specialist sense
the development of Communist systems. Europe seemed possibly some-
what old-fashioned, a world of staid democracies about which all was
known and where little happened. The very concept of Europe had become
somewhat hazy, moreover. The erection of the Iron Curtain had lopped off
a number of countries which had formerly formed a natural part of the
European universe. If one saw Western Europe as for all practical purposes
identical with ‘democratic Europe’, then certain European countries (includ-
ing some members of NATO, like Greece, or Portugal, not to speak of Spain)
presumably did not belong. If democracy were the defining characteristic,
why then not study all modern democracies together, thus abandoning the
very existence of ‘Europe’ as a distinct area (a conclusion drawn for example
by Lijphart, 1984)?

Whatever such qualms, ‘Europe’ was soon to figure prominently on the
map of comparative politics again, through a variety of circumstances. The
persistent concern about ‘totalitarianism’ naturally made for comparative
enquiry into past events: what after all had caused the breakdown of demo-
cratic regimes in some countries, and not others (see notably the consciously
comparative study of Linz and Stepan, 1978). When much later Greece,
Spain and Portugal all returned to democratic rule, the reverse question
arose: what were the causes for such transitions from authoritarian rule (see:
O’Donnell et al., 1986; Diamond et al., 1988). The failure of imposed consti-
tutional regimes in many former colonies raised the issue whether alter-
native models of democracy might have done better; where was one to find
these but in Europe (the British dominions usually being regarded as mere
offshoots of a British system)? The general concern with development posed
many questions for which the history of different European countries might
provide possible answers, whatever the dangers of historical analogies.
There was a rich literature on European countries, and access to sources was
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relatively easy. Europe contained, moreover, a variety of cases vital for
comparative analysis with a generalizing intent, provided one really knew
the specific cases that made up Europe, and went beyond the exclusive
concentration on a few larger countries only.

Much of the history of the development of comparative politics writing in
and on Europe can in fact be written in terms of a desire to take account
of the political experience of particular countries (for a fuller elaboration of
this theme, see: Daalder, 1987). As a special subdiscipline, European com-
parative politics grew largely from the efforts of a new post-war generation
of younger scholars who engaged in a massive trek, to some extent to the
United Kingdom, but particularly to the United States. They found there an
exhilarating world of scholarship, with all manner of theoretical speculation
and rich empirical research. This was in strong contrast with the paucity of
‘modern’ social science literature in their own country, and led naturally to a
desire to emulate and replicate studies on America with comparable studies
at home. At the same time, a confrontation with Anglo-Saxon scholarship
also provoked a natural reaction against what were often felt to be too specifi-
cally ‘British’ or ‘American’ theories, typologies or models, and fostered a
desire to develop alternative theories and typologies which were more in
line with the understanding of one’s own country. At a minimum, more
countries should be brought onto the map of European comparative politics,
which somewhat ironically required ‘translating’ their experience into
Anglo-American concepts.

Thus, some of the most innovative comparative politics writing by
European scholars betrays, on closer analysis, a strong influence of particular
country perspectives. This had been irritatingly clear from what purported
to be a general study of political parties by Maurice Duverger (1954), which
for all the help the author received in data collection from an early IPSA
network of European political scientists, was shot through with French
perspectives and prejudices. But one can also document the impact of Italian
concerns in the much more sophisticated analyses of party systems by
Giovanni Sartori (1976). There is the disappointment of a left-socialist German
emigré-scholar about post-war developments in Germany and Austria in the
work of Otto Kirchheimer (see the collection by: Burin and Shell, 1969;
Krouwel, 1999), just as Scandinavia provided the undoubted background of
the development of a centre–periphery model in the rich work of Stein Rokkan
(1970). An even clearer example is the deliberate development of the con-
sociationalist model against the background of The Netherlands, Belgium,
Austria and Switzerland, to counter the massive impact of what seemed too
easy an identification of Anglo-American models of government with
democracy per se.5

From the mosaic of such parallel studies a much more sophisticated
picture emerged of the diversities of European experience which could be
studied both in a diachronic and a synchronic manner, culminating in what
is as yet the most satisfactory attempt at understanding the complexities of
European political developments contained in Stein Rokkan’s so-called
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‘topological-typological’ map, or ‘macro-model’ of Europe (Flora et al., 1999;
Rokkan, 1970; Rokkan, 1975; Rokkan and Urwin, 1983; cf. Daalder, 1979).

22..77  DDIIFFFFEERREENNTT  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  SSTTRRAATTEEGGIIEESS  FFOORR  SSTTUUDDYYIINNGG
DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY

Taking developments in the study of ‘Europe’ as an example, the consider-
able variety of modes of comparative study becomes readily apparent.

A seeming paradox is provided by the country monograph. To the extent
such a monograph is written to elucidate particular political experiences for
a more general public, it may offer insights of comparative importance. This
is much more true if the monograph seeks to prove, or disprove, specific
theoretical propositions first developed with one or more other countries in
mind. The most telling example, however, is the consciously theory-based
analysis of a single country case (e.g. Eckstein, 1966; Lijphart, 1968). Moving
to a somewhat higher level of abstraction are comparative analyses of two,
or a few, particular countries.6 Most ‘comparativists’ must confess that their
real knowledge of different countries tapers off quickly beyond a rather
limited number of cases. One obvious way to overcome such limitations is
collaborative research, in which, for any given research question, experts on
different countries are asked to join in a common research effort. Most books
on (European) democratic comparative politics consist of edited volumes of
this kind. Such volumes bring much needed information on different coun-
tries together and testify to the fruits of cross-fertilization. But most of them
suffer the natural defects of group enterprises. The choice of countries is
often a function of the availability, or even the reliability, of individual
country experts. Even the most rigorous attempt at editorial guidance rarely
results in an even quality, let alone genuine comparability, of country
chapters. Introductory and concluding chapters very often are of a rather ad
hoc and impressionistic nature (but see for impressive examples volumes
of a lasting nature, such as Neumann, 1956; Dahl, 1966; Rose, 1974; Budge
et al., 1987).

This strengthens the case for attempting individual syntheses after all. The
difficulty of such an enterprise becomes readily apparent, however, if one
seeks for post-war equivalents of the great comparative government treatises
of the past (e.g. Friedrich, 1941; H. Finer, 1949; not to speak of earlier classics
such as Lowell, 1896 or Bryce, 1929). These are very hard to find (e.g. Blondel,
1969; S.E. Finer, 1970; for later attempts to analyse ‘European democracies’
see Smith, 1972; Castles, 1982; Steiner, 1986; Pelassy, 1992; Keman, 1996; Lane
and Errson, 1998; Gallagher et al., 2000), and encounter the obvious problem
of an increased number of countries to be treated, with many more empirical
research findings of potential relevance to be covered.

Rather than on analysis at the level of countries as a whole, work has tended
to focus on particular institutions such as monarchy (e.g. Fusilier, 1960),
heads of state (Kaltefleiter, 1970), the formation of cabinets (e.g. Bogdanor and
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Butler, 1983; Pridham, 1986; Budge and Keman, 1990;  Laver and Shepsle, 1994),
parliaments (Wheare, 1963; von Beyme, 1970), electoral systems (Lijphart,
1993), parties in general (Sartori, 1976; von Beyme, 1985; Panebianco, 1988),
particular party families, interest groups, bureaucratic structures, and so on.
In studies focusing on particular institutions or groups, there is always real
danger of analyses that are out of political and social context.

Alternatively, there is the massive growth of quantitative ‘cross-national
studies’. As stated before, both the quantity and the quality of data have
increased massively in the last decades, through the efforts of governments,
international organizations, the gallant work of those who prepare ‘data hand-
books’7), and organize data archives. Such data invite cross-national studies,
in a large number of fields. Thus one need only inspect the guide to journal
articles in ‘Electoral Studies’, not to speak of important collaborative volumes
(ranging from Rose, 1974 to Franklin et al., 1992), to see the richness of studies
on electoral behaviour, and of elections (cf. Bartolini and Mair, 1990). We have
important studies on political participation (influenced notably by the works
of Verba et al., 1978; and Barnes and Kaase, 1979) and on the impact of chang-
ing values (an area dominated by the highly debated analyses of Inglehart,
1977, 1990). The study of cabinet coalitions has offered a fertile testing-ground
of formal theories (for a useful survey and discussion see Laver and Schofield,
1990). As we shall see presently, the data revolution has also had a great impact
on the study of the development and problems of modern welfare states and
public policy. Not all such cross-national studies are really comparative, how-
ever. Although they draw on data from many countries, they are often directed
more to problems of general political sociology or psychology than to a
systematic inspection of country variables. ‘Contextual’ knowledge is often
neglected, and with it possibly the essence of comparative politics itself, which
in the words of Sidney Verba presupposes that one tries to generalize – using
that term loosely – about nations, or to generalize about subnational entities
like bureaucracies, parties, armies and interests groups in ways that use national
variation as part of the explanation (italics HD; Verba, 1986: 28). A lack of knowl-
edge of the countries studied has made some such ‘cross-national’ analyses
verge on what Stein Rokkan once dubbed mere ‘numerological nonsense’.

22..88  NNEEWW  AAPPPPRROOAACCHHEESS  TTOO  TTHHEE  SSTTUUDDYY  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  PPOOLLIITTIICCSS  

Developments in modern comparative politics, then, were largely the result
of a greater knowledge of individual countries on the one hand, and of a true
revolution in data collection and analysis techniques on the other. But at the
same time, new political problems appeared on the political agenda, which
resulted in something like a paradigmatic shift. If comparative politics had
concentrated thus far mainly on problems of regime change, political insti-
tutions, and what in systems theory one calls ‘input’ structures, a new con-
cern developed with problems of public policy and political ‘output’ (see
Chapter 10 of this book). Various factors contributed to this development.
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One cause was the (renewed?) ‘Left’ revolution in social science in the
1960s and 1970s, which faced the question why ‘capitalist’ systems endured,
once-confident prophesies to the contrary notwithstanding. This led to a
new concern with the role of the state which seemed somewhat forgotten in
otherwise rival approaches of systems theory and economic determinism.8

A parallel debate arose on the extent to which political parties – notably
Socialist ones (see Castles, 1978; Schmidt, 1982b; Keman, 1988, 1990) – did
affect government policies or not (see Chapter 9 of this book). A major
element in the discussion became the degree to which states differed in their
dependence on external economic forces (e.g. Katzenstein, 1985), which
could only be solved by comparative inquiry. Even when such studies
related to European countries only, the obvious relevance of international
economic structures and events brought scholars closer to those who had
long been preoccupied with world economic realities (e.g. the proponents of
a World Systems approach mentioned earlier).

A second major factor was the development of ‘neo-corporatism’. Origin-
ating to some extent from a transposition of an approach found useful in
the study of Latin America (e.g. Schmitter, 1974, reprinted in Schmitter and
Lehmbruch, 1979), it won great acclaim in attempts to explain ‘Europe’, and
possible differences within it. By emphasizing the close interaction between
public and private actors, the neo-corporatist approach seemed successfully
to bridge input and output structures, and to present a more realistic picture
of power relations and policy-making than either those who had spoken
uncritically of ‘the’ state, or those who had embraced a naive ‘pluralism’, had
been able to provide (see Chapter 8 in this book). Neo-corporatism became in
Schmitter’s words ‘something like a growth industry’. But the gap between
‘general’ theory and empirical validation remained substantial, to the detri-
ment of the value of the approach as a tool for general comparative analyses
as distinct from the study of specific policy areas.

A third major contribution came from those who set out to analyse the
development of the welfare state in comparative terms. On the one hand,
this work fitted in well with the concerns of older development theorists:
one should note the link between state expansion, economic policies and
processes of political development which had characterized the work of
German Kathedersozialisten and Nationaloekonomen; (re)distribution had been
one of the paramount concerns of the Committee on Comparative Politics;
and the leading empirical scholar in this field, Peter Flora (1974, 1975; Flora
and Heidenheimer, 1981; Flora, 1986) saw his work as filling a gap in
Rokkan’s macro-model of democratic politics in Europe. On the other hand,
comparative work on the welfare state was to encounter what was soon to
become the major debate on its ‘fiscal crisis’, and on possible limits of state
intervention more generally (Castles et al., 1987; Keman et al., 1987; Lane
and Ersson, 1990). The label ‘political economy’ was to cover a wide variety
of concerns, ranging from rational choice paradigms based on individu-
alist self-interest, to studies of specific policy areas, competing models of
general economic and monetary and fiscal policy, and renewed debates on
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political legitimacy. The full weight of such new approaches on the study of
comparative politics is discussed by other contributors in this volume. 

22..99  TTHHEE  GGRREEAATT  NNEEWW  CCHHAALLLLEENNGGEESS

But such challenges would seem to pale before the momentous changes tak-
ing place in what had been thought of as the Communist world, and the
attendant shifts in contemporary international relations. In addition, the
progress of European integration, however halting, is affecting the very basis
of independent states as the unit of analysis on which so much of compara-
tive politics has rested.

The long-standing assumption of a natural division of labour between the
study of international relations engaged in analysing the interaction of states,
and comparative politics concerned with the study of processes within states,
always rested on somewhat dubious ground. It left unclear how scholars
were to handle the formation of (new) states; it glossed over the great influ-
ence of domestic political processes on the making of foreign policies; it
belittled what became known in the international relations literature as
‘transnational’ politics; and it postulated a degree of political independence
for ‘sovereign’ states which never completely fitted the realities of an inter-
dependent world (as advocates of a World System approach, dependency
theorists and other political economy theorists had long maintained). 

The division of the world into rival blocs had arguably permitted a certain
separation of international relations and comparative politics. The assump-
tion that existing states within a bloc remained distinct units of analysis
seemed tenable in a world of relatively stable alliances (the necessary ceteris
paribus qualification being as easily forgotten as it was given). The much
more fluid international scene of today makes such an assumption rather
more questionable.

At the same time, developments within the European Union increasingly
undermine the role of member states as independent units, even though
international modes of decision-making remain juxtaposed to supranational
ones. Powers of decision in vital matters are either shared or transferred to
organs ‘beyond the nation-state’; while at the same time states also lose
formal or effective powers to regional or local units. The ‘national’ power to
control citizens, groups and enterprises becomes more dubious in a world of
increased mobility and communication, affecting the status of individual
‘states’ as realistic units for comparative analysis.

But the greatest, if generally unexpected, challenge to comparative politics
comes from events in Central and Eastern Europe. We mentioned earlier that
the study of Communist states had become mainly the concern of a special-
ist group of scholars. Experts on Communism have largely lost their ‘sub-
ject’, although they have retained their knowledge of language and area.
Scholars who were mainly concerned with the study of the development and
the working of democracies, on the other hand, stand before an entirely new
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universe. Their concern had generally been with the comparative treatment
of existing democratic states, which is a far cry from the making of new demo-
cracies in societies which have not known democratic rule for two political
generations or more. For all the words spoken by pundits at symposia, in
newspaper columns or journal articles, the extent to which proven knowledge
exists is unclear. 

The future of democracy presupposes at a minimum the creation of new
institutions, but the brunt of comparative politics teaching since Weimar has
tended to discount the independent effect of political institutions. Seemingly
abstract debates on the merits of presidential, semi-presidential or parlia-
mentary systems of government, on unicameral or bicameral legislatures, on
electoral systems and their effect on the politicization of cleavages and the
formation of party systems, on the proper role of judicial bodies, have become
suddenly matters of crucial importance again (see: Lijphart, 1994). But they
must function in areas with all the remnants of a totalitarian past, rival
claims for political control and citizenship, possibly severe disagreements on
the nature of the political unit itself  – and all this amidst economic ruin and
change. It is as if all major issues in the study of comparative politics are
chaotically thrown together: the formation of states, the working of institu-
tions, the rivalry of parties and groups, competing ideologies, the provision
of state services and their limits, issues of economic interdependence, inter-
national power politics, and what not. Against this, one must ruefully
acknowledge that basic political phenomena such as civil war, terror, ethnic
conflict or the shattering effects of ideological strife, have traditionally
tended to fall in the interstices of the study of international relations, com-
parative politics and political theory, rather than forming their core.

Comparative politics, then, stands before its greatest challenge yet. Never
before were so many fundamental questions raised at one and the same time
about the development of democracy, democratic governance and related
performances. In all honesty one should acknowledge that it provides few
definite answers.   

NNOOTTEESS

1 This is a revised and updated version of a chapter published in Keman (ed.) (1993).
2 For a full and sophisticated treatment, see the introductory chapter by Eckstein in:

Eckstein and Apter, 1963. 
3 Most notably in the field of electoral research, but also in other comparative

analyses, e.g. the  influential work of Almond and Verba on political culture, 1963.
4 To mention only some of the more prominent ones: Lerner, 1958; Apter, 1965;

Organski, 1965; Barrington Moore, 1966; Zolberg, 1966; Rustow, 1967; Huntington,
1968; Eisenstadt, 1973: see also useful readers such as Macridis and Brown, 1961,
1986; Eckstein and Apter, 1963; Finkle and Gable, 1966; Eisenstadt, 1971.

5 See: Almond, 1956 and contra Lijphart, 1975, 1977; for a review of Lijphart and the
parallel work of other writers like Huyse, Lembruch and J. Steiner, see: Daalder,
1974.
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6 The value of this strategy had not been lost on members of the Committee on
Comparative Politics which sponsored as one of its first projects a comparison of
Japan and Turkey, see: Ward and Rustow (eds), 1964.

7 See for more notable examples covering rather different variables and countries
Taylor and Jodice, 1983; Flora, 1983; Mackie and Rose, 1991; Lane et al., 1995; Katz
and Mair, 1992; Woldendorp et al., 1993, 2000.

8 In that light the famous title of Evans, Rueschemeyer and Skocpol, Bringing the
State Back In (1985) would seem to testify as much to a new vision of those who
had been strangely blind, as to the real record of political studies they criticized.
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33 COMPARING DEMOCRACIES: THEORIES
AND EVIDENCE

HHaannss  KKeemmaann

33..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

The field of comparative politics has been characterized by a volatile
relationship between methodological issues and a focus on political develop-
ment. In the previous chapter Hans Daalder has given an account of how
these two elements are not only intertwined, but also show an interaction.
This development and the interaction between substance and method delin-
eates ‘comparative politics’ as a distinct field of (or within) political science.
To be exact: the development and diffusion of ‘democracy’ as a political and
societal regime has dominated the research agenda of political science since
the 1950s. Hence, research into and the analysis of democracy has always
been a central concern of political scientists and the ‘core business’ of com-
parative politics and remains so. In this chapter we shall therefore attempt to
record the ‘state of affairs’ with respect to this development from the per-
spective of positive theory (i.e. the development of knowledge and insights
based on empirically developed propositions and related inferences). This
account is derived from the vast comparative literature on democracy, its
occurrence and diffusion, on the one hand, and its political performance
based on comparative data-analysis, on the other.

Yet, before discussing the comparative analysis of democracy it may be
useful to make some general points as regards the relationship between
substance and method in comparative politics (Section 3.2). The conclusion
of Section 3.2 will be that democracy ought to be defined as a concept that
can ‘travel across time’ without undue stretching or limitation. This exercise
is the subject of Section 3.3 where a number of indicators and quantitative
variables will be discussed in terms of their theoretical validity and empiri-
cal reliability. In Section 3.4, the focus will be on the various explanations of
comparative ‘democraticness’ (or: the degree of democratic development as
a regime and as a polity; see: Bingham Powell, 1982; Rueschemeyer et al.,
1992; Keman, 1996; Potter et al., 1997; Landman, 2000; Schmidt, 2000).
Finally, in Section 3.5 attention will be paid to the performance of democratic
states in view of their ‘age’ as well as the impact of the (so-called) ‘waves of
democratization’.
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33..22  DDOOIINNGG  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  RREESSEEAARRCCHH::  SSUUBBSSTTAANNCCEE  AANNDD  MMEETTHHOODD

There have been several attempts to delineate the boundaries of comparative
politics, yet there is little agreement at present on its distinctiveness.
Essentially, one could argue that there exist four different ways of defining
comparative politics: first, those who distinguish it from other approaches to
political science by referring to certain concepts employed which can only be
properly understood by means of comparative analysis; second, those who
take as a point of departure the central features of the political process which
can be analysed for all political systems; third, there are those who maintain
that politics can only be understood by employing a macroscopic perspec-
tive; fourth, and finally, there are many who define comparative politics by
means of its method, i.e. the art of comparing, and who justify this by refer-
ring to the famous quote of Kipling: What know they of England, who only
England know?

Although the last way of delineating comparative politics is purely
methodological, it is the most prevalent one. However, I do not wholly con-
cur with this view, for it would mean that the domain of a discipline is
defined by its method, rather than by either its substance, i.e. the study of poli-
tics, which is then, of course, still in want of a definition itself, or by its mode
of explanation that is supposed to advance our knowledge of the core subject
(Faure, 1994). In this section I shall focus on what comparative politics can
add to political science by means of its use of attributes of macro-social units in
explanatory statements (Ragin, 1987: 5). This calls for an elaboration of the
substance matter in terms of an identifiable object of study – democracy –
and how this relates to empirical analysis – comparing democratic regimes. 

In general, comparative political research is defined in two ways: either on
the basis of its supposed core subject, which is almost always defined at the
level of political system (Kalleberg, 1966; Wallerstein, 1974; Almond and
Powell, 1978; Mair, 1996), or by means of descriptive features that claim to
enhance knowledge about politics as a process (Apter, 1965; Roberts, 1978;
Bingham Powell, 1982; Dogan and Pelassy, 1990; Lane and Errson, 1994;
Keman, 1993a). These descriptions are generally considered to differentiate
comparative politics from other fields within political science. Although it is
a useful starting point, it is not sufficient. Some authors are more specific in
their description and add to this general point of departure that comparative
politics concerns nations and their political systems (Wiarda, 1986; Lane and
Ersson, 1994), or the study of geographic areas. Finally, some authors deliver
a more or less exhaustive definition in which ‘the comparative study of
political phenomena against the background of cultural, sociological and
economic features of different societies’ is the focus of comparative politics
(Macridis, 1986; Berg-Schlosser and Müller-Rommel, 1987; Dogan and
Pelassy, 1990; see also: Mair, 1996).

All these descriptions may be useful up to a point, but they do not help
to mark off the field, and they require greater specification. Comparative
politics must be defined in terms of its theoretical design and its research
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strategy on the basis of a goal-oriented point of reference – what exactly is to
be explained – as in this case, democracy. A way of accomplishing this is to
argue for a more refined concept of ‘politics’ and develop concepts that
‘travel’ and can thus be related to the political process in various societies. In
addition, a set of rules must be developed that direct the research strategy,
aiming at explanations, rather than at a complete description of political
phenomena, by comparing such phenomena across systems, through time,
or cross-nationally. At this point most comparativists often stop elaborating
their approach and start investigating – however, without realizing that
theory and method are interdependent modes of activities.

Comparative politics should be seen as an approach that aims at explain-
ing the political process in a society by means of a (meta-) theoretical frame-
work of reference and where explanations are validated by comparing
macro-societal units of analysis (see also: Roberts, 1978; Ragin, 1987;
Przeworski, 1987; Castles, 1989b; Lane and Ersson, 1994). The goal of com-
parative politics is to explain those ‘puzzles’ which cannot be studied with-
out comparing and whose explanations are derived from logical reasoning.
Hence, there can be no comparative research without a thorough theoretical
argument underlying it, nor without a methodologically adequate research
design to undertake it (Pennings et al., 1999; Landman, 2000). 

In most discussions of comparative politics theoretical and methodolo-
gical aspects are divorced, or – at least – treated separately. For example, Ragin
(1987) and Przeworski (1987) emphasize predominantly the methodological
aspects of the art of comparison as a ‘logic of inquiry’, which is often under-
developed or incompletely elaborated. Theoretical progress and explanatory
value appear then to emanate from their ‘logic’ (see: Przeworski, 1987: 45ff;
Ragin, 1987: 125ff). Yet, the comparative analysis of the political process
must be founded a priori in theory and then related to the best fitting ‘logic
of inquiry’.1 Hence, a theory of democracy – be it simple or encompassing –
must first be developed before one starts pondering over the adequate
research strategy.

Another example of separating theory and method can be found in the
study of electoral behaviour. This vital part of the political process can be
explained fairly well on the basis of deductive reasoning. To validate its
micro-level-founded hypotheses a comparative research design is not neces-
sary. It can be done, but it is only genuinely comparative if the explanatory
concepts are analysed by examining the variation in the political properties
on both the micro- and macro-level. Electoral behaviour or party behaviour
that is explained by means of the working of electoral systems, features of a
party system, or the existing rules of government formation are in need of a
comparative analysis (see, for example, Lijphart, 1984, 1999; Sartori, 1976;
von Beyme, 1985; Bogdanor and Butler, 1983; Budge and Keman, 1990;
Vanhanen, 1997). However, studies which focus on intra-systemic variation
or micro-level variation are, notwithstanding their quality per se and useful-
ness as sources of information, not genuinely comparative in nature (see
also: Blondel, 1990; Guy Peters, 1998).
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This conclusion seems to hold for other types of cross-national research
too: since the 1970s the study of ‘electoral volatility’ in Western Europe
gained momentum, when it appeared that the division of party systems and
the structure of voting patterns was less stabilized than originally assumed
(Daalder and Mair, 1983; Crewe and Denver, 1985). It is interesting to note
(with the help of hindsight) that most analyses were, in fact, based on
country-based analytical descriptions with little comparative information.
What was lacking was a truly comparative set of theoretical references
concerning – in this case – the explicandum, i.e. ‘political stability’, that at the
same time is consciously linked to a comparable set of operational terms
(see: Bartolini and Mair, 1990: 35–46). 

The same observation can be made with respect to the study of govern-
ment formation. On the one hand, there are collections of country-studies
(often developed on a shared list of elements present in each case descrip-
tion, e.g. Pridham, 1986; Laver and Budge, 1992) that stress the idiosyncratic
nature of a country’s political process, rather than the commonality of the
development under review. On the other hand, a development can be
observed with respect to the politics of coalition-building in which an under-
lying theoretical argument has been developed that directs the research,
where countries are not the principal focus but a collection of comparable
cases that show variation concerning what is to be explained (e.g. Laver and
Schofield, 1990; Budge and Keman, 1990; Laver and Shepsle, 1994). Other
examples could be mentioned to support this point regarding the relation
between theory and method in comparative politics. Yet, the principal mes-
sage is that much of the research that is labelled as comparative, either lacks
theoretical foundation or is based on a research design that is not truly com-
parative in substance. As a possible way to remedy this weak relationship
between substance and method I propose to focus on the ‘political’ as a multi-
dimensional space that is apparent and visible in all present societies and is
always closely related to debates on the ‘democraticness’ of a society (Dahl,
1971, 1989, 1998). 

The ‘political’ in a society can be described on the basis of three dimen-
sions: politics, polity and policy (Schmidt, 1993a; Keman, 1997b). Politics
is then what I would like to call the political process. On this level actors
(mostly aggregates of individuals organized in parties, movements, or groups)
interact with each other when they have conflicting interests or views
regarding societal issues that cannot be solved by themselves (i.e. deficiency
of self-regulation). The process of solving those problems which make actors
clash is more often than not visible through the institutions that have
emerged in order to facilitate conflict resolution. Institutions help to develop
coalescence and to achieve a consensus among conflicting actors through
compromising alternative preferences. These institutions manifest them-
selves in the rules of the game in a society. This is what is meant by the
‘polity’. In many cases this code of conduct is organized by means of a demo-
cratic polity and the related ‘rule of law’ (Keman, 1999; Schmidt, 2000). The
options chosen or decided upon for political action to solve the problem is
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what we shall call policy formation. Hence, political action, the relation
between politics and policy-making, requires a degree of autonomy in order
to be feasible and effective. In short, a theory of the political process must
assume that there exists a mutual and interdependent relation between
politics and society, which is shaped by the existing as well as emerging
‘rules of the political game’. The issue at hand is then to investigate to what
extent and in what way this process can be observed and affects societal
developments. That is to say that all those processes that can be defined by
means of these three dimensions are worthy of our attention as long as the
analysis requires comparison in order to explain the process. The next step
therefore is to specify the unit of analysis for comparative purposes. This is in
our vocabulary the ‘core subject’ (Pennings et al., 1999; Landman, 2000). 

To give a concrete example: the study of the development of democracy as
a political system is not by definition a subject of comparative research. Yet,
arguably, no one will deny that it is part of the substance that is embodied in
what we have called the ‘political’ and has a strong relation with societal
development. The core subject is then not democracy per se but instead the
extent to which politics, polity and policy can be identified as properties of
the democratic process. 

Although the core subject of comparative politics has been specified in rela-
tion to the ‘political’ in a society – here democracy – it does not imply that
we have a theory too. Rather than looking for broad concepts or micro-based
theories it appears to me that a theoretical approach in comparative politics
should focus on the interaction between political actors and institutions, and
seek to establish in which way this interaction influences a system’s capacity
to perform in accordance with the needs and demands of a society. A viable
trajectory to follow is to take stock of the existing ideas and theories concern-
ing the origins, development and consolidation of democracy – as Todd
Landman (2000) does – and falsify and verify these ideas by means of com-
parative analysis. Another road to travel is: take a seminal theory – such as
for instance Dahl’s theory of polyarchy – and attempt to specify in a rigorous
way how and to what extent this approach to democracy stands up to reality
and explains democratic developments at present (Schmidt, 2000).

In this chapter we shall use both trajectories. In Section 3.3 the conceptual-
ization of democracy by Robert Dahl, polyarchy, will be the point of departure
(Dahl, 1971). In Section 3.4 a number of explanations of the development of
democracy will be discussed and comparatively examined. Both trajectories,
this will be obvious, require a comparative method based on data on a macro-
scopic level and measured on a system level (see further: Lane and Ersson,
1994; Guy Peters, 1998; Pennings et al., 1999; Landman, 2000).

In sum: the theory-guided question of comparative politics is to what extent
the ‘political’, the core substance of comparative politics, can indeed account
for, and is shaped by the political actions in one system compared with
another. It is this process and the attempts to explain it by systematic
comparison as a method that distinguishes comparative politics from other
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fields in political science and at the same time makes it a field within
political science. 

Arguably there is not a concept that is more central to the substance matter
of the ‘political’ than democracy. Not only is it a contested concept in politi-
cal science, but also a fertile ground for theory development. Finally, it goes
almost without saying, democracy is a regime type that represents all
dimensions of the ‘political’: politics, polity, policy. It is therefore a systemic
element of society in general. The study of democracy, central in this book,
is typical for comparative politics both in terms of substance and method.

33..33  TTHHEE  CCOONNCCEEPPTT  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY  AASS  AA  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  VVAARRIIAABBLLEE

One of the basic features of any democracy is that there is a (freely) elected
government which can be held accountable for its actions. Hence elections
are an essential element of democracy and of paramount interest to political
scientists. The same observation can be made with respect to the formation
and operation of parliament as well as regards the composition and termin-
ation of government. Political parties play a key role in both elections and
governments, shaping the actual process of democratic decision-making.
There is, however, little consistent and reliable information in the shape of
standardized information on the actual organization and working of demo-
cracies. Before discussing the comparative information on democracy we
shall therefore briefly elaborate what is meant by democratic governance.

In principle democratic governance entails, as Abraham Lincoln put it in
1861: ‘Government by the people, for the people, of the people’. In fact elec-
tions play a major role in the relationship between people and their govern-
ment. Hence, the most prevalent form of democracy is indirect (possibly,
with certain features of direct democracy; Budge, 1996a). To put it differ-
ently, democratic governance is basically representative government shaped by
an institutional arrangement (which is almost always constitutionally driven;
Schumpeter, 1942: 265–8). In addition, representative government is seen as
establishing the legitimate authority of the state within a democratic society
(cf. Weber in: Schmidt, 2000: 180–2). Finally, this institutional arrangement
provides the basis for the mutual obligations between the democratic leader-
ship or government, and the population. These obligations ultimately define
the conditions that have to be met in order to delineate the concept of demo-
cratic government. These are (Held, 1987; Beetham, 1994):

1. popular representation by means of elections (freely and regularly held);
2. fully guaranteed civil and political rights for all citizens (effectively);
3. supremacy of the rule of law (by means of a constitution or basic laws).

In Table 3.1 information is presented on how far these conditions are indeed
met (see also: Schmidt, 2000: 264–92) across the universe of discourse – in
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today’s world. Table 3.1 demonstrates first of all – and this is important for
using the comparative method – that there are indeed distinctive groups
within the universe of discourse (i.e. 197 states) as well as that there is
considerable variation among those polities that are considered as ‘polyarchic’
(33.7 per cent). In other words there is sufficient cross-national variation to
warrant statistically relevant information about the degree of ‘democratic-
ness’ in the polities under review here.

A second observation from Table 3.1 is that in many cases we may speak
formally – or constitutionally – of democracy, but this appears not to be
reflected in the three requirements listed. On the contrary: fully established
democratic practices (which is indicated by degrees of ‘democraticness’) are
mainly available in the ‘old’ democracies. In ‘new’ (i.e. representing the
countries that are democratized after 1988) and ‘recent’ democracies (i.e.
established after the Second World War) there is room for (much) improve-
ment. This is especially true for effectively observing civil and political
rights in many democracies. Thirdly, the concept of polyarchy (to which we
shall return below), indicating a high degree of political participation,
on the one hand, and of popular representation, on the other, is present in
one-third of all states. Obviously, democratization not only takes time as a
process, but also varies considerably in terms of indicators of electoral com-
petition and the observance of civil and political rights (Huntington, 1991;
Landman, 2000). 
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TTaabbllee  33..11 Features of democraticness around the world
DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss

IInnddiiccaattoorrss AAggee PPoollyyaarrcchhyy  ((%%)) OOtthheerr  ((%%))

Electoral competition New 27.8 72.2
Recent 63.2 36.8
Old 100.0 0.0

Effectiveness of political rights New 8.1 91.9
Recent 39.1 60.9
Old 90.9 9.1

Effectiveness of civil rights New 12.3 87.7
Recent 39.1 60.9
Old 96.0 4.0

Summary
Electoral competition 59.4 40.6
Political rights 12.2 87.8
Civil rights 18.2 81.8

N = 197 states 66 (33.7) 131 (64.3)
N of old democracies = 19 (9.5%)
N of recent democracies = 52 (26.8%) 
N of new democracies = 72 (36.3%)
N of non-democracies = 54 (27.4%)

Explanation: See the appendix to this chapter for a description of the variables. The percentages
represent the number of cases that proportionally belong to ‘democracies’ or not on each indi-
cator of democraticness.

Source: Vanhanen (1997), Schmidt (2000).
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BBOOXX  33..11 ‘‘PPOOLLYYAARRCCHHYY’’  ––  TTHHEE  TTEERRMM  AANNDD  IITTSS  MMEEAANNIINNGG
AACCCCOORRDDIINNGG  TTOO  RROOBBEERRTT  AA..  DDAAHHLL

‘“Polyarchy” is derived from Greek words meaning “many” and “rule”, thus
“rule by the many”, as distinguished from rule by the one, or monarchy, and rule
by the few, oligarchy or aristocracy. Although the term had been rarely used, a
colleague and I introduced it in 1953 as a handy way of referring to a modern
representative democracy with universal suffrage. Hereafter I shall use it in that
sense. More precisely, a polyarchal democracy is a political system with the six
democratic institutions listed below. Polyarchal democracy, then, is different
from representative democracy with restricted suffrage, as in the nineteenth
century. It is also different from older democracies and republics that not only
had a restricted suffrage but lacked many of the other crucial characteristics of
polyarchal democracy, such as political parties, rights to form political organiza-
tions to influence or oppose the existing government, organized interest groups,
and so on. It is different, too, from the democratic practices in units so small that
members can assemble directly and make (or recommend) policies or laws.

Briefly, the political institutions of modern representative democratic
government are:

1. Elected officials. Control over government decisions about policy is consti-
tutionally vested in officials elected by citizens. Thus modern, large-scale
democratic governments are representative.

2. Free, fair, and frequent elections. Elected officials are chosen in frequent and
fairly conducted elections in which coercion is comparatively uncommon.

3. Freedom of expression. Citizens have a right to express themselves without
danger of punishment on political matters broadly defined, including
criticism of officials, the government, the regime, the socio-economic order,
and the prevailing ideology.

4. Access to alternative sources of information. Citizens have a right to seek out
alternative and independent sources of information from other citizens,
experts, newspapers, magazines, books, telecommunications, and the like.
Moreover, alternative sources of information actually exist that are not
under the control of the government or any other single political group
attempting to influence public political beliefs and attitudes, and these
alternative sources are effectively protected by law.

5. Associational autonomy. To achieve their various rights, including those
required for the effective operation of democratic political institutions,
citizens also have a right to form relatively independent associations or
organizations, including independent political parties and interest groups.

6. Inclusive citizenship. No adult permanently residing in the country and sub-
ject to its laws can be denied the rights that are available to others and are
necessary to the five political institutions just listed. These include the rights
to vote in the election of officials in free and fair elections; to run for elective
office: to free expression; to form and participate in independent political
organizations; to have access to independent sources of information; and
rights to other liberties and opportunities that may be necessary to the effec-
tive operation of the political institutions of large-scale democracy.’

Taken from: Dahl (1998: 86–7).
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From the literature and related data, it is clear that electoral rights and elections
more often than not precede the extension of political rights concerning
participation in processes of decision-making. The concept of polyarchy is an
attempt by Robert Dahl to operationalize the process of democratization as
well as elaborating a set of criteria for deciding whether or not a political
system can be counted as a ‘democracy’ (Dahl, 1971, 1984, 1989, 1998). The
typology, presented by Dahl in 1971, is a process based on the development
of a set of institutions that is close to what one could call the ‘ideal type’ of
democracy (Dahl, 1971: Ch. 10). In his own words polyarchy is:

. . . a kind of regime for governing nation-states in which power and authority over
public matters are distributed among a plurality of organizations and associations
that are relatively autonomous in relation to one another and in many cases to the
government of the state as well. (cf. Dahl, 1984: 237)

From this definition it will be clear that central to the adequate functioning
of polyarchy is not only the existence and working of institutions, but also
the existence and actual room for manoeuvre of societal groups and their
organization. The institutionalization of the democratic process of govern-
ance is a prerequisite (or: a conditio sine qua non), not yet the establishment
of a regime as a fully fledged democracy. These necessary institutions are,
according to Dahl (1998: 38ff; see also Box 3.1):

• universal suffrage and the right to run for public office;
• free and fairly conducted elections;
• availability and observance of the right to free speech and protection to

do so;
• the existence and free access to alternative (and often competing)

information (not controlled by government);
• the undisputed right to form and to join relatively autonomous organiza-

tions, in particular political parties (and crucially: parties in opposition);
• responsiveness of government (and parties) to voters and accountability

of government (and parties) to election outcomes and parliament.

It is this set of institutions taken together that distinguish polyarchic regimes
from other regime types. The coming about of these institutions can then be
seen as the process toward democratization. The endured existence and
observance of the whole set is the hallmark of an established democracy (see
also: Schmidt, 2000: 393–5; Keman, 2000b). It should be noted that this elab-
oration of the concept of democracy mainly focuses on ‘politics’ (i.e. plural-
ism), on the one hand, and on the ‘polity’ (i.e. Rule of Law), on the other. The
‘policy’ dimension is not obvious in Dahl’s conceptualization and appears to
be considered as an inherent effect of decision making. This then ought to be
evaluated in terms of the ‘common good’ and ‘Public Welfare’ as post hoc
observations (see for this: Dahl, 1989; Saward, 1994; Keman, 2000b).

Dahl’s concept of polyarchy is not only a seminal contribution to demo-
cratic theory, but has also been a powerful incentive for empirical analysis.
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Almost by definition, this type of research has been of a comparative nature
and has induced a great number of attempts to measure polyarchy.2 It is this
type of comparative politics that makes it distinctive from other fields within
political science: substance and method are complementary.

It is important to distinguish between operationalizations of polyarchy that
aim at the process of democratization and those that measure level of demo-
cratization. If the researcher is interested in elaborating the extent to which a
democratic polity is more or less polyarchic, he/she can choose to measure the
established fulfilment of the set of institutions (listed above). Dahl did so by
distinguishing, among a number of established democracies, the universality
of suffrage (Dahl, 1971). According to this criterion Switzerland, the USA,
Canada and Australia were lagging behind the other established democracies.
In Switzerland women gained the full right to vote only in 1971. In the USA
the coloured population were in fact hindered from exercising this right (in
particular in the Southern states), whereas in Australia and Canada minorities
(Aboriginals and Eskimos) were excluded from full citizen rights until the
1960s. Likewise in a number of established democracies certain parties were
forbidden (e.g. communist and fascist ones, mostly during the 1950s) and in a
number of ‘emergent’ democracies parties and trade unions find it difficult to
exist (e.g. in Chile, Columbia, Turkey, etc.). Hence, the process of democrat-
ization focuses on the degree of establishment (and actual working of) all six
institutional requirements listed by Dahl. This process of establishing liberal
democracy as a fully-fledged political system is presented in Table 3.2.

It immediately becomes clear that although the absolute number of
polyarchic polities has increased, the relative number remains quite stable
over time. The implication being, of course, that becoming a member of the
established club takes a long time. This can also be made visible by inspect-
ing the distribution by age of polyarchic democracies (Figure 3.1).

Of all cases involved it can be seen that 40.1 per cent are not democratic at
all. If we define the waves of democratization (see for this also: Huntington,
1984, 1991; von Beyme, 1994; Schmidt, 2000: 463ff) as those originating before
the Second World War, those after 1945 but before 1988, and those after 1988
(respectively: ‘old’, ‘recent’ and ‘new’) then it is clear that the most recent
wave has produced most democratic cases in history (note, however, this
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TTaabbllee  33..22 Increase in polyarchies over time
TToottaall  ppoollyyaarrcchhiieess  iinn PPeerrcceennttaaggee  ooff  ttoottaall IInnccrreemmeenntt  iinn  

PPeerriioodd 11999900 nnuummbbeerr  ooff  ccoouunnttrriieess ppeerrcceennttaaggee

1860–1900 6 13.9 11.2
1900–1920 15 29.4 15.7
1920–1950 25 33.0 3.6
1950–1980 37 30.6 –2.4
1980–2000 66 33.7 3.1

NB: Data for 2000 are based on the author’s own computations.

Source: Dahl (1998: 8).
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does not mean they are fully polyarchic!). The first wave is characteristic of
the countries which belong to the so-called OECD-world and are mainly
found in Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand. From these
‘old’ democracies a number became non-democratic during the 1920s and
1930s (e.g. Germany, Italy, Spain and Portugal). The second wave was pro-
duced in part by the victors of the Second World War, on the one hand, and
as a result of the decolonization process, on the other. Although a number
of these new states turned to non-democratic polities again, other states
returned to a more democratic organization of state and society. This has been
the case in Southern Europe (Spain and Portugal), Latin America (Uruguay)
and the Far East (South Korea). Finally, the end of the Cold War as a conse-
quence of the downfall of the Soviet Union as a world power has resulted
in a strong increase of democratization in Central and Eastern Europe and
elsewhere. 

According to Schmidt it is difficult to assess what factors produced these
waves. Yet, one may well suggest that certain shocks or crises have triggered
off, at least in part, the sudden growth of democracies. Most commentators
agree that the Great War (1914–18) has been a catalyst for the introduction of
universal suffrage in most existing democracies and the adoption of demo-
cratic institutions in, until then, autocratic states. The second wave – the post-
war era (after 1945) – conforms to this hypothesis, although at the same time
the ‘iron curtain’ curtailed existing democracies in Central Europe. The third
wave can be considered to have arisen in the wake of the collapse of the
power of the Soviet Union. Hence, it can be posited that change in the inter-
national context is a powerful influence on the process of democratization.
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Non-democracies
40.1%

Old democracies
9.6%

Recent democracies
25.4%

New democracies
24.9%

FFiigguurree  33..11 Distribution of polyarchy by age. Source: Vanhanen, 1997
(N = 172)
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Conversely, one may observe that internal forces have often been conducive
to a degeneration or the downfall of democracy.

The waves of democratization that have occurred do paint only a rough
picture of the development toward greater democraticness. The hypothesis
sketched above is insufficient to explain fully the process of becoming a fully
established democracy as defined in the concept of polyarchy. Among many
comparativists Tatu Vanhanen can count as a prime example who has
attempted to describe and analyse this very process (Vanhanen, 1990, 1997).
Vanhanen’s approach is both straightforward and encompassing. His aim
is to develop an index of polyarchy, and therefore he has elaborated two
measures representing ‘participation’ and ‘competition’ that together form
an Index of Democratization (ID).3

This index is measured over time and by means of regression analysis
(see Appendix to Chapter 10 in this book). Vanhanen attempts to show the
development of polyarchy by comparing the predicted level with the actually
established level. From his analysis it appears that on average the countries
score higher today than in the 1980s (1980 = 8.96; 1990 = 13.9) on the Index of
Democratization (see Figures 3.2 and 3.3). Indeed, the world has changed
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towards more democratization and now contains a number of countries that
have taken the road to greater polyarchy.

Even at first glance one can observe that the cross-national distribution
has indeed moved towards higher values for more countries than in the
1980s. Without concluding that polyarchy is genuinely prevalent across the
world in 2000, it is true that the majority of countries are more or less demo-
cratic and increasingly meeting the criteria defined by Dahl. Let us therefore
turn now to an inspection of how far this process has indeed resulted in
many cases where – in addition to the dimensions of Participation and
Competition that are represented in Vanhanen’s Index of Democratization –
other indicators of polyarchy are available.

Most other indicators of democracy focus on the extant level and on
either the institutions available or on the quality of democratic procedures.
Coppedge and Reinicke (1990) have developed a scale that examines the
available institutions that promote a pluralist organization of society. In
addition to examining the requirements for free and fair elections, they have
developed indicators to measure the degree of freedom of organization, of
speech and information, and of access to government sources of information.
This operationalization is quite close to Dahl’s idea of polyarchy (see: Dahl,
1984, 1998: 85). Hence, Coppedge and Reinicke measure the extent to which
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groups in society can organize themselves and are capable of conducting a
viable opposition. Yet, as Schmidt rightly observes, this kind of operational-
ization tends to ignore the formal institutions (i.e. Rule of Law) that restrict
the powers of government and the state (Schmidt, 2000: 402; see also:
Colomer, 1996; Lane and Errson, 2000). To some extent this defect has
been solved by Jaggers and Gurr (1995). Within the research programme
‘Polity III’ (see also: Dahl, 1998: Appendix) these students of democracy have
collected data across most nation-states on:

• those institutions that facilitate and promote political choice by citizens;
• availability of basic civil and political rights for all citizens;
• existence of constitutional requirements that limit the executive powers.

Jaggers and Gurr have developed a scale that enables them not only to dif-
ferentiate between ‘autocracy’ and ‘democracy’, but also the level of demo-
cracy available (see for an explanation: Jaggers and Gurr, 1995; Schmidt,
2000: 404).4 What do these cross-national variables tell us about the level of
democratization?

First of all, as can be seen in Table 3.3, it appears that the method
employed leads to different results. The number of non-democratic countries
is proportionally twice as high according to Coppedge and Reinicke than
found by Jagger and Gurr (the difference is 30 cases). This need not surprise
us, since the latter rely mainly on formalized institutions, whereas the for-
mer much more focus on individual and group rights within a society.
Secondly, Coppedge and Reinicke’s survey was carried out in the 1980s and
not during the 1990s. Hence, their results are representative of the situation
before many of the communist states could transform their polity (see
also Table 3.2). Finally, the method of Jaggers and Gurr is basically two-
dimensional and allows for more differentiation within democracies and
between non-democratic states. This difference is further highlighted by
the fact that the bivariate relationship between the two scales is −0.62
(R² = 38.7%). Yet, at the end of the day the differences are less if one controls
their results for regime types developed by Alvarez et al. (1996). Alvarez has
made a four-fold division of polities across the world into Presidentialism,
Parliamentarism, Dictatorships and Autocracies (Table 3.4).

Controlling for these regime features, the differences are less and the
values are even quite similar. At the same time it should be noted that on the
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TTaabbllee  33..33 Distribution of levels of democracy according to regime
type (N = 137)

DDeemmooccrraaccyy NNoonn--ddeemmooccrraaccyy

Presidential Parliamentary Dictatorship Autocracy

Coppedge and Reinicke 27.1% 22.1% 32.9% 17.9%
Jaggers and Gurr 32.8% 20.4% 31.4% 15.3%
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level of individual cases the differences are – again – not great, but certain
cases appear to be odd or even out of place. This has been documented by
Manfred Schmidt (2000: 405–7), who also shows that there are many coun-
tries considered democratic, whereas this seems rather counter-intuitive.5

Some of these results could well be contested because the data used are
more often than not supplied by public authorities or derived from constitu-
tional documents (see for this problem also: Woldendorp et al., 2000: Ch. 2).
The researcher must take this information at face value if there is insufficient
alternative information. Yet, this need not be the case, since the actual avail-
ability and observation of political and civil rights (Gastil, 1990; Freedom
House, 1999) has been established since 1971. Contrary to the indicators and
scales discussed here, this type of research focuses explicitly on the execu-
tion of individual rights not interfered with by the state (and its agencies).
Secondly, the information is gathered by means of independently organized
surveys polls (see: Gastil, 1990; Beetham, 1994; Freedom House, 1999: 547 ff;
Schmidt, 2000: 409 ff).

For our presentation in this chapter, we have used two scales: Civil Rights
and Political Rights. Both scales run from 1 to 7, where a low value implies
actual availability and observation for these rights. Taken together these two
scales provide information on the extent to which a nation is not only for-
mally democratic, but can also be considered as truly liberal democratic in
practice and therefore as close as can be to Dahl’s polyarchy. As can be seen
in Table 3.4, the prevalence and observance of political and civil rights do
make a difference. What is striking is the marked difference between parlia-
mentarism and presidentialism in this respect. The latter regime type con-
sistently shows a worse record in observing civil and political rights,
notwithstanding its rule of law. One may well wonder, with Linz (1990;
but see also: Stepan and Skach, 1994), whether or not a presidential system
is more prone to abuse. Alternatively, one could suggest that – although in
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TTaabbllee  33..44 Distribution of political and civil rights worldwide (1999)
CCiivviill  rriigghhttss PPoolliittiiccaall  rriigghhttss

PPoollyyaarrcchhiieess
Parliamentary 2.03 (11.9%) 1.39 (8.5%)
Presidential 2.87 (23.9%) 2.26 (19.7%)

NNoonn--ddeemmooccrraacciieess
Dictatorial 4.48 (39.6%) 4.80 (44.5%)
Autocratic 5.15 (24.6%) 5.44 (27.3%)

Total Mean 3.60 (100%) 3.43 (100%)
N 157 157

CCoorrrreellaattiioonnss
Civil rights 1.00 0.90
Polyarchy scale –0.66 –0.70
Vanhanen Index –0.70 –0.68
Jaggers and Gurr –0.76 –0.83
Coppedge and Reinicke 0.69 0.67

Note: The lower the score the better the performance.
Source: Schmidt (2000); see also Appendix.
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parliamentary systems the executive and legislative powers are fused and
governance appears more often than not volatile (see: Lijphart, 1992) – such
a system appears to be associated with more persistent and effective ‘checks
and balances’.

All in all, it can be concluded that the indexes produced by Freedom House
can be considered as proper indicators to compare the ‘democraticness’ of a
society cross-nationally. The same conclusion applies to the regime types of
Alvarez et al. (1996) as regards their distinction between democratic and non-
democratic regimes. Yet, at the same time we also observe that the statisti-
cal relationship between regime types and civil and political rights is lower
than those between the indexes of democracy and civil and political rights
(Spearman’s Rho between Regime Types and Civil and Political Rights is
respectively: −0.52 and −0.58). In fact, none of the correlations between the
indexes of Democracy and of Civil and Political Rights is extremely high
(apart from Jaggers and Gurr, none of them is characterized by R² ≥ 50%).
Nevertheless, we argue that the concept of polyarchy, as developed by Dahl,
can indeed be measured to indicate the degree of ‘democraticness’ of a
political system, and even within a society, whilst at the same time the
cross-national variation remains sufficient. Hence, so we argue, although
we have measured various dimensions of democracy as a system and its
performance as a procedure, it is not yet satisfactory as a truly comparative
variable. According to Bollen and Paxton (2000) this is mainly due to the
(ab)use of ‘subjective’ measures (such as, for instance, those of Coppedge
and Reinicke) or to the unreliability of the findings by Freedom House
(1999) or Gastil (1998). An alternative line of enquiry could be to return to
Dahl’s original ideas and to combine the various measures (Bollen and
Paxton, 2000: 78–9).

In our view the following procedure could be followed:

• combine objective measures with subjective ones;
• distinguish between conditions for pluralism and institutions of polyarchy.

To this end we collected a number of scales and indexes (see: Bollen, 1993;
Bollen and Paxton, 2000; Schmidt, 2000) that have been developed both sub-
jectively and objectively. Secondly, we have grouped these variables as being
productive for creating pluralistic conditions or promoting polyarchic insti-
tutions (see the Appendix for the variables used). By combining subjective
and objective measures we hope to improve the reliability of the data in use.
By ex ante dividing the measures into more pluralistic and polyarchic we aim
to improve the validity of the variables in use. The statistical procedure to
carry this out is factor analysis (Table 3.5) – with one factor solution,
Principal Axis Factoring (PAF) aiming at high levels of explained variance.6

By this means of data reduction, a number of indexes and scales – be they
objective or subjective ones – have been dropped or appeared not to add
much additional information. What we have found is – in our opinion – two
valid and reliable variables indicating the extent of democracy and degree of
democaticness across the world.7
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In Table 3.6 we report the distribution of the level of pluralism and
polyarchy and the related democraticness. Of the 127 nations that have
positive scores on both dimensions – pluralism and polyarchy – about one-
third (N = 43) of the countries included can be considered – according to this
operationalization – as genuinely democratic (i.e. the score is ≥ 1.0). This is a
relatively high number of countries. 

Of course, what can be noticed from Table 3.6 is that the ‘older’ and the
‘richer’ the countries are the stronger their democraticness appears to be.
In addition, the parliamentary types of democracy score consistently
higher than any other type of regime, including presidentialism. Finally, it
should be noticed that Latin-American countries do fare better than post-
communist ones. This supports the idea that ‘ageing’ is an important factor
in developing higher levels of democraticness. There are also some cases
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TTaabbllee  33..55 Factor analysis of democracy scales and indexes
PPlluurraalliissmm PPoollyyaarrcchhyy

VVaarriiaabblleess  uusseedd • Political rights • Vanhanen
• Civil rights • Jaggers and Gurr
• Coppedge and Reinicke

LLooaaddiinnggss PCA PAF PCA PAF
0.946 0.502 0.926 0.585
0.949 0.817 0.926 0.585
0.856 0.821

%%  ooff  vvaarriiaannccee 84.28% 84.15% 85.79% 88.26%

PCA = Principal Component Analysis; PAF = Principal Axis Factoring.

TTaabbllee  33..66 Average scores of indicators of the level of democracy for type of
countries, duration and regime type

PPlluurraalliissmm PPoollyyaarrcchhyy DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss
((NN == 116611)) ((NN == 114455)) ((NN == 112277))

TTyyppee  ooff  ccoouunnttrriieess
OECD-members (N = 28) 1.06 (17.4%) 1.25 (20.0%) 2.29 (22.0%)
Post-communist (N = 23) –0.67 (3.7%) 0.04 (15.9%) –0.55 (4.7%)
Latin-American (N = 22) 0.59 (19.9%) 0.32 (15.2%) 0.73 (17.3%)
Other countries (N = 72) –0.48 (59.6%) –0.62 (49.7%) –1.19 (56.7%)

DDuurraattiioonn
Old 1.23 (19.2%) 1.40 (18.6%) 2.66 (21.3%)
Recent 0.81 (46.5%) 0.75 (37.2%) 1.48 (42.7%)
New –0.11 (34.3%) 0.20 (44.2%) –0.04 (36%)

RReeggiimmee  ttyyppee
Presidential 0.45 (27.1%) 0.48 (34.1%) 0.89 (31.4%)
Parliamentary 0.94 (22.1%) 1.23 (20.5%) 2.16 (21.5%)
Dictatorial –0.56 (32.9%) –0.65 (30.3%) –1.22 (32.2%)
Autocratic –0.82 (17.9%) –1.25 (15.2%) –2.48 (14.9%)

NB: N = number of cases included for each indicator; percentages in parentheses are of total N
(see headings).
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where scores appear counter-intuitive or implausible. Examples are: Brazil
(1.28), Papua New Guinea (2.07) and the Philippines (1.05), which seem to
score unexpectedly highly. Conversely, other countries like South Africa and
Mexico are scoring below par, which seems equally odd at this moment.
Yet, overall we are convinced that this variable contains not only a lot of
information but can also be considered as quite valid and reliable. Hence, in
the remainder of this chapter we shall employ these three indexes of demo-
cracy to analyse not only its distribution across the universe of discourse, but
also to (re)consider a number of associations with the other variables that
can be seen as explaining the cross-national variation in democraticness as
well as possibly accounting for certain societal performances (see also
Chapter 11 by Lane and Ersson in this book).

Some of these possible and informative relationships have already been
incorporated in Table 3.7. Looking at the values in more regional terms one
can easily see that the OECD-world is the most democratic world at the
moment. This need not surprise us as most of the nations included are ‘old’
and established polyarchies. It is more surprising that the post-communist
countries score relatively low (but, in part, due to lack of data). Thus, dura-
tion appears to be strongly associated with the degree of democraticness,
which is reflected in Table 3.1. Less straightforward is the association between
‘democraticness and ‘regime type’: although the non-democratic types are
indeed low in all respects, the differences between ‘parliamentarism’ and
‘presidentialism’ are noteworthy. The latter category has lower scores than
one might expect. Part of the explanation, however, may well be the fact that
the majority of presidential regimes were founded after the Second World
War or even more recently. Second, most of the democracies are not (yet)
wealthy (and, for instance, do therefore not belong yet to the OECD-world).

In summary in this section we have surveyed and discussed the various
ways democracy can be conceptualized, measured and transformed into a
valid and reliable cross-national variable:

• pluralism – representing the possibilities of organizing as a group on the
societal level free from the state;

• polyarchy – indicating the positive conditions for the population to
participate in national decision-making;

• democraticness – a combined measure of both these variables and thus
presenting the degree of democraticness in a society from a comparative
perspective.

33..44  EEXXPPLLAAIINNIINNGG  VVAARRIIAATTIIOONNSS  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY

Most explanations of the development towards democracy and its vitality as
a system have been characterized by a focus on non-political factors and,
more often than not, on functional approaches (see for an excellent overview:
Landman, 2000; Schmidt, 2000; also Dahl, 1998).
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Secondly, the study of democratization and the working of democracy
has been a continuous bone of contention regarding the application of the
comparative method. On the one hand, it concerned a discussion with
respect to the proper research design: the ‘variable oriented’ approach versus
the ‘case related’ approach (cf. Przeworski and Teune, 1970; Lijphart, 1975;
Ragin, 1987; Rueschemeyer et al., 1992; Keman, 1993a; Pennings et al., 1999).
On the other hand, it concerned the choice and specification of the concept
of democracy and its measurement (see the previous section).

In this section we shall employ the ‘variable oriented’ approach for a
worldwide universe of discourse (see: Vanhanen, 1997; Bollen and Paxton,
2000). This is not done because we think that a ‘case related’ approach is
wrong or inadequate. On the contrary. Yet, we hold the view that a cross-
national analysis with a high number of cases and few variables is crucial for
theory development. First, it induces the development of parsimonious
models which can be used to verify general statements. Second, if certain
explanations appear tenable they can (and should) be applied to well-
defined sets of countries on the basis of a ‘most similar systems design’ (see:
Janoski and Hicks, 1994; Pennings et al., 1999). Finally – as Rueschemeyer
et al., have correctly pointed out – the two approaches need not be mutually
exclusive but can be considered to be complementary. Hence, we view the
development of explanatory models which are both parsimonious and
plausible as a useful and necessary step for explaining essential phenomena
within political science. Elsewhere this position is formulated as follows: 

There is no point in constructing a general explanation clogged up with minutiae of
time and place. The purpose of a theory is to catch and specify general tendencies,
even at the cost of not fitting all cases (hence one can check it only statistically, and
it is no disproof to cite one or two counter-examples). The theory should, however,
fit the majority of cases at least in a general way, and provide a sensible and above
all an applicable starting-point for discussion of any particular situation, even one
which in the end it turns out not to explain – here it can at any rate serve as the basis
of a special analysis which shows which (presumably unique or idiosyncratic)
factors prevent it from fitting. A general theory of this kind serves the historian by
providing him with an entry point and starting-ideas. These, we would argue, he
always brings to the case anyway; with a validated theory he knows they are
reasonably founded and has a context within which he can make comparisons with
greater confidence. As we suggested at the outset, there is no inherent conflict
between historical analysis and general theory. Each can, indeed must, be informed
by the other and supplement the other’s efforts. Theory is therefore a necessary
simplification and generalization of particular motives and influences, not simply a
restatement of them, though complete loss of contact with historical reality will
render it too abstract and ultimately irrelevant. (Budge and Keman, 1990: 194)

Surveying the literature on explaining democracy as a system and its develop-
ment (i.e. the process) the following answers have been offered:

• Economic development and socio-economic circumstances influence both its
development and working (see: Lipset, 1959; Cutright, 1965; Dahl, 1971;
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Bollen, 1979; Przeworski, 1985, 1991; Burkhart and Lewis-Beck, 1994;
Berg-Schlosser and De Meur, 1996).

• Modernization of society and the extension of public welfare are conducive
to (further) democratization of the national state (see: Lerner, 1958; Lipset,
1959; Neubauer, 1967; Inglehart, 1977; Vanhanen, 1989, 1997; Dahl, 1998).

• Institutionalization of democracy as a regime in relation to its viability
which over time enhances the level of democraticness (see: Moore, 1966;
Linz, 1978, 1994; Dahl, 1984; Hadenius, 1992; Diamond and Plattner, 1994).

• Organized political action in terms of participation and opposition, which
‘makes democracy work’ (in whatever fashion or way) is an important
and often neglected facet of democratic politics (see: Almond and Verba,
1963; Moore, 1966; Lepsius, 1978; Vanhanen, 1997; Putnam, 1993; Jaggers
and Gurr, 1995; Norris, 1999).

It goes almost without saying that these tentative answers are quite broadly
formulated and are difficult to answer properly in empirical terms.
Nevertheless, most students of comparative democracy are in agreement
that the factors mentioned here do matter.

The issue at hand, however, is to what extent do these factors account for
the cross-national variation regarding the extent of pluralism, polyarchy and
democraticness (as empirically developed in the previous section). In addi-
tion, one ought to examine in what way these factors matter. That is to say, is
it possible to develop a valid and robust model that not only demonstrates
the interdependence of the factors mentioned, but also their causal impact.
In short, is it possible to develop a ‘middle-range’ theory regarding the
democraticness of political systems (see: Lane and Ersson, 1994; Pennings
et al., 1999).

As a first step we report in Table 3.7 the bivariate relations between con-
ditions for pluralism, institutions of polyarchy and democraticness and a
number of variables that are devised to represent economic and societal
developments as well as features of politics. Even at first glance, it is obvious
that in general the various tentative ideas concerning the societal and econ-
omic circumstances that promote democracy seem to be associated with
the democracy variables. Apart from Electoral turnout and Presidentialism all
statistical relations are significant. Yet, these exceptions are not too surpris-
ing since we examined all cases and in the majority of countries elections
are not held at all. Presidentialism – although we only assigned those cases
as presidential where there is a situation of limited exercise of powers only
(see: Derbyshire and Derbyshire, 1996) – can be found in many countries
where the civil and political rights are less developed or observed, and the
institutionalization of democracy is apparently underdeveloped (see also
Table 3.6). Hence, the idea of Linz and others that presidential systems are
often less democratic than other (in particular: parliamentary) systems
appears tenable. The general conclusion must be therefore that the other
factors – social and economic – do contribute to the development and level
of democraticness.
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Let us turn therefore to the question to what extent these factors matter for
having and maintaining a democratic society. In Table 3.8 we report four
regression models representing four equations that reflect the main answers
to the question: how do we explain the occurrence and viability of demo-
cracy? The four models are all, but for two factors, statistically significant
(the rate of urbanization and the size of the public sector appear irrelevant
in this context) and thus all lend support to the answer as to why democracies
are dependent on certain factors to develop and remain viable as democracies.
Most of the results are unsurprising and underwrite extant knowledge (see:
Beetham, 1994; Landman, 2000). Yet, it is also clear that none of the models
is superior to the others: neither in terms of explained variance (adjusted R²),
nor in the magnitude of influence.

The first model, depicting the working of the market as well as the state,
demonstrates that the ‘wealth of a nation’ is certainly an incentive for
democratization. However, this is not the case for the size of the public
sector. Yet, at the same time it is also clear that this is an insufficient condi-
tion per se. There are many outliers that prove the contrary. For example,
many non-democratic nations have also considerable levels of public expen-
diture. Likewise a number of states with aggregated economic riches spring
to mind that are close to dictatorship or autocracy (e.g. some of the Arabian
countries). In short, we hold the view that economic wealth certainly can
help to foster democracy and is more often than not associated with higher
level of democraticness, but is not the driving force as many political
scientists and economists in the period directly after the Second World War
claimed (Lipset, 1959; Diamond and Marks, 1992; Castles, 1998).

The same can be said of the societal forces (the second model). Although
much of the literature claims that the composition of society and its
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TTaabbllee  33..77 Bivariate relations between indicators of democracy and social,
economic and political variables

IInnddiiccaattoorr  ooff  ddeemmooccrraaccyy

VVaarriiaabblleess PPlluurraalliissmm PPoollyyaarrcchhyy DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss

Pluralism 1.0 0.81 0.93
Polyarchy 0.81 1.00 0.95
Democraticness 0.93 0.95 1.00
Gnppc (1995) 0.64 0.59 0.65
Govexpc (1995) 0.32* 0.49 0.43
Central government exp. 0.45 0.58 0.54
Urbanization 0.50 0.59 0.56
Human development 0.65 0.67 0.69
Electoral turnout 0.11* 0.15* 0.08*
Presidentialism 0.05* –0.04* 0.00*
Parliamentarism 0.50 0.63 0.59
N 161 145 127

Note: All results are Pearson product moment correlations; less significant results (p ≥ 0.01) are
flagged (*); see Appendix for an elaboration of the variables used.

Source: See Appendix.
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consequences for inter-class rivalry are important for understanding the
process of democratization as well as the stability of a democratic regime,
this hypothesis is not supported by our analysis.

From our analysis it transpires that urbanization – used as a proxy for
modernization – is unrelated to the indicators for democracy. Hence, it is
either an invalid proxy indicator or the modernization thesis is not valid. We
think both explanations are plausible (and this is supported in much of the
literature; see: Rueschmeyer et al., 1992; Landman, 2000).

Conversely, the quality of life as expressed by the Human Development
Index is an important asset for developing and sustaining democracy. Yet,
again as with economic factors, we can only go along with this claim as far
as it implies a necessary condition; but – judging by an explained variance
of approximately 36.8 per cent – it is an insufficient condition for improving
the level of democraticness of a nation. In addition, it should be noted that
both explanations – the economy and society – tend to become functional
ones. If so, and we think this is correct, the causality of the argument is weak
if not absent. Rather we would go along with those who advocate a more
‘case oriented’ approach that enables researchers to disentangle the subtle
variations within a society and to develop ‘path dependent’ explanations
(e.g. Dahl, 1966; Rueschemeyer et al., 1992; Putnam, 1993).

The third model concerns the impact on the level of democraticness of the
organization of the democratic polity. Too often the institutional fabric of
democracy has been considered as the end-result of democratization. We
think this view is biased if not wrong. The coming about of a democracy,
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TTaabbllee  33..88 Regression analysis of factors explaining democracy
IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess

PPlluurraalliissmm PPoollyyaarrcchhyy DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss

EEccoonnoommiiccss α –14.1 –25.8 –3.6
Gnppc β 0.45 (3.95) 0.42 (3.91) 0.51 (4.80)
Govexppc β 0.12* (1.08) 0.25 (2.33) 0.17* (1.59)

R² 25.5% 33.1% 35.8%

SSoocciieettyy α –17.7 –18.6 –3.7
Urbanization β –0.12* (–1.13) 0.07* (0.70) 0.01* (0.09)
HDI β 0.66 (6.49) 0.56 (5.64) 0.61 (5.71)

R² 32.4% 36.9% 36.8%

IInnssttiittuuttiioonnss α –7.3 –7.2 –1.5
Presidentialism β 0.34 (4.48) 0.34 (4.51) 0.37 (4.79)
Parliamentarism β 0.74 (10.49) 0.73 (9.76) 0.76 (9.78)

R² 40.3% 39.3% 42.6%

PPoolliittiiccss α –16.5 –19.44 –3.9
Electoral turnout β 0.35 (3.37) 0.38 (3.84) 0.38 (3.79)
Central gov. exp. β 0.19 (1.81) 0.24 (2.39) 0.25 (2.54)

R² 16.8% 22.9% 23.5%

Note: OLS procedure has been employed; number of cases is 82 and 110; t-values are in
parentheses; insignificant results are flagged:*.
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whether it is ‘old’ (and now established, as in the OECD-world) or ‘new’
(hence recently established, as in Central and Eastern Europe) the struggle
for more democracy is mainly fought out over institutions. 

Democracy, no one denies that, is a process. This is especially true con-
cerning the development and transformation of the ‘rules of the game’ and
how the games can subsequently be played (Sartori, 1984; Lijphart, 1999).
This was true in Europe in the eras before and after the Great War (1914–18)
and it is still true today (and not only in ‘new’ democracies: one need only
think of the recent debate and institutional changes in countries such as
Belgium, Italy, Japan, New Zealand, etc.). In other words: institutions not
only matter for organizing democracy, but – as the analysis shows – how it
works. In the analysis reported in Table 3.8 we observe that both types of
democracy are strongly related to pluralism, polyarchy and democraticness.
Of course, this appears to be a blatant tautology, but this would be missing
our point: both types of democracy are indeed consistently influencing the
viability if not endurance of a democratic system (Jones, 1995). This is espe-
cially the case for ‘parliamentarism’ (again). If the model is correctly speci-
fied it predicts a more solid road to polyarchy than via ‘presidentialism’ (see
for this also: Stepan and Skach, 1994; Linz, 1994; Keman, 2000b). We claim,
therefore, that the stronger the polity, together with its ‘rule of law’, the
more it upholds the democraticness of that nation and also improves its
working. Whether or not this is also true in terms of its policy performance
remains to be seen (but it will be discussed in Chapters 11 (Lane and Ersson)
and 12 (Keman) in this book; but see also Lijphart, 1999, on this subject).

The last model reported in Table 3.8 concerns the active use of designated
powers by the people and by the state. On the one hand, we examined the
use of the ballot box, and on the other hand, we scrutinized the idea that
central government is strongly associated with democraticness: a democra-
tic state will be conducive to greater state intervention (by popular demand).
Both contentions are only weakly supported, and – as was the case with
economics and society – we can only repeat our observation that, although
there is a relationship, it is not convincing and cannot be considered as a
major factor for democratization and democraticness as such (see also:
Bingham Powell, 1982; Schmidt, 1989b; Pinkey, 1993; Keman, 2000b).

In summary: the cross-national analysis of factors promoting pluralism,
polyarchy and democraticness demonstrates (ceteris paribus) that
favourable economic conditions and high(er) levels of human development
are incentives for achieving higher levels of democraticness. However, like
political factors, they are not crucial per se, nor functional under all circum-
stances. It appears rather that the interplay of these factors benefits further
democratization and may well enhance the level of democraticness of a
nation. Hence there is not a definitive set of factors, conditions or prerequi-
sites (although their absence may certainly harm the level of democraticness
attained!) that allows for a successful development and extension of demo-
cracy (although some, like Huntington, 1991, claim there are; cf. Schmidt,
2000: 483–7). Hence, there is no recipe nor an exhaustive causal model of
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democracy. Nevertheless, our results show that a number of accepted
theories have produced a set of factors that may well be more conducive to
democratization and democraticness than others. Table 3.9 reports therefore
the tenability of these factors in one equation. This is not done to claim a
comprehensive model. On the contrary: the regression analysis is intended
to explore the relative weight of the factors involved with respect to our
dependent variable: level of democraticness.

This stepwise progressive regression analysis confirms our earlier find-
ings. The level of social wellbeing and economic wealth, on the one hand,
and the institutional organization of the democratic state, on the other,
are the principal factors that distinguish nations in terms of their achieved
level of democraticness. The other factors mentioned could and should
be considered as important in terms of added value. To what extent this
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FFiigguurree  33..44 Plot of democraticness against explanatory factors

TTaabbllee  33..99 Multi-variate model of democraticness
DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabbllee  == ddeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss  ooff  nnaattiioonnss

CCoonnssttaanntt  ((αα)) – 4.872 (7.913)
IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess BBeettaa tt--vvaalluuee RR²²

Human development 0.62 7.02 37.0%
Parliamentarism 0.58 6.52 48.9%
Presidentialism 0.40 4.99 60.6%
Economy 0.30 3.55 65.65%
Central government 0.20 2.78 68.35%
Electoral turnout 0.13 1.98 69.5%
Government (govpc) – 0.21 – 2.25 71.1%

Note: OLS-regression stepwise analysis; N = between 72 and 84; see Appendix for variables.
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really makes a difference with regard to the viability and performance of
democratic regimes will be subject of the next section.

33..55  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY  AANNDD  DDIIFFFFUUSSIIOONN::  TTHHEE  VVIIAABBIILLIITTYY  AANNDD
PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEE  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICCNNEESSSS

In Section 3.2 we briefly discussed the emergence and diffusion of polyarchic
democracies over time (see Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1). Although the absolute
number of cases has increased, this is not so in proportional terms. Never-
theless, it goes almost without saying that the liberal format of democracy
has been spreading across the world, in particular since 1945. 

Students of democracy have observed that the diffusion and growth of
democracies appears to occur in ‘waves’ (Huntington, 1991); Manfred
Schmidt describes four waves (2000: 463ff). The first wave occurred around
the turn of the last century (1900) and faded out after the Great War. The
second occurred in the aftermath of the Second World War. The third
wave is considered to have taken place during the 1970s and early 1980s,
whereas the fourth wave coincides with the demise of the ‘second world’ of
communism. It is immediately clear that the factors driving these waves are
external (to the society concerned), on the one hand, and internal (or: domes-
tic), on the other hand. 

Three of the four waves can indeed be defined in connection with inter-
national affairs, the last one being the end of the so-called Cold War. The third
wave (1973–88) is also driven by international factors: the catchword is here
‘globalization’ of social and economic relations and its impact on national cir-
cumstances (Przeworski, 1991). Hence, the argument for explaining waves of
democratization is strongly based on (sudden and drastic) changes in inter-
national relations and a changing ‘world order’ (Kennedy, 1987).

This ‘global’ perspective, however convincing it may seem, is of course
not the complete story. After the Great War, political rights were indeed
extended in many West European countries, but not in all. In many countries
it was a short-lived experience that developed into dictatorships again:
Poland, Hungary, Italy, Spain, Portugal to name a few. And, as Therborn
(1977) points out, the extension of democracy was mainly intended to inte-
grate the working class population, who had suffered most from the Great
War and were growing stronger as a result of the process of industrialization.
This means that although universal (male) suffrage was accepted, it did not
imply in most cases fully-fledged polyarchy (Jaggers and Gurr, 1995). In
other words, it depended strongly on the internal country-specific situation
whether or not democratization took place and became rooted in society
(Rokkan, 1970).

Todd Landman (2000: Chapter 7) reviews the possible internal factors
regarding regime change towards democracy, particularly in Latin America.
Although there appears to be a lot of variation if one studies case-specific
developments (see also: Rueschemeyer et al., 1992; Linz, 1994) the common
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denominator is the extent to which political and social resources are
concentrated in a few hands or not. Secondly, the capacity and necessity to
forge coalitions that can replace the political and economic elites (or merge
with them) is an important feature (as it was in Europe around the turn of
the 19th century). Yet, again, this seems to be a part of the overall explana-
tion and is not a secular trend of the transition to democracy. Another
important factor is, for instance, the diffusion of ‘models of democracy’
(Lijphart, 1977; Pinkey, 1993). In particular during the ‘second wave’ the
colonial powers and the United States served not only as an example, but
also actively exported ‘their’ brand of democracy to the Third World or to
the occupied countries (e.g. Italy and Japan). This resulted in an institution-
alization of democracy which appears not all that viable and has been often
conducive to a return to non-democratic politics or a halfway development
toward a polyarchic type of democracy (see: Pinkey, 1993; von Beyme, 1994;
Derbyshire and Derbyshire, 1996).

All in all we can conclude that both internal and external factors drive the
diffusion of democraticness. Four waves of democratization can be distin-
guished which have produced – according to our operationalization of
democraticness – at this moment 57 nations that are sufficiently pluralistic
and polyarchic. In Table 3.10 we report a cross-tabulation of these demo-
cracies. Obviously, the longer a democracy exists the higher the level of
democratization appears to be. There are, of course, some outliers, which are
Germany, Finland and Japan. These countries were re-democratized after the
war and apparently are still lagging behind the others. However, this cannot
be true for Ireland and Switzerland or the USA. On the one hand, it may be
argued that their low scores on democraticness have to do with their ‘insti-
tutional sclerosis’ (cf. Olson, 1982) that has impaired a full development in
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TTaabbllee  33..1100 Cross tabulation of democraticness and waves of democratization
(N = 57)

WWaavveess  ooff  ddeemmooccrraattiizzaattiioonn

LLeevveell  ooff
ddeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss FFiirrsstt SSeeccoonndd TThhiirrdd FFoouurrtthh

High 68.8% 23.1%
(N = 14) 24.6% (19.3%) (5.3%)

Medium 25.0% 23.1% 36.4% 23.5%
(N = 15) 26.3% (7.0%) (5.3%) (7.0%) (7.0%)

Low 6.3% 38.5% 18.2% 35.3%
(N = 14) 24.6% (1.8%) (8.8%) (3.5%) (10.5%)

Below par 5.4% 45.8% 41.2%
(N = 14) 24.6% (3.5%) (8.8%) (12.3%)

N 16 13 11 17

χ² = 32.6 (DF = 9); eta = 0.674

Note: Democraticness is the same variable as used earlier in this chapter (see Figure 3.3); waves
of democratization are taken from Schmidt (2000: 467–8); the level of democratization is
assigned by transforming the values into four categories of equal percentiles.
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terms of polyarchy. On the other hand, it may well be an artefact resulting
from the measurement of electoral turnout and party competition (see:
Schmidt, 2000: 400). The largest cross-national variation is to be found in the
countries that belong to the second and third wave of democratization.
Certain economically less developed countries are in this category (like the
Bahamas, Mauritius, etc.). Among the countries (re)democratized during the
third wave one finds the South European countries (Portugal, Greece and
Spain) as well as the Latin American ones. The latter category is slow in
(re)developing civil and political rights for the individual citizen (in particu-
lar in Chile, but also in Argentina and Brazil). The final wave is dominated
by Central and East European countries, for example, Romania and Bulgaria,
but also by Latin American countries that are lagging behind in achieving a
high(er) level of democraticness. We conclude, therefore, that although early
democratization correlates with level of genuine democracy, it is not a rule
that latecomers show an identical pace and pattern in developing a fully-
fledged democracy. Hence, other factors must be taken into account to
explain this observed cross-national variation of democraticness.

In the previous section we established that the differences in the level of
democraticness could be ascribed to the institutionalization of the demo-
cratic polity. If this is tenable worldwide, so we argue, then these factors
should also account for the viability and performance of democraticness. In
other words, we expect that our indicators of democracy – pluralism and
polyarchy – not only shape the level of democraticness, but are also related
to higher levels of socio-economic development and government expendi-
ture. In Table 3.7 we reported the relevant correlates for the indicators used
to establish the level of democraticness.

From these results it appears that indeed socio-economic variables and the
size of the public sector is strongly associated with democratization and
democraticness. A replication of the stepwise regression of these factors on
the level of democratization shows an (adjusted) R² of 79.3 per cent and a
strong role for government, on the one hand, and the economy on the other.8

Yet, the most striking feature is, that if we control this comprehensive model
for the age of democracy (or the ‘waves’ of democratization) then this has a
strong and negative effect on the level of democraticness that is reached.
Hence, time is indeed an important factor for being a democracy.

In summary: we have demonstrated that the establishment and institution-
alization of democracy is to a large extent a matter of time. By comparing the
contemporary democracies by waves it appears that the older a democracy
is the greater is its viability. Yet, this argument cannot be reversed: the
variation in democraticness is larger across the polities that recently experi-
enced their transition to democracy. Secondly, it transpired from our analy-
sis that – as we had already observed – the more viable and comprehensively
institutionalized a liberal democratic system is the more likely a positive
socio-economic and governmental performance will be (this issue will be
elaborated in Chapter 11 by Lane and Ersson). Hence, we conclude that – on
the basis of a variable-oriented approach with a large N (= 57) – democracies
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need time to develop their viability, which expresses itself in high(er) levels
of affluence and responsive governance.

33..66  CCOONNCCLLUUDDIINNGG  RREEMMAARRKKSS

The study of democracy and democratization is one of the most contested
topics in political science. In this chapter our point of departure has been to
discuss this essential and crucial variable of political life worldwide from the
perspective of the comparative approach to political science. The reasons to
choose this perspective are twofold:

• Democracy, however it is conceptualized, is in our view essentially a
macroscopic entity and needs therefore to be elaborated and researched on
the system level.

• Theories of democracy, of whatever creed and level of abstraction, need
to be discussed by relating hypotheses to empirical reality and therefore
must be elaborated and researched comparatively.

This is what this chapter set out to do. First, we have argued that the com-
parative approach always should make clear what its ‘core subject’ is
and thus what its substantial point of departure implies. The triad:
politics–polity–policy has been our point of departure and it has been sub-
sequently applied to the phenomenon ‘democracy’.

Second, we set out to develop an empirically driven conceptualization of
democracy making use of much of the existing literature. We employed
especially the seminal contribution of Robert Dahl to the debate in elaborat-
ing empirically the concept of ‘polyarchy’. This led to an empirical measure
consisting of ‘pluralism’ and ‘polyarchy’ which has served as dimensions of
what we have called level of democraticness. In this way both the system as
well as the process can be properly analysed. It appeared in the course of this
chapter that these truly comparative variables could travel well without
undue conceptual stretching (Sartori, 1984; Dogan and Pelassy, 1990).

Third, we attempted to make more sense of the many and diverse expla-
nations of the process of democratization by carrying out a cross-national
regression analysis of the influence of their various factors on the levels of
democraticness. We found that many explanations fit the data used. At the
same time it also became clear that certain factors are rather conditional (like
socio-economic development and government expenditures), whereas
others can be considered as more or less effect-productive (like the age of a
democracy, parliamentarism and presidentialism) or are less relevant than is
often thought (like electoral turnout). 

Overall, this chapter served the purpose of demonstrating the usefulness
of the comparative approach to the study of democracy as a systemic
‘whole’. In the parts to follow, this holistic perspective is abandoned. The
chapters of Parts Two and Three, in particular, will focus on specific and
essential parts of established democratic systems at work.
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NNOOTTEESS

1 It should be noted that the work of Adam Przeworski, when focusing on a ‘core
matter’ is not guilty of the charges made here; see: Przeworski, 1985; Przeworski
and Sprague, 1986. It remains a remarkable feature, however, that his and Ragin’s
methodological work appears to be divorced from actual empirical analysis.
Ragin’s replication of Rokkan’s mapping of nation-building in Europe, or his case-
related ideas on intra-national developments (Ragin, 1991) are hardly convincing
in relating theory and method. See also: Landman, 2000. 

2 Dahl himself has become more ambivalent about attempts to measure the
democraticness of a society. Nevertheless, he has stimulated this type of research
himself (see: Dahl, 1971: 238ff). In his latest book he states that collecting data on
the availability of the set of institutions may be possible, but that deciding
whether or not these institutions function properly is another matter. See: Dahl,
1998: 196–9.

3 P = votes/population × 100. C = 100 – Vote share largest party (per cent). The Index
of Democratization is then:

ID = (P × C)/100 [see: Vanhanen, 1997: 35–6]

Obviously the larger the voter turnout, and the less oligopolistic the party system
is, the higher the ID score will be. Conversely the lower the turnout and the more
oligopolistic the structure of the party system, the lower is the ID score. To some
extent this is a weakness, if not a bias, of this index since if produces certain
counter-intuitive results (see: Schmidt, 2000: 400–1; also: Bollen, 1993; Dunleavy
and Margetts, 1994).

4 In this chapter the focus will be exclusively on the Democracy-dimension of their
scale.

5 Examples are Argentina, Brazil, Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Peru, the Dominican
Republic, Pakistan, Russia, Albania, just to mention a few; the exclusion of
democracies like Spain and Mexico, for instance, is also odd.

6 Instead of employing Principal Components Analysis – which is usually done –
Principal Axis Factoring is selected. The advantage is that the communality is not
derived from a fixed eigenvalue (1.0) but directly from the correlation-matrix
itself. This reduces the inherent error-terms. In this case it means that the R² is
lower (79.9% versus 87.3%) but it does not affect the distinctiveness of both
factors (r = –0.70). See also: Pennings et al., 1999: 101–4.

7 For the purpose of comparability both variables have been transformed
into z-scores. In addition a single variable was constructed combining the
values of both variables which represent an index of democraticness. The basic
variables are:
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Name N Range Mode

Pluralism 161 3.15 1.36
Polyarchy 145 3.35 –1.36
Democracy 127 6.30 – 3.15
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8 The equation yields the following results: 

AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  TTOO  CCHHAAPPTTEERR  33::  VVAARRIIAABBLLEESS  AANNDD  SSOOUURRCCEESS

Variables Sources/computations

Central government expenditures World development indicators at
www.worldbank.org/data/

Civil rights Freedom House 1999 (Schmidt, 2000)
Coppedge and Reinicke Coppedge and Reinicke (Schmidt, 2000)
Democraticness Computed as the standardized sum of

polyarchy and pluralism
Duration of democracy Adapted from Derbyshire and

Derbyshire (1996) and Banks (1998) 
1 = new democracy established after 1988
2 = recent democracy, established 

after 1945
3 = old democracy, established before 1945

When disturbed the score lessens by 0.5.
Electoral competition Vanhanen (1997), Schmidt (2000)
Electoral turnout IDEA: www.idea.int/voter_turnout
Government expenditures World development indicators at

www.worldbank.org/data/
HDI UNDP Human Development Report 1998
Jaggers and Gurr Jaggers and Gurr (Schmidt, 2000)
Parliamentarism Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996)
Pluralism Factor score of the indexes of political

rights, civil rights and Coppedge
and Reinicke

Political rights Freedom House 1999 (Schmidt, 2000)
Polyarchy Factor score of the indexes of Jaggers

and Gurr and Vanhanen (1997)
Presidentialism Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996)
Regime type Alvarez (1995) (Schmidt, 2000)
Urbanization Vanhanen (1997)
Vanhanen Index 1993 Vanhanen (1993) (Schmidt, 2000)
Vanhanen Index 1997 Vanhanen (1997) (Schmidt, 2000)
Waves of democratization Schmidt (2000)
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Constant (α) =  1.33
• Affluence =  0.37 (3.23)
• Human development =  0.41 (3.35)
• Central government =  0.10 (2.54)
• Parliamentarism =  0.10 (1.76)
• Presidentialism =  –0.40 (–2.74)
• General government =  –0.28 (–2.13)
Adjusted R² =  79.3% 

Note: t-values in brackets. Independent variables are presented in standardized values. 
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PPAARRTT  TTWWOO

PPAARRTTIIEESS  AANNDD  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT  IINN  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCIIEESS

An essential feature of representative democracy is, of course, its indirect
nature. Although in modern parlance the citizen is still the ‘principal’ and
the executive and legislative branches of constitutional government are then
the ‘agents’, it is obvious that both government and parliament are the
crucial actors in modern democracy. The citizen is important at the time of
election, but then he/she must wait and see until the next election in what
way and to what extent parties in parliament and in government have
indeed translated the citizens’ preferences into policy. Conversely, parties are
to a large extent dependent on how the electorate chooses.

In Chapter 4 Ian Budge et al. examine this relationship between parties and
electorate from the perspective known as systems analysis of political life.
Two concepts are introduced to assess the actual working and functioning of
representative democracy: Responsiveness and Accountability. The former con-
cept indicates the extent to which citizens’ preferences are indeed translated
into policy priorities of political parties. The latter concept is intended to
measure whether or not parties fulfil their programmatic promises in terms
of policy measures.

From this perspective an empirical analysis is presented, which demon-
strates cross-nationally that this is more often the case than not. In addition
Budge et al. claim that not only parties – in or out of government – can be
held responsible, but also that indeed public policy formation is actually
moving toward accountable performances. This seems good news, but at the
same time it becomes also clear that on average the public policy per-
formance of representative democracies is often characterized by inertia and
incremental change.

In Chapter 5 an analysis is presented which examines in more detail the
role of ideology – considered as offering discrete choices to electorates – in
relation to party behaviour. It appears that the differentiation in electoral
systems and the existence of strong cleavages together, produce strong
effects in terms of voters’ participation and voting behaviour. Pennings’
analyses reinforce contemporary findings that the citizen is willing to parti-
cipate in elections, if and when the issues at stake are clear and the impact
of voting is considered to be meaningful. Hence, elections do matter for the
citizen as well as for the competing parties. This conclusion obviously runs
counter to the ideas that ‘politics is dead’ and ‘parties are all the same’. On
the contrary.
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The effects of electoral change and party choice, however, do appear to
affect patterns of co-operation between parties. Mair argues in Chapter 6 that
stable patterns of electoral behaviour and thus of party positions are chang-
ing, albeit gradually. His analysis shows that during the last five decades of
the twentieth century the mode of party competition has changed. Especially
during the 1990s it became more clear that ‘new’ parties develop into strong
actors, partly due to increased volatile voting behaviour within national sys-
tems, partly because of socio-cultural shifts within society. Arguably, new
patterns of party co-operation and party competition are developing. What
kind of effect this development has on representative government it is too
early to tell. Nevertheless, it goes without saying that ‘party politics’ still
matters: for the individual to safeguard his or her interests with respect to
the ‘public domain’; for the political party it implies that it must be flexible
and persevering in order to remain a stable actor within the political system.
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44 COMPARATIVE GOVERNMENT AND
DEMOCRACY: MODELLING PARTY
DEMOCRACY ACROSS 16 COUNTRIES1

IIaann  BBuuddggee,,  RRiicchhaarrdd  HHooffffeerrbbeerrtt,,  HHaannss  KKeemmaann,,
MMiicchhaaeell  MMccDDoonnaalldd,,  PPaauull  PPeennnniinnggss

44..11  SSTTUUDDYYIINNGG  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEELLYY

Previous chapters have discussed the concerns and methods of comparative
politics as applied to the study of democracy. This chapter offers a first
application of these approaches to the practical task of comparing political
systems. It focuses on democratic systems for a number of reasons. First,
democracy is the most widely diffused way of organizing polities in the
contemporary world. Many countries which term themselves democracies
of course fall considerably short of the ideal. Nevertheless they do follow
practices (such as holding regular elections) which are recognizably demo-
cratic (see also: Derbyshire and Derbyshire, 1996; Chapters 3 and 12 in
this book).

A second reason for studying democracy empirically is paradoxically nor-
mative and moral. It is the political system preferred both by ourselves and
probably our readers. Our reasons for preferring it are partly evaluative –
beliefs in equality and liberty and so on. But they are also based on factual
assumptions about the way democracy actually works. For example, we
assume that democratic arrangements do make governments more respon-
sive to voters. As the argument for supporting democracy depends on such
factual assertions just as much as on normative beliefs, it is as well to check
them out to make sure they are correct.

From both an empirical and a normative point of view therefore it makes
sense to concentrate on comparing democracies if one is studying compara-
tive politics – just as economists concentrate on the free market rather than
the different examples of command economies. The parallel goes further.
Just as firms and consumers are central to the free market whatever country
it functions in, so political parties and voters are central to democracy
whatever its national context.

There is little dispute nowadays that modern democracy is essentially
party democracy. That is, it depends on political parties to present alterna-
tives for electoral choice and to organize government afterwards so as to
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bring electorally preferred policies into effect. Much research on individual
parties and national party systems, as on particular aspects of political par-
ties, has been carried out within the framework of this assumption – studies
of party structure and organization, relations between leaders and members,
strategies of electoral competition and of coalition formation, policies and
performance of parties in government.

This list of the party characteristics and behaviours which have been
studied, is already long and could be extended. Our aim is to put all these
aspects of party activity together systematically in order to form an overall
picture of how parties behave and what they do within the everyday workings
of democracy. 

Democracy is considered here as a set of institutional and political
processes operating in similar ways across different countries. If the processes
were not similar we could not talk about democracy as such without a
country qualifier (‘American democracy’ as compared with ‘Dutch demo-
cracy’ for example). But we do talk about democracy as a general system with
common characteristics wherever it operates. Each national setting may add
certain political idiosyncrasies and deck out the fundamental underlying
processes in a different guise. But the common essentials must be there
underneath – otherwise we would not know that the country was democratic
in the first place (Dogan and Pelassy, 1990).

Our aim is to identify the shared, defining processes of democracy and
specify theoretically how they work. We then go on, using comparable statis-
tics from 16 democratic countries, to see if the theoretical formulation does
adequately describe their political processes. We thus move from formulating to
testing a priori theory in our analysis below and build on the validated theory
to produce a quantified description (simulation) of the processes at work. 

44..22  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  EEVVIIDDEENNCCEE  OONN  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY  AASS  AA  PPRROOCCEESSSS

Both testing and even – paradoxically – formulating relevant theory depends
on having evidence to fit into it. For a systematic and comprehensive theory
one needs systematic and comprehensive evidence – statistical in form, as it
is only through statistical analysis that we can extract information from large
quantities of data extending over 40 years across 16 countries. There is an
inevitable interaction between evidence and theory. The theory specifies the
kind of data which is necessary in order for it to apply to the real world i.e.
to operationalize it. However, the nature of the data which are available
forces adaptations in the operationalization which often lead one to revise
the original theory in significant ways. Just thinking about the way the
theory needs to be applied often reveals inconsistencies or a lack of relevance
in its assumptions. Lacking this discipline – owing to the dearth of relevant
evidence at the time – made early attempts at comparative modelling of
politics far too abstract and general, to an extent which called their relevance
to comparative analysis into severe doubt. 
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The evidence now available 30 years later to check and fill in our model of
democratic processes is much more extensive. One use of our model in fact
is to organize and focus the large comparative data sets now available, even
in areas not previously considered accessible to quantitative analysis, such
as the declarations and programmes of political parties. These are key elements
in any attempt to link government responses to contextual developments and
electoral expectations. Estimates of party policy-stands are now available
in the massive data collection brought together by the ECPR’s Manifesto
Research Group, which includes codings and statistics for election (and
government) programmes for 25 democracies over the whole post-war
period (Budge et al., 1987; Klingemann et al., 1994). Specially collected for
this analysis are indicators of social and economic developments, voting
behaviour, government composition and expenditures for 16 countries over
the same time-period (Woldendorp et al., 2000; see also Chapter 12 in this
book). These statistics are deliberately designed to be comparable across
countries, so they facilitate the type of pooled comparative investigation
described below in Section 4.4.

Before coming to the data we need to specify our theoretical model. As
noted above this has its roots in the ‘systems analysis’ of the 1950s (Easton,
1953, 1965). The models developed within this framework were at once too
comprehensive and too simple to be easily researchable. But they did create
habits of thinking about national politics as particular examples of general
underlying processes, and provided an overall framework within which to
relate them.

The ‘systems model’ shown in Figure 4.1 illustrates these generalizing
and simplifying tendencies very well. It conceives of politics rather like the
developing computers of the time, receiving ‘inputs’ from the environment
and processing them into ‘outputs’ which then ‘feed back’ into the environ-
ment to modify the ‘inputs’ coming into the system in the next sequence. The
‘political system’ is thus autonomous and to a considerable extent in self-
regulating equilibrium. That is, it can under normal circumstances adjust its
outputs so as to produce manageable inputs, which do not over-tax its ability
to process them. However its ‘feedback’ only affects ‘inputs’ to some extent.
They may also be affected by other changes in the environment stemming
from actions of other political systems (war and invasion for example), from
changes in the socio-economic context (globalization) or in the world of states
(internationalization). Any such change may be too much for the ‘processing’
capacity of an individual system and may cause ‘breakdown’. This may also
be provoked, however, by the unintended or unanticipated consequences of
the political outputs themselves. These are mostly government policies and
expenditures. An example of unintended consequences would be the series of
health and social security measures we describe in general terms as the Welfare
State. Besides resolving problems of health and welfare these also create ‘big
government’ – for example in terms of excessive regulation of ordinary life and
an overblown bureaucracy – which in turn may create ‘government overload’
and ‘system breakdown’ (see for this: Chapters 9 and 10 in this book). 
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To some extent therefore even when processing internal ‘inputs’ –
individual and group demands and expectations – the system may ‘over-
load’ and break down. However, another set of inputs may give it extra
resilience. These consist of the diffuse support given to a legitimate system
by its citizens, which induces them to demonstrate, act, fight and even die on
its behalf. Such loyalties are not necessarily traded in return for specific
benefits received from the system. They are positive orientations formed
primarily in childhood towards an important object in the environment. This
emphasis encouraged much research on childhood ‘socialization’ to politics,
an area currently almost wholly passed over by ‘rational choice’ approaches
which take preferences and tastes as given (Easton and Dennis, 1969; Budge,
1993; Conover and Searing, 1994). In seeking to model all political systems
anywhere at any point in time, the ‘systems model’ raises vast questions.
Being so abstract and general it can also accommodate practically any
answers. It does not specify what inputs and outputs are central and which
are peripheral to the polity, so welfare is as relevant as dog-ownership. It
does not define either ‘support’ or ‘breakdown’, so it is difficult to relate
them to each other. Most famously, the central political processes and struc-
tures are left as an opaque ‘black box’ into which inputs come and outputs
go without any inkling as to how one produces the other, or how the political
processes transform them. 

Such information, in a concise easily operationalized form, is however pro-
vided by another ‘model’ of the 1960s – Miller and Stokes’ seminal analysis
of representative-constituent relationships (Miller and Stokes, 1963). While
focused on the US House of Representatives, the model can obviously apply
anywhere constituency-based politicians make voting decisions reasonably
autonomously. The model (Figure 4.2) sketches possible relationships
between majority constituency preferences (Box A) and the final vote cast by
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the Representative in the Assembly (Box D). Presumably the two are going
to be reasonably congruent – if they are totally unrelated the model becomes
irrelevant as it is designed to explain the congruence which is assumed to
exist. Assuming congruence there are two alternative ways this might come
about. Either the representative acts as a ‘delegate’, voting for what he
perceives to be the option favoured by the constituency majority (link 4 in
Figure 4.2), without reference to his own preference. Or the representative
acts as a classical ‘representative’ voting for his own preference (link 5) with-
out reference to his perception of majority preferences. In that case the only
way for the constituency to influence votes is to choose a representative
whose preferences coincide with voters’ (link 1).

Of course the ‘Delegate’ style of linkage where the representative feels
bound to vote according to his constituents’ preferences without regard to
his own, only works if (s)he correctly identifies what the constituency opin-
ion is (link 2). Thus we can envisage two pathways of constituency influence
on the representative’s vote: 2–4 as opposed to 1–5 of this model. 

Once we set out the possibilities systematically, however, we can see
another possibility. The representative’s preferences and perceptions may
interact (link 3 in Figure 4.2). Either his preferences colour his perceptions,
so (s)he sees the constituency majority as supporting his or her own opinion
whatever it may be. Or, (s)he may constantly tailor his/her own preferences
to his or her perception of constituency ones. Thus we might see consti-
tuency influence on vote working through links 1–3–4 or through links 2–3–5
of the Representative-Constituency model.

Of course, constituency influence might work in other ways. Perhaps
party influence might make the representative vote the same way as the
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constituency majority wishes even though it is neither his own preference
nor perception (the dotted line in Figure 4.2). Or party influences might
make her/him ignore both her/his own perceptions and preferences and
those of the constituency altogether. In that case no link in Figure 4.2 would
exist at all and the model is wrong in focusing on these relationships with-
out including parties and their organizational features (Katz and Mair, 1992;
Krouwel, 1999).

The nice thing about the Miller–Stokes model is that most of the linkages
could be checked out against the parallel surveys of constituents and
legislators, which the authors had conducted. These were cross-sectional
(relating to only one point in time). So which version of link 3 was operative
was not clear. All conceivable patterns of relationships were found between
individual legislators and constituents, But the majority of cases conformed
clearly to one or other of the linkage patterns identified in the model – varying,
however, with the policy area involved (warfare versus welfare, for example:
Keman, 1987).

This example of a theoretical model closely linked to data and capable
therefore of being operationalized and measured, has been continuously
influential over the last 30 years. Primarily used in research on US politics, it
is capable of supporting comparative generalizations provided its assump-
tion of autonomous legislative voting is met. Looking at the way this model
has been applied indicates also now such theoretical constructions should be
handled:

1. The model is not a precisely specified theory of the representative
process. Rather it accommodates at least three hypotheses about the way
this works – ‘delegate’, ‘representative’ and ‘mixed’. Whichever of these
modes predominates is compatible with the model, as is also a whole
range of numerical values for them. What we end up with after the data-
analysis may be, however, a more refined and specified model with
some of the linkages shown not to exist in certain areas.

2. As a result the model cannot be ‘disproved’ by testing in any conven-
tional sense. It can however be ‘improved’. That is, knowing whether
some of the links do not exist, or whether some operate in certain policy
areas and others in others, enables us to specify it further and apply it
more precisely. This is particularly so as the various linkages 1–5 can be
expressed as equations linking one component of the model (e.g. con-
stituency majority preferences) to another (assembly vote). Thus the
whole diagram can be turned into equations with specified numeric
values after it has been operationalized and analysed. This in effect is
what we do with our own model below. 

3. If the model cannot be disproved by showing that some of the conceiv-
able linkages do not exist in practice anywhere, it could however be
shown up as irrelevant if none of its linkages appears to be important. If
for example only the dotted line in Figure 4.2 describes the relationship
between constituency preferences and representative vote, there is not
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much point in including the personal preferences and perceptions of
representatives. This would be even truer if representatives followed
their party line regardless of constituency preferences, when none of the
linkages in Figure 4.2 would hold. Such a result would lead us to seek
alternative models in which party preferences and perceptions figured as
the main components. It is in this sense that we will check out our model
of the central democratic processes below, moving from a specification of
the likely main components of such processes to linkages between them:
operationalization of these for comparative data, elimination of some
conceivable linkages which do not appear in practice, and quantification
of those that do. Once we can express the model as a series of equations
with parameter values based on the data, we can also demonstrate how
a change in one of the parameters works through to the others. 

Quantification thus enables us to pass from a theoretical to a working model
of democratic processes, generating predictions from the interactions of the
model as a whole which can then be further tested to supplement the partial
checks of each link on its own. In Section 4.7 we will illustrate the function-
ing of such simulations, through which the specified model becomes more
like a real theory. At the current stage of our research we have to stop there.

44..33  MMOODDEELLLLIINNGG  PPAARRTTYY  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY

Figure 4.2 is obviously much more focused on a particular political process
than Figure 4.1. As a result it is more easily specified, operationalized and
tested. The price paid for specificity and concreteness is its limitation to
democracies with a constituency-based electoral system and loose party disci-
pline (possibly only the United States). We seek to make our own model of
democratic processes more generalizable in line with the ‘systems model’ of
Figure 4.1, while avoiding its excessive abstraction. We hope that this will
produce an overview which can be fitted to comparative data in a broader
and more flexible manner.

As we have seen, the first step in model building is to specify the essen-
tial elements in the democratic process. Only then can we go on to describe
relationships between them. Usually we think of these elements as actors –
voters, parties, and governments. These appear in our model. Its starting
point, however, is with developments in the environment surrounding the
democracy (analogous to ‘inputs’ in the systems model of Figure 4.l). This
is because democracies, like all states and polities, have to cope with a
continuing stream of events, if not problems. Some of these to be sure are
produced by other actors – a threat of war by another state for example. But
others emerge from impersonal forces which are hard to identify with any
one actor – unemployment, inflation, international tensions, environmental
degradation are all examples of such ‘unattributable’ pressures on the
democracy. 
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Contextual problems, electoral concerns, party priorities and government
policies are the four components of our model pictured in Figure 4.3. Our
model therefore is problem-driven. Given that some development has taken
place with likely effects on societal well-being, the model asks – what
response (if any) do voters make to it? What response (if any) do parties
make?2 What response (if any) do governments make? How do contextual
developments get translated into a (electoral, party, government) response?
And how does all this affect voting for a government, the characteristic and
defining democratic process of election? These questions are specified in
Figure 4.3, which details and labels the primary relationships of interest for
democratic functioning. Relationship 1 of the model for example is con-
cerned with how far voters correctly perceive the ‘objective’ problems that
confront democracy.

It is interesting to see that an empirical analysis can confront a normative
problem often raised in discussions of democracy: how far can ordinary
people be trusted to have a correct sense of political priorities? The model
puts this question directly because it is central to a process that relies on
elections. How far in responding to voters (link 3 in Figure 4.3) do parties as
a result ignore real problems, so that link 2 does not really exist? Or do
parties directly respond to problems and ignore voters’ preferences as ‘elite’
theorists have argued (Schumpeter, 1942; Plamenatz, 1973; Lively, 1978)?

All these are central questions of traditional democratic theory. Naturally
they have to be raised and answered – even in a descriptive model of demo-
cracy – precisely because they are so central. The same is true for other links
in the model – like party responsibility (link 4 in Figure 4.3) – how far do
parties in government actually carry through the policies on which they won
the election? Elitist theories, again, query the existence of such a relationship,
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while ‘mandate’ theories of democracy depend on it. And how far and in
what way (if any) do voters hold government parties to account for what
they have done in government (link 5 of the model). 

Investigating these relationships already raises many fundamental ques-
tions, which we would like to concentrate upon. Even a parsimonious and
stripped-down model however has to take account of at least two other
factors: 

1. Institutional constraints: For example, in a Federation the central govern-
ment may respond less to problems (or may even be constitutionally
prohibited from action) as there are state governments which may have
a monopoly of the necessary powers. This implies that institutions may
not only affect the speed and type of response to problems but also exert
a direct effect on what is done (see: Schmidt, 1996a; Lane and Ersson,
1997; Braun, 2000).

2. Bureaucracy: Governments are composed not only of parties but also of
bureaucrats who may implement party programmes but will also pick
up and act on problems directly. The fact that most of our statistical
measures of societal developments are devised and recorded by bureau-
crats is significant. They want to keep an eye on problems in order to
respond directly themselves (see: Lehmbruch, 1999; Olsen, 1998).

In Figure 4.4 a direct link (7) between problems and government response is
incorporated, which it labels ‘Governmental problem responsiveness’. This
supplements the indirect links (2 and 4) between problems and policies,
through the priorities set out by parties in their programmes – which if elected
they are supposed to translate into public policy (according to standard demo-
cratic theory, at any rate; Keman, 1997a; Lijphart, 1977, 1999).

Figure 4.4 notes, however, that link 2 (also link 3) – party responses to
problems on the one hand and to electoral concerns on the other – can be
affected by party ideology. Socialist parties could be more sensitive to unem-
ployment as a problem than parties of the Right and the opposite could be
true of inflation. Centre parties are often regarded as more sensitive and
responsive to voters than the ideology-bound Socialists or Liberals. A final
possibility allowed for in the figure is that governments may not simply fol-
low policies laid out by their constituent parties at the preceding election.
They may also respond directly to voters’ concerns, modifying their posi-
tions to come closer to those of the median voter (link 6). Taken as a whole
then, Figure 4.4 presents a simplified but not unrealistic picture of the central
democratic process, as it emerges from conventional descriptions and the-
ories of democracy.3 Hopefully therefore it is not too controversial as a basis
for comparative statistical investigation. Before we go on to that investiga-
tion, however, we have to examine the comparative data, which are used to
specify the model.
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44..44  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  DDAATTAA  SSEETTSS

The NIAS Research Group has measured all factors included in Figure 4.4
for 16 OECD-countries. OECD-countries were chosen because, from 1972,
under the influence of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), they have
been recording government expenditures in exactly the same way. Public
expenditures in different policy areas are used as indicators of government
policy precisely because they are available in the same form for all countries.
The areas covered are shown in Table 4.1. Data generally cover the period
1945–94 but analyses covering government expenditure only run from 1972
because of comparability considerations.

Having data in the same form across countries is absolutely crucial for a
comparative investigation like this and applies also to the indicators we have
chosen for contextual problems, electoral concerns and party programmes.
We want to describe how democracy works, not British democracy, American
democracy, Italian democracy, etc. This implies at some stages pooling our
data across countries and time, and even where country by country checks
have been done, we made sure this is done with comparable categories –
eliminating at least methodological variation between national units. Making
data truly comparable involves sacrifices (Sartori, 1970; Pennings et al., 1999).
Where indicators are not available for all countries they have been left out.
Often a simpler index has to be preferred to a more valid one – simply because
the latter is not available everywhere or is not reliable. For example, the
measure of ‘welfare needs’ we use is the percentage of the whole population
aged 65 and over, which requires most servicing.
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The same can be said of government expenditures themselves. They do
not represent the whole of a policy. Had we comparative measures of legis-
lation or of administrative measures in the various policy areas we would
use them. But we do not have them. Expenditures are very important in
effecting policies, however, and are capable of telling us a lot about what
governments actually do, as opposed to what they say they do (see also:
Klingemann et al., 1994; Castles, 1998).

Fortunately, electoral programmes have been coded into a fairly refined
range of 56 categories (most recently reported in Budge et al., 2001). These
can be combined into specific measures of the priority given by parties in
elections to, for example, welfare and defence, as well as into a general mea-
sure of Left–Right ideology (ibid.: 22). Measures are based on the percentage
of sentences in each programme given to a particular topic, or to ‘Left-wing’
minus ‘Right-wing’ topics. These seem good measures of the policy priori-
ties parties say they have and which can be compared with the relative
amount of resources they actually devote to them in government (see also:
Keman, 1997a; van Kersbergen, 1997).

Really comparable public opinion data over our 16 countries – needed to
measure electoral preferences and expectations in our model – are hard to
find, however. Instead we have used estimates of the median voter posi-
tions4 derived from votes and party programmes, on the assumption that
voters vote for the parties whose policy positions are closest to their own.
Assuming also an even spread of voters on each side of party positions on
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the policy continuum, the proportion of voters sharing each party’s policy
positions can be calculated and the position of the middle elector – the one
associated with the majority position – estimated from the overall distri-
bution (Kim and Fording, 1998; see also: Pennings and Lane, 1998; Budge
et al., 2001).

Our major indicators for policy expenditures are summarized in Table 4.1.
We investigated many more policy areas than these reported in this table.5

However, only those involving total (government) expenditure and expen-
diture on welfare and defence appeared as significant at all levels of the
data-based equations linking problems, electoral concerns, party priorities
and government policy. Education expenditure is included below for
comparison, as expenditures here seem – like those in most policy areas – to
be purely problem-driven and not responsive to either party or electoral
priorities. Many of the indicators in Table 4.1 relate to more than one policy-
area. Inflation and unemployment for example might have effects both on
the general amount spent by government and on the amount spent, par-
ticularly, on welfare. Similarly a party’s or voter’s position to the Left or
Right might in theory have consequences for all the policy-areas, as it has a
general relevance for party priorities in a variety of specific areas.

The data we generate using these indicators have two major characteristics: 

1. They do not change much over time. Stability and persistence are their
main characteristics, even in terms of party policy priorities.

2. Partly as a result they do show great differences between countries. This
is because countries start off from very different levels of welfare or infla-
tion in the first place. Any changes that then occur over time trend in the
same direction, however, suggesting that there are common international
influences at work, despite initial national differences. This indicates that
there is scope for a pooled, aggregate analysis of our data as well as a
need to check every result statistically at an individual country level to
make sure it does not misrepresent national cases. The results we now
report were found at both levels.

44..55  AANN  OOVVEERRVVIIEEWW  OOFF  RREESSUULLTTSS  FFRROOMM  CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  SSTTAATTIISSTTIICCAALL
IINNVVEESSTTIIGGAATTIIOONN  

Are the direct impacts of problems on governments more or less important
than those mediated by parties and voters in a democracy? We can certainly
say that direct impacts of problems on governments are more important in
most policy areas. In most, relationships 4 and 6 – i.e. party responsibility
(translating policy priorities into government policies) and government
responsiveness (adapting policy-making to the relevant constituencies) – do
not consistently hold. This may be because we do not have adequate data.
Out of the policies we can investigate, only welfare, defence and general
government activity show a pattern of relationships conforming to those
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labelled 4 and 6 in our model (Figure 4.4). In other areas, education being an
obvious example, the bureaucracy seems to react directly to contextual pres-
sures without prompting from either parties or voters. These policy areas are
described by link 7 (Government problem responsiveness) in Figure 4.4.
Political institutions (federalism, centralization) also affect patterns of policy
expenditure greatly, making a major contribution to national differences in
the areas we investigated. Obviously whether a country is Federal or
Unitary makes a great difference to the amount central government spends,
and the policies it undertakes (Keman, 2000a). Quantitatively therefore, one
can say that party-mediated links between problems, electoral concerns and
government policies emerge as much less numerous than the direct links.

However, we should qualify this finding in two ways:

1. The two areas where we have found party priorities to affect govern-
ment targets6 – welfare and defence – are the areas to which most money
is directed. They are also central to Left–Right conflicts between parties
and thus to the major political confrontation in most democracies
(Keman, 1984).

2. Our findings relate to expenditure targets for the various policy areas,
not to the direct formulation of policy goals through legislation or
administrative decrees. For obvious reasons neither of these types of
policy-enactment have been quantified in a manner suitable for compar-
ative investigation. In the one case where they have been quantified,
even for investigation within a single country (the USA) we have found
a very strong, even causal relationship, between Left–Right priorities
enunciated in party programmes and the general ‘liberalism’ of presi-
dential actions (McDonald et al., 1999).

This suggests – if we had comparable information for other countries – that
many policy areas would show significant party influence in legislative
terms even though much legislation and administrative action would still be
technical and non-partisan in character. However, slow-moving policy
expenditures, constrained by pre-existing plans, legal contracts, long-term
programmes and so on – constitute the toughest test of party influence over
policy. In education, for example, it is harder to get new schools built than to
change the curriculum. Thus the finding that party priorities do influence
the crucial welfare and defence budgets is a stronger affirmation of the
importance of parties than it appears at first sight.

The general picture that we form of party democracy is thus one where
parties focus on the points central to their (Left–Right) ideology. They com-
pete on these for votes and concern themselves with setting targets for them
in government. Other matters they leave to the bureaucracy and routine
government action (e.g. if the birth-rate rises, new schools need to be
planned in five years’ time).

Of course, if routine action is botched or not taken, the question will spill
over into day-to-day politics and involve party confrontations. However,
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such issues do not have the staying power of ones related to long-standing
differences (above all, of those related to Left–Right stands). Remedial action
can be taken on such ‘occasional’ issues and they will fade away. Only if they
occur at the height of an election will they affect voting. Otherwise attention
turns back at elections to mainstream questions lining the Right up against
the Left – ‘guns’ versus ‘butter’, or: defence versus welfare.

Turning now to the responsiveness of parties to real problems (link 2 in
Figure 4.4) and to electoral concerns (link 3) we have a very definite finding.
Parties appear not to be responsive! They do not change priorities, neither as
new problems emerge nor as electoral concerns change. These two are in fact
bound together, as our public-opinion data show voters to be quite realistic
about problems currently facing the democracy (link 1). During the post-war
boom and the Cold War (1950–72) they overwhelmingly thought foreign
affairs and war were the most important problems. After 1972 they become
predominantly concerned with the domestic problems of unemployment
and inflation. Which of the two is regarded as most important is closely
related to the actual situation in the country at the time, as measured by such
indicators as percentage of unemployed and rates of inflation (Castles, 1999).

In spite of ‘objective’ problems often being reinforced by electoral con-
cerns, parties hardly take any notice of them. The reasons for this are rooted
in their domination by a fixed ideology. Leftwing parties always emphasize
the problem of (present or future) unemployment very heavily. Thus they do
not concentrate on it more when it is high than when it is low. The same
applies to Rightwing parties with regard to inflation or defence. Thus links
2 and 3 in Figure 4.3 do not exist in reality. Nor are party responsiveness and
responsibility affected by the nature of the party ideology. All parties are the
same in this regard.

Does this mean that in general parties are inflexible and unresponsive?
Yes! But we must draw a distinction between individual parties and the
party system, which they make up. The system offers voters both policy
choice and a means of responding flexibly as circumstances change. If you
think unemployment is important at the time of an election you can vote for
a Leftwing party who are always concerned about it. If at the next election
unemployment has gone down but inflation is rising, you can vote for
Rightwing parties who are permanently obsessed with inflation. Parties
themselves do not respond but the party system offers a range of policy
options out of which voters can vote for the most appropriate one. Party
systems appear thus to function as a ‘window’ of opportunities, rather than
delineation of the voters’ choice (Mair, 1997; Pennings and Lane, 1998).

Party inflexibility and lack of responsiveness can even be seen, paradoxi-
cally, as beneficial for democracy in two ways:

1. They generally ensure that voters have a clear-cut choice between differ-
ent policy alternatives. Parties are generally distinguishable both in
terms of current policy and by their record. Indeed current policy and
record are often interchangeable – for example only 13 out of a total of
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57 parties in the study significantly changed their Left–Right positions
before and after 1970, which appears as a ‘watershed’ in post-war
economic development.

2. This degree of commitment to certain policies also gives voters a guar-
antee that parties will actually seek to carry out their promises in
government. That is they will be ‘responsible’ in the sense of Figure 4.4
(link 4). They will try to carry out their promises not because voters will
punish them if they do not (it is in fact hard for voters to know whether
or not parties have tried to carry out promises, in a situation of great
uncertainty). Parties will however try to carry out policies because they
want to, and their ideology pushes them into it in the policy areas where
they take a stand. This is probably a better guarantee for fulfilment of the
mandate than any external mode of enforcement.

Parties may want to carry through their policies in government but are they
able to? The idea that they are, has been challenged both by ‘policy output’
studies (e.g. Hofferbert, 1966; Wilensky, 1975), that found social and
economic factors determined expenditures; and theories such as ‘incremen-
talism’ (Davis et al., 1966) that find that bureaucratic inertia and stand-offs
overwhelm party influences for change (for counter evidence, however, see
Castles, 1982: Schmidt, 1989a; Keman, 1993b; Stimson et al., 1995).

The lack of change from year to year in the data, on which we have already
commented, certainly favours an incrementalist view. Current government
expenditure on most policy areas looks very like last year’s. However, this
could be because this year’s problems also look much like last year’s and
party commitments also do not change much. However, it goes almost
without saying that there are many constraints on altering policy, especially
spending policy, even for a party which has an electoral mandate. Interest
groups and bureaucracies, contracts already signed, work already done – as
well as general economic constraints – may all have to be overcome before
spending can change. And everything may be put back to square one by the
(premature) fall of the government.

Once we turn our attention from immediate changes in spending totals to
the way parties try to alter expenditure targets, we can however see more
scope for party intervention. Spending aggregates do change substantially
over time (both welfare and defence over the post-war period) even if change
from one year to another is limited. The questions are: How is the direction of
change being affected? How are the ultimate spending targets being altered?

The findings, both from an immediate and long-term point of view, are
that party commitments do have an effect on spending priorities, in some
specific policy areas (welfare and defence). On the general size of central
government expenditure, direct party influences are, however, displaced by
the preferences of the median voter. In this area, in other words, the govern-
ment responds directly to electoral preferences (link 6 in Figure 4.4): here
government is sensitive and responsive to the electorate, even if parties, as
we have seen, are not. 
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On welfare and defence, party priorities substitute for directly expressed
electoral preferences in setting targets. If voters want to change spending
patterns in these specific areas they need to vote for another party. It is
significant that these policy areas are highly ideological – one central to the
Left, the other to the Right. Within a general budget constrained by popular
preferences and other factors, there seems indeed a direct trade-off between
the two areas which makes political contrasts even more intense (Keman,
1987). However, change towards target levels of expenditure moves very
slowly. Only 5 per cent of the desired change is realized each year. An
average government life of three years means that parties can cover only
15 per cent of the distance between present levels of expenditure and their
target level in any one government. The slow rate of change perhaps
accounts for the pervasive cynicism about parties’ ability to effect any
policy-change at all in government.

Of course, we must also qualify this by the consideration that it is often
easier to legislate or regulate others than to alter one’s own spending. For the
reasons stated above, this study is confined to expenditures. But we have
already noted single-country evidence that legislative measures may
respond quite quickly to party (and electoral) priorities (Stimson et al., 1995;
McDonald et al., 1999). One also has to take into account the other factors
allowed for in Figure 4.4. Institutional constraints such as federalism and
centralization are very important in accounting for differences in spending
outside defence – between countries but not of course over time. Such insti-
tutional arrangements do not change much over time. They exert a direct
effect, not an interactive one, as was envisaged in Figure 4.4. The develop-
ment of problems has both cross-national and dynamic effects. Even in
policy areas central to the parties or swayed by electoral preferences there-
fore, governments and bureaucracies do also respond directly to problems.
Thus link 7 in Figure 4.4 is always present, even when party-mediated
relationships also hold (see also: Braun, 2000; Wachendorfer-Schmidt, 2000).

With some modifications therefore the theoretical expectations of the
model are upheld in three central policy areas. Here there is always some
political input either from voters or parties. But this operates within constraints
imposed by institutions (like the state format and the extant party system),
prior commitments made by party government and the impact of problems
themselves – all as expected.

The last link in the model (5: Electoral accountability of parties) is one of
considerable interest to party specialists. It is the ‘feedback’ element in our
model (Figure 4.1). How does party management of government affect
voting? Are parties rewarded for governmental success and punished for
government failure? Or is their electoral fate divorced from what they do in
government? – A disquieting possibility for theories which see democracy as
a way to hold governments to account.

In fact the answers to these questions are mixed (see: Tufte, 1978; Budge
and Keman, 1990; Pennings et al., 1999). Government parties do seem to be
held to account by voters – but in terms of an overall reaction to their
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(economic) success, not in terms of a detailed appraisal of what they have
actually done or attempted to do in the way of policy. So it is not whether a
government intervened extensively in society and economy that counts, nor
whether it reduced government intervention and activity. Rather it is judged
on whether employment and inflation are better or worse than expected
over a fairly short time-span of up to five years. Voters do, however, dis-
criminate between the kinds of parties which form the government, in order
to refine their judgement about how to direct their vote. Parties get punished
more severely for failing to fulfil their own policy priorities – employment
for a Leftwing government and inflation for a Rightwing one – than they do
for failing on ‘opposition’ priorities.

Both ‘prospective’ and ‘retrospective’ judgements appear to enter into
voters’ appraisals of government performance and their subsequent vote. They
are concerned not just to punish or reward the existing government but also to
indicate which party should have the future direction of policy. Thus, if a
Leftwing party has been associated in government with rising unemployment,
it can hardly be judged capable of confronting it in the future, even though it
continues to emphasize it as a problem. In the election it may well be voted
out in favour of a Rightist alternative which at least could not do any worse
on unemployment and will probably do better on inflation (Hibbs, 1992;
Cusack, 1997). Such reactions also depend, however, on the party system’s
being able to offer distinct Left and Right ideological alternatives which can
form clearly differentiated governments. In many multi-party democracies
they cannot, because parties of both tendencies are associated in coalition
governments which form without much reference to the election results. In
such situations it is always unclear in advance what government will form,
even if a clearly Left or Right wing one does actually emerge eventually. 

The extreme case where the party system offers no possibility to voters of
influencing government composition and policy are the ‘Grand Coalitions’
in ‘consensus democracies’ like Switzerland and Austria, where all signifi-
cant parties whatever their ideological complexion join to form the govern-
ment. In this case voters can neither reward nor punish nor influence the
future direction of the government since this will remain the same however
they cast their votes. They can only vote therefore on non-policy grounds. As
a result the votes for parties in the current election closely resemble those
they got in the last election, subject to some long-term secular erosion.

In contrast the Anglo-Saxon countries offer voters a choice between ideo-
logical types of majority party government, clearly Left and clearly Right.
Thus the aggregate party vote in the current election fluctuates a lot and can
clearly be explained as a reaction to how well the government has met
economic expectations (Tufte, 1978).

The type of party system, and whether or not this offers a choice to voters
for establishing an alternative government, thus clearly has to be taken into
a fully specified and validated model. How we have revised the initial possi-
bilities we sketched in Figure 4.4 in the light of these findings is discussed in
the next section.
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44..66  AA  VVAALLIIDDAATTEEDD  AANNDD  SSPPEECCIIFFIIEEDD  MMOODDEELL  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC
PPRROOCCEESSSSEESS

Our full model – revised in the light of the comparative findings – is illus-
trated in Figure 4.5.

It is a simplified and modified version of Figure 4.4, owing to the discovery
that some hypothetical relationships appear not to exist in reality. Thus parties
have been found rather unresponsive both to ‘objective’ societal developments
and electoral concerns, so link 2 of Figure 4.3 – party responsiveness – is
eliminated. Link 3, between voters and parties, is simplified to voters choos-
ing, by their votes, between fixed party programmes, with a new interactive
effect deriving from the fact that choices appear to have an impact only where
the party system allows for clear-cut government alternatives of Left and
Right. This also affects the possibility of party governments being held
accountable by voters in terms of their economic policies (link 5). Again this
can only happen when a clearly distinguishable party alternative can be voted
in to replace the existing one in government.

A further simplification derives from the fact that Left–Right ideology is
so closely related to the parties’ policy-stances that it cannot really be
regarded as a separate factor. In Figure 4.5 it is moved into the party prior-
ities box (C). The Left–Right position of a party is closely related to the
specific stands (e.g. on welfare and defence) which affect government policy
(D). The pervasive importance of this central dimension of party competi-
tion is indeed a major finding of our research. It is supported by the similar
recognition of its primacy made in other comparative research (e.g. Bartolini
and Mair, 1990; Keman and Pennings, 1995). However, its influence over
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expenditures has to compete with the structural impact of institutions, for
which a new link (8) is added to Figure 4.5. This link represents the organ-
izational context within which government must operate.

What then is the picture of party democracy that we can draw from
Figure 4.5? The process is, as we surmised initially, driven by the emergence
and development of domestic and international problems which democracies
face. Most of these are handled by bureaucratic processes inside government
ministries (link 7), though they may spill over momentarily into everyday
politics if something goes wrong. If such issues involve voters at all, these
will be found to be organized in distinct social constituencies and will prob-
ably be involved in interest group activity rather than direct party activity.
The issues that concern the electorate as a whole are highly selective and
concentrated on four policy areas – peace and war, inflation, unemployment
and welfare (link 1, Figure 4.4). These relate closely to Left–Right divisions –
not coincidentally. The reason this particular form of ideological contestation
is so important and universal is that it does channel and focus the issues most
voters are most concerned with and can translate into voting choices.

For the same reasons parties are also concerned with them. But they react
in a different way. Instead of responding to immediate circumstances they
formulate a long-term prospective and diagnosis of societal problems.
Having worked it out and thought it over, they find it – their ideology –
difficult to change, except in detail. This fixed ideological basis explains
the relative stability of party positions, which emerges so strongly in the
empirical analysis so far (see also: Castles, 1998, and Schmidt in Chapter 8 in
this book).

By adopting different diagnoses and solutions to the same set of issues,
the parties help organize a one-dimensional Left–Right policy-space for
elections, which simplifies electoral choice (link 3, Figure 4.5). Their strong
ideological commitments also give a guarantee that they will actually try to
implement the policy they say they will adopt if they go into government,
thus underpinning party responsibility (link 4; see also: Keman, 1997b;
Pennings, 1998).

We have found party responsibility to operate in the central policy areas
of welfare and defence. On the overall size and activities of government –
the range and extent of its intervention in society – governments seem to
react directly to voters (link 6, Figure 4.5). Popular influence on government
thus does not stop with voting for parties but forms an input into this major
policy area. In a sense it guarantees that this area of influence is relevant,
regardless of the specific features of the party system (Scharpf, 1997). As
government parties are evaluated by voters on the basis of what they have
done to alleviate the main problems they are concerned with, they are held
accountable by the voters (link 5). Since the 1970s these problems have been
mainly inflation and unemployment. However, the extent to which a
clear-cut judgement on government performance can be expressed depends
also on the degree of choice offered to voters by the party system. If there are
no clear-cut choices available between programmes for future action, this
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may diminish tendencies to vote for a non-governmental alternative or
render it difficult to make clear which coalition is to be preferred (link 3,
Figure 4.5).

This takes us back into the question of the policy alternatives offered by
the parties, and the importance of Left-Right ideology in distinguishing
these (i.e. Box C in Figure 4.5). At each election this circular process starts
again. The new element in the election is not, as Downs (1957) would make
us believe, change of position by parties. It is the development of ‘objective’
problems and how these change electoral concerns and voting choices
(Electoral Realism, link 1, Figure 4.5). Voters, not parties, are the dynamic
elements for change in democratic processes. Parties, from soon after their initial
emergence, take a fixed ideological position. The only way in which new
policies will be offered is from a new, electorally significant, party. But their
emergence has been a relatively rare phenomenon until the 1990s (see
Chapter 6). This may indicate that existing party systems offer a reasonable
range of approaches to major problems and are capable of adapting their
point of view to the existing problems in a convincing fashion (Pennings and
Lane, 1998).

44..77  SSPPEECCIIFFYYIINNGG  MMOODDEELLSS  FFOORR  PPAARRTTIICCUULLAARR  PPOOLLIICCYY  AARREEAASS

Figure 4.5 gives a general picture of democratic processes, which applies
quite well to the 16 countries we examined. However, it is very generalized
in the sense that these processes differ within particular policy areas. In most
areas, only links 7 and 8 operate – that is, the central bureaucracy responds
to problems directly without either party or electoral mediation. On the
overall extent of government activity voters exert an additional influence
through link 6 – governments seem to respond to what the public think is
appropriate in terms of their extension or reduction of activities. On welfare
and defence, party priorities are important (link 4), as are contextual and
structural influences. Where ideological alternatives exist, government
priorities may additionally change in response to election results which
transfer power from one party to another.

Each of these situations can be represented by a specific model which iso-
lates those elements and processes in the generalized one and which holds
for a specific area. Doing so also allows us to specify the processes quantita-
tively in the form of equations which can be used predictively.7 Four areas
will be elaborated below. First of all the case of spending on education. This
area is characterized by the ‘routinization’ of government involvement. This
is not the case with the second example: ‘big government’. The growth of
public expenditures has been disputed ever since the 1970s. Third, we focus
on the trade-off between ‘butter and guns’ which is a constant issue of post-
war development. Finally the situations where electoral choice and party
positions do matter are discussed.
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44..77..11  NNoonn--mmeeddiiaatteedd  PPrroocceesssseess::  EEdduuccaattiioonn

We start with the simplest case where government decisions about policy
expenditure respond only to contextual developments (A) and political insti-
tutions (E). Education is a good example of such an area, which we shall use
as an illustration.

Only two influences seem to act on decisions about education expendi-
ture: increases in the school-age population, and the degree of government
centralization. This makes for a very simplified model compared with the
general one in Figure 4.5. However, it is the one which is representative for
most areas of government expenditure.

As an equation the ‘education’ model is:

EDEXP%GDPt = 0 + 0.9 EDEXP%GDPt−1 + 0.08 %POPSAt + 0.1 CENTt

What the equation says is that Education expenditure in the current year (t),
expressed as a percent of Gross Domestic Product, will be closely related to
expenditure last year (t – 1). This is natural as commitments will not change
drastically over one year. At the same time, however, current expenditures
will also be affected by the increase or decrease in the number of people
eligible for school – the per cent of the population aged 5–15 (POPSA =
school age population). Finally, CENT-ralization refers to the influence on
expenditure of institutional arrangements – whether the country is Federal
(scored –1), moderately centralized (scored 0) or very centralized (scored +1).
The baseline expressed by the intercept of zero shows that in the absence of
any school pupils expenditure would of course tend towards zero.

In practice, given the constraints on and stability of the factors governing
expenditure, actual outlays do not differ a great deal from one year to
another. The real interest, as explained in the appendix on expenditure
targeting, is how medium-term spending targets are affected by the influ-
ences at work, and how quickly they can be attained. Were education expen-
ditures left to drift on their own, independent from school age population or
centralization, they would move from their average level of 5 per cent of
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GDP in the 1970s downwards at a rate of 10 per cent a year till they reached
zero. However, given any substantial numbers in the school-age population
at all, expenditures will gradually increase by 10 per cent per year to a target
value which can be calculated. The effect of the school-age population on
target expenditures, from the equation above, is: 

Coefficient (0.08) × value (10% are of school age)
1.0 – 0.9 (coefficient of lagged dependent variable)

This gives: (0.8% of GDP)/(1.0 – 0.9). The target value for education expendi-
ture is thus 8% of GDP

Assuming that we are dealing with a moderately centralized country
where the centralization variable takes a value of zero and can be dis-
counted, we can make predictions on this basis as to how expenditures
would move given a certain percentage in the school-age population. Even
in this simple case, however insulated it may be from purely political
change, targets would not be stable as school attendees would fluctuate in
number each year. Actual expenditures would vary even less, as progress
towards the target is only 10 per cent of the gap to be covered each year.
Thus it would take around ten years to attain the target even if numbers of
school attendees remained the same, which is unlikely. In other words, if and
when democratic politics is not relevant for policy-making in a certain area,
this formula is capable of measuring how long it will take to reach a ‘natural’
equilibrium. Often this is considered as a manifestation of ‘incrementalism’
(Tarschys, 1985; Keman, 1993b) but then used in a pejorative meaning with
reference to the ill-effects of democratic polities. Yet, as the equation clarifies,
even if external influences and demographic change are met it requires time
to achieve an (societally) acceptable balance.

44..77..22  PPooppuullaarr  IInnfflluueennccee  oonn  tthhee  OOvveerraallll  SSiizzee  ooff  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

Fluctuations in spending targets, even amounting to reversals of direction,
are even more likely when directly political influences intrude. The simplest
case is where public opinion makes itself felt on the type of role government
ought to play in society or economy – expansive or restrictive. The processes
operating in this central policy area are sketched in Figure 4.7.

Even though governments are supposed to respond to public opinion in
this instance, they also have to respond directly to societal developments
and operate within the structural constraints (degree of centralization)
already identified. The model gives us an equation which can be expressed
as follows: 

GOVEXP%GDPt = 0.07 + 0.85 GOVEXP%GDPt−1 + 1.31 CENTt + 0.04
Median-Voter-LRt + 0.08 UNEMPt + 0.11 INFt

+ 0.22 %POP65t + 0.02 OPENECONt

8866 P A R T I E S  A N D  G O V E R N M E N T  I N  D E M O C R A C I E S

SKe04.qxd  2/8/02 2:18 PM  Page 86



Again government expenditure this year is closely related to expenditure
last year because of legal and structural requirements (contracts, continuing
commitments, etc.). However, external and political influences also enter
into the equation. The central government will do more where there are no
state or local governments with their own competences. Governments will
intervene more when unemployment (UNEMPt) rises, and when more
elderly people need social services (POP65+t). The more the national economy
depends on trade (OPENECONt – i.e. imports plus exports as a per cent of
GDP) the more governments seem forced to do domestically in order to miti-
gate the effects of world developments. Rising inflation (INFt) necessarily
increases government spending.

Besides these direct impacts on government, shifts in public opinion about
how active government should be have a relatively small but still significant
impact (Median-Voter-LRt). A shift in median opinion of one unit along the
Left–Right scale is associated with a quarter per cent change in the target
value of spending. A change of opinion from very Left (12, as in Denmark
in 1973) to very Right (–15, Denmark in 1974) would change the target by
6.75 per cent of GDP, in relation to an overall current expenditure of 40 per
cent of GDP. This is quite impressive. It represents the most extreme change
in public opinion observed in any of our democracies and it has strong effects
on the viability of governmental action. These effects are tempered, however,
by the slowness with which current expenditures adjust to the target – only
at a rate of 5 per cent of previous expenditure each year. Thus it would take
about 8 years to get from current to targeted expenditure, assuming nothing
changed in the interval. But of course everything changes. Apart from ‘objec-
tive’ pressures on the government from contextual developments, opinion
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itself switches – back to the Left (+4) in Denmark by 1977. As a result Danish
government expenditure did go down over the 1970s only from 40 per cent
to around 38 per cent of GDP, where it stayed till the 1990s. Obviously, it is
hard to predict the actual long-term consequences of popular changes of
opinion, even though governments do adjust targets in response to them.
Both contextual developments and popular moods bring about influences
that tend to outweigh each other.

44..77..33  PPaarrttyy  PPrriioorriittiieess  iinn  WWeellffaarree  aanndd  DDeeffeennccee

The same conclusions hold for the two policy areas where party priorities
exert the political effects rather than public opinion acting directly. Although
these constitute only two out of the ten policy areas examined for the study,
they are major areas which take up in combination about half the government
budget in most countries under review. The central issue of the post-war
period has usually been how much should be spent on defence as opposed to
welfare – the classic ‘guns versus butter’ argument. As we shall see, spend-
ing decisions in the two areas seem to mirror each other – when one goes up
the other goes down – and to move at the same speed towards their targets
(Domke et al., 1983; Keman and van Dijk, 1987). They seem to reflect the out-
comes of a general party struggle between Leftwing and Rightwing priorities.

Of course expenditures are also driven, as always, directly by contextual
problems and institutional imperatives. Figure 4.8 illustrates how party
policy priorities operate within the context of these. Although voters’ prefer-
ences and expectations are not shown as entering into this decision process,
they may, of course, influence which party or parties form the government
and thus determine what priorities prevail – only under certain circum-
stances however, which we will go into in our next section (see Figure 4.9).
The equations which operationalize these relationships are, for welfare: 

WELFEXP%GDPt = –0.88 + 0.95 WELFEXP%GDPt−1 + 0.01
GOVPty WELFEMt + 0.32 CENTt + 0.09
%POP65 + t + 0.03 INFt

As before, but even more so, current welfare expenditure is closely related
to the previous year’s expenditure (i.e. 0.95) – also to the degree of central-
ization of services in terms of the dominance of the central state (CENTt).
Spending is pushed up by inflation and also rises in response to the number
of people in need, as measured by the percentage of the population over 65
(POP65+). The coefficient for the emphasis given to welfare by the party in
government (GOVPtyWELFEM) implies that a unit difference in emphasis
(1 per cent more of the election programme devoted to welfare) shifts the
long-term target for welfare spending up by a fifth of 1 per cent of GDP. A
5 per cent increase in emphasis between outgoing parties and incoming
parties, which occurs relatively often in the countries under review, will shift
targeted welfare spending up by slightly more than 1 per cent – a significant
sum given its proportion of overall public expenditure. However, movement
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towards targets is slow, no more than 5 per cent of last year’s expenditure is
moved in their direction. Thus it would take 15–20 years to achieve desired
goals. Changes in governments and contextual conditions render the target
unlikely to be achieved therefore.

The corresponding equation for defence spending is:

DEFEXP%GDPt = 0.06 + 0.96 DEFEXP%GDPt–1 – 0.01
GOVPtyPEACEMt + 0.01 INFt + 0.03 MIDSt

As with welfare, current defence spending is closely related to what it was
last year (96 per cent) – commitments and contracts for military hardware
are even more determining here. It is increased by inflation, of course, and
even more by involvement in violent disputes (MIDS). Naturally, military
spending goes up if the country is involved in a war. However, what the
government says about peace generally has an effect of reducing targeted
spending by around a fifth of one per cent of GDP – almost the same as for
welfare. Again movement towards the target is slow (4 per cent) and is likely
to be interrupted by the cyclical movement of the other factors involved.

Both the magnitude and speed of spending changes in welfare and
defence resemble each other (Keman and van Dijk, 1987). One can see this as
a reflection of party conflicts, fought out in the electoral arena and resulting
in changes of government and in its priorities. One can well envisage a
Rightwing government which de-emphasized both welfare and peace being
replaced by a Leftwing government emphasizing both. Thereafter the new
government would trade increased welfare spending for decreased defence
spending, almost dollar for dollar.

44..77..44..  EElleeccttoorraall  CChhooiicceess  bbeettwweeeenn  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt  PPrriioorriittiieess  ––  WWhheerree
tthheerree  iiss  aa  CChhooiiccee

However, this party-mediated relationship between electoral wishes and
government policy depends very much on the election results being
reflected in the composition of the government and hence in its priorities. If
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the same government continues in office whatever the election result (as in
Switzerland), the same party policy priorities will prevail and links 3 and 5
(electoral choice and accountability) do not operate. This is shown graphi-
cally in Figure 4.9 as the constraint which the party system puts on these
relationships.

Multi-party systems, commonly associated with proportional representa-
tion, normally ensure that no single party can get a majority and form a
government on its own. In this case the government that forms depends on
post-election negotiations, and only indirectly on the election results.

This consideration tends to inhibit the electorate from voting on grounds
of current policy. It means that little change in the balance of government
and opposition votes may be expected. Thus in the majority of democracies
with PR and multi-party systems, little party-mediated representation of
voters’ wishes takes place in government. Links 3 and 5 of Figure 4.9 only
operate indirectly, even through a direct influence of opinion over the over-
all size of government will be relevant (see Figure 4.7). Where voters can
select between party priorities is where their votes contribute to one party or
coalition alternative or the other actually winning and bringing in their
particular policy priorities to government. This takes place in particular
where votes are aggregated in small constituencies, in which candidates
with a plurality win – Australia, New Zealand (till 1993), Canada, the United
States, Britain and Ireland (and to some extent in France). In these democra-
cies the government is formed by the plurality party, or party combination
(e.g. in Australia) in the election. Voters respond by switching their votes
between the parties, and voting for or against government in terms of both
record and ability to confront immediate challenges. 
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The equation which expresses these tendencies is: 

INC VOTE%t = 51.89 + 0.55 GDP GROWTH DEVt – 2.3
ECONEXPt –0.19 TIME – 6.67 CANADA + 6.30 US

The expressions for Canada and the US simply reflect the fact that
incumbent parties (INC VOTE) receive lower votes in Canada, with its
frequent minority governments, and more in the US with its strict two-party
system, than is the norm elsewhere (about 45 per cent of the vote). TIME
records the long-term decline in the vote of the large parties who form
governments which has occurred in all democracies during the post-war
period (see: Woldendorp et al., 2000).

The really interesting elements in the equation are the ones which reflect
voters’ evaluations of government performance (link 5 in Figure 4.9) and
promise (link 3). These include voters’ judgements on whether the govern-
ment has pushed general economic growth above the post-war average
(GDP GROWTH DEV = GDP growth deviation). If it has done it will be
rewarded with about half a per cent of votes for each per cent GDP has
grown above average and vice versa if it has fallen. The economic expecta-
tions variable (ECONEXPt) relates government performance on inflation
and unemployment, the two key issues so far as voters are concerned, to
whether Right or Left form the government. If all is going well on both
issues, the government can expect to retain its votes. If it is doing worse than
expected on the issue it is less concerned about – unemployment for a
Rightwing government, inflation for the Left – it will lose 2.37 per cent of the
vote. If it is doing worse than expected on its issue of main concern it will
lose almost 5 per cent of its vote.8 This equation then lends support to the
theory of the ‘Political Business Cycle’ (Tufte, 1978; Lessmann, 1987). At the
same time it is clear that a major criticism is involved: only if specific insti-
tutional conditions are met (i.e. those shaping ‘majoritarian democracy’)
then the model specified here can and will produce results as predicted. 

Taking this caveat into account, the equation representing Figure 4.9
enables us to make predictions about what would happen if, for example,
unemployment increased from 5 to 10 per cent, and inflation from 2 to 7 per
cent as happened in many countries with the oil shock of the 1970s. One key
point that emerges when we fill in the values in the equation is that unem-
ployment meets popular expectations about what it should be, more slowly
than inflation. As employment is the key issue on which parties of the Left
are judged, this implies that Rightwing parties have a general electoral
advantage which should keep them longer in government than parties of the
Left. In fact, for four out of the five countries where this equation holds,
Rightwing parties have been in office longer over the period from 1945 to
1995 (the exception is Canada; see: Woldendorp et al., 2000). 

Answering such ‘what if’ questions gives us a better insight into the actual
political workings of democracies. It also enables us to check out holistic
predictions based on our model as a whole rather than examining its
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relationships separately, link by link. If such predictions work out, as the
one outlined above seems to do, we can be more confident about the extent
to which our model describes the actual working and development of
democracy in the contemporary world.

44..88  GGEENNEERRAALL  LLEESSSSOONNSS  FFRROOMM  MMOODDEELLLLIINNGG  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC
PPRROOCCEESSSSEESS

The uses of such a description go beyond the predictive potential, however.
They provide a specification of how democracy works which is capable of
qualifying or modifying many of the more sweeping assertions made about
it, without much evidence, in general or normative discussions. Key points
which emerge from the general model are as follows (see Figures 4.3 and 4.4).

1. In most policy areas the bureaucracy reacts to problems without much
direct input from voters or parties. This is understandable where prob-
lems are ‘technical’ or ‘de-politicized’, such as accommodating increas-
ing numbers of schoolchildren in school, or road construction where
traffic grows. But how technical is ‘technical’? Parents may have views
on the appropriate size of classes, for example, which then affect the
provision of accommodation. It is true that bureaucracies do not con-
front problems and social developments on their own: politicians who
head ministries and agencies have an interest in meeting public demand
so far as they can. Bureaucrats may even anticipate political reactions to
their actions and try to bring policies into line with them. Nevertheless
in many areas appointed and not elected officials seem to make the
actual decisions rather than elected parties or public opinion. These
considerations are, of course, not new. Public Administration literature
discusses these themes more often than not (Wildavsky, 1980; Lane 1985;
March and Olsen, 1989). Yet, the issue here is that much of ‘routine’
politics is quite devoid of democratic control and appears hardly to
‘matter’. By analysing this from the viewpoint of an elaborated model of
‘democratic politics’, we are now in a position to judge this as an estab-
lished conclusion. The finding that most decisions on public expen-
ditures are taken by non-democratic bodies must surely modify easy
optimism about the possibility of full popular control in a democracy,
even through political parties. 

2. Reinforcing this discovery is the finding – even where public opinion or
median voters’ positions and party priorities have an influence – that
these are not necessarily the most important factors shaping decisions.
Objective problems and structural constraints appear to have a big direct
impact on what government does.

3. Moreover, political influences affect long-term targets rather than expen-
ditures next year. Spending changes are very slow, so that by the time
they are halfway to consummation new political priorities, let alone
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changing objective circumstances, will probably have dictated a new set
of targets. Thus political objectives are rarely fully attained, and from a
short-term perspective may even seem to have been abandoned – a fact
which makes for widespread cynicism about the extent to which parties
keep their promises.The typical scenario is where party activists and
voters have been keyed up for a campaign to put the opposition party in
power. Buoyed up by enthusiasm on election day they expect the
‘promised land’ to be ushered in next year. Then they find that policies
look much the same and they are being urged by suddenly moderate
leaders to face realities and show patience. No wonder they then feel
betrayed and leave the established parties to switch to a ‘new’ messenger
of a promised land. 

4. Besides constraints on policy, there are also constraints on voters’ expres-
sion of their own political will. Public opinion does make itself directly
felt on the appropriate size of government. Where opinion is mediated
by the parties, as implied by our opening remarks about ‘party demo-
cracy’, it can express itself where these offer clear programmatic altern-
atives of Left and Right. In most cases, however, institutional devices and
socio-cultural cleavages play an intermediary, if not an intervening role.
Hence the voters’ choice is indirectly relevant and depends on the work-
ing of a party system and the leverage of different parties (especially
those in opposition) in parliament and government. Hence, part of the
democratic quality of parliamentary government is in dispute, endan-
gering, if not depriving voters of the opportunity to shape government
spending priorities in the direction that they see as fitting the ‘contextual
problems’.

5. Where voters do have the opportunity of selecting a government to
conform to current needs, they do so with a good appreciation of the real
problems and of the credentials of the party needed to confront them.
Perhaps of necessity their evaluation is broad and approximate. They are
not interested in the details of what current or future governments may
decide – spending more on welfare as opposed to defence for example.
Rather they are concerned with the objectives, particularly the economic
objectives, they have attained. A Leftwing government is elected because
it is particularly good at tackling unemployment. If it becomes associ-
ated with high unemployment (regardless of how far its policies may
have actually ameliorated it) it will be changed for a Rightwing govern-
ment (and vice versa with inflation) if unemployment (and inflation)
develop negatively (Cusack, 1997). 

As experts themselves disagree about the effects of policy on problems, a
broad evaluation is probably the only one that voters or anyone else could
make if they have to decide and vote. Its broad nature rather cuts across
elaborate discussions of the political information needed by voters: they
clearly do not need to know much about politics in detail to make sensible
evaluations. (Budge, 1996a; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998). Parties also seem
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in practice to act in a simpler and more direct fashion than is often attributed
to them. Far from being office-seekers who fine-tune policy in pursuit of
votes, they seem ideologically embedded entities incapable of responding
quickly or sensitively either to problems or public concerns of the moment. 

Ideological steadfastness has advantages not usually recognized in norm-
ative theory. It gives parties a clear and distinct image rooted in their basic
concerns and past record. This makes it feasible for voters to make incisive
evaluations of whether they have succeeded or failed in their own terms – the
Left with employment and welfare, the Right with inflation and warfare –
and thus to decide on their vote with little need for elaborate information-
processing, which they probably could not undertake anyway. When all is
said and done therefore our validated model does uphold the most basic
assertion of all – that democracy enables citizens to influence the central areas
of government policy and bring government actions more into line with their
own preferences. This is after all the major claim of democracy and it is
upheld by our investigations. If there remain many policy areas where,
broadly speaking, improvements could be made, our model also points to
how this could be done – primarily by consolidating and clarifying the party
alternatives available for governing, taking into account the time horizon and
institutional context that directs policy-making and its targets in a liberal
democracy. 

NNOOTTEESS

1 This chapter is the result of a collaboration that took shape during our stay at the
Netherlands Institute of Advanced Studies in 1996.

2 Assuming that parties rather than individual representatives are the major actors.
(See for this: Laver and Schofield, 1990; Keman, 1996).

3 Important collective actors in democracy not included in our simplified represen-
tation are the media (TV and newspapers) and interest groups. We know that par-
ties often get their ideas about what voters are thinking and what the problems
are from the media – whose reports could diverge from the ‘reality’ in some
respects, making them important independent influences on action. We also know
that interest groups may be as important as institutions in constraining or influ-
encing what governments do. The reason we do not include media or interest
groups in our model is twofold. First, including two more components would
vastly multiply the number of linkages we have to take into account, making it
harder to specify and check the model – which is after all a simplified representa-
tion of reality. Secondly it is much harder to assemble comparative data on groups
and media than on the factors we do include. What we can say in defence of our
decision is that the four elements included in the model do seem central to more
democratic processes than either groups or media. Important though they are,
groups may be aligned with particular parties and thus their impact is likely cap-
tured to a considerable extent by party priorities. The media have to reflect what
is going on around them or lose credibility. Thus the indicators included (e.g. on
socio-economic developments) probably capture media effects indirectly.
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4 The importance of the median voter in representing public opinion can be
expressed in terms of voters’ choices. If electoral preferences can be arranged
along a left–right policy spectrum then the median voter is the one who pushes
the count over 50 per cent, going from either left or right. A simplified illustration
of this is given below for an electorate of five voters.

Left

A B C D E

Right

(Median voter)

On this dimension, voters are placed in terms of their policy preferences from left
to right. C is the middle (or ‘median’) voter. For a policy to have a majority it must
get C’s support. On this argument, policy will always move towards C (the
median) position. This is very nice for C of course who will always get his or her
way under ideal democratic conditions. But it is also a reasonable outcome for the
other voters, indeed the best they can hope for. A and B would much prefer to
have C’s policies adopted rather than those of D and E. Similarly D and E prefer
C to A and B. Thus the power of the median voter and the adoption of that voter’s
preference by government is the best way of meeting everybody’s preferences
under the existing distribution of opinion. The other voters do not get all they
want but they get more than if the opposing wing could simply impose their pref-
erences. The median position is thus in a sense the ‘average’ or ‘majority’ position
and can be used to sum up the preferences of voters as a whole. 

5 Not all the areas on which we collected information are reported there, however,
because many of those investigated revealed only a context–government link
(link 7 in Figure 4.4) and some influence from institutions. These policy areas are
represented by education in Figure 4.4 and Table 4.1. We are more interested for the
purposes of the model in those which show the influence of party mediation
(welfare and defence) and of public opinion (size of government). The other
policy-areas investigated were roads, transport and communications, agriculture,
health, public order and money supply. In many of these, technical considerations
predominate, so it is perhaps not surprising that levels of expenditure neither enter
into party competition nor are directly influenced by public opinion.

6 For a discussion of why we take expenditure targets rather than annual changes in
policy expenditures as our dependent variable see the Appendix to this chapter.

7 The following elaboration of the overall model as represented in Figure 4.4. is
based on our investigations. The information therefore represents the outcomes of
our data-analysis.

8 Voters are expected to generate expectations about each of the main economic
trends as follows:

• GDP growth – expected growth is the post-war mean national growth.
• Unemployment – the expected rate is a two-year moving average for each

country weighted as 2
3

for year t–1 and 1
3

for year t–2.
• Inflation – the expected level is a three-year moving average with weights

assigned as 1
2

for year t–1, 1
3

for year t–2, and 1
6

for year t–3.

These expectations are modelled to reflect the media’s presentation of statistics on
these trends. Various alternative scorings were experimented with but these
scores gave the most plausible results in terms of gains and losses of votes. 
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  TTOO  CCHHAAPPTTEERR  44::  TTAARRGGEETTIINNGG  PPOOLLIICCYY  PPRRIIOORRIITTIIEESS::  AA
PPUURRPPOOSSIIVVEE  SSTTAATTIISSTTIICCAALL  MMOODDEELL

Our model of democratic decision-making firmly links government policy to con-
textual developments, party ideology and public concern. We could be wrong about
these relationships but, if we are, it is a matter for grave disquiet. The whole quality
of democracy depends upon their existing in some form or another. 

This consideration makes it odd that many attempts to model governmental
policy-making statistically have ignored external influences altogether. Rather they
have viewed decision-making as bound by past decisions, modified ‘incrementally’
by the results of bargaining in governmental circles and among the bureaucracy. No
allowance has been made for the possibility that external factors might have an effect. 

The way these assumptions have been expressed statistically is in the form of an
adaptive expectations model (Davis et al., 1966). Essentially, processes of internal
bargaining and mutual adaptation are expected to limit change, which will tend
toward a long-run equilibrium position fixed by the internal balance of power in the
bureaucracy. The process is seen as dominated by decisions which have been made
in the past, so that the most important determinant of present expenditure is past
expenditure. Thus the equation takes on this form:

EDUCEXPt = 0.7 + 0.9 EDUCEXPt–1 (1)

That is, the level of expenditure on Education this year, at time t, is related closely to
the level of Expenditure last year (time t–1).

A simple but not terribly informative interpretation of the detailed equation is that
from a base of 7/10th of a per cent on Education (the intercept), spending in year
t is 9/10th of spending in year t–1. A more useful way to view it is with an eye to the
long run. For instance, one can calculate that a nation spending 5 per cent on
Education in year t–1 is expected to move to 5.2 in year t; from 5.2 the system then
continues to 5.38 in year t + 1. This sort of growth continues until the country reaches
7 per cent spending. Once the 7 per cent target is reached the system stabilizes:
[0.7 + 0.9(7)] = [0.7 + 6.3] = 7.0. The movement toward the 7 per cent equilibrium also
results when the expenditure at t–1 is above 7 per cent – e.g. starting at 9 per cent at
t–l, the spending at t is 8.8, and at t + 1 it is 8.62. Fortunately, the equilibrium value
can be calculated directly from the coefficients themselves. It is equal to the intercept
divided by one minus the slope = 0.7/(1 – 0.9) = 0.7/0.1 = 7.

The equation has another interesting aspect. This is the ability to estimate the
speed with which the country moves toward its spending equilibrium. The denomi-
nator in the equilibrium calculation (i.e. one minus the slope) estimates the speed and
it records the rate of change in the difference between where the country is currently
and where it can be expected to stabilize. Given that 1 – 0.9 equals 0.1, we have a
10 per cent movement per year. In the example above, a country at 5 per cent
Education spending in year t–1 and heading for 7 per cent moves to 5.2 at year t, a
10 per cent closing of the 2 unit gap between 5 per cent and 7 per cent. From year
t to t + 1 the country closes the 1.8 gap by another 10 per cent from 5.2 to 5.38.

These processes are described by the equation above as driven by the internal
dynamics of administration, since no external factor, either contextual or political, is
related to them. Now, we can certainly agree that institutional effects could be very
powerful. The bureaucracy and its associated interest groups may have strong views,
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resources may be limited to an extent that keeps expenditure close to current levels,
or other matters may arise which distract decision-makers from their ‘external’
commitments.

However, we find it frankly incredible that external influences can be totally
ignored. As it stands, the equation states that the same decisions will be made about
education regardless of whether 0 or 50 per cent of the population are of school age.
This is just not credible.

The solution is to build on the insight that there are severe constraints on what
parties might do to set policy in government, while allowing realistically for the
influence of external factors – in the first place contextual problems and party
commitments. At the technical level we can build on the idea that there is a point
towards which policy moves – only this is a target set in response to circumstances,
not a mechanical long-term equilibrium produced by a balance of internal govern-
ment processes. The relative speed with which policy will be adjusted towards the
target might also be subject to the purposes and intentions of parties – perhaps
in terms of the perceived seriousness of problems or perhaps in order to placate
opposition groups.

We can easily adjust the existing equation to reflect the influence of parties. The
introduction of party policy stands into the statistical model is a simple matter of
expanding the bivariate equation so that it becomes multivariate. The equation that
captures the direct influence of the parties is:

EDUCEXPt–1 = 0.6 + 0.9 EDUCEXPt–1 + 0.02 PtyEDUCEMt (2)

where PtyEDUCEM is the percentage of sentences in a party’s programme devoted
to Education. This equation estimates, in the absence of the programme’s saying any-
thing about Education, that the target value for the Education proportion of the bud-
get is 6 per cent [–0.6/(1 – 0.9) = 6]. For each 1 per cent of the platform devoted to
Education, the target value is expected to increase by 0.2, i.e. (0.02/(1 – 0.9) = 0.2.
Thus when a party devotes 10 per cent of its programme to Education, it is saying the
target is to be increased by 2 per cent, i.e. (0.02 × 10)/(1 – 0.9) = 2. Overall, then, the
party that gives 10 per cent emphasis to Education has a target of 8 per cent, the 6 per
cent plus the 2 per cent. Viewed across nations the equation describes the typical kind
of multiple forces at work. Viewed across time, a switch from a party with zero
emphasis to one with 10 per cent of its emphasis on education will move the target
eventually to spending 8 per cent of GDP on Education. But because the new spend-
ing will be approached gradually at a rate of 10 per cent movement, from old to new
target, per year, the party switch will have moved Education spending from the old
6 per cent target to just over 7 per cent in the course of eight years after the switch. In
general, given the constraints on spending, party retargeting is limited and affects the
long-term outcomes only slowly. It is also always subject to a change in government,
which might reverse the targets. Slow change in expenditure priorities is what often
leads fervent supporters to feel they have been betrayed by a government. It also
contrasts with the rapid changes that can be made in legislation (McDonald et al.,
1999). However, one may wonder how effective the legislation is going to be if
corresponding expenditures are not in place to effect the policy.

We can allow for the effects of contextual developments just as we have done for
parties. Allowing for an increase in the size of the school-age population we get: 

EDUCEXPt = 0 + 0.9 EDUCEXPt–1 + 0.08%SAt (3)
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where SA is the percentage of the population aged 5–15. This says that in the absence
of persons of that age in the population, the target for spending is zero. This is
recorded by the intercept divided by one minus the slope: 0(1 – 0.9). The target is
adjusted in accordance with the school-age population. For every 1 per cent of the
population school-aged, the target is increased by eight-tenths of 1 per cent. Thus the
target is 16 per cent when the school-aged make up 20 per cent of the population.

Putting party and contextual effects together in the same equation then gives us
equations similar to those in Section 4.7, the basis for our simulations. As it happens
the party effect on education expenditure is not a significant one, leaving contextual
developments as the main influence on policy.
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55 VOTERS, ELECTIONS AND IDEOLOGY
IN EUROPEAN DEMOCRACIES

PPaauull  PPeennnniinnggss

55..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

Two central concepts which structure the behaviour of parties and voters are
ideology and institutions. 

Ideology can be defined as a relatively stable body of assumptions about
the world which produces plausible reasons for public action (Budge, 1994).
In fact, this type of ideology often takes the form of a plan or programme
which is part of a famille spirituelle (von Beyme, 1985). Ideology in this sense
is not static, but it may evolve over time (for example the evolution of
Marxism into several ideological streams like Socialism and Social
Democracy, or Liberalism into a progressive and conservative type).

Institutions are the rules which structure the behavioural pattern of the
actors involved (Shepsle, 1997). Institutions such as the structure of party
competition and electoral laws are important to understand the cross-
national variations in electoral behaviour. We need the concept of institu-
tions in order to understand how democratic actors use the existing formal
and informal rules of the political game and accompanying arrangements
(here: party systemic) in order to achieve their electoral goals.

Ideology and political institutions have in common that they limit the
room to manoeuvre for policy choices (Keman, 1997c). The effect is that,
although democracy offers an unlimited freedom of choice by means of
elections, the outcomes of the democratic process are mostly stable over
time. This paradox of modern democracies, namely that they offer the
possibility of an unlimited range of choices ending up with a very confined
and often limited pattern of policy options, can best be explained by the role
of ideology and institutions in the democratic process.

This chapter gives an overview of the differences between democratic
institutions, in particular electoral systems, and their effects on electoral
behaviour of citizens. At first glance, the functioning of contemporary
democracies suggests that these democracies are highly similar. For ‘liberal’
democracies are characterized by electoral and political institutions which
structure democratic politics. However, a closer look shows many variations
between democratic systems (LeDuc et al., 1996; Woldendorp et al., 2000).
Some of them are also highly significant for the outcomes of the democratic
process. For example, differences between electoral systems (the way votes
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are translated into seats) and party systems (the way parties interact given
their numbers and distances of policy preferences) are decisive for the
election outcomes and their consequences. These variations are the core of
electoral politics, i.e. how citizen preferences get on the political agenda
through elections. Elections give citizens agenda-control. The normative
meaning of elections (i.e. what they should accomplish) is that they are
considered to legitimize the power of rulers, to exert electoral control over
these rulers and to represent groups of citizens in order to ensure that policy-
making is truly public and democratic.

How and to what extent these normative goals are achieved is an empiri-
cal matter and may vary significantly (Bingham Powell, 2000). This chapter
seeks to describe and explain these differences and their consequences. A
‘most similar’ approach is used in order to limit the number of variables
explaining the differences between democracies (Pennings et al., 1999). A
comparable set of countries is arrived at by restricting the universe of
discourse to European countries with a long-standing democratic tradition.
As Europe is more than just a collection of countries, but also developing
into an overarching polity with very diverse member states, electoral politics
is discussed both at the country level and at the European level. 

55..22  TTHHEE  SSTTAATTEE  OOFF  TTHHEE  AARRTT::  TTHHEEOORRIIEESS  OOFF  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  BBEEHHAAVVIIOOUURR

The central role of ideology in electoral politics does not imply, of course,
that this is the only determinant of electoral behaviour. This is exemplified
in the long-lasting debate on the determinants of party choice: how and
why do voters chose for one particular party? The range of different theories
accounting for party choice can be grouped into three categories: the socio-
logical, psychological and economic approach (Barry, 1978; Dalton and
Wattenberg, 1993; Van der Eijk and Franklin, 1996; Heywood, 1997). Ideo-
logy is the central concept in the economic approach which has become
dominant since the 1970s.

55..22..11  TThhee  SSoocciioollooggiiccaall  AApppprrooaacchh

The sociological approach focuses on group-related variables, such as class
and religion, as main determinants of voting behaviour. This approach stems
from the period when parties still had a stable group base. Social group-base
voting means that voters feel attached to parties that historically have sup-
ported the social group to which a voter belongs. The two main examples of
social cleavage voting are class voting (the working class supports the Left,
and the middle class the liberal and conservative parties) and religious voting
(religious groups vote for parties that adhere to their religion).

One of the best-known sociological theories on voting behaviour is the
social cleavage theory which originated from the work of Lipset and Rokkan
(1967). Cleavages are lasting societal divisions between social or political
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groups which may give rise to open conflict if and when ‘politicized’. The
type of party system depends on these divisions. The main distinction is
between party systems which are based on one cleavage and those with
more cleavages (Kitschelt, 1997; Pennings, 1998). Unidimensional systems in
which the class cleavage is most salient are found in the UK, Scandinavia
and in several Mediterranean countries, like Spain and Portugal (Lane and
Ersson, 1998). Multidimensional systems combine two varieties of cleavages
(class and religion), e.g. in Austria, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands
and Switzerland (and in Belgium, where a language cleavage exists). When
one cleavage internally divides the group of another cleavage (the so-called
cross-cutting cleavages) we obtain a two-dimensional party competition
(Lijphart, 1999).

The basic assumption underlying the sociological approach is that party
choice results from group membership. Lipset and Rokkan proposed that
the party systems were ‘frozen’ since they originated in the 1920s (their
so-called ‘freezing hypothesis’). Especially the introduction of universal
suffrage proved the crucial catalyst which froze the cleavage structures into
place. The reason is that democratization went hand in hand with the rise of
closed ideological shops, so that ‘the party systems of the 1960s reflect, with
few but significant exceptions, the cleavage structures of the 1920s’ (Lipset
and Rokkan, 1967: 50). This closure of the electoral market left little room for
new cleavages to develop.

As long as party systems are stable, the sociological explanation is a strong
one. But, since the mid-1960s, empirical research has shown quite univocally
that the old social cleavages have weakened. As a consequence, the bond
between parties and voters has also weakened in Western Europe (the
so-called party dealignment), but only if old cleavages have not been replaced
by new ones (realignment: see Dalton et al., 1984; Franklin et al., 1992; Pennings
and Lane, 1998; Lane and Ersson, 1998). The old cleavages dissolved because
of major shifts in the social structure, such as the embourgeoisement of the
working class, the growth of the welfare state, increasing education, mobil-
ity and urbanization. These changes eroded the social class, and the religious
and community bases of social structures. This does not mean that the
traditional cleavages have completely disappeared. Class and religion are
still important in Western Europe, be it that their impact is less obvious than
before 1970 (Bartolini and Mair, 1990). These cleavages have to some extent
been replaced by other ones (such as the environmental one) and the rising
importance of ‘issues’ (salient issues, often of a temporary nature).

The weakening of cleavages has far-reaching consequences for the func-
tioning of party systems and democracies as a whole. First of all, parties
transform from representative bodies to office seekers (i.e. Cartel parties;
Katz and Mair, 1992) competing for power for themselves and seeking elec-
toral support in more or less homogeneous societies in which cleavages have
more or less vanished. Second, new cleavages and new parties emerge as a
response to new lines of division in society, such as the ‘post-materialist’
and ‘lifestyle’ issues (see also Chapter 6, by Mair). Partly this has already
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happened, but these new parties, such as the Green parties, do not seem to be
able to take over the position of the established parties (although some of
them are gaining ground, such as in Germany and Belgium). Many estab-
lished parties managed to integrate new issues into their traditional vocabu-
lary and were able to maintain their electoral shares in doing so, but there are
notable exceptions (such as Christian Democratic parties in the Netherlands
and Italy). In order to survive, established parties have to develop new lines
of division to obtain power. Parties are involved in ‘cleavage politics’, which
comes down to ‘exploiting’ cleavages by means of redefinitions of cleavages
as a reaction to changes in the social structure. An example is immigration,
which is used by Right extremist parties to gain electoral support by sharpen-
ing the division lines between natives and immigrants (e.g. the Vlaams Blok in
Belgium and the FPÖ in Austria; Mudde, 2000).

Since the old cleavages are declining and sociological cues have become
less important determinants of party choice, the psychological theories have
gained influence. A classical example in this field is The American Voter
(Campbell et al., 1960) which links party choice to party identification: voters
are inclined to support their preferred party. Here it is not the group, but the
individual who is guided by long-term psychological dispositions. The key
term in the psychological group is ‘partisanship’ or party attachment: the
psychological identification with a party. The rationale behind party identi-
fication is that it reduces the complexity of politics and increases the effi-
ciency in determining one’s choice (Budge et al., 1976). Presently, most
electoral studies are critical about the applicability of party identification to
European voters because it is hard to separate party attachment from vote
intention. But, as far as equivalents for party identification have been found
in European contexts, the findings for the USA and Europe are the same:
there has been an erosion of the long-term partisan loyalties, which is called
partisan dealignment. When party dealignment is not accompanied by party
realignment, political competition becomes more and more personalized
with a minor role of political parties. It may lead to political apathy, but also
to a rise in non-partisan political activities by so-called apartisans: politically
active citizens who remain unattached to political parties. The so-called
‘Catch-all party’ can to some extent be seen as a manifestation of this trend
because this type of party seeks electoral support among all citizens without
relying on strong bonds with particular groups by means of ideology or
cleavage (Krouwel, 1999).

The new politics theories have proposed alternative explanations for party
choice now that social cleavages and party attachments have weakened
(Kriesi, 1997). The best-known new distinction was formulated by Ronald
Inglehart, namely that between materialism (centring upon material well-
being) and postmaterialism (centring upon quality of life and self-actualization),
which may be abbreviated as MPM (Inglehart, 1977, 1997). The focus of MPM
is on new value orientations and life styles of individuals which are hardly
organized compared with for example ‘new social movements’ which often
have at least some attachment to one or more particular political parties
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(Kriesi et al., 1995). In most countries, the old cleavages (religion and class) are
still more important than the MPM-dimension. Its significance is increasing,
but this also depends on the economic situation, as MPM appears to move up
and down with the economic tide (Lane and Ersson, 1999: 122–3). Table 5.1
shows the cross-national relationships between party choice and old and new
values. The old values are represented by the religious–secular and Left–Right
cleavages, the new values by materialism–postmaterialism. In all countries,
except in Germany, the old cleavages correlate more strongly with party
choice than does MPM. In most countries the salience of the old cleavages is
stable. However, when interpreting these figures, one should realize that the
meaning of the old values has changed over time (i.e. have tended to become
less orthodox) which is one of the reasons why they are still quite significant.

This finding is confirmed by the Beliefs in Government-project (Kaase and
Newton, 1995). This project tested hypotheses based on the premise that a
large gap between citizens and the state is arising which distorts the ‘demo-
craticness’ of established democracies (i.e. the degree to which voters can
influence the decision-making process). But the data (mainly Eurobarometer
and European Values Survey) suggest that the postulated fundamental
change does not occur. The project did find, however, more modest changes
which suggest that the role of parties within the democratic process is
diminishing. First, there is a clear increase in non-institutionalized forms of
participation which are characterized by the bypassing of elections and
parties. This is supported by the second change, namely the decline in
attachment to political parties. However, these changes are not caused by
a profound dissatisfaction among citizens, but by a greater capacity for
criticism and a greater willingness to do so (Fuchs and Klingemann, 1995).
According to this research, there is no decline in generalized support for
democracy among the citizens in Western Europe. Instead, this project
signals the rise of new demands, issues and collective actors and changes to
the party systems in order to adapt to these developments. This ongoing
democratic transformation produces greater responsiveness towards the
demands of citizens and larger citizen involvement in the political process.
The remarkable conclusion, contrary to the initial assumptions, is that the
democraticness of Western societies has not been in decline since the 1960s,
but rather appears to be stronger, albeit in a different way. This conclusion is
strongly based on how voters perceive the democratic process and how they
seek to take part in it. The introduction of institutional variables into the
analysis, as is discussed below, indicates however a less optimistic conclu-
sion regarding democraticness. 

The economic approach to voting behaviour has become well known since
Anthony Downs’ seminal book An Economic Theory of Democracy (1957). It is
often referred to as the spatial theory of elections (Ferejohn, 1997). The main
assumption here is that voters are rational, meaning that they make voting
decisions in a calculating manner by choosing the party that will provide more
benefits than any other. According to Downs, voters do not make decisions
on the basis of long-term social or psychological dispositions but make their
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judgement about parties by evaluating current policy positions of parties
and candidates. 

In case of both cleavages and social movements there is not always a clear
link between choice and outcome. The choice is mainly based on group
loyalties irrespective of the specific goals which are formulated by the parties.
The rational choice theories, however, state that voters chose between alter-
native sets of policy proposals which are put forward by parties and candi-
dates. The choice of the voters is based on a comparison between their own
ideological position and that of the political parties. Most voters will chose
the party which is closest to their own position on an ideological dimension,
mostly the Left–Right scale. This theory is also known as the smallest distance
hypothesis or the proximity theory. The preferences of voters are assumed to be
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TTaabbllee  55..11 Old and new cleavages and party choice in Western Europe,
1970–90

11997700 11997755 11997766 11998866
CCoouunnttrryy CClleeaavvaaggeess 11997755 11998800 11998855 11999900 11999900

Belgium Religious-secular 0.54 0.51 0.54 0.44 0.44
Left-Right materialism – 0.23 0.25 0.36 0.36
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.23 0.13 – 0.31 0.24

Denmark Religious-secular 0.30 0.40 0.37 0.35 0.35
Left-Right materialism 0.49 0.48 0.56 0.61 0.55
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.34 0.51 – 0.47 0.46

France Religious-secular 0.39 0.37 0.34 0.37 0.37
Left-Right materialism – 0.40 0.49 0.42 0.42
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.38 0.38 – 0.31 0.28

Germany Religious-secular 0.35 0.22 0.30 0.34 0.34
Left-Right materialism – 0.13 0.24 0.30 0.30
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.24 0.22 – 0.45 0.41

Ireland Religious-secular 0.21 0.23 0.21 0.25 0.25
Left-Right materialism – 0.15 – 0.21 0.21
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.19 0.19 – 0.13 0.20

Italy Religious-secular 0.47 0.48 0.34 0.46 0.46
Left-Right materialism – 0.45 0.28 0.30 0.30
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.34 0.38 – 0.30 0.28

Netherlands Religious-secular 0.65 0.57 0.58 0.51 0.51
Left-Right materialism 0.55 0.52 0.52 0.56 0.45
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.36 0.40 – 0.42 0.44

Norway Religious-secular 0.47 0.32 0.35 0.41 0.41
Left-Right materialism – 0.66 0.63 0.51 0.44
Materialism-postmaterialism – – 0.47 0.36 0.34

Sweden Religious-secular – – 0.36 0.34 0.28
Left-Right materialism – 0.66 0.64 0.64 0.47
Materialism-postmaterialism – – – 0.27 0.28

UK Religious-secular 0.14 0.14 0.09 0.16 0.16
Left-Right materialism 0.53 0.49 0.53 0.54 0.46
Materialism-postmaterialism 0.23 0.17 – 0.45 0.38

The entries are correlation coefficients (eta) between party choice and value orientations. The
higher the score, the stronger is the impact of a cleavage on party choice. ‘–’ means that a score
is not available.

Source: Knutsen (1995b: 488–9).
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a function of proximity: the smaller the ideological distance, the stronger the
preference. Parties are expected to move towards the position of the median
voter which cannot be defeated by any other in a majority vote. In doing so,
the potential number of voters is maximized. When a party is successful
with this strategy it may become a pivot party which occupies a position on
the middle of the ideological spectrum (policy-seeking capacity), yet simul-
taneously has sufficient weight (office-seeking potential) to influence the
behaviour of other parties (Keman, 1997a: 87).

If Downs’ assumption on party behaviour is correct, we can expect party
system convergence, meaning that established parties tend to move to moder-
ate ideological positions. This tendency may enhance an electoral strategy of
parties which is often called catch-allism: parties seek to accomplish a wide
electoral appeal aimed at vote maximization (Kirchheimer, 1966a). The
catch-all party is characterized by an indistinct ideological profile and a
loose connection with the electorate (Krouwel, 1999). According to Krouwel,
there is no general tendency towards catch-allism in Europe: ideology
remains, amongst other factors, an important tool for most parties to profile
themselves. But, as far as convergence does occur, it enhances electoral
volatility since it becomes easier for voters to switch between parties given
the reduced distances between the competitors.

One theory which challenges Down’s assumptions about voting behav-
iour and party competition is the issue-ownership theory of Budge and Farlie
(1983). This theory discusses voting behaviour in direct relation to party
behaviour. Party competition is seen as the process in which parties distin-
guish themselves from each other by emphasizing particular issues which fit
best into their ideological profile. Parties manage to make themselves visible
and reliable to voters by owning certain issues. Contrary to Downs, the pre-
diction of this theory is that parties will not converge. Parties will stick to
their ideological profile and keep it as distinct as possible because this makes
them recognizable and credible to voters.

Another, more complicated, challenge to the smallest-distance hypothesis
comes from the theory of directional voting, pioneered by Rabinowitz and
MacDonald (1989). The focus is on the intensity with which ideological posi-
tions (issues) are held. This theory can therefore be seen as a psychological
model. Instead of ideological distance, the directional theory assumes that
the directional fit between party and voter is decisive for the party choice.
This theory is related to the broader category of theories on issue voting that
assume that voters are not primarily oriented towards an enduring ideology
but towards short-term issues. The increased attention for issue voting is
understandable, given the decline in long-term forces shaping the vote. 

The intensity of an issue for the voter is calculated by the directional
model as the product of his/her own intensity and the party-intensity
toward this issue (Rabinowitz and MacDonald, 1989). In the directional
model extreme parties would have an electoral advantage over moderate
parties because of the importance of the intensity. This problem is incor-
porated into the directional model by assigning negative weighting factors
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to parties that are extremist on one or more issues. As a result, it is assumed
that the voter will be most attracted to the non-extremist party which is
intense on issues which are important to the voter and also takes the same
position as the voter (either for or against). Contrary to the proximity theory,
the directional theory would predict that parties are not convergent but
divergent. In the proximity theory, the winning party will be moderate under
the assumption of a normal distribution of the voters on one dimension. In
the directional model, the party will be more extreme (but not extremist) on
one or more issues. Which intensity will be decisive will depend on the exact
preferences of voters for issues which change from election to election. A
party with an intense position on an issue which is also felt to be important
by a majority of the voters may win now, but lose during the next elections
when another intense issue catches the attention of voters. The directional
model is clearly better equipped to analyse and explain electoral change than
most other theories, as the latter often assume that positions of voters and
parties are more of less fixed and do not change radically over time.

Another theory on ideological voting focuses on performance voting: voters
pay more attention to results (government performance) than to promises
(ideology). Government parties which perform badly will be punished by
voters, even by voters who do support the views of these parties. A similar
interpretation of party choice stems from the theory of Political Business
Cycles (Tufte, 1978; Schneider and Frey, 1988). The basic assumption is that
the electorate’s voting decision depends on the state of the economy. The
government may attempt to influence its re-election prospects by altering
the state of the economy. This is done, for example, by a synchronization of
expenditures in electorally appealing areas (like social spending) with the
timing of general elections. However, most studies of the Political Business
Cycle show that it is not a structural and dominant feature of modern
democratic politics (Whiteley, 1980; Pennings et al., 1999). As far as it does
exist, it is most likely to appear in Anglo-Saxon countries because majoritar-
ian systems enable the voter to judge the achievements of a single party on
government, which is not more difficult or even impossible in case of multi-
party coalition governments (Whiteley, 1980; Tufte, 1978).

As the democraticness of political systems is the degree to which voters
can influence the decision-making process and its outcomes, it depends
highly on the choices or setoff policy-options which are offered to voters.
Most theories on voter and party behaviour suggest that the possibilities of
voters to make choices which matter are severely limited. During the period
of frozen cleavages the choices were fixed by the cleavage structure. During
the period of dealignment, choices are (to varying degrees) limited by the
convergence between parties. And in multiparty systems it is almost impos-
sible for voters to make choices which directly affect the composition of
government and public policy-making (Budge and Keman, 1990). In systems
with a pivot party, important choices regarding government composition
and policy-making are made by this party (Keman, 1994). This party seeks
to maintain the status quo, which leaves little room for alternative choices.
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In sum: the institutional arrangements of democratic systems may in various
ways narrow down the choices offered to voters and therefore limit the ‘demo-
craticness’ of these systems. Hence, not only ‘institutions matter’ as such, but
influence the electoral patterns of voting behaviour across European demo-
cracies. Below, this hypothesis will be examined cross-nationally.

55..33  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNSS  AANNDD  TTHHEE  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  DDIIVVEERRSSIITTYY  OOFF  EEUURROOPPEEAANN
EESSTTAABBLLIISSHHEEDD  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCIIEESS

The established European countries are in many respects ‘most similar’: they
share more characteristics regarding the political-institutional organization of
their democracies than not. They are alike in terms of rule of law, democratic
rights, regular elections, etc. Yet, in some respects there are significant differ-
ences that affect the functioning and performance of the established demo-
cracies. The electoral and party systems, both crucial for the functioning of
democracies, do differ across countries and time periods (Lijphart, 1994).

Electoral systems are sets of rules which define how votes are cast and seats
are allocated. The electoral system is part of the electoral law which encom-
passes a broader family of rules governing the process of elections. The vari-
ety of electoral systems stems from at least four differences which can be
summarized as follows (Blais and Massicotte, 1996: 50; Farrell, 1997;
Gallagher, 1997; Jesse, 1994; Lane and Ersson, 1998: 201; Lijphart, 1999):

1. The electoral formula or counting rules (i.e. how are votes to be counted to
allocate seats) can be subdivided into majority (a candidate requires an
overall majority; i.e. First-Past-the Post = FPTP), plurality (a candidate
requires an absolute majority of votes to be elected) and proportionality or
list systems. The latter category is divided into largest remainder and
highest average systems. The largest remainder system translates the
votes into seats in two stages: (a) those parties with votes exceeding the
quota are rewarded seats and the quota is subtracted from their total
vote; (b) those parties left with the greatest number of votes (= the largest
remainder) are rewarded the remaining seats in order of vote size. The
highest average system is more common and operates by two alternative
divisors: d’Hondt (most common) and modified Sainte-Laguë (MSL).1 This
system tends to produce more proportional results than the d’Hondt
divisor. However, in proportional systems, the degree of electoral
disproportionality is low, irrespective of the divisor which is used.

2. The constituency structure, its nature (whole constituency or districts) and
district magnitude (i.e. the number of seats per district).2 Countries with
many constituencies may increase proportionality by means of two-tier
districting: a certain number of seats are allocated in a second-tier such as
across the nation as a whole. All remaining seats from the first-tier are
pooled and their distribution is determined by the second-tier. In case of
an imbalance between the population densities of constituencies some
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parties may be favoured over others (the so-called malapportionment).
The practice of redrawing constituency boundaries with the intention to
favour the governing party, is called gerrymandering. This form of politi-
cal manipulation was most likely to occur in non-proportional systems
like the UK, but nowadays constitutional safeguards make manipulation
more difficult.

3. Variations in the ballot structure (how voters express their choice) concern
the number of votes and the type of vote. The basic distinction is
between a categoric ballot structure where the voter can declare a pref-
erence for just one candidate or party (e.g. FPTP) and an ordinal ballot
structure where the voter can rank-order candidates in order of prefer-
ence (e.g. the preferential systems). The most open form of ballot struc-
ture in list systems is Panachage which operates in Luxembourg and
Switzerland: the ballot paper allows voters to give preferences to candi-
dates from more than one party.

4. The outcome: the degree of disproportionality (i.e. the disparity between the
votes received and seats allocated). Both the district magnitude and the
electoral formula have an important bearing on overall proportionality.
The more districts in a country the less proportional the outcomes of
the electoral system are. Electoral disproportionality will also be higher
in countries with single member districts (such as in the United
Kingdom). An electoral threshold, which a party must pass in order to be
granted any seats in the parliament, is used to minimize the risk of too
many (even extremist) parties which is one of the drawbacks of propor-
tional systems (it is used in Germany and Sweden, for instance). The
electoral threshold is a built-in distortion of the translation of votes
into seats.

The different combinations of these four features discussed here lead to
different electoral systems. An overview of these systems is presented in
Table 5.2. The five main European systems are discussed below (see also:
Farrell, 1997; Heywood, 1997). 

The First Past the Post System (FPTP-system) is a ‘simple plurality system’
in which the country is divided into single-member constituencies and
where voters select a single candidate who needs to achieve a plurality of
votes (which is not the same as a majority!). The main European example is
the UK. This system offers voters a clear link between representatives and
constituencies and a clear choice of potential parties in government. It also
makes for a strong, stable and effective government in that one single party
has majority control of the assembly. The major disadvantage of this system
is the ‘wasted votes’, namely the votes cast for losing candidates and those
cast for winning ones over the plurality mark. The awareness of the possi-
bility that their votes are wasted will push many voters into tactical voting:
they do not vote for the party that is closest to them, because their vote might
be wasted. The high disproportionality of FPTP-systems implies that small
parties are under-represented. Winning candidates who have less than
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50% of the votes, can still represent the whole of the district at the national
level (by means of the so-called ‘manufactured majority’). This feature
causes FPTP-systems to score low on ‘democraticness’ because of the absence
of the ‘One Member, One Vote’ principle: some votes count more than others.
In addition, the choices which are offered to the voters are mainly between
the two main parties. Alternative choices are formally possible, but can
hardly be a threat to the status quo (see: Budge, 1996b).

In majoritarian electoral systems candidates can only win with majority sup-
port (i.e. more than 50 per cent of the votes). The main European variant is
the second ballot system, which is used in France. There are single-candidate
constituencies and also single-choice voting. To win the first ballot, a candi-
date needs an overall majority of the votes cast. If no candidate gains a first-
ballot majority, a second ballot is held between the two leading candidates.
The main advantage is that the system broadens electoral choice (because
there are two ballots), but the disadvantage is that it is little more propor-
tional than FPTP-systems.

The party list systems are proportional systems which are found in
countries throughout Europe. The entire country is treated as a single
constituency (only in The Netherlands) or there are a number of large multi-
member constituencies. Parties compile lists of candidates in descending
order of preference (mostly based more on the preferences of the party elites
than of the party members, see: Pennings and Hazan, 2001). Parties are
allocated seats in direct proportion to the votes they gain in the election. The
obvious advantage compared with FPTP-systems is the high degree of
proportionality and fairness, which is also reflected in low electoral thresholds
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TTaabbllee  55..22 Electoral systems in Western Europe
DDiissttrriicctt  ddiisspprrooppoorrttiioonnaalliittyy

EElleeccttoorraall  ffoorrmmuullaa  11999900ss mmaaggnniittuuddee

CCoouunnttrryy BBaalllloott TTiieerrss FFoorrmmuullaass  ((eelleeccttoorraall  ssyysstteemm)) 11998800ss 11999900ss 11998800ss 11999900ss

Austria One 2 PR: Hare + d’Hondt (party list) 20.3 20.3 2.2 2.8
Belgium One 2 PR: Hare + d’Hondt (party list) 7.0 7.5 6.0 8.0
Denmark One 2 PR: MSL + Hare (party list) 7.3 10.5 3.3 4.5
Finland One 1 PR: d’Hondt (party list) 13.2 13.3 5.1 7.0
France One 1 MAJ + PLUR (majoritarian) 1.0 1.0 18.7 40.3
Germany Two 2 PLUR + PR: Hare (two-vote) 1.0 1.9 1.4 5.8
Ireland One 1 PR: STV (single transferable vote) 3.8 4.0 5.2 6.4
Italy Two 2 PLUR + PR (Semi-PR): Hamilton 19.5 1.3 4.7 13.6

(party list)
The Netherlands One 1 PR: d’Hondt (party list) 150.0 150.0 3.0 2.9
Norway One 2 PR: MSL + MSL (party list) 8.3 8.7 5.1 6.3
Sweden One 2 PR: MSL + MSL (party list) 11.1 11.6 2.6 3.3
Switzerland One 1 PR: d’Hondt (party list) 8.2 7.7 5.1 7.5
United Kingdom One 1 PLUR (First past the post) 1.0 1.0 12.9 17.6

Source: Lane and Ersson (1998: 200). Ballot refers to the number of ballots used by an elector
at the election. Tiers refers to whether there is a higher-level reallocation of votes. The electoral
systems refer to PR (proportional representation), MAJ (majoritarian), PLUR (plurality of vote).
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for smaller and new parties. The main disadvantage is that the link between
representatives and constituencies is broken, which might hamper the
democraticness of PR-systems compared with FPTP-systems because it is
more difficult for voters to reach and influence their representatives.

The two-vote system or additional member system (AMS) is a proportional
system which is used in Germany. A proportion of seats (50%) is filled by
the FPTP system using single-member constituencies. The remaining seats
are filled using a party list. Voters cast two votes: one for a candidate in the
constituency election and one for a party. The advantage is that the system
balances the need for constituency representation (i.e. regional) against
the need for electoral fairness. On the other hand, the single-member
constituencies are not conducive to high levels of proportionality, because
of the resulting ‘wasted votes’. The size of the constituencies is also higher
than in FPTP-systems, which also decreases proportionality.3 Nonetheless,
the democraticness is enhanced by a two-vote system, because it enlarges
the number of choices which can be made, both at the constituency level
and at the national level.

The Single Tranferable Vote System (STVS) is used in Ireland. There are
multimember constituencies, each of which returns up to five members.
There is preferential voting, meaning that voters rank the candidates in order
of preference. Candidates are elected if they achieve a quota, which is the
minimum number of votes needed to elect the stipulated number of candi-
dates. The votes are counted according to the first preferences. If not all seats
are filled, the bottom candidate is eliminated and his or her votes are redis-
tributed according to second preferences, and so on. One of the advantages
of this system is that it allows for competition amongst candidates from the
same party. One disadvantage is that an STV election count can take a long
time, so that it is only suited to small countries. Obviously, STV enhances the
democraticness compared with FPTP-systems. In fact, STV is the Anglo-
Saxon way to secure proportional representation (Gallagher et al., 2000). 

This overview of electoral systems clarifies that electoral behaviour
involves far more than just casting a vote. The type and number of choices
which are offered to voters differ per system, and in that sense some systems
are more ‘democratic’ than others. Once votes have been cast, a wide range
of electoral institutions determines what happens with these votes. The
comparison of electoral systems indicates that all of them have both advan-
tages and disadvantages: there appears to be no ideal system. In most systems
electoral reforms have been proposed in order to compensate for these dis-
advantages. But, until recently, most electoral systems did not change rad-
ically, regardless of their faults, because changes in these systems would
directly affect the status quo. But, in 1993/94, three established democracies –
Italy, Japan and New Zealand – radically changed their voting systems.
These changes were possible because of factors like electoral dealignments,
political crises and the use of referendums. We may conclude therefore that
democratic electoral systems survive as long as they do not suffer from a
serious lack of democratic legitimacy.
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The discussed features of electoral systems have consequences for the
policy outcomes of political systems. In particular, they determine the impact
of vote change for the complexion of party government. For example, a
small change in the votes for the two-main parties in two-party systems may
determine which party will govern and hence will affect the colour of party
government and the subsequent policy decisions regarding the type and
degree of state intervention. In multiparty systems these effects are miti-
gated by coalition governments which might incorporate both winners and
losers of elections. The occurrence of abrupt policy shifts and effective
policy-making are thus more likely in two-party systems. Hence, electoral
systems are not merely worth studying for those interested in elections.
These systems are central institutional devices which affect the functioning
of polities as a whole, including the outcomes of these systems.

55..44  TTHHEE  RROOLLEE  OOFF  IIDDEEOOLLOOGGYY  IINN  EELLEECCTTIIOONNSS

Ideology is a set of ideas which provides a guideline for political action. It is
essential for the understanding of voting behaviour, as it is the main tool
which voters use in order to detect the differences between parties and to
determine their preference for parties. Ideology in electoral politics often
refers to the Left–Right dimension which presents a juxtaposition of state
intervention on the one hand (the Left) and state abstention or restrictiveness
on the other (the Right). Left–Right ideological orientations serve as a basic
reference point for voters’ choices. It is also the main vehicle for parties to
differentiate themselves from each other. This explains the enduring import-
ance of the Left–Right distinction as a determinant of party choice. As a con-
sequence, the theory of Anthony Downs, stating that parties will in the long
run converge in order to increase their vote share, is questionable because it
implies an ‘end of ideology’ or a least a severe weakening of the ideological
identities of parties. Although party ideology remains an important vehicle
for party competition, there are numerous examples of convergence between
parties. But convergence has not been so persistent that it has become a
dominant feature of all party systems. Furthermore, the degree of conver-
gence varies over time. Clearly, convergence decreases the democraticness of
a system because it reduces the scope of choice and its consequences for
policy-making. Convergence makes politics matter less for citizens.

When parties are close to each other on the Left–Right scale this will
increase the number of floating voters (i.e. voters who do not decide the
candidates and parties they might vote for till the last moment) and also the
electoral volatility (i.e. the degree to which votes switch among parties
between subsequent elections) because small distances between parties
make it easier for voters to switch between them (see also Chapter 6). This
statement sounds simple and plausible, but the problem which has been dis-
cussed for many years now is how ideology can be measured in a way that
is comparable across time and across countries (Budge et al., 1987; Budge
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and Keman, 1990; Kim and Fording, 1998). This topic is discussed here in
more detail in order to demonstrate that one should not consider ideological
positions as absolute and given entities but as strategic positions which are
taken by political competitors. These positions of parties and voters are not
given but estimated by political scientists. There are several ways to estimate
these positions, and it clearly matters which method is chosen. For this
reason there is an ongoing academic debate on how to measure the ideo-
logical positions which are taken by parties and voters. In general, we can
distinguish three types of Left–Right scales (Laver, 2001):

• scales based on the coding of party manifestos (Klingemann et al., 1994);
• scales based on the placements of parties by experts (Castles and Mair,

1984);
• scales based on the self-placement of voters (Inglehart and Klingemann,

1976; Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995).

The manifesto scales and the expert scales are primarily party scales: they
are used to compare party positions in several policy dimensions in order to
be able to determine the policy distances between parties. This information
is important to determine the competitive space of party systems. Next to
party scales, there are voter scales which measure the ideological position of
voters. The best-known scale is the Left–Right self-placement scale on which
voters position themselves. One limitation of this type of scale is that it is
limited by the number of countries and the period of time in which it can be
studied. A second problem is that it cannot be used in comparative research
because the location of the middle (which is the central reference point for
any Left–Right placement) is not the same in European countries. Hence,
aggregate country measures based on Left–Right placement are mostly not
very adequate for comparative research (Budge, 2000). 

Another measure of ideological positions is the median voter position which
indicates the central tendency among voters. One measure of this position,
introduced by Kim and Fording, combines party manifesto data and election
return data (Kim and Fording, 1998). It can be used to compare voter ideo-
logy across different countries and time periods and to establish the distance
between party positions and voter positions (Pennings et al., 1999). Figure 5.1
shows the ideology scores averaged across 13 European democracies over
the period 1968–88 (see for the calculation of these scores: Note 3 in Chapter 4
in this book). The 1970s turn out to be the period in which voters were on
average most inclined towards the Left. The 1980s, on the other hand, are
characterized by a swing to the Right. However, countries differ significantly
on the degree to which these changes have taken place. By combining
these data with data on the ideological positions of parties, it is possible to
determine the degree of party responsiveness, i.e. the extent to which party
policy positions correspond with median voter positions (Keman, 1997b;
Pennings, 1998).

The theory of issue saliency argues that parties will not jump from the one
side of the Left–Right scale to the other (so-called leapfrogging) in order to
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attract votes, because parties would lose their credibility were they to move
suddenly to opposite positions. This makes the ideological party positions
more or less fixed. This has been demonstrated, for example, by Budge et al.
(1987) who analysed the movement of party positions over time using factor
analysis on coded party manifestos. Figure 5.2 presents the UK party posi-
tions between 1945 and 1992 in a two-dimensional space of party competition
which is based on factor analysis on a selection of issues. This example con-
firms the expectation that parties are ideologically fixed. There is hardly any
leapfrogging between the conservatives and the social democrats (Labour
Party) in the UK. At the same time, both parties are adapting their positions
within certain boundaries in order to be able to react to external and internal
pressures (i.e. public debates and party debates) which push the party in a
certain direction (either moving to the Right or the Left). However, these
movements are clearly limited. Any movement to the Right is sooner or later
reversed, and vice versa. This pattern makes parties look dynamic and adap-
tive in the short run without losing their credibility and also fixed and stable
in the long run. The effects on the ‘democraticness’ are positive. Ideological
rigidity makes parties reliable for voters. They can be sure that parties will
not change their policy positions overnight, which is a prerequisite for
voters to determine whether promises are actually fulfilled.

The research of party movements in liberal democracies has shown that
party positions are, within certain boundaries, more or less stable. Radical
changes in the ideology of parties are possible and do occur, but they are
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exceptional (see, for example, the Austrian FPÖ, as reported in: Budge et al.,
1987: 289). Individual voters, on the other hand, are not restricted in any
sense. They can move into any direction they want to, albeit that these move-
ments are also restricted because otherwise ideology would loose its meaning
as a tool that enables voters to differentiate between parties and to make a
choice. But sometimes movements of voters are so massive and intense that
they lead to earthquake elections, such as in Italy in 1992 and the Netherlands
in 1994 when the Christian Democrats lost the main part of their vote share.

The fixed ideological positions of parties enable them to bind certain
groups in the electorate, which gives parties a stable electoral support.
Trends in the electoral support for large and small party families in Europe
are summarized in Figures 5.3 and 5.4. Among the large party families we
see a moderate loss of the Christian democrats and the social democrats
since the 1970s, whereas the liberals and the conservatives manage to
uphold their vote shares or even increase them slightly. 

The first two groups have in common that they propagate a collectivist
ideology, based on group values (Christianity or solidarity). The electoral
losses of the established collectivist parties do not necessarily benefit parties
with a non-collectivist ideology, such as liberal parties. Within the group of
small party families there are both winners and losers. The communist and
agrarian parties are losing votes (these are also collectivist), whereas the
others are winning votes. These are interesting trends which indicate that the
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political arena is becoming more scattered into smaller party groups, such as
green parties and regionalist parties. Whereas the vote share of the estab-
lished European parties in 1960 was around 92 per cent, this decreased to
78 per cent in the early 1990s (Kitschelt, 1997: 147). It has become more diffi-
cult for all parties to maintain a core group of supporters. The heartland of
parties is becoming smaller and the political battlefield is becoming larger.
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The changing vote shares of party families seem, at an aggregate level,
moderate. But as the figures are presenting mean scores, they are hiding
actual changes at the country level. The general tendency, however, is that in
most countries the established parties (and their dominant ideologies) have
been confronted with varying degrees of electoral losses since the 1970s. The
reasons for this are similar to the causes of the rise of electoral volatility: the
bond between voters and parties becomes weaker and it appears easier for
voters to switch between parties. One reason is apparently the decline in
sociologically driven voting. Another reason might well be the increase in
economically driven voting behaviour. A different explanation may well be a
perceived decline in democraticness.

55..55  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  PPAARRTTIICCIIPPAATTIIOONN  AANNDD  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  DDIISSIILLLLUUSSIIOONNMMEENNTT

A representative democracy is not a direct democracy in the sense of popu-
lar self-government in which there is a direct and continuous impact of
citizens on public decision-making. Given the institutional devices of liberal
democracies, a gap between citizens and decision-makers is unavoidable
(Dahl, 1989). On the other hand, this gap should not become too wide, because
this could lead to distrust and disillusionment and might well in the long
run undermine the legitimacy of any democracy.

One sign of mistrust and disillusionment is a decrease in voter turnout. For
many decennia this phenomenon was hidden in several established demo-
cracies because compulsory voting made citizens vote, whether they liked it or
not. Since the abolishment of compulsory voting in several European demo-
cracies (it still applies to Austria, Belgium, Greece, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg
and to Switzerland in some cantons), there has been a moderate tendency
towards lowering of turnout. But there are more reasons for this. Turnout is
only weakly related to perceptions of voters and their trust in politicians.
As Table 5.3 shows, the individual determinants are much weaker than the
institutional determinants of turnout.

Voting participation is mainly determined by institutional setting (Budge
and Farlie, 1976, Bingham Powell, 1982; Franklin, 1996; Hague et al., 1998).
The most obvious institutional factor is compulsory voting, which boosts
turnout significantly. In other systems, a low voting age will often coincide
with a low turnout because of a weak propensity of younger voters to vote.
The higher the salience of elections is, the higher the turnout. In PR electoral
systems the turnout is only slightly higher than in non-PR systems. This is
because PR is fairer, it presents the electorate with more parties to vote for,
and PR is more competitive because many parties have a chance to win at
least one seat and will therefore attempt to mobilize voters (Blais and
Dobrzynska, 1998). However, in two-party systems the turnout is slightly
higher than in multi-party systems, because in the former case voters are
more directly able to chose the party that will form the government. A vote
is more easily cast when it matters. Hence, PR has both negative and
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positive effects, with the overall impact being a slightly positive one (Blais
and Dobrzynska, 1998). Finally, the turnout will increase when the polling
allows for postal or weekend voting (see also: van der Eijk et al., 1996). 

Many commentators assume that there is a decline in electoral participa-
tion, indicating that voters are becoming less willing to cast their votes during
elections which is often seen as an indication of declining legitimacy. Table 5.4
shows that there is no general decline in turnout. This is not to deny that in
some countries there is a consistent decline in turnout rates. Some political
scientists and commentators interpret these changes as rather small and
insignificant (Andeweg, 1996), while others see in it a clear sign of an increas-
ing political apathy (Lane and Ersson, 1998: 142). On the level of European
elections, however, political scientists agree that there is a trend toward lower
turnout. The next section will explain why this development occurs. 
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TTaabbllee  55..33 Factors which increase turnout
FFeeaattuurreess  ooff FFeeaattuurreess  ooff
tthhee  eelleeccttoorraall  ssyysstteemm iinnddiivviidduuaallss

((EExxppllaaiinneedd  vvaarriiaannccee  == 00..8877)) ((EExxppllaaiinneedd  vvaarriiaannccee  == 00..0066))
Compulsory voting Middle age
Proportional representation Strong party loyalty
Postal voting permitted High education
Weekend polling Goes to church
Electoral salience (elections decide who governs) Belongs to a union

Higher income

The explained variance refers to a regression analysis performed by Franklin (1996) and is based
on data for the OECD (N = 22).

Source: Hague et al. (1998: 101).

TTaabbllee  55..44 Trends in electoral participation, 1986–99
NNaattiioonnaall  eelleeccttiioonnss EEuurrooppeeaann  eelleeccttiioonnss

11998866––8888 11999922––9944 11999988––9999 11999999

Austria 90.5 82.5 – 49 (–18)
Belgium 93.4 – 90.8 93 (+3)
Denmark 84.0 84.3 86 50 (2)
Finland 72.1 – 65.3 30 (–28)
France 66.2 69.3 – 45 (–7)
Germany 84.3 79 82.2 45 (–15)
Ireland – 68.5 – 50 (+6)
Italy 88.9 87.4 – 70 (–5)
The Netherlands 85.8 78.3 73 30 (–5.7)
Norway 84 75.8 – –
Sweden 86 88.1 81.4 38 (–3)
Switzerland 47.5 – – –
UK 75.4 77.8 71.4 23 (–13)

Note: Percentages are total votes cast as a percentage of eligible votes. In parentheses is the
change between 1994 and 1999 for the European elections.
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55..66  EEUURROOPPEEAANN  PPAARRLLIIAAMMEENNTTAARRYY  EELLEECCTTIIOONNSS

European democracies are not only a group of independent countries, which
have in common that they belong to the same continent. Since the 1950s the
economic integration has also stimulated integration and co-operation
within Europe. Since the early 1980s there have been attempts to achieve
forms of political integration. The installation and elections for the European
Parliament was the first major step in this direction.

The first Europe-wide elections were held in June 1979. From the very
beginning, European elections have been perceived as second-order elections
because no actual executive power is at stake (Oppenhuis, 1995; Hix, 1999).
The complexion of the Council of Ministers and the European Commission
is not affected by these elections (Marsh and Franklin, 1996). There are
several consequences of this. First, the electoral behaviour in European
elections is partly driven by the first-order arena and therefore by national
concerns. Voters may, for example, use the European elections to disapprove
of national government performance to date. Second, many citizens may be
less inclined to turn out and vote. Finally, voters may prefer smaller parties
in European elections because there is no real danger of wasted votes for
gaining power in European elections. This is called quasi-switching: voting
for a different party in the European election than would have been
supported in a national election held at the same time (Marsh and Franklin,
1996: 13; Oppenhuis et al., 1996: 289). 

At the European level the role of elections is clearly not as decisive as at the
national level. This is often referred to as the democratic deficit, but there are
also differences in how this problem is defined. Members of the European
Parliament define the democratic deficit in terms of a lack of power on the part
of the European Parliament to assert itself in relation to the Commission and
the Council of Ministers. Others, for example Van der Eijk and Franklin (1996),
claim that the problem is not that the European Parliament lacks power, but
that it lacks a mandate to use the power. The main reason is that national states
are reluctant to engage in power sharing at the European level. European
politics is played as a zero-sum game between member-states who are deter-
mined to protect their national interests. As a consequence, European elections
are heavily fought on the basis of national instead of European political
concerns, which undermines the European democratic process. 

Does the democratic deficit mean that there is a crisis of political legiti-
macy in the European Union? There are arguments for and against this state-
ment. One argument for this statement stems from Van der Eijk and Franklin
(1996). In their view, European elections are second-order elections, not
because they are necessarily less important than national elections, but
because they do not meet the standard conditions of democratic elections.
Elections are considered to legitimize power, to exert electoral control and to
represent groups of citizens. These conditions imply that voters have some
awareness of the political stance and record of candidates and parties by
means of an adequate media coverage. These conditions are lacking in the
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European Union. The main reason is that national affairs and issues dominate
both the national and European elections. There is no proper electoral connec-
tion between the citizens of the European Union and its leaders, or there is
no organized democratic choice in Europe (see also Chapter 4 in this book).
In this view, the lack of European content to European elections and the lack
of electoral representation is endemic and can only be changed by means of
a totally new European structure. 

In contrast to this view is the statement that the current crisis of represen-
tation is not the result of defects in the structure of the European Union,
but of a lack of legitimacy. It appears that representatives in the European
Union are in favour of more European integration, whereas many voters
are more reluctant is this respect. This indicates that there is a fundamental
disagreement between voters and European politicians on issues such as the
European Monetary Union (Thomassen and Schmitt, 1997; Schmitt and
Thomassen, 1999). 

Finally, there is the view that the democratic deficit is not a problem of
legitimacy, but arises from a crisis of political parties (Andeweg, 1996). There
is a general demise of political parties because they lost a part of their cred-
ibility as the sole and main representatives of the people. This crisis is
strongest at the European level because weakly organized parties with low
ideological profiles are confronted by well-organized competitors. A range
of alternative groups (pressure groups, social movements) has taken over a
part of the representative role of parties. As a consequence, voters and pres-
sure groups no longer see political parties and elections as the main vehicles
of democratic influence, as there are alternative routes to achieve goals.

The present lack of ‘democraticness’ in the EU should not be interpreted
as a fundamental and irreparable flaw of European politics. This chapter has
shown that ‘democraticness’ is also problematic at national levels, due to
institutional and ideological rigidities which narrow down the choices of
both parties and voters (see also: Pennings, 1998). On the EU-level there is an
additional cause which is unique to that level, namely the reluctance of
member states to give up power. Despite this difference, the conclusion for
both the national and European levels is the same: in representative demo-
cracies policies are formulated by actors with bargaining power and not
directly by voters. This is the reality of representative democracy in general.

Whatever the differences between European and national elections may
be, one common element prevails: the central role of ideology. Van der Eijk
et al. (1996) claim that, despite significant differences between the various
political systems in Europe, in all systems voters arrive at their party choice
in a similar manner. In that respect, the mechanisms that drive party choice
are not influenced by national contexts. In this sense the European electorate
can be considered as driven by the same motivations. The relative effects of
cleavages, issues, ideology, and approval of government on party choice are
similar in European democracies. Of all factors which are discerned by
Van der Eijk et al., the ideological factor (i.e. the Left–Right distinction) is the
most important explanation of party choice. 
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It would be wrong, however, to conclude from this that the only thing that
matters is ideology. Explaining party choice is not the same as explaining
variations in democraticness. For that we need to take into account institu-
tional variables. The previous discussion of electoral systems has shown
that institutional rigidities narrow down the number of choices and, more
importantly, the outcomes of these choices. Both ideology and institutions
enable and restrict democraticness at the same time. They enable it by struc-
turing the element of choice within the democratic process. Ideology enables
parties to present choices which are recognized by voters. Institutions ensure
that these choices are translated into policies. They restrict it by means of
barriers and thresholds to newcomers and alternative ideas. Perhaps this
paradox is one of the most fundamental problems of representative demo-
cracy: the elements that make it work also impair its working and thus
demonstrate the limitations of making democracy work under variable
circumstances. 

55..77  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONNSS

The role of ideology (and especially the Left–Right distinction) is crucial for
the functioning of European democracies. It gives both voters and parties a
tool to distinguish between policy positions in an efficient way. This does not
mean, however, that the Left–Right dimension is the only basis of electoral
politics nor that its role is static. ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ are not theoretical dogmas
for voters, but a tool for interpreting party positions. The meaning of Left
and Right changes over time. Whereas ideology was once fixed to dogmatic
principles on how to perceive the world (for example communist or
Christian values), now ideology – defined as party manifestos – has become
more flexible and is constantly being adapted to the needs of both voters and
parties for reasons of competition in terms of office and policy-seeking
behaviour.

Whereas ideology affects party choice, institutions determine how votes
are transformed in seats (and hence into political power). Ideology and insti-
tutions are both important. How parties compete and how voters do affect
the election outcomes is highly determined by political institutions.
Institutions structure the behaviour of parties and voters alike in their room
to manoeuvre and limit the number of choices that can be made, but at the
same time offer stability over time. On the one hand institutions facilitate the
transformation of individual preferences (i.e. votes) in collective choice by
means of laws and rules in various ways. On the other hand, the stabilizing
effect of institutions does not guarantee electoral choice at all times and
places. The opening up of cultural and social horizons makes voters more
inclined to change their vote from election to election. This is a relatively
new form of electoral behaviour which can alter the functioning of party
systems, party competition and the role of pivotal parties. Electoral institu-
tions themselves, however, are not easily affected by electoral volatility or
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even instability. Instead, they remain a stable force in modern established
democracies even in times of electoral turmoil. Hence institutions matter
regarding the way the people’s will is expressed, and parties, representing
the population, are capable of contributing to the democraticness of a politi-
cal system.

NNOOTTEESS

1 In this system, each party’s votes are divided by a series of divisors to produce an
average vote. The party with the ‘highest average’ vote after each stage of the
process wins a seat, and its vote is then divided by the next divisor. This process
continues after all seats have been filled.

2 Only The Netherlands consist of only one nation-wide constituency containing all
seats that are distributed (N = 150).

3 The two-vote system has also recently been introduced in New Zealand and Italy.
The former country had a FPTP-electoral system, whereas the latter had a
PR-electoral system.
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66 IN THE AGGREGATE: MASS ELECTORAL
BEHAVIOUR IN WESTERN EUROPE,
1950–2000

PPeetteerr  MMaaiirr

66..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

During the 1990s, in each of four west European polities, governments were
formed which were without precedent in post-war democratic history. The
first of these occurred in Ireland in 1993, when the long-dominant Fianna
Fáil party forged a coalition with the Labour Party, whose experience in
office up to then had been confined to partnerships with Fianna Fáil’s tradi-
tional opponent, Fine Gael. One year later in The Netherlands the three
major secular parties, the Liberals, Labour and Democrats 66, formed the
so-called ‘purple coalition’, the first government to be established in Dutch
democratic history which did not also include the Catholic or Christian
Democratic mainstream. The third case occurred in Italy in 1996, when the
new coalition which then won office was the first of more than 50 post-war
governments to include the principal party of the left – the former commu-
nist Democratic Party of the Left. Finally, in 1998 in Germany, a ‘red–green’
alliance won office for the first time, a change of government which not only
marked the first entry into the German cabinet of the small Green party, but
which also represented the first time in post-war Germany that an incum-
bent government was replaced in its entirety by opposition parties. 

These four examples are important, not only because they represent
changes in party composition of government, which is a reasonably common
and a regular occurrence in most parliamentary democracies, but rather
because they each reflected a major change in what had been up to then the
prevailing patterns of government formation and alternation. In Ireland,
through at least five decades of party competition, voters had become accus-
tomed to confronting two principal governing choices: on the one hand,
there was the single-party alternative of Fianna Fáil, which had always
publicly refused to enter a coalition with any of the other parties in the
system; on the other hand, there was the coalition alternative that was
usually formed by Fine Gael and Labour on their own, but that occasionally
also involved other minor parties. In fact, the first break with this pattern
had occurred in 1989, when Fianna Fáil had finally abandoned its stand-alone
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strategy, and had formed a coalition with the Progressive Democrats, a new
party which had been mobilized principally by dissenting Fianna Fáil elites
in the late 1980s. 

But it was the second break, occurring in 1993, that was more important,
for then the party entered a coalition with one of its traditional opponents,
Labour, and thus opened up a wholly new set of strategic alternatives not
just for itself, but also for Labour, whose options in the past had always
been restricted to building an alliance with Fine Gael. The changes in The
Netherlands in 1994 were no less important. Although the government
formation process in The Netherlands has often proved both lengthy and
relatively open, no single government since 1917 had been formed with-
out the presence of either the Catholic People’s Party or its pan-Christian
successor, the Christian Democratic Appeal. The secular coalition which
took office following the record electoral losses of the CDA in 1994 was
therefore wholly novel in character, as was CDA’s dismissal to the opposi-
tion benches. 

In Italy, the change was even more striking and was certainly also signalled
as such. Despite participating in the ‘emergency’ reconstruction governments
of 1946 and 1947, the Italian Communist Party had been systematically
excluded from office thereafter, with the subsequent governments being
consistently dominated by the centrist Christian Democrats. The eventual
collapse of the DC in the wake of the mani pulite scandals, as well as the
dramatic rise of the new centre-Right Forza Italia and the rapid growth of the
neo-fascist Social Movement, later the National Alliance, forced a sea-change
in Italian party politics in the 1994 elections, eventually leading to the
much-heralded alternanza of 1996, in which a centre-Left alliance dominated
by the Democratic Party of the Left, the successor to the Communist Party,
managed to form its first ever government. 

Finally, the alternation in Germany in 1998, in which the centre-Right Kohl
government was displaced by a new Leftwing coalition, not only ushered the
Greens into office for the first time, but also represented the first time that
Germany had experienced a total alternation in government: up to that point,
voters had become accustomed to partial changes in government composition,
with either the SPD (in 1969) or the FDP (in 1982) remaining in office while
changing their coalition partner (from the Christian Democrats and Social
Democrats respectively). In 1998, by contrast, the turnover was wholesale.

These four cases constitute examples of quite fundamental shifts in the
traditional patterns of government formation in their respective polities in
European democracies. But they were far from being isolated examples
during this politically turbulent decade. In France in 1997, for instance, a
government had also been formed which, by virtue of its inclusion of
the Greens for the first time, was also without precedent. Greens had also
been included for the first time in the new Finnish coalition which took office
in 1998, and both Green parties were included for the first time in the
Belgian coalition which took office in 1999. In both Finland and Belgium,
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therefore, as well as in France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands and Ireland,
the 1990s have witnessed the introduction of quite innovative governing
formulae. Even the United Kingdom, where the conventional patterns of
single-party government formation and alternation had remained essen-
tially unchallenged since 1945, seemed at least partially affected by this
new wave of innovation, with the opposition Liberal Democrats being
invited to participate with the newly incumbent Labour administration of
1997 in a key cabinet committee, thereby bringing the British case closer to
the experience of coalition government than had ever been the case in the
past half-century. 

Innovation and novelty in processes of government formation are always
interesting in themselves and may well be taken to indicate the emergence
of far-reaching changes in the traditional structures of competition which
define the party systems concerned (Mair, 1997: 199–223). Indeed, it is at this
level that one might best search for the most meaningful evidence of party
system change. For the purposes of this present analysis, however, it is even
more interesting to reflect on the possibility that these sometimes dramatic
shifts in prevailing patterns of party interaction within the legislative and
governing arenas might be symptomatic of more fundamental changes
occurring at the mass electoral level. In other words, by opting for new
modes of interaction at the elite level, as it were, party leaderships might
well be attempting to respond to a growing uncertainty regarding mass
electoral preferences and behaviour. In this sense, an expansion of the
options available for cross-party co-operation, collusion or competition
within the legislative and governing arenas may well signal yet another
means of coping with new electoral challenges – and opportunities – on the
ground (Mair et al., 1999)

66..22  AAGGGGRREEGGAATTEE  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  CCHHAANNGGEE

For more than two decades now, students of party politics in western Europe
have been debating the extent to which there exists real evidence of change
in mass electoral alignments, as well as the implications of that change.
These debates and the arguments are now well enough known (see also
Chapter 5). Basically two approaches are involved here. On the one hand,
there are those approaches which have a primary focus on analyses at the
individual level, and which marshal substantial evidence regarding the
declining impact of social-structural factors on the formation of electoral
preferences, and which also present reasonably robust and convincing data
documenting quite important shifts in value orientations (e.g. Franklin et al.,
1992; Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995; Inglehart, 1997). Within this approach,
the emphasis rests on the waning of traditional cleavages and hence on the
‘de-freezing’ of both long-standing alignments and long-standing party
systems. On the other hand, there are those approaches which focus mainly
on aggregate electoral patterns as well as on the overall balance of party
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support, and which draw evidence from these patterns in order to emphasize
continuity rather than change, and persistence and survival rather than
transformation (e.g. Bartolini and Mair, 1990; Mair, 1997: 19–90; Pennings
and Lane, 1998). In fact, these two apparently conflicting interpretations may
be seen to be quite compatible with one another, in that party and party
system adaptation has been such that, however different the logic of
individual voting choice has become, it has nevertheless proved possible for
many parties to maintain their broad aggregate patterns of support (Mair,
2001). Moreover, despite the obvious sea changes at the level of the individual
voter, it has been quite remarkable to observe the extent to which this did not
appear to be translated into fundamental shifts at the aggregate level. Voter
choice may be differently grounded than before, but, at least in the aggregate,
and at least through to the end of the 1980s, it has often tended to reproduce
quite conventional and historically familiar outcomes.

That, at least, is what could be concluded from the aggregate electoral
evidence that was accumulated through to the end of the 1980s. Since then,
of course, the story might be different. Indeed, the 1990s already look quite
different. As noted above, for example, the party leaderships now often
appear to be adopting quite innovative strategies in building governing
coalitions, and this may well reflect their own sense of shifts in their aggre-
gate support patterns. In addition, and within the European Union area in
particular, we have witnessed quite a rapid hollowing out of party competi-
tion, with the various national governments, and the parties which make up
these governments, being increasingly constrained to operate within a rela-
tively narrow policy consensus. This too might be expected to have implica-
tions for aggregate voter preferences. Moreover, at mass level, it is also clear
that a new element has been introduced into the equation through the
increasing and often compelling evidence of popular distrust of, and dis-
engagement from, conventional politics (e.g. Norris, 1999), a development
which itself is probably related to the depoliticization of policy making. Even
apart from any argument that might suggest that it is only in the most recent
elections, in the 1990s, that the evident changes charted at the level of the
individual voter will finally have begun to feed through to changes in the
overall balance of party support, these other key changes might in themselves
be expected to find a reflection in the aggregate. 

Whether this is the result of the more or less lagged impact of individual
level change, therefore, or as part of the environment created by new patterns
of party competition and collusion, it might therefore reasonably be hypo-
thesized that real evidence of change could now also be visible at the aggre-
gate level. In other words, and in contrast to the picture available at the end
of the 1980s, we might now reasonably hypothesize that patterns of aggre-
gate electoral support in western Europe at the end of the 1990s will reveal
increased evidence of flux, volatility and perhaps even realignment. 

The following sections of this chapter will be devoted to a test of this
hypothesis by means of the presentation and analysis of four key indicators
of mass electoral behaviour, each being aggregated by decade and by
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country. This mode of analysis enjoys two particular advantages as far as
cross-national comparative research is concerned. First, and most simply, it
affords an opportunity to explore any insights that might be derived from
the analysis of aggregate data on electoral behaviour. Unlike most survey
data, these aggregate data are remarkably easy to access and are perfectly
suited to standardized cross-national analysis. Nevertheless, whether for
reasons of a sociological or psychological bias, they are often neglected by
many students of electoral behaviour, who tend instead to rely primarily
on individual-level data. Aggregate data cannot easily be used to make
individual-level inferences, of course, and in this sense they remain quite
limited. As against this, however, it can be argued that it is of major theoreti-
cal importance to recognize that the patterns derived from individual-
level analyses may not necessarily be reflected at the aggregate level – and
hence both sorts of data are required in order to appreciate the full com-
plexity of electoral behaviour – while it is also important to study the aggre-
gate patterns in order to properly identify the questions which need to be
addressed at the individual level (see for this: Pennings et al., 1999: Chs 3
and 7). 

The second advantage of these data is that they allow us, for the first time,
to draw a broad and, in my view, telling picture of how aggregate patterns
of mass electoral behaviour have unfolded through the five decades from the
1950s to the 1990s, that is, through what is now an unprecedented and com-
pleted half-century of peaceful and stable democratic development in
western Europe. In effect, therefore, aggregate data afford a particularly
valuable sense of perspective. That said, this particular perspective is indeed
a very broad one, in that, partly in an attempt to even out the effect of one-
off disturbances, the data are not presented or analysed on an election-by-
election basis, but rather in terms of decade-by-decade averages. 

The four key indicators which will be discussed in this paper are all
derived from the results of national parliamentary elections, and comprise
(i) levels of participation or turnout, (ii) levels of electoral volatility, (iii) levels
of support for new parties, and (iv) levels of support for two new party
families in particular: ecology parties or green parties, on the one hand, and
parties of the extreme right, on the other hand. For two of these indicators,
turnout and electoral volatility, I present summary figures of the mean value
by decade, for each country, from the 1950s to the 1990s. Similar summary
figures for the total new party vote are presented for each decade from the
1960s to the 1990s, new parties being here simply defined as those which
began contesting elections no earlier than 1960. Finally, for both the ecology
parties and extreme right parties, I present the decade averages only from
the 1980s and 1990s, since prior to the 1980s both of these party families were
relatively insignificant in cross-national terms. 

The data presented here refer only to western Europe, and are limited
even within that area (N = 15). Since I am concerned with patterns which can
be traced back to the 1950s, I deal only with those polities which have experi-
enced an uninterrupted period of stable democratic rule across the past
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half-century. This means that I have excluded the cases of Greece, Portugal
and Spain, despite the insights which these cases can provide for the
comparative analysis of electoral participation and volatility in particular
(e.g. Morlino, 1998). For obvious similar reasons, I have also excluded the
cases of the new post-communist democracies. A list of the countries for
which data have been included, together with the number of elections in
each country during each of the five decades, is shown in Table 6.1. This
overview tells us that, on average, in every polity 14 elections were held,
i.e. roughly every 3.5 years. 

I should finally emphasize that the analysis which follows is markedly
plain: for the most part, I simply present the data as aggregated by decade
and by country, and comment on the patterns which are evident and the
implications which these suggest. The figures tell their own story, and part
of the value of presenting them is that we can now begin to identify with
reasonable precision what has been happening to electoral behaviour in the
aggregate across each of the five post-war decades (see also Gallagher et al.,
2000: 257–67). Moreover, although certain conclusions are drawn from the
patterns which become evident through this particular presentation of the
data, these conclusions might well be challenged and qualified by more
sophisticated time-series analyses, or by comparable studies that might be
carried out at the level of the individual voter. 
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TTaabbllee  66..11 Number of elections, by country and by decade*
CCoouunnttrryy 11995500ss 11996600ss 11997700ss 11998800ss 11999900ss

Austria 3 2 4 2 4
Belgium 3 3 4 3 3
Denmark 4 4 5 4 3
Finland 3 2 4 2 3
France 3 3 2 3 2
Germany 2 3 2 3 3
Iceland 4 2 4 2 3
Ireland 3 3 2 5 2
Italy 2 2 3 2 3
Luxembourg 3 2 2 2 2
Netherlands 3 2 3 4 2
Norway 2 3 2 3 2
Sweden 3 3 4 3 3
Switzerland 3 2 3 2 3
UK 3 2 4 2 2
TTOOTTAALL  4444 3388 4488 4422 4400

*Unless otherwise stated, the electoral data used in this analysis and relevant to each of the
Tables refer to national parliamentary (lower house) elections only, and are drawn from Thomas
T. Mackie and Richard Rose, The International Almanac of Electoral History, 3rd edn (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1991); Tom Mackie and Richard Rose, A Decade of Election Results: Updating the
International Almanac (Glasgow: CSSP, 1997); and various issues of the Political Data Yearbook,
published annually as part of the European Journal of Political Research. In addition, various web-
sites have been used for data on the most recent elections in 1998 and 1999, up to and includ-
ing the Swiss election in October 1999 – the last parliamentary election to be held in any of these
fifteen countries in the twentieth century.
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66..33  MMAASSSS  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  PPAARRTTIICCIIPPAATTIIOONN

The first indicator to be dealt with here concerns levels of electoral participation
or turnout. Given the widespread attention that has recently been devoted
to the increasing evidence of what Robert Putnam has defined as ‘civic dis-
engagement’ (e.g. Putnam, 1995), as well as to the apparently more generalized
growth of distrust in, and indifference to, traditional politics and political
leaderships (e.g. Hayward, 1996; Norris, 1999), it is perhaps through this
measure that some of the most striking changes in aggregate electoral behav-
iour might be identified. At the same time, however, while expectations
regarding the possible decline in levels of electoral participation have been
current for some years, they appear to have found little backing as yet in the
aggregate empirical data. Reviewing the evidence from the 1960s through to
the end of the 1980s, for example, Andeweg (1996: 150–1) noted that most
countries in Europe were exhibiting a more or less trendless fluctuation
in turnout levels: although participation had indeed declined slightly in
some countries in this thirty-year period, it had increased in others, resulting
in what was in fact just a very small decline in Europe as a whole across
this period. 

This pattern – at least as far as the period through to the 1980s is
concerned – is also more or less confirmed by the mean levels of turnout
summarized in Table 6.2. Indeed, through each of the four decades from the
1950s to the 1980s, average turnout levels across all the long-established
democracies in western Europe scarcely altered, increasing marginally from
84.3 per cent in the 1950s to 84.9 per cent in the 1960s, and then falling
slightly to 83.9 per cent in the 1970s and to 81.7 per cent in the 1980s. That
said, this fall-off from the 1970s to the 1980s, while small, was reasonably
consistent, with only two of the fifteen countries included here bucking the
general trend: Belgium, where voting is compulsory, and where actual
turnout increased slightly from 92.9 to 93.9 per cent from the 1970s to the
1980s, and Norway, where turnout increased from 81.6 to 83.1 per cent. In
The Netherlands, mean turnout remained the same in both decades. In each
of the other twelve countries, however, mean levels did in fact decline in the
1980s, whether marginally, as in Austria, which recorded a fall of less than
1 per cent, or more substantially, as in France, which recorded a fall of more
than 10 per cent. 

But this is not the most important pattern to be revealed by these data. In
fact, now that the complete figures for the 1990s can be included, we can wit-
ness what may well prove to be a major shift in the pattern, with the small
overall decline in turnout recorded in the 1980s being succeeded by a more
dramatic decline in the 1990s, and with average turnout across western
Europe falling from 81.7 per cent to 77.6 per cent. To be sure, even at this
level, which is the lowest recorded in any of the post-war decades, turnout
remains relatively high, with an average of slightly more than three-quarters
of national electorates casting a ballot in the elections held during the 1990s,
a figure that remains substantially higher than that recorded in nation-wide
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elections in the United States (see Franklin, 1996). Even allowing for this,
however, and even allowing for the fact that the most recent drop from the
1980s to the 1990s is less than 5 per cent, it is nevertheless striking to see the
overall figure now dipping below the 80 per cent level for the first time
in five decades. Moreover, this drop is also more or less consistent across
countries, with as many as 11 of the 15 democracies also recording their
lowest ever decade averages in the 1990s. The exceptions to this pattern
include Belgium, where the decade averages are almost invariant, but where
the lowest level was recorded in the 1960s, and Denmark and Sweden, which
both recorded their lowest levels in the 1950s. Even in these three cases, how-
ever, it should be noted that turnout levels in the 1990s were lower than in
the 1980s. The fourth exception is the United Kingdom, which recorded its
lowest level in the 1980s. Indeed, the United Kingdom is the only one of
these fifteen countries which recorded even a marginally higher level of
turnout in the 1990s than in the 1980s. In 2001, however, this new upward
shift was dramatically reversed, with turnout in that particular election
falling to a record low of just 59.4 per cent.

This general pattern is very striking, and all the more so when account is
taken of the sheer extent of the decline in particular countries. In Austria, for
example, where turnout had remained safely above the 90 per cent level in
each of the preceding four decades, the drop in the 1990s was almost 8 per
cent. Similarly sharp declines were recorded in Finland, in Germany, which
had absorbed the new voters of the former Democratic Republic during this
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TTaabbllee  66..22 Mean levels of electoral participation, by country and by decade
(% of electorate)

CChhaannggee
CCoouunnttrryy  11995500ss 11996600ss 11997700ss 11998800ss 11999900ss 11995500ss––11999900ss

Austria 95.3 93.8 92.3 91.6 83.8 –11.5
Belgium 93.1 91.3 92.9 93.9 92.5 –0.6
Denmark 81.8 87.3 87.5 85.6 84.4 2.6
Finland* 76.5 85.0 81.1 78.7 70.8 –5.7
France 80.0 76.6 82.3 71.9 68.9 –11.1
Germany 86.8 87.1 90.9 87.1 79.7 –7.1
Iceland 90.8 91.3 90.4 89.4 86.4 –4.4
Ireland 74.3 74.2 76.5 72.9 67.2 –7.1
Italy 93.6 92.9 92.6 89.0 85.5 –8.1
Luxembourg 91.9 89.6 89.5 88.1 87.1 –4.8
Netherlands** 95.4 95.0 83.5 83.5 76.0 –19.4
Norway 78.8 82.8 81.6 83.1 77.1 –1.7
Sweden 78.7 86.4 90.4 89.1 85.0 6.3
Switzerland 69.0 64.2 52.3 48.2 43.8 –25.2
UK 79.1 76.6 75.1 74.1 75.4 –3.7
MMeeaann  ((NN == 1155)) 8844..33 8844..99 8833..99 8811..77 7777..66 ––66..77

*From 1975 onwards, Finnish citizens living abroad were also given the right to vote in Finnish
elections, but the proportion doing so has been substantially smaller than those resident in
Finland itself. Figures reported here refer only to turnout levels among Finnish residents.
**From 1971 onwards, it was no longer compulsory for Dutch citizens to attend at the polls.
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period, and in The Netherlands and Norway. Even more striking, albeit
across the longer term, is the case of Switzerland, where the then exclusively
male electorate recorded an average of 69 per cent turnout in the 1950s, but
which now records an average of less than 44 per cent.1 More generally,
while an average turnout level across Europe in the 1990s of more than
75 per cent appears to belie any notion of substantial levels of mass dis-
engagement, these new figures do tend to sustain the notion of a gradual
erosion in popular commitment to conventional politics. As Table 6.2
demonstrates, the decrease in turnout of voters between the 1980s and 1990s
was 4.1 per cent, whereas this is only 6.7 per cent for the whole period under
review. In this sense, the increasing concern with declining participation
which is being voiced by governments and political observers throughout
western Europe seems not to be misplaced. In the 1990s, at least, the figures
are beginning to bear this out. 

66..44  AAGGGGRREEGGAATTEE  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  VVOOLLAATTIILLIITTYY

The second indicator to be dealt with here concerns aggregate electoral
volatility, a simple summary measure of election-to-election shifts in the
balance of party support across the whole party system. As was the case
with turnout, expectations about increasing shifts in the balance of party
support in national party systems have also been current for a number of
years. Here too, however, the empirical record at the aggregate level has so
far failed fully to confirm these expectations. Thus while party systems in
some countries did indeed experience a substantial increase in their levels of
electoral flux through the 1970s and 1980s, others appeared to become even
more stable than before, resulting in what was generally a ‘stable’ and rela-
tively low level of aggregate electoral change across western Europe as a
whole (Bartolini and Mair, 1990; Mair, 1997: 76–90). In fact, the asymmetry
that was to be found among the various national developments had already
been highlighted by Pedersen (1979), whose article charting patterns of
aggregate electoral change across western Europe from the late 1940s
through to the 1970s is often seen as having presented the first real evidence
of mass electoral ‘de-freezing’. Prior to Pedersen’s path-breaking article, the
conventional wisdom had tended to accept at face value the famous freezing
hypothesis of Lipset and Rokkan (1967), particularly since this had been so
strongly underpinned by Rose and Urwin’s (1970) evidence of persistence in
the long-term patterns of individual party support. Since the end of the
1970s, however, this image has tended to be turned on its head, with the
evidence from survey data in particular suggesting that the western demo-
cracies in general were experiencing a breakdown in their electoral align-
ments and cleavage voting patterns, and that these were being replaced by
more short-term and essentially unpredictable dynamics (Dalton et al., 1984;
Franklin et al., 1992). As noted above, however, these undeniable individual-
level changes did not seem to translate very extensively into shifts at the
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aggregate level. Indeed, even by the end of the 1980s, aggregate electoral
volatility on a European-wide basis still remained relatively muted, while
many of the traditional parties which had dominated electoral competition
in the 1950s or even earlier continued to be serious contenders. These older
parties certainly had seen some of their aggregate support slipping away to
the benefit of new formations (see also below), but it nevertheless remained
striking to see how much of their vote share they had managed to retain
even through to the end of the 1980s.

As is the case with levels of electoral participation, these earlier impressions
are now also confirmed by the mean levels of aggregate electoral volatility
across the different decades from the 1950s to the 1980s, as summarized in
Table 6.3. The indicator reported in this Table is that originally proposed by
Pedersen, whereby total (or aggregate) electoral volatility is defined as ‘the
net change within the electoral party system resulting from individual vote
transfers’ (Pedersen, 1979: 3), and is measured as the cumulated (aggregate)
electoral gains of all winning parties in a given election, or, which is the same
thing, as the cumulated (aggregate) electoral losses of all losing parties in
that election.2 As can be seen in Table 6.3, levels of this measure of aggregate
electoral volatility across the fifteen countries as a whole scarcely changed
between the 1950s and the 1980s, with the west-European-wide national
average falling from 7.9 per cent in the 1950s to 6.9 per cent in the 1960s, and
then rising slightly to 8.9 per cent in the two subsequent decades. This was
hardly the stuff of electoral earthquakes. That said, these overall averages
conceal quite a bit of flux within the individual party systems. Thus we
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TTaabbllee  66..33 Mean total volatility, by country and by decade
CChhaannggee

CCoouunnttrryy  11995500ss 11996600ss 11997700ss 11998800ss 11999900ss 11995500ss––11999900ss

Austria 4.1 3.3 2.7 5.5 9.4 5.3
Belgium 7.6 10.2 5.3 10.0 10.8 3.2
Denmark 5.5 8.7 15.5 9.7 12.4 6.9
Finland 4.4 7.0 7.9 8.7 11.0 6.6
France 22.3 11.5 8.8 13.4 15.4 –6.9
Germany 15.2 8.4 5.0 6.3 9.0 –6.2
Iceland 9.2 4.3 12.2 11.6 13.7 4.5
Ireland 10.3 7.0 5.7 8.1 11.7 1.4
Italy 9.7 8.2 9.9 8.6 22.9 13.2
Luxembourg 10.8 8.8 12.5 14.8 6.2 –4.6
Netherlands 5.1 7.9 12.3 8.3 19.1 14.0
Norway 3.4 5.3 15.3 10.7 15.9 12.5
Sweden 4.8 4.0 6.3 7.6 13.8 9.0
Switzerland 2.5 3.5 6.0 6.4 8.0 5.5
UK 4.3 5.2 8.3 3.3 9.3 5.0
MMeeaann  ((NN == 1155)) 77..99 66..99 88..99 88..99 1122..66 44..77

Note: Data on volatility levels through to 1985 are drawn from Bartolini and Mair (1990); there-
after, I have made my own calculations based on the electoral results as reported in the sources
listed in the footnote to Table 6.1. The rules for the calculation of volatility levels are those listed
in Bartolini and Mair (1990: 311–12).
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see Denmark, The Netherlands and Norway moving from a remarkably
quiescent 1950s to a relatively unstable 1970s, before falling back again in the
1980s. Conversely, both France and Germany begin the post-war period with
relatively substantial flux, before then settling down in the 1960s and 1970s.
In other words, while the average level of aggregate electoral volatility in
western Europe as a whole tends to remain quite stable, this is partly due to
contradictory patterns of development among the different polities (see
Bartolini and Mair, 1990).

Here again, however, as with the evidence of turnout, the more important
observation is that this picture appears to change significantly across the
fifteen polities now that the recent figures for the 1990s have become
available. Indeed, across western Europe as a whole, as can be seen from
Table 6.3, the 1990s becomes the peak decade for electoral volatility, with an
average of 12.6 per cent, almost 4 points greater than that recorded in the
1970s and 1980s. Not too much should be made of this, of course. On a scale
which has a theoretical range running from 0 to 100, and which even
here has a range of decade averages that run in practice from 2.5 (1950s
Switzerland) to 22.9 (1990s Italy), a mean value of 12.6 still probably reflects
more (short-term) continuity than change. On the other hand, this is the
first of the five post-war decades in which the overall mean breaches the
10 per cent threshold, while it is also the first decade to record such a major
shift from the previous mean value. 

The significance of the 1990s can also be underlined by reference to the
individual national experiences. Thus, in all but four of the countries (the
exceptions are Denmark, France, Germany and Luxembourg), the 1990s also
constitute a national peak, which, in the majority of cases, exceeds 10 per cent:
Belgium (10.8), Finland (11.0), Iceland (13.7), Ireland (11.7), Italy (22.9),
Netherlands (19.1), Norway (15.8) and Sweden (13.8).3 As noted above, this
increased volatility may be explained in a variety of ways, whether by
suggesting the possibility of lagged effects which are eventually working
through from the level of the individual voter to the aggregate percentages,
or by focusing more directly on the 1990s experience itself, including the
influence of changes which have taken place at the level of party competi-
tion, or of those wrought by the end of the Cold War, or by deepening
European integration. Whatever the source or sources of change, however,
the aggregate evidence of change in the 1990s is undeniable. In this sense, as
was the case with levels of electoral participation, the end of the century
seems different.

In sum, and thus far, the inclusion of aggregate data from the 1990s
appears to present quite a radical shift from the patterns visible through to
the end of the 1980s. Fewer voters than previously seem willing to partici-
pate in elections, although turnout levels in themselves still remain reason-
ably high; and among those who do participate there is greater evidence of
preference switching between parties from one election to the next.
Moreover, not only do both of these indicators reach a relative extreme in the
1990s (whether recording troughs in the case of turnout, or peaks in the case
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of volatility) across western Europe as a whole, but they are also at their
most extreme in a small majority of the individual polities. That is, both
extreme lows in turnout and extreme peaks in volatility were recorded in the
1990s in Austria, Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway
and Switzerland. Moreover, it is only in the single case of Denmark that
there is neither a trough in turnout nor a peak in volatility during the 1990s.
In this sense, the evidence of 1990s exceptionalism is not only striking, but it
is also reasonably consistent when looked at cross-nationally.

66..55  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  SSUUPPPPOORRTT  FFOORR  NNEEWW  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  PPAARRTTIIEESS

Amidst the flurry of expectations released by the literature on party and party
system change during the late 1970s and 1980s, a reasonably consistent
emphasis has been placed on the potential challenge posed to more tradi-
tional parties by the emergence of new alternative organizations (e.g. Lawson
and Merkl, 1988). To some degree, this emphasis derived simply from the
shock of the new, with particular attention being paid to the quite pervasive
rise of new Green parties, and, somewhat later, to the more uneven develop-
ment of various parties of the extreme right (see below; see also: Müller-
Rommel, 1998). Even beyond the appeal of these two particular party
families, however, there was a general sense that voters were turning their
backs on the older parties and were beginning to seek out new alternatives.
In part, these new parties were seen to appeal to more-specific or sectoral
interests, capable of filling specific niches in the party system which were
being neglected by the broad aggregative appeals of their traditional oppo-
nents (e.g. Lane and Ersson, 1994). In part also, they were seen to have a
greater organizational appeal, in that the older parties tended to remain tied
to a mass party model in which the role of the individual member or supporter
was often downgraded. New parties were also therefore seen to be in a posi-
tion to take advantage of processes of cognitive mobilization, and of the
wider dispersal of political and civic skills (e.g. Dalton, 1984).

The evidence of new party success in national elections in Europe, which is
the third indicator to be dealt with here, is certainly unequivocal (see Table 6.4).
Moreover, in contrast to the evidence regarding levels of participation and
electoral volatility, we can also witness a general upward trend through the
decades rather than simply a sudden shift in the 1990s in particular. For the
purposes of this analysis, new parties are simply defined as those which first
began to contest elections no earlier than 1960. Hence any party that began
to contest elections in the 1950s or earlier is for these purposes an ‘old’ party.
It follows from this that the decade averages reported in Table 6.4 do not
include the 1950s: by (my) definition, the values in this first decade were 0.
It should also be emphasized that this simple operational definition takes no
account of the origins of the new party in question, in that a new party is
regarded as new even when it was created simply through the merger (in the
1960s or later) of two or more pre-existing ‘old’ parties. My concern is with
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new parties as such, rather than with new politics in particular (but see
below). Finally, the figures summarized in Table 6.4 refer to the total vote
accumulated by all such parties in each election (averaged by decade) rather
than to the mean support won by each.4

As can be seen from Table 6.4, new party success across western Europe
as a whole has grown from an initial national mean of 3.9 per cent in the
1960s, to 9.7 per cent in the 1970s, to 15.3 per cent in the 1980s, and finally
to 23.7 per cent in the 1990s. In effect, therefore, by the 1990s, an average of
almost one voter in four was supporting parties which had not contested
elections prior to 1960. From one perspective, this can be seen as reflecting
a relatively sizeable shift in partisan preferences over time, and as marking
a substantial move away from the older party alternatives. On the other
hand, it needs also to be borne in mind that the period from the 1960s to
the 1990s encompasses 40 years of electoral competition, thus affording
ample time for new parties to emerge and develop. Moreover, although the
growth in mean support for new parties across western Europe as a whole
is reasonably steady through the different decades, the variation at national
level is here quite pronounced. Some systems seem remarkably inhos-
pitable to new parties, for example, while in others such parties have
grown to command very substantial support. In the United Kingdom, for
instance, new parties have made virtually no headway apart from the brief
surge of the new Social Democratic party in the 1980s.5 New parties also
seem to face reasonably strong obstacles in Ireland and Austria, as well as
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TTaabbllee  66..44 Mean total vote for new parties, by country and by decade
(percentage)

GGrroowwtthh
CCoouunnttrryy 11996600ss 11997700ss 11998800ss 11999900ss 11996600ss––11999900ss

Austria 1.7 0.1 4.1 11.5 9.8
Belgium 2.8 11.4 12.9 23.7 20.9
Denmark 8.7 26.9 30.7 24.9 16.2
Finland 1.6 8.2 13.7 22.3 20.7
France* 16.3 29.1 27.1 41.7 25.4
Germany 4.3 0.5 7.5 13.9 9.6
Iceland 2.4 4.7 19.3 21.6 19.2
Ireland 0.3 1.4 7.9 10.0 9.7
Italy** 9.5 3.3 7.1 66.8 57.3
Luxembourg 3.1 12.0 11.5 22.4 19.3
Netherlands 2.3 26.6 44.5 45.9 43.6
Norway 3.9 13.6 15.1 19.7 15.8
Sweden 1.1 1.6 4.5 14.5 13.4
Switzerland 0.4 5.3 12.2 14.9 14.5
UK 0 0.8 11.6 2.3 2.3
MMeeaann  ((NN == 1155)) 33..99 99..77 1155..33 2233..77 1199..88

*French data exclude ‘general’ categories listed in elections results as ‘other left’, ‘other right’,
and so on.
**Italian data in 1994 and 1996 refer to results in the PR districts only.
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in Germany and Sweden – at least prior to the 1990s. In both France and
The Netherlands, by contrast, new parties have come close to winning a
majority of the vote in the 1990s, while in Italy the dramatic changes
wrought by the so-called Second Republic have given new parties an
average of two-thirds of the vote in the 1990s as a whole, including more
than 80 per cent of the vote in the election of 1996.6 Even allowing for these
national differences, however, it is still striking to note that it is precisely in
the 1990s that total support for new parties in many of the west European
countries reaches its post-war peak. Indeed, it is only Denmark and the UK
which run counter to this trend, with both peaking in the 1980s and then
falling back – quite markedly – in the 1990s. Interestingly, Denmark was
also the only country which failed to record extreme levels for either the
turnout or volatility indicators during the 1990s, while the United
Kingdom was the only country recording an increased level of participation
during this final decade. In both countries, therefore, it seems that the trends
which appear more or less common to all other west European polities are
effectively countered – at least for now. Elsewhere, as is also the case for
new party support, the differences marked by the 1990s tend to be both
pronounced and consistent.

66..66  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  SSUUPPPPOORRTT  FFOORR  TTHHEE  GGRREEEENNSS
AANNDD  TTHHEE  EEXXTTRREEMMEE  RRIIGGHHTT

The final indicator to be included within the broad overview of mass
electoral behaviour follows immediately from this discussion of new parties,
and concerns the levels of support won by two of the most important new
party families to have emerged in European politics in the last twenty
years – Green parties, on the one hand, and extreme right parties, on the
other. Both of these families are important because they may be seen as offer-
ing the basis for a new realignment in traditional party systems. Their
approach to politics and political style fall intentionally outwith the conven-
tional remits of the traditional parties, and unlike, for instance, the Dutch
Christian Democratic Appeal or the Italian Left Democrats, they both offer
examples of new parties which constitute more than simply a fresh organ-
izational packaging of pre-existing concerns and commitments. In this sense,
they are rightly grouped together as ‘challenger’ parties (Müller-Rommel,
1998), and they are particularly important because of that. Moreover, as
Ignazi (1992) suggests, they may also be linked to one another as counter-
parts in a newly divisive conflict between the winners and losers of post-
industrialism, and, as such, any major growth in their support might well
suggest the onset of processes of realignment. 

Table 6.5 summarizes the aggregate support for both of these party
families in the 1980s and 1990s (see also Gallagher et al., 2000: 202–33). In this
case, only these last two decades’ averages are summarized, since, in the
large majority of countries, these parties scarcely figured in electoral terms
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during the earlier post-war decades. One major problem involved here is
that of determining which parties are to be included within the extreme
right category. While the Green party category is easily specified – more
often than not the parties themselves adopt a label involving the words
green, ecology or environment, and they have almost all been established
explicitly to promote Green issues – the meaning of the extreme right cat-
egory, as well as the label itself, is subject to substantial debate (e.g. Mudde,
2000; Betz, 1994). Moreover, precisely because there is a confusion within
definitions of the extreme right between the promotion of a particular
ideology, on the one hand, and the adoption of particular issue-positions, on
the other, it is often difficult to specify when particular parties might be seen
as moving in or out of the category itself. In any case, for the purposes of this
analysis I have identified a group of some 23 parties (listed in Table 6.5)
which I have categorized as extreme right. And while some of these might
be borderline cases, and while other parties not included here might well be
regarded as being better suited to the category, it is unlikely that an altern-
ative categorization would make that much difference to the overall levels of
electoral support summarized in Table 6.5.

A number of observations can be made about these summary data. As far as
Green parties are concerned, for example, it is striking to note from Table 6.5
how relatively unsuccessful they are. Although Green parties have begun to
contest the 1990s elections in all 15 countries, albeit not all 1990s elections in
all countries, together they have polled an average of just 5 per cent of the
vote across western Europe as a whole. This is not a substantial figure,
although it does represent a doubling of their average share of the vote in the
1980s, and also reflects a growth in support in every country other than the
UK. Moreover, even though there is a reasonable amount of cross-national
variation in Green party support in the 1990s, there is only one country –
Belgium – where the average vote during the 1990s has reached double
figures. All of this suggests that the Green electoral challenge has proved rela-
tively weak. Nevertheless, this should not be taken to imply that Green parties
can be dismissed as wholly irrelevant. As noted above, they have now broken
through the threshold of executive power in three of the four major European
states – France, Germany and Italy – as well as in Belgium and Finland. In
addition, and as most studies of Green parties are keen to attest, they have
also played a very influential role in shaping the overall policy agenda.
Notwithstanding such successes, however, their electoral record is not very
impressive, and in this sense they still remain relatively marginal actors.

The pattern presented by extreme right support is different in a number of
respects. As can be seen from Table 6.5, extreme right support is far less
evenly spread throughout Europe, with highs of 22 and almost 21 per cent of
the vote in Austria and Italy in the 1990s, for example, and with no presence
at all in any of the most recent elections in Iceland, Ireland, or the UK. Indeed,
what we see here are two quite heterogeneous clusters of countries in the
1990s: those where the extreme right either does not figure or polls very
badly (Finland, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg, The Netherlands,
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Sweden and the UK), and those where it polls upwards of 7.5 per cent
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Italy, Norway and Switzerland). Putting
these contrasting patterns together yields a less than meaningful cross-
European average of 6.7 per cent, which is more than double that recorded in
the 1980s, and which is also quite substantially above that recorded by the
more evenly spread Green parties. These figures alone would suggest that it
is the challenge from the extreme right which is now the more important of
the two. Indeed, this impression is compounded by the sheer unevenness of
extreme right support across Europe – at least as yet. That is, and at least in
certain systems, we appear to witness a very substantial challenge from this
new right. 

That said, there is also another important and perhaps more telling con-
clusion that might be drawn from these last data. Taken together, both Green
and extreme right parties account for an average of just under 12 per cent of
the vote in 1990s western Europe. At the same time, however, and as has
already been seen above, new parties as a whole account for almost 24 per
cent of the vote. What this implies, in other words, is that at least half of the
new party vote across western Europe as a whole is being taken by parties
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TTaabbllee  66..55 Mean vote for Green parties and extreme right parties, by country
and by decade (%)

GGrreeeenn  ppaarrttiieess EExxttrreemmee  rriigghhtt **

CChhaannggee CChhaannggee
CCoouunnttrryy 11998800ss 11999900ss 11998800ss––11999900ss 11998800ss 11999900ss 11998800ss––11999900ss

Austria 4.1 7.6 3.5 7.4 22.0 14.6
Belgium 6.0 10.9 4.9 1.5 9.7 8.2
Denmark 0.7 2.2 1.5 6.6 7.5 0.9
Finland 2.7 7.0 4.3 0 0.3 0.3
France 0.9 8.4 7.5 6.7 14.2 7.5
Germany 5.1 6.4 1.3 0.3 2.5 2.2
Iceland 0 3.1 3.1 0 0 0
Ireland 0.4 2.1 1.7 0 0 0
Italy 1.3 2.7 1.4 6.6 20.9 14.3
Luxembourg 6.4 9.3 2.9 1.2 1.2 0
Netherlands 1.1 5.6 4.5 0.6 1.8 1.2
Norway 0.1 0.1 0 7.1 10.8 3.7
Sweden 2.9 4.3 1.4 0 2.6 2.6
Switzerland 5.0 6.3 1.3 4.3 7.6 3.3
UK 0.3 0.3 0 0.1 0 –0.1
MMeeaann  ((NN == 1155)) 22..55 55..00 22..55 22..88 66..77 33..99

*Parties included: Austria (Freedom Party of Austria); Belgium (National Front & Flemish Block);
Denmark (Progress & Danish People’s Party); Finland (True Finns); France (National Front & ‘other
extreme right’); Germany (National Democratic Party, The Republicans & German People’s
Union); Italy (Italian Social Movement/National Alliance, Northern League & Fiamma);
Luxembourg (Luxembourg for the Luxembourgeois); Netherlands (Centre Party & Centre
Democrats); Norway (Progress); Sweden (New Democracy); Switzerland (National Action/Swiss
Democrats, Freedom Party & Lega); UK (National Front). Note that not all elections in all countries
were contested by these extreme right parties in the 1980s and 1990s.
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which are more or less likely to be categorized as belonging to one of the
more conventional party families, whether socialist, new Left, Christian,
liberal, or whatever. And what this may imply, in turn, is that a large part of
the apparent shift away from the traditional parties (defined here as being
those founded before 1960) is simply being transferred across to repackaged –
and perhaps smaller and more specialized – versions of these traditional
alternatives rather than being won over to a wholly alternative politics.

66..77  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN

The data as crudely presented here do not allow us to draw any hard and
fast conclusions regarding the particular development that has just been
signalled above, and to derive such conclusions would probably require
more disaggregated party-by-party data, as well as a more nuanced country-
by-country analysis. Should this conclusion prove valid, however, then it
can be made to fit quite well with the impressions gained by the data on elec-
toral participation and volatility. In brief, fewer voters have seemed willing
to participate in elections during the 1990s than during previous decades
(Table 6.2). At the same time, those voters who do participate seem substan-
tially more willing to transfer their preferences between parties than was the
case even in the 1980s (Table 6.3). Moreover, in the 1990s, support for new
parties has grown apace, continuing, and even exacerbating slightly, the
steady upward trend in new party support that can be seen to begin in the
1960s (Table 6.4). What we have seen with these last data, however, is that a
large part of this move towards new parties might well prove to be contained
within the conventional party families. And what this then would suggest,
above all, is further evidence of disengagement: increased disengagement
from conventional politics, on the one hand, as evidenced by the more or less
consistent decline in levels of participation; and increased disengagement
from traditional party organizations, as evidenced by the upward shift in
volatility levels in the 1990s, as well as by the observed shift towards poten-
tially non-realigning new parties, on the other hand. 

The 1990s have proved to be different. But what is driving that difference?
Had the declining levels of turnout and increasing levels of volatility that
were recorded in the 1990s been accompanied by a major shift to one or other
of the two important new party families, the Greens or the extreme right, then
it might have proved possible to speak of the beginnings of a realigning
change in mass electoral behaviour. As of now, however, the impression that
comes across from these data is not one that points to realignment, but rather
to increasing detachment and disengagement. Pending closer analysis, there-
fore, it seems more likely to be indifference rather than resentment that is
beginning to guide mass electoral behaviour in western Europe at the end of
the century. Yet, simultaneously we observe the reactions of the party elites
that are apparently seeking a re-establishment of their electoral constituency,
inter alia through new alliances. It remains to be seen therefore whether the
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increasingly innovative processes of co-operation and competition practised
by the governing elites will eventually serve to challenge this growing
indifference, or whether it will fuel changes in mass electoral behaviour
even further.

NNOOTTEESS

1 Indeed, unless overlaid with a gender perspective, these long-term Swiss data
appear to confirm the lack of plausibility of cultural explanations of differential
turnout levels (see: Jackman and Miller, 1995): in the 1950s, Switzerland recorded
a mean level of turnout which actually exceeded that recorded in the 1990s by
either France or Ireland, and which was only marginally less than that recorded
in Finland.

2 In practice, and as is also the case here, since the rounding of the figures can lead
to anomalies, aggregate volatility is usually calculated by summing the absolute
values of cumulated gains and cumulated losses and dividing by two. This is not
necessarily the best or most comprehensive of electoral change, of course. Like all
aggregate measures it is likely to underestimate the extent of individual-level
switches between parties, and since it measures only the change recorded from
one election to the next, it also fails to take account of long-term changes in
voting patterns. Nonetheless, as a simple and intuitively meaningful measure, it
does offer a clear and cross-nationally comparable indicator of short-term elec-
toral instability, and for this reason it is also often employed in tests of the mass
electoral implications of the Lipset–Rokkan freezing hypothesis.

3 Another way of underlining the exceptionality of the 1990s, albeit at the level of
the individual elections which are not separately dealt with in this paper, is by
noting the percentage of national elections per decade in which total aggregate
volatility exceeds 10 per cent. These are as follows: 1950s (N = 44): 25.0%; 1960s
(N = 38): 21.1%; 1970s (N = 48): 35.4%; 1980s (N = 42): 35.7%; 1990s (N = 40): 62.5%.

4 For the sake of clarity, it should be noted that the new parties and electoral
alliances included in this analysis are first, as noted above, those which emerge as
the result of a merger between two or more pre-existing parties, one of the most
obvious examples being the Dutch Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA); second,
those which emerge as the result of a split in an existing party, where in some
cases I regard all of the parties emerging from the split as new (e.g., in the cases
of the former communist Democratic Party of the Left and Communist
Refoundation parties in Italy), and where in other cases I regard the split as
creating one new party that then runs alongside the now rump existing party (e.g.
in the case of the Social Democratic split from Labour in the UK in the 1980s); and
third, those genuinely new parties, such as the Green parties. Note also that I do
not regard the splits which gave rise to separate linguistic versions of the Belgian
Christian, Socialist and Liberal Parties as having created new parties as such,
since the two wings of each of these parties had already maintained separate elec-
toral constituencies for some time prior to the formalized division. For the more
detailed analysis of these data (through to the end of 1998), see: Mair (1999).

5 It should be noted, of course, that the short-lived success of the SDP was remark-
able in itself, given that the electoral system (FPTP) is a strong institutional
barrier for ‘newcomers’ on the electoral market. See also Chapter 5.
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6 This exceptional Italian figure inevitably contributes quite a lot to raising the
overall European mean in the 1990s; without Italy, the decade average for the
remaining 14 countries falls to 20.7 per cent. Excluding the Dutch figures would
result in 21.1 per cent.
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PPAARRTT  TTHHRREEEE

DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNSS  AANNDD
PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  AACCTTIIOONN

A recent debate in contemporary political theory is about the role and working
of institutions. Institutions can be defined as the formal and informal ‘rules
of the political game’. Almost every democracy is organized by means of a
set of basic laws that describe how the ‘game’ must be played. At the same
time it is generally acknowledged that the application of the rules varies from
country to country.

In this Part the issue at hand is how (organized) societal interests can be
effectively represented. In other words: whether or not citizens’ preferences
are, literally, better or worse handled by government and parliament given
the institutional organization of the democratic system.

According Armingeon, one ought to analyse the institutional design of
different democracies in terms of their systemic coherence. His point of
departure is the recent work of Arend Lijphart, ‘Patterns of Democracy’. The
central concepts to be discussed are the institutional models of democracy
and interest-mediation: consensus democracy and corporatism. Armingeon
demonstrates, both conceptually and empirically, that Lijphart’s ideas are
tenable and relevant. They are particularly relevant as regards the policy
formation that is realized in consensus democracies and are (in part) imple-
mented successfully in a corporatist environment. Yet, it is also shown that
this ‘success story’ strongly depends on where and when it happens. In other
words: Chapter 7 shows that the institutional design of consensus demo-
cracy can be beneficial for the functioning of representative government, but
not always nor everywhere. It is not a universal model of democracy, nor
always feasible in reality.

This point is taken up by Schmidt in Chapter 8. His comparative analysis
re-assesses not only the issue of ‘Do Parties Matter’, but also focuses on the
institutional room for manoeuvre political parties actually have to pursue
their goals in terms of policy-making. It appears that parties do play their role
as mediators, or: representatives of the population, but are more or less
constrained in their actions due to the division of party systems, the extant
type of government (for example the kind of coalition) and constitutional
devices that limit policy formation and implementation. Hence, an import-
ant lesson to be drawn from Schmidt’s treatise is that the ‘parties do matter’
hypothesis strongly depends on the institutional design of the democratic
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polity in which they operate. Particularly important are – so it is argued – the
existence of veto-players, who appear to be crucial for explaining the course of
political action.

The importance of Schmidt’s conclusion becomes evident in Chapter 9.
Here the focus is on the development of the contemporary welfare state. The
welfare state is considered as one of the main achievements of modern
democracy. Yet, as Becker and Van Kersbergen demonstrate, it has also come
under threat recently. The tendency towards retrenchment is discussed in
relation to changing ideas of the parties that helped it on its way, on the one
hand, and the impact of changing socio-economic circumstances, on the
other hand. Although slowly and in varying ways, so it appears, the institu-
tionalisation of public welfare within contemporary democracies is not irre-
versible. Hence, institutions matter, but circumstances as well, and for that
matter new ideologies too. In sum, the contemporary welfare state, made
possible by political action in representative democracy, is a vulnerable
institutional fabric of society.
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77 INTEREST INTERMEDIATION: THE CASES
OF CONSOCIATIONAL DEMOCRACY
AND CORPORATISM

KKllaauuss  AArrmmiinnggeeoonn

77..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN::  WWHHAATT  IISS  CCOORRPPOORRAATTIISSMM
AANNDD  CCOONNSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONNAALL  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY  AABBOOUUTT??

In a democratic system societal interests are articulated, aggregated and
transformed into political decisions, a process called interest intermediation.
Consociational democracy and corporatism denote styles of decision-making
of various actors in a democracy. Both styles share the element that decisions
are usually not reached by plurality of votes or other power resources. Rather
the actors seek to integrate a large number of actors or societal groups into a
decision by negotiations and mutual concessions, respecting the autonomy of
the various actors and their groups. Hence corporatism and consociational
democracy are the major empirical instances of ‘negotiation democracies’. 

Both styles differ with regard to the actors involved: corporatist systems
are made up of interest organizations – for instance trade unions – and the
state; members of the consociational system are political actors like political
parties, parliamentary groups, public administration and other elites, often
from different levels of the state, i.e. local, regional or central level. Corpor-
atism denotes the ‘institutionalized pattern of policy formation in which
large interest organizations co-operate with each other and with public
authorities . . . in the authoritative allocation of values and in the implemen-
tation of such policies’ (Lehmbruch, 1979: 150). Consociational democracies
refer to a political style according to which political parties and governments
regulate conflict by compromise and mutual concessions. 

In contrast to negotiation democracies, democratic systems using the
plurality of votes or resources as the dominant technique arrive at different
modes of interest representation. With regard to the relation between volun-
tary associations and state, this mode is called ‘pluralism’. Societal interests
are articulated by organizations based on voluntary membership, and these
organizations seek to influence the political system. In exerting pressure on
government, parliament and public administration, they do not co-ordinate
their policies with other associations or the state. In addition, they are not
incorporated into the implementation of public policies. In majoritarian
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democracies, often labelled also as competitive or Westminster democracies
(Lijphart, 1977), those who have – even a slight – majority decide; in the most
extreme case the interests of the remaining 49.9 per cent of the population or
members can be disregarded, and hence minorities and even large minor-
ities are ignored. The basic argument states that each minority has a (fair)
chance to become a majority and hence can at that time realize its interests
and visions. Pluralism emphasizes strongly the building of temporary coali-
tions to influence a particular decision or to control a certain policy area.
Corporatism and consociational democracy can thus be considered as
empirical alternatives of interest group pluralism and Westminster democracy.
Figure 7.1 shows the two views on how democracies work.

77..22  WWHHOO  DDIISSCCOOVVEERREEDD  IITT  WWHHEENN??  

Both consociational democracy and corporatism stand in stark contrast to
the classical model of Western democracy, being majoritarian and pluralist.
In the 1950s and 1960s most Western political scientists assumed that there
is only one type of democracy, the model being the political systems of
Britain and the United States of America. John Stuart Mill once declared that
it is ‘next to impossible’ to have democracy in multiethnic countries and
‘impossible’ in linguistically divided countries (quoted after Lijphart, 1996:
258). However, in the late-1960s some continental researchers claimed that
some democratic continental political systems in fragmented societies are far
apart from the majoritarian model without being less democratic. The
Dutchman Arend Lijphart (1968) and the German Gerhard Lehmbruch
(1967) pointed to the Dutch, Swiss and Austrian experiences. In The
Netherlands and in Austria, it was argued, societies were deeply split due to
socio-cultural cleavages. In The Netherlands a catholic, a Calvinist and a
socialist segment co-existed without much contact among each other. For
example, Catholics were born in catholic hospitals, brought up in catholic
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schools, attended catholic universities, married a catholic partner, spent their
leisure time in catholic clubs and societies, were organized in catholic trade
unions or employers’ organizations and were buried by catholic funeral
societies. These groups became separated pillars of society and it was only
at the elite level that mutual contacts existed with members of other pillars.
The same phenomenon had developed in Austria, although there were only
two pillars or – in the Austrian term – ‘Lager’: a catholic ‘Lager’ represented
by a catholic-centrist political party, the Österreichische Volkspartei, strongly
supported by farmers and the middle classes, and the socialist-secular Lager,
represented by the Socialist Party, which collected its votes particularly
among the blue collar workers, mostly being members of the trade union
movement under the leadership of the Austrian Trades Union Confederation.
Switzerland has been different, since this society has been less pillarized.
However, Lehmbruch (1967) contended that the rifts in society manifested
themselves in regional units and were functionally similar. They represent
different linguistic groups, denominations and economic systems. The latter
range from agricultural economies in the mountainous regions to manu-
facturing industries in the regions between the Jura and the Alps. Whatever
the structure and the basis of the fragmentation of these societies have been,
they share the common characteristic that in all these countries majority
government by one ‘pillar’ or ‘Lager’ has not been a feasible strategy for the
political parties and their elites. Neither single ‘pillar’ could gain the major-
ity. And where a ‘Lager’ or a coalition of ‘pillars’ was able to reach majority,
the size of the minority would be so large that its interests could not be
ignored if one wished to exclude the risk of instability of the democratic
system. Apart from Lehmbruch and Lijphart, major contributions in the
development of the concept of consociational democracy have been made
by Jürg Steiner (1974), Hans Daalder (1974) and the authors of a collected
volume, edited by Kenneth McRae (1974).

Corporatism entered the scientific literature during the 1970s, about ten years
after consociational democracy. Whilst Lijphart and Lehmbruch questioned
the view that a true democracy has to be modelled after the majoritarian
Anglo-Saxon systems, the debate on corporatism challenged the assump-
tions that in a democracy the relation between interest associations and elites
in parliament and public administration ought to be pluralistic. In this
perspective of the group theory of politics (Truman, 1962), societal interests
become organized and exert pressure on parliament and government, which
reacts by delivering policies corresponding to strength and direction of the
pressures by the interest organizations. Obviously this did not correspond to
the actual way of co-operation between interest organizations and the state
in many European countries. Government did not only react to pressures but
actively intervened in economic processes; trade unions and employers’
organizations participated in the Keynesian macro-economic steering in the
1960s and 1970s. These observations – reported for example by Andrew
Shonfield (1965) – fuelled research in non-pluralistic but nevertheless demo-
cratic systems of interest intermediation. A major contribution was made by
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the North-American Philippe C. Schmitter. He worked on interest groups in
Brazil and other Latin American countries, using analytic concepts developed
by a Romanian, M. Manoilesco. Manoilesco has termed the twentieth century
the century of corporatism (Schmitter, 1979; Schmitter and Lehmbruch, 1979).
In the authoritarian Latin American countries and Portugal, interest organ-
izations were compulsorily built into the policy making and administration
of the authoritarian state. This clearly did not apply to European nations,
where interest groups co-operate voluntarily with the state and are not only
parts of the executive branch but also represent societal interests. In an auto-
biographical note Schmitter has told how – in one day – he transferred the
concept to Europe: He was at the time professor at the University of Geneva
in Switzerland and received a letter asking him to write an article about
Latin American corporatism – whilst having all his books on that theme in
the USA. ‘In my consternation, I happened to look down at that day’s issue
of the Tribune de Genève. It was open at the business section and there was
an article about the annual price-fixing mechanism for milk and the role that
the Association Suisse des Producteurs de Lait had played on it. I thought:
How corporatist! . . . I had the central theme for my article: corporat(iv)ism . . .
was alive and well within some advanced democracies – only it was societal
and voluntary in its origins, not statist and compulsory as it was in Brazil
and Portugal’ (Schmitter, 1997: 292).

At the same time, Gerhard Lehmbruch (1979) published some articles, in
particular starting from observations of the close co-operation between
Austrian interest organizations and the state. In contrast to Schmitter, he
defined his concept less in terms of structural characteristics of the system of
interest groups. He rather put emphasis on the mutual co-ordination of
private and public policies. Examples were wages policies concerted with
price policies and social policies. Lehmbruch and Schmitter edited two
volumes, which are – by now – the classic analysis of corporatism (Schmitter
and Lehmbruch, 1979; Lehmbruch and Schmitter, 1982). At the beginning of
the debate, the term liberal- or neo-corporatism denoted co-operation of
interest associations and the state in democracies, as compared with authori-
tarian regimes (state corporatism or simply corporatism). However, in the
course of scientific discussion, it became clear that state and liberal corpor-
atism have little in common. Structures and outcomes of neo-corporatism
turned out to be substantially different from corporatism in authoritarian
systems. Hence there was no risk of confusion, if the co-operation of associ-
ations and state in democratic policy development and implementation was
labelled, for the sake of simplicity, corporatism. More important has been a
widening of the focus of analyses on corporatism. In the 1970s and early
1980s, the concertation of trade union wage policy with price policy of
employers and tax and public welfare policy has been considered as the
major example of corporatism. Later, corporatism has been found in other
policy fields and among other associations (e.g. health policy and the
relevant interest groups). Hence bargained incomes policies and macro-
economic policy co-ordination are no longer the paradigmatic cases of
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corporatism (Lehmbruch, 2000). The debate on forms and types of ‘negation
democracy’ has, however, not been confined to conceptual discussion. At
the same time a growing number of political scientists have attempted to
develop these concepts empirically.

BBOOXX  77..11  NNEEGGOOTTIIAATTIIOONN  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY::  TTHHRREEEE
EEMMIINNEENNTT  SSCCHHOOLLAARRSS

Arend Lijphart (born in 1936 in Apeldoorn, The Netherlands) described the
political system of The Netherlands as a consociational democracy. In his book
The Politics of Accommodation: Pluralism and Democracy in The Netherlands
(Berkeley/Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968) he gave an in-depth
portrait of a classical case of consociationalism. In 1984, in his book Democracies
he developed the concept of consensus democracy, and in 1999 he published
his Patterns of Democracy (New Haven/London: Yale University Press),
systematizing and enlarging his analyses on consensus democracy. Arend
Lijphart is Research Professor of Political Science at the University of
California, San Diego.

In 1967, Gerhard Lehmbruch (born in 1928), a German political scientist,
published ‘Proporzdemokratie. Politisches System und politische Kultur
in der Schweiz und Österreich’, applying the concept of ‘Konkordanz-’ or
‘Proporzdemokratie’ (the Swiss and Austrian term for consociational demo-
cracy) to these two countries. A paper in English relating to the findings of
‘Proporzdemokratie’‚ ‘A Non-Competitive Pattern of Conflict Management in
Liberal democracies: The Case of Switzerland, Austria and Lebanon’, was orig-
inally presented at a conference in 1967 and reprinted in Kenneth McRae (ed.):
Consociational Democracy: Conflict Accommodation in Segmented Societies
(Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1974). In addition to the debate on consoci-
ational democracy, Lehmbruch has contributed to the discovery of corporatism,
too. The seminal papers ‘Consociational Democracy, Class Conflict and the
New Corporatism’ and ‘Liberal Corporatism and Party Government’ have
been published in an edited volume Trends Towards Corporatist Intermediation
(Philippe C. Schmitter and Gerhard Lehmbruch, eds. Beverly Hills/London:
Sage, 1979). Before retiring, Lehmbruch was Professor of Political Science at the
University of Constance.

Together with Lehmbruch, Philippe C. Schmitter (born in 1936), working at
universities in the USA, has been among the first to analyse corporatism in the
OECD world. His articles ‘Still the Century of Corporatism’ and ‘Modes of
Interest Intermediation and Models of Societal Change in Western Europe’ are
milestones in the debate on corporatism. Both essays can be found in Trends
Towards Corporatist Intermediation. More policy-orientated, another major
volume on corporatism, edited by Schmitter and Lehmbruch, appeared in
1982: Patterns of Corporatist Policy-Making. Currently Schmitter works at the
European University Institute in Florence.
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77..33  CCOONNSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONNAALL  AANNDD  CCOONNSSEENNSSUUSS  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCIIEESS::
DDEEFFIINNIITTIIOONNSS  AANNDD  DDAATTAA

Gerhard Lehmbruch defined consociational democracy as a non-competitive
pattern of conflict management in liberal democracies (Lehmbruch, 1974),
major examples being Austria, Switzerland and The Netherlands. In contrast,
the political systems of the United States of America and of the United
Kingdom correspond to the model of a competitive or majoritarian demo-
cracy (see Figure 7.1). According to Lijphart (Lijphart, 1968, 1997; cf. Bogaards,
1998) a consociational democracy is marked by four major characteristics,
with grand coalition and autonomy of the segments (i.e. pillars, lager, etc.)
being the major elements. The rule of proportionality and veto rights of the
minorities are the other two, albeit secondary elements. The implications of
these characteristics are rules of the consociational game, guiding according
to Arend Lijphart (1968: 122–38) the behaviour of Dutch elites: 

1. Politics is a serious business, doctrinal disputes should not stand in the
way of getting the work done. It is actually not a game – with tactics of
delay, equivocation and avoidance of responsibility, regardless of the
consequences for the nation. 

2. Pragmatic acceptance of ideological differences as basic realities which
cannot and should not be contested. 

3. Government by the elites of the various pillars facilitating compromises. 
4. Proportional distribution of resources and power to the various societal

segments. 
5. Potentially divisive political disputes have to be neutralized but the

compromises have to be justified vis-à-vis the rank and file. This is
brought about by means of ‘depoliticization’. For instance, governments
rely on expert judgements in economic affairs or the resort to legal and
constitutional principles. 

6. In order to have a high degree of flexibility in the elite bargains, secrecy
is a major precondition. Secrecy allows for moves in negotiations and
compromises even if religious or ideological values are at stake. 

7. In order to have the job done, the cabinet must have the right to govern
and the parties involved are not expected to conduct a rigorous opposi-
tion in parliament. This does not exclude critique or challenge, but only
with decent and polite restraints, not upsetting the delicate balance of
power. 

Using the criteria of Lehmbruch and Lijphart, The Netherlands, Belgium,
Switzerland, Luxembourg and Austria have been examples of consociational
democracies in Europe; Germany, Denmark, Finland and Italy can be classi-
fied as being a mixture of consociational and competitive systems, while the
other Western European countries, Japan and the Anglo-Saxon countries
belong to the group of Westminster democracies (Schmidt, 1997: 235; see
also Table 8.2 in this book). However, in most consociational democracies
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changes have occurred which put into doubt their classification at
present. The major example is The Netherlands. During the mid-1960s the
pillars gradually lost their societal foothold and ‘roots’ (Daalder, 1995).
Denomination and ideology ceased to be impermeable boundaries between
the various groups of Dutch society. Hence The Netherlands moved away
from the consociational pattern without having yet become a typical
majoritarian democracy. In international comparison, for example with
New Zealand, the persisting difference in style clearly remains obvious. On
these grounds, another operationalization – or a changed concept amenable
to operationalization – has been sought, which allows more precise measure-
ment for international and intertemporal comparisons. In his book on
Democracies, Arend Lijphart (1984) replaced the term consociational demo-
cracy by consensus democracy. In his analysis of Patterns of Democracy.
Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries (Lijphart, 1999) the
analysis was substantially revised and extended to 36 democracies. 

Consensus democracy can be measured more rigorously than consoci-
ational democracy. However, consensus democracy is not the same as conso-
ciational democracy. It is rather focusing on the preconditions of consociational
democracy. Once these preconditions are met, the style of politics is not yet
necessarily consociational. The major advantage of Lijphart’s recent procedure
is the more precise and transparent measurement. The major disadvantage is
the addition of various important aspects into one indicator. Depending on the
aspects selected and their operationalization, the results vary considerably.
To give an example: Austria has been classified as a majoritarian democracy
according to the former operationalization (Lijphart, 1984); the recent
re-calculation moved it into the group of consensus democracies (Lijphart,
1999). In addition the question comes up, whether or not there are too many
different aspects combined into one single index, ranging from the number of
parties to the type of the relationship of voluntary associations and state or
ranging from central bank independence to an index of federalism (Schmidt,
1997: 249). According to Lijphart consensus democracy consists of two
dimensions: an executive-parties and a federal-unitary dimension. In Table 7.1,
items 1–5, make up the executive-parties dimension, items 6–10 the federal-
unitary dimension. The former dimension might be labelled the dimension of
sharing power or of joint responsibility and joint power. The latter dimension
concerns the division or temperance of power due to the distribution of
power to various institutions; i.e. divided power (Lijphart, 1999: 5).

Empirically the most important challenge is to what extent the relationship
between the executive-parties dimension and the federal-unitary dimension
is apparent or not. For, being two separate dimensions, they are in principle
unrelated. The first dimension (shared power/responsibility) is closer to the
concept of consociational democracy than is the second. The index on the
‘division of power’ has more resemblance to the idea of number of veto
points (Immergut, 1992), of checks and balances, or to the index of constitu-
tional structures (Huber et al., 1993) or the index of constraints of central state
government that is discussed in Chapter 8 of this book.
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TTaabbllee  77..11 Majoritarian and consensus democracy – concepts and indicators
MMaajjoorriittaarriiaann CCoonnsseennssuuss
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Dimension 1: Joint power/responsibility
or ‘executive-parties’
1. Concentration of executive 1. Executive power- 1. Proportion of time

power: one-party and sharing: grand during which minimal
bare-majority cabinets coalitions winning cabinets and

one-party cabinets
were in power

2. Dominance of executive over 2. Balance of 2. Executive dominance:
legislative executive and average cabinet

legislative durability
3. Two-party system 3. Multiparty system 3. Effective number of

parties: Laakso/
Taagepera-index

4. Majoritarian and 4. Proportional 4. Difference between vote
disproportional electoral representation and seat shares of 
system parties, aggregated

according to 
Gallagher’s index of
disproportionality

5. Pluralist interest group system 5. Co-ordinated and 5. Extent of interest group
with free-for-all competition ’corporatist’ interest pluralism. Siaroff index
among groups group system aimed

at compromise and
concentration

Dimension 2: Divided power or
federal-unitary dimension
6. Unitary and centralized 6. Federal and 6. Index of degree of

government decentralized federalism and
government decentralization

7. Concentration of legislative 7. Division of 7. Index of bicameralism
power in a unicameral legislative power
legislature between two equally

strong but differently
constituted houses

8. Flexible constitutions that can 8. Constitutions that 8. Index of constitutional
be amended by simple can be changed rigidity
majorities only by extra-

ordinary majorities
9. Systems in which legislatures 9. Systems in which 9. Index of the strength of

have the final word on the laws are subject to judicial review
constitutionality of their own a judicial review of
legislation their constitutionality

by supreme or
constitutional courts

10. Central banks that are 10. Independent 10. Mean of three indices
dependent on the executive central banks of central bank

independence

Source: Lijphart (1999).
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Lijphart (1999) calculated an index for each of the dimensions, representing
the sum of the values of the variables in each dimension1 listed in Table 7.1.
The distribution of the 36 countries for 1945–96 over the two dimensions is
shown in Figure 7.2. This demonstrates that indeed the countries originally
classified as consociational democracies are clustered in the upper right-
hand cell, which denotes strong preconditions for consensus formation and
institutional devices promoting a division of power within the polity. The
other countries in this cell are either federal systems (where powers are con-
stitutionally divided) or ‘new’ democracies. Apart from France, Greece and
the UK there are no European democracies in the cells on the left. Hence,
apart from some ‘new’ democracies, almost all ‘negotiation democracies’
appear to be geographically located in Europe. Let us now turn to the
empirical classifications of corporatism.
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77..44  CCOORRPPOORRAATTIISSMM  CCLLAASSSSIIFFIIEEDD::  DDEEFFIINNIITTIIOONNSS  AANNDD  DDAATTAA

The debate on corporatism started with two different definitions focusing
either on dimensions of policy-making or on institutional structures.
Lehmbruch (1979) pointed to the concerted behaviour of private and public
actors. For him corporatism is the voluntary co-operation of large interest
groups and the state in formulating and implementing private and public
policies. Schmitter however – like Lijphart in the case of consensus demo-
cracy – has been concerned with certain institutional characteristics, which
differentiate pluralism and corporatism. His well-known definitions stated
(Schmitter, 1979: 13, 15):

Corporatism can be defined as a system of interest representation in which the
constituent units are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory,
noncompetitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated categories,
recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate rep-
resentational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for observing
certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and
supports.

Pluralism can be defined as a system of interest representation in which the
constituent units are organized into an unspecified number of multiple, voluntary,
competitive, nonhierarchically ordered and self-determined (as to type or scope of
interest) categories which are not specially licensed, recognized, subsidized, cre-
ated or otherwise controlled in leadership selection or interest articulation by the
state and which do not exercise a monopoly of representational activity within
their respective categories.

The underlying rationale for the institutional definition of corporatism and
pluralism were constraints of both sides of the corporatist agreement. The
state needs to have a limited number of private actors with which it will come
to terms. And in order to make the agreement work, these private actors must
be able to oblige their members to adhere to the agreement. Seen from the
point of interest associations, the main problem is that they are at the same
time representatives of a societal interest and of the state. Hence they are
intermediaries which need organizational securities since they deliver
collective goods and cannot attract members purely on the basis of collective-
egoistic strategies. From this point of view, centralized, encompassing inter-
est organizations with a large number of organizational securities (e.g. closed
shop rules) or incentives (e.g. tax deductibility of membership fees) are a
crucial pre-condition for corporatism (Olson, 1965). 

In a seminal study book Peter Katzenstein (1985) introduced another
differentiation. He made the point that small, economically open European
states have to cope with the challenges created by the world market.
Corporatism is a major means of achieving this adjustment to external
change. It is based on the ideology of social partnership, a highly centralized
system of interest representation made up a few large associations and a
voluntary and informal co-ordination of these private actors and the state.
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Although in some countries trade unions are weak, employers’ associations
are strong and the state is rather reluctant to be involved in settling societal
conflicts and redistributing resources, there is a strong tradition of social
partnership and co-operation. Switzerland is a good example. These are
cases of liberal corporatism. In contrast, social corporatism denotes a system
of interest representation with strong unions, weak employers’ organiza-
tions and a redistributing state, as for example in Austria.

Finally, various corporatisms have been identified. The beginning of the
debate of corporatism took place at a time when most governments have
used techniques of macro-economic steering for some years. Hence the
major examples for corporatist concertation stemmed from macro-economic
policy making, in particular the co-ordination of trade union wage policy,
employers’ pricing policy and employment strategies and governmental fiscal
policy, including tax and social policy (Armingeon, 1983). The main question
therefore is related to the conditions under which trade unions were willing
to restrain wages in the context of Keynesian demand management. This
made the initial discussion blind for two aspects. The first concerns the level
of co-ordination. Focusing on the macro-level, co-ordination at the meso-
(branch) or micro-level (meso-corporatism) has been neglected to a large
extent (cf. Williamson, 1989). Secondly, rather early in the debate it seemed
as if trade unions were the Achilles’ heel in the context of co-ordinating wage,
price stability and social policy. This, however, did not apply once more under
conditions of high levels of unemployment and economic policies oriented
more towards the supply side. In these circumstances employers appear to
become the crucial variable to understand the viability of corporatist bargaining
(Streeck, 1984).

Apart from these caveats different meanings given to corporatism led to
different operationalizations. For a recent survey and assessment see
Kenworthy, 2000. Some considered the institutional make-up of the system
of interest intermediation following the definition by Schmitter. Others
focused more on the extent of concertation, like Lehmbruch. While for a long
time all the indexes have been time invariant, Hugh Compston (1994, 1995a,
1995b, 1997) created an index which was calculated on an annual basis for
1970–93. It measured the extent of union participation in economic policy-
making, thereby excluding the co-ordination of wage policy. Armingeon
(1999b) and Traxler (1999) classified countries by periods. Lijphart and
Crépaz (1991) proposed a pragmatic summary measure of all corporatism-
indexes by simply adding up the standardized values of 12 separate indexes.
Alan Siaroff (1999) repeated this procedure on the basis of 23 indices found
in the literature. Like Lijphart and Crepaz he identified a group of countries
which are considered to be highly corporatist (Austria, Norway, Sweden), a
moderately corporatist group (Netherlands, Denmark, West Germany) and
a group of non-corporatist countries (USA, Canada, New Zealand, Australia,
United Kingdom, Italy, Ireland). A fourth group could not be classified at all,
because the variation between the scores by different researchers is very
high: Switzerland, France and Japan. The deviation is caused by classifying
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Switzerland and Japan as ‘strong corporatism’ in the sense of co-operation
between government and business without labour. Other researchers focus
on membership strength and organizational structure of the labour move-
ments in these countries. Consequently they arrive at the conclusion that in
Switzerland and Japan there is no corporatism, because of missing institu-
tional preconditions.

Siaroff (1999) tried to solve the problem by calculating an indicator of
‘integration’. This would imply a long-term co-operative pattern of shared
economic management involving the social partners and existing at various
levels such as plant-level management, sectoral wage bargaining, and joint
sharing of national policies in competitiveness-related matters (education,
social policy etc.). This definition is not too far away from that of corpor-
atism in the sense of concertation, although the actual operationalization
includes institutional characteristics as well. Siaroff’s additive measure is
composed of eight variables belonging to three groups: 

1. indicators of social partnership (strike level, nature and goals of trade
unions, legal and state support for unions and union power);

2. indicators of industry-level co-ordination (nature of economic ties and
outlook of firms; extent of co-determination in the workplace); 

3. indicators of overall national policy-making patterns (nature of conflict
resolution in national industrial adjustment and wage policy; extent of
generalized political exchange in industrial relations and national policy
making and general nature of public–private interaction). 

The major weakness of Siaroff’s approach is the apparent random selection of
some items and their addition, i.e. giving each item the same weight. Yet, his
index makes sense with regard to corporatism defined as concertation. In
addition there is a substantial overlap of Siaroff’s results with those of
experts in the field, and finally the author is able to produce a time series of
the extent of integration. This last point is quite important since most other
indexes reflect the extent of corporatism in a country at a given point of
time. Research has shown in the meantime that different periods produce
quite different statistical evidence regarding the impact of corporatism (see:
Keman, 1993b).

What immediately strikes the eye in Table 7.2 is that – notwithstanding the
different operationalizations – most students of corporatism are in agree-
ment. Actually – as has been shown by Keman and Pennings (1995) – most
indices of corporatism are highly inter-correlated. Another observation to
make is – as with consensus democracy – that there appears to be a geo-
graphic, if not regional, concentration of democracies that show corporatist
features of interest intermediation: continental North Western Europe.
Logically this brings up the question to what extent these two types of ‘nego-
tiation democracy’ are perhaps – as Lijphart (1999) argues – two sides of the
same coin?
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TTaabbllee  77..22 Indices of corporatism
CCoorrppoorraattiissmm
ssccoorreess  ((ssccaallee,,
ccoommbbiinniinngg  tthhee
mmeeaassuurreess  ooff

SScchhmmiitttteerr’’ss LLeehhmmbbrruucchh’’ss 2233  sseeppaarraattee  IInntteeggrraattiioonn
ccoorrppoorraattiissmm ccoorrppoorraattiissmm ssccaalleess))  ccoommbbiinneedd ssccoorreess

CCoouunnttrryy ssccaallee ssccaallee mmeeaassuurree ((SSiiaarrooffff’’ss  ssccaallee))

late late late late
mean std dev. 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s

Austria 5 5 5.000 0.000 4.625 4.625 4.625 4.625
Norway 5 5 4.864 − 0.351 4.625 4.625 4.625 4.625
Sweden 4 5 4.674 − 0.556 4.750 4.750 4.625 4.625
Netherlands 4 5 4.000 − 0.989 4.250 3.875 4.000 4.000
Denmark 4 3 3.545 − 0.999 4.375 4.375 3.875 4.250
(West) Germany 3 3 3.543 − 0.940 4.125 4.125 4.125 4.125
Switzerland 3 2.5 3.375 − 1.286 4.125 4.125 4.125 4.125
Finland 4 3 3.295 − 1.043 3.500 4.250 4.250 4.375
Iceland – – 3.000 0.000 2.750 2.750 2.750 2.875
Israel – – 3.000 0.000 4.500 4.250 3.500 3.500
Luxembourg – – 3.000 0.000 4.000 4.250 4.125 4.125
Japan – Corporatism 2.912 − 1.603 3.375 3.375 3.625 3.625

without
labour

Belgium 3 3 2.841 − 0.793 4.125 4.125 3.625 3.750
Ireland 2 3 2.000 − 1.015 2.250 2.250 2.375 2.625
New Zealand – 1 1.955 − 0.907 2.375 2.375 2.125 2.375
Australia – 1 1.680 − 0.873 2.500 2.500 3.375 3.000
France 1 Corporatism 1.674 − 0.792 1.875 1.875 2.250 2.250

without
labour

United Kingdom 1 2 1.652 − 0.818 2.000 2.125 1.750 2.000
Portugal – – 1.500 − 1.000 NA NA 2.375 2.375
Italy 1 2 1.477 − 0.748 2.000 2.125 2.750 3.000
Spain – – 1.250 − 0.500 NA NA 1.875 2.000
Canada 2 1 1.150 − 0.489 1.625 1.625 1.750 1.875
United States 2 1 1.150 − 0.489 1.750 1.750 2.125 2.125
Greece – – 1.000 0.000 NA NA 1.625 2.000
Mean 2.648 3.321 3.351 3.188 3.271
Std dev. 1.234 1.133 1.122 1.048 0.995

Note: Schmitter’s corporatism scale: Social corporatism ranking compressed into a five-point
scale (5: strong corporatism) (Schmitter, 1981: 294).
Lehmbruch’s corporatism scale: A cumulative scale of corporatism: 5 = strong, 3 = medium,
2 = weak, 1 = pluralism, with Japan and France separately listed as corporatism without labour
(Lehmbruch, 1984: 66).
Combined scale: Calculated by Alan Siaroff (1999: 184–5) as the arithmetic mean of  stan-
dardized  scores of 23 corporatism scales of different researchers and research groups. The
standard deviation indicates the extent to which the judgements and rankings by scholars vary.
For example, Austria is unanimously classified as a case of strong corporatism, whilst in the case
of Japan different scholars reach very different conclusions about the strength of corporatism in
that country. 
Siaroff’s scale. Developed by Allan Siaroff (1999: 190–4). It is the arithemtic mean of  the
standardized scores of eight separate indicators: (1) Annual average level of strike volume,
(2) nature and goals of trade unions, running from reformist to revolutionary-confrontational,

(Continued)
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77..55  CCOORRPPOORRAATTIISSMM  AANNDD  CCOONNSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONNAALLIISSMM::  IISS  IITT  NNEEAARRLLYY
TTHHEE  SSAAMMEE??

The national values in Table 7.3 and Figure 7.2 are clustered: Consociational
democracies tend to be corporatist (cf. Austria or The Netherlands), and
Westminster democracies tend not to have corporatist structures (UK, USA,
New Zealand). Lijphart and Crepaz (1991) argue therefore that corporatism
is an element in the set of characteristics that make up consensus democracy,
because of the conceptual affinity of corporatism with the executive-parties
dimension of consensus democracy. Hence Lijphart (1999) has included cor-
poratism (measured in the sense of integrated economies) as part of consen-
sual democracy. Several criticisms were launched against this conceptual
fusion. Lane and Ersson (1997) marshalled data and correlations demon-
strating that the link is weak; Keman and Pennings (1995) pointed to miss-
ing correlations and, probably more important, to a missing theoretical link:
the heartland of corporatism is Scandinavian, where strong left-wing parties
and strong trade unions were conducive to trade union incorporation; while
the heartland of consensus-democracy comprises politically-fragmented
countries with weak or organizationally fragmented trade unions and
relatively weak social democratic parties – for example The Netherlands,
Belgium or Switzerland. 

Obviously there are different ways of integrating interest organizations
and political groups: in half of the countries under consideration majority
rule dominates in the horizontal dimension (executive-parties) with concer-
tation and compromise also missing in the vertical dimensions (state-interest
groups). In Scandinavia and Japan, co-ordination among interest groups and
state is much stronger than among political parties. Finally, in the continental
countries – particularly in the smaller ones – accommodation is dominant in
both dimensions. Gerhard Lehmbruch (1993, 1996, 1999) made the point that
the common occurrence of corporatism and consociational democracy in
West European countries has long historical roots, going back to the settle-
ment of the denominational wars in the seventeenth century, e.g. the peace
treaty of Westphalia in 1648 (see also: Daalder, 1995). This treaty established
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Table 7.2 Continued
(3) legal and state support for unions and union power, running from full support to only the basic 
rights of existence, (4) nature of economic ties and outlooks of firms, running from co-ordinated
market economy to non-co-ordinated market economy, (5) extent of co-determination in the
workplace, (6) nature of conflict resolution in national industrial adjustment and wage setting,
running from bargained or networked to statist, with the state often imposing policies, (7) extent
of generalized political exchange in industrial relations and national policy-making, running from
extensive, both at the sectoral and the national level to none, (8) general nature of public–
private interaction, running from concordance to pluralism.

Source: Siaroff (1999); NA = not available (during these periods).
5 = strong corporatism; 1 = no corporatism.
NB: the countries are rank-ordered.
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the idea of avoiding majority rule in cases of deep societal cleavages, such as
those created by denominational difference. It was in Western Europe that
this notion of parity and negotiated agreement instead of majority decision
became established as the dominant technique of conflict regulation. There-
after, political elites extended this technique, acquired in their political social-
ization, to other fields where conflicts have to be regulated. In contrast, one
could add, following Lehmbruch, that in Scandinavia the inclusion of unions
into the political system is not due to a political culture of accommodation but
to the strength and power of the Left in parliament and in working life,
making union incorporation one strategy to pursue class interests (without
much intention to compromise) in the political field (cf. Korpi, 1983). In some
countries – the United States of America being a prime example – neither do
the political elites use parity and compromise as the established routine
procedure of conflict regulation nor is the Left strong enough to be successful
in the democratic class struggle. In summary: corporatism and consociation-
alism are not nearly the same. They occur together under specific structural
and historical circumstances.

77..66  RRIISSEE  AANNDD  DDEECCLLIINNEE  OOFF  CCOONNSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONNAALLIISSMM  AANNDD
CCOORRPPOORRAATTIISSMM

Arend Lijphart described the rise of Dutch consociational democracy in his
book on accommodation in The Netherlands (Lijphart, 1968). Seven years
later, he declared Dutch consociational democracy dead, and another 13 years
later he discovered that changes has been limited and that Dutch con-
sensus democracy was still alive (Lijphart, 1989). In a similar vein, Philippe
Schmitter declared the rise of European corporatism in the mid 1970s, its
death in the late 1980s, and discovered its viability in 1997 (Schmitter and

T H E  C A S E S  O F  C O N S O C I A T I O N A L  D E M O C R A C Y 115577

TTaabbllee  77..33 Cross-tabulation of pluralism/corporatism with majoritarian/
consociational democracy

PPlluurraalliisstt CCoorrppoorraattiisstt

Majoritarian democracy Australia, France, Greece, Japan, Norway, Sweden
United Kingdom, Ireland,
Iceland, Canada, 
New Zealand, Portugal,
Spain, USA

Hybrid cases of (West) Germany, Denmark,
majoritarian and Finland
consociational democracy

Consociational democracy Austria, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands,
Switzerland

Note: Pluralist/corporatist: Siaroff (1999); Integration scores mid–late-1990s, dichotomized by
the arithmetic mean. Majoritarian, hybrid, consociational democracy: Schmidt (1997: 235).
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Grote, 1997). Both authors point to substantial modifications which occurred
over the past decades, though. However, recent quantitative analyses arrive
at the conclusion of considerable stability, both with regard to consociational
democracy as well as with regard to corporatism (see in addition to Siaroff,
1999; Lijphart, 1989, 1999; Schmidt, 1996a; Pennings, 1997a: 35; Traxler, 1992,
1995, 1998, 1999; for a dissenting view on the endurance of consociational
democracy, see Kriesi, 1995: 311–32). This raises the questions as to the expla-
nations which have been proposed for explaining rise, decline and resur-
gence of these institutions of interest intermediation.

The first explanation for the rise of consociational democracy is functional:
in deeply fragmented societies a stable democratic order can only be estab-
lished if majority rule is replaced by compromise, including all the major
minorities. Applying the majority rule leads either to non-decision (since
there is no majority at all) or to the suppression of minorities. These groups
never have the chance to become a majority but they are large enough or
geographically concentrated in such a way that they can challenge the
continuation of the present system by internal strife. Basically it was that
constellation of problems which led John Stuart Mill (cf. Lijphart, 1996: 258)
to assume that democracy is not possible in segmented societies. Seen in that
perspective, ‘negotiation democracy’ best fits segmented societies which do
not have an alternative and reasonable choice but to introduce and sustain
the rule of compromise. This leaves the question unanswered, why in some
nations existing cleavages did not lead to consociational democracy. Why
could, for example, multilingual Canada or Finland afford not to be fully
consensual and why is there no consociational democracy in Norway with
its strong regional conflicts? What type and strength of conflicts make conso-
ciational democracy uncircumventable? Obviously the functional needs are
not too powerful, considering the cases of Switzerland or The Netherlands,
where consociationalism was upheld although ever since the 1920s denomi-
national conflicts were far from being in danger of escalating into civil war
or devolution. 

In addition to this functional argument, Lijphart (1968) put forward a
voluntaristic explanation. At a certain point of time, a critical juncture, elites
in segmented societies decided to set up the new consociational mode.
However, this raises the question why other elites in comparable circum-
stances did not make that decision. Lehmbruch (1996) argues that the road
to compromise can be taken more easily if elites have acquired techniques of
compromise before – for example after historical settlements of denomina-
tional conflicts (see also: Daalder, 1966). The major question in this regard
relates to the problem of how to prove the existence and strength of this
chain from historical conflicts to standard operating procedures and then to
the full institutionalization of consociational democracy. 

A third argument points to institutions. For example the introduction of
direct democracy – that is, referendums – forces elites to compromise if they
do not want to risk being defeated in a popular vote due to mobilization of
a neglected minority (Neidhart, 1970; Linder, 1994: Ch. 3). 
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Finally one could argue that elites have made a strategic choice since
accommodation was the best rational solution to keep the peace and the
power. A critical argument reverses the temporal connection: the elites have
decided to introduce the system of compromise and consequentially they
formed society in a pillarized way (Keman, 1999). Another critical argument
assumes that indeed power corrupts: the leaders of the suppressed minor-
ities become integrated into the governing circles and since they want to stay
in the privileged position, they are willing to sacrifice the interests of their
constituencies. 

The explanations for the decline of consociational democracy mostly argue
that the reasons for its rise have ceased to exist. Either the former conflicts
have disappeared due to the process of secularization and modernization –
like denominational conflicts – or the long-run effects of consociational
regimes reduce the felt conflicts between the segments of theory (Steiner,
1999, pursuing an idea suggested by Philippe Schmitter). In this perspective
consensus democracy loses its basis and it is only a question of time until
the institutions fade away. At present it is hardly controversial to put for-
ward that the constitutive conflicts of consociational democracies have to a
large extent indeed vanished and that at the same time the institutional
superstructure continues to exist. This can be explained by (a) institutional
inertia, (b) non-conflictual political culture of elites, which persists although
its historic basis has ceased to exist and (c) the replacement of old cleavages
(e.g. denomination) by new or stronger cleavages (e.g. the regional-linguistic
conflicts in Belgium or Switzerland). 

The rise of corporatism has also been linked to various factors. On the one
hand, it is argued that small economies exposed to the world market are
vulnerable and cannot afford internal industrial conflict, and thus compromise
is sought (Katzenstein, 1985). A second explanation points to the change
from the regulatory role of the state to increased fiscal public intervention in
order to steer the economy and to redistribute resources in the framework of
the welfare state. Thirdly, the rise of corporatism is interwoven with the rise
of Keynesian demand management, which makes government dependent
on co-ordinated wage and price movements. Fourthly, corporatism corre-
lates with left power. Trade unions are willing to join the round table once
they trust that government will keep its promises. Alternatively, trade
unions gain access to the state if the government institutionalizes this type
of incorporation. A fifth reason might be an economic calculus. Labour
unions trade off wage moderation to organizational securities and social and
tax policies. This presupposes that government is capable of making such
policies. In addition, it is argued that trade unions have to be strong and
centralized so that their incorporation and their pacification induces a posi-
tive spill-over effect, and, in return, can assume that the union elites will
implement their part of the bi- or trilateral agreement (Keman, 1999). Finally,
as in the case of consociational democracy, corruption by power is assumed.
Trade union leaders become alienated from their members and corrupted by
the contacts with other economic and political elites. Since they want to stay
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in the centre of power they are willing to compromise on the interests of
their members. However, for this latter hypothesis and its analogy in the
literature on consociational democracy there is little empirical evidence.

The assumed decline of corporatism since the mid-1970s has been
explained by changed circumstances or dysfunctionalities (Armingeon,
1997; Lijphart, 1999: Ch. 9; Schmitter and Grote, 1997): Ironically, globaliza-
tion which once was considered a major impetus for corporatism has now
become its danger. Increased international economic competition forces
national governments onto a path of convergences of economic policy making
(cf. Cerny, 1999). Apparently nothing is left to them but neo-liberal policies.
These are detrimental to corporatism, since they include deregulation and
austerity. In addition, the rise of neo-liberalism leads to a different role of the
state in economy and society, therewith lowering its need for assistance by
interest groups. Whereas Keynesian demand management relied on trade
union wage co-ordination, this idea increased international competition, and
the change of paradigm of economic policy caused decline of corporatism. In
addition, the Left has been on the retreat after the mid-1970s, implying
reduced access of trade unions to the political system. Furthermore employ-
ers became less dependent on trade union co-operation since worsening
labour market conditions caused wage moderation without making a ‘quid
pro quo’ feasible. For trade unions an incentive for co-operation has dis-
appeared because governments ceased to reward wage restraint by, for
example, social and tax policies. Finally, the attachment of individuals to
collective organizations has tended to erode, and trade unions suffered a
major crisis of membership combined with a successful attack of employers
on central or branch-level bargaining (Visser, 1990). 

Notwithstanding these plausible arguments, corporatism did not fully
disappear, and if it retreated in the 1980s it was on the way back again in the
1990s. This might be due to globalization enhancing the willingness to
co-operate on the domestic level and a biased idea about the change from
Keynesian to neo-liberal policy-making (Garrett, 1998; Armingeon, 1999b;
Oatley, 1999). In addition, the thesis of the decline of Social Democracy has
been falsified, and the trade union membership crisis has been most severe
in countries where union density already has been low. In contrast, in the
Scandinavian countries the organizational resources of trade unions hardly
changed. In addition the demise of Keynes co-ordination did not necessarily
mean a decline of corporatism. Rather the actors chose another mode of
co-operation (see, for instance, the Dutch example, Visser and Hemerijck,
1997) or they shifted concertation to other policy fields (Traxler, 1995; Traxler
et al., 2001). Taking into account that corporatism has contributed to rising
public debts and deficits and – sometimes – to price increases, this restruc-
turing can be interpreted as an adjustment due to the dysfunctionalities of
the former mode of co-operation. It was hardly a retreat of interest associ-
ations from their former power position. On the contrary, experiences from
Dutch and German economic policy-making indicate a persisting need for
public/private actor co-operation which the modified welfare state at the
end of the twentieth century continues to have.
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77..77  TTHHEE  PPEERRSSIISSTTEENNCCEE  AANNDD  EEFFFFEECCTTSS  OOFF  NNEEGGOOTTIIAATTIIOONN
DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY

From our survey it follows that not only does negotiation democracy have a
long history, but also that it is quite resilient, having a remarkable resistance
to challenges.

1. In most consociational countries, conflict regulation by negotiation
and inclusion of all relevant societal interest emerged long ago. In
Switzerland the introduction of the legislative referendum in 1874 and
the inclusion of a representative of the major contending party in the
government in 1891 marked the consolidation of negotiation as the
dominant means of conflict regulation. Historically however, negotiation
instead of majority decision had already been implemented for a long
time in a number of cantons (states) which were later united in the
Swiss Federation, that was founded in 1848. In The Netherlands in 1917
an agreement on major political issues was reached, labelled ‘pacificatie’
(peaceful settlement), leading to the institutionalization of the politics of
accommodation, which can be seen as the apex of a long development
(Daalder, 1995). Belgium and Luxembourg have a long experience of
co-operation between the elites of the various societal segments, whilst
in Austria ‘Proporzregierung’ – the Austrian term for consociational
democracy – was established only after the Second World War. The seeds
of European corporatism have been laid – according to Colin Crouch
(1993) and Gerhard Lehmbruch (1996) – during the transition to the
modern state in the period between 1789 and 1918. In most Western
countries major institutional steps towards corporatist regulation have
been taken in the time span between the end of the First World War and
the Second World War (Armingeon, 1994). A surge of corporatist prac-
tices happened in economic policy-making in the 1960s and 1970s. 

2. Although ‘negotiation democracy’ has been challenged in numerous
ways, it seems to be resilient. Longitudinal analyses by Pennings (1997a:
35) and by Lijphart (1999: 255) do not support the view of a general
decline of consensus democracy. And time series data collected by
Compston (1994, 1995a,b), Siaroff (1999), Armingeon (1999b) and Traxler
(1999) point to a remarkable stability of corporatism – also in the 1990s.
Hence in countries where ‘negotiation democracy’ emerged long ago and
appears to continue to exist or – at least – leave its traits on the mode of
policy-making in these countries in the years to come (see also: Steinmo
et al., 1992; Woldendorp, 1997).

If our contention holds, one may well ask: Does it matter? What difference do
consociational democracy and corporatism make? A naive liberal view
would arrive at the conclusion that both modes of interest intermediation are
inferior to majoritarian or pluralist regimes. In this perspective the Achilles
heel of negotiation democracy is the large number of actors involved whose
interests have to be respected. This should lead to political systems with
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locked decision-making when government action is urgently needed and it
should lead to over-regulated (labour) markets incapable of performing as
well as free markets supposedly do.

Empirical research, however, cast serious doubts on these assumptions,
although they do not arrive at the conclusion that negotiation democracy is
undoubtedly the superior system.2 On average consociational democracies
produce indeed certain disadvantages. The costs of decision-making are
high, in particular in terms of time: building compromise takes time.
Sometimes, it may not even be possible to reach agreement. In this case
consociational systems may be struck. If compromise is reached, consistent
or coherent policy concertation is often absent. Rather policies are a prag-
matic combination of divergent strategies. These compromises usually are
reached behind closed doors. This makes the whole decision process hardly
transparent and can create democratic deficits. Minorities often have the
option to veto certain policies, which may block a development which all the
remaining actors consider to be necessary for the common good. Hence there
is the danger of the tyranny of minorities. In addition, consociational demo-
cracies are often charaterized by an economy with limited dynamics and
thus low growth rates. 

The Swiss case is instructive. The political programme of a co-ordinated
traffic policy took 22 years to be negotiated between the various actors – and
in the final popular vote in 1988 it failed to be accepted (Hirter, 1988).
150 years after its inception, the federal state still lacks a constitutional basis
for its fiscal capacities: the regulation of federal taxes still being temporary.
Both examples indicate how policy-making in a consociational democracy
can take up a great deal of time. The ‘tyranny of the minority’ is based –
inter alia – on a rule applying to larger (constitutional) reforms. In order to
warrant the interests of the population of small cantons, a double majority
by the people and by the states (‘Ständemehr’) is needed. Under this rule,
theoretically, 9 per cent of the population (the majorities in the smallest
cantons) can veto a positive decision of the remaining 91 per cent. Empirically
this has not occurred yet, but there have been cases when a fifth of the Swiss
voters vetoed the affirmative decision of the other 80 per cent (Linder, 1994:
180–1). Although Switzerland is one of the wealthiest countries in the world
(measured in GDP per capita), its productivity and economic growth lags
behind. This supports the assumption that consociational democracy can be
an impediment to economic growth (Armingeon, 1999a). 

On the other hand, on average consociational democracies are politically
stable democratic regimes in fragmented societies – a non-feasible combina-
tion according to John Stuart Mill. As assumed, they protect minorities, and
political participation is often strong. Quality of democracy – measured in
terms of comparative ratings – is better (see Chapter 3). Inequality between
women and men and between high and low income groups is lower.
More is spent on social security if compared with the whole OECD-world.
Bargaining often leads to non-zero-sum games, i.e. solutions which are better
than a simple redistribution. Also, these political systems are nevertheless
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capable of major political reform. This is independent of the electoral cycle,
since electoral results do not change much in the composition and structure
of the system of decision-making and politicians do not have to present poli-
cies in order to increase their chances of re-election. Whilst consociational
democracies take much longer to reach a decision, they appear to be much
better in policy implementation. This is by and large due to the inclusion of
the relevant groups in the process of policy formulation. Hence the potential
opposition in the course of implementation is taken into account and paci-
fied in a rather early stage of policy development. Lengthy negotiations and
discussions often lead to improvements and thorough policy formation. A
‘tyranny of the majority’ is not possible in negotiation democracies. The
difference in political satisfaction between voters of losing and winning
parties in national elections is lower in consociational democracies than in
majoritarian regimes (Anderson and Guillory, 1997).

Of course, some of these findings are contested. For example although
satisfaction with democracy is high in Switzerland – as expected – political
participation is not comparatively high and equality of income is medium by
international standards. Some findings reported by Lijphart (1999) for the
sample of 36 consensus democracies might be influenced by the distribution
of economically most advanced nations in the dimension of shared power
and responsibility: 15 of the 23 OECD countries under consideration belong
to the group of consensus democracies (measured in terms of the shared
power/responsibility dimension). Hence among the 19 consensus demo-
cracies the rich OECD nations are strongly over-represented. However, in an
earlier study he was able to show that the positive correlation between con-
sensus democracy and income and gender equality also holds in the OECD
group (Lijphart, 1994; Birchfeld and Crépaz, 1998). In his large sample
(N = 36), Lijphart could not find systematic and significant correlation
among economic variables such as inflation, unemployment and economic
growth. In fact, for the OECD nations statistical evidence points to the ability
of consociational democracies to hold down unemployment and inflation,
while they seem to exert a negative impact on economic growth. In addition
in this group of countries, consensus democracies tend to have higher level
of public expenditures (see also Chapter 10 in this book) and higher levels of
social security expenditures (Armingeon, 1996; Crépaz, 1996a; Pennings,
1997b; Schmidt, 2000: 239; Birchfeld and Crépaz, 1998). For the most recent
findings, see Lijphart and Armingeon, 2002.

The irony is that probably the strength of consensus democracy is the
weakness of its majoritarian counterpart. In contrast to the smooth working
of such an ideal-type political system, empirical cases of Westminster
democracy often suffer from short-term orientation of politicians, superficial
reactions to emerging problems, and a reduced capacity to solve problems
and design encompassing policies with a time horizon longer than an
electoral cycle. In that sense consociational democracy leads to more contin-
uity and less disruption by means of electoral agendas regarding policy
development (Pennings et al., 1999; Keman, 1993b). 
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Corporatist or integrated economies are in general superior to pluralist
economies with regard to low unemployment, price stability, more income
equality and industrial peace. No positive impact is discernible with regard
to economic growth. In a recent study, the ability of national systems to cope
with unemployment crises has been analysed. It turned out that corporatist
and consociational systems are better in keeping the rise of unemployment
under control in times when labour market conditions generally are worsening
(Armingeon, 1999b; Woldendorp, 1995).

A particular strength of corporatism is the implementation of a policy
package once it is agreed upon. This does not mean that no deviations from
the initial plans occur. Rather, major opposition against a certain policy is
tackled already when the strategies are designed. However, corporatism is
not the undisputed mode of economic regulation. Some studies argue that its
success is highly dependent on favourable circumstances – like a strong
social democratic party in government (Woldendorp, 1997); others are not
able to replicate the positive effects of the structure of collective bargaining
on economic variables (OECD, 1997; Lane and Ersson, 1997: 23) or doubt the
precision of the concept and the causal links between corporatist institutions
and economic outcomes (Therborn, 1987b, 1992).

77..88  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONNSS

Democratic politics is the politics of government and opposition. And it is
the result of interest group pressure on government. These are the notions of
majoritarian democracy and of the group theory of politics. Both notions
depend on preconditions which cannot be taken for granted. They presup-
pose a society which is so homogenous that two political parties are suffi-
cient to represent the interests of the people. However, the populations of
many nations are split along several lines of conflict such as religion, class,
language and region and divided into a larger number of distinct groups. In
most cases, none of these societal segments is able to build a majority in the
political system. In all cases, minorities are too large to ignore their interests.
In addition, the notion of competitive and pluralist democracy presupposes
that government does not incorporate private organizations for public goals.
However, governments are inclined or often are dependent on support of
interest groups when, in the process of policy-making, expertise is needed
and when, in the process of policy-making, co-operation and compliance are
needed. In turn interest associations can take advantage of public support
in the consolidation of membership and organization. Negotiation democracy
is an institutional response to the non-fulfilment of the requirements of
competitive and pluralist democracy. Negotiation democracy is characterized
in the realm of the state in relation to interest representation by means of
corporatism. With respect to political actors and related organizations it
exemplifies consociational democracy. Finally, consensus democracy denotes
an institutional set-up, being a precondition for consociational democracy
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without being necessarily identical with it. The conclusion must therefore be
that negotiation democracy has a number of advantages. It appears not to be
inferior to majoritarian democracy in governing the economy or in creating
a society where women and minorities get a fair share. On the other hand,
negotiation democracy has a number of disadvantages. Frequently it is slow
and cumbersome, prone to deadlock and joint decision traps. Often the
democratic process is not transparent and has an ‘elitist’ flavour. But even if
the political elite, frustrated by experiences from the given system, were to
opt for the alternative model of democracy/state-interest-group relation, this
is hardly feasible. Nations are on a historic-institutional path which they
cannot leave ad libitum. This might be one reason why the hypothesis of
the decline of negotiation democracy is premature. It seems more likely
therefore that it will stay with us in the years to come. 

NNOOTTEESS

1 Technically this is the standardized sum of the standardized values of each vari-
able. This has to be done since variables were measured on quite different scales.

2 The following results are drawn from Keman (1997); Lijphart (1994, 1999:
Chs 15 and 16); Schmidt (1997: 229–52; Birchfield and Crépaz, 1998); Armingeon
(1996, 1999a, 1999b); Traxler (1998); OECD (1997); Pekkarinen and Pohjola (1992);
Höpner (1997); Crépaz (1996a, 1996b); Siaroff (1999).
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88 THE IMPACT OF POLITICAL PARTIES,
CONSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURES AND
VETO PLAYERS ON PUBLIC POLICY

MMaannffrreedd  GG..  SScchhmmiiddtt

88..11  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  PPOOLLIICCYY--MMAAKKIINNGG

Democracy has been rightly praised for its comparative advantage over
non-democratic political systems. But the worship must be qualified. It is
not democracy per se which outperforms all other forms of government. It
is ‘established’ or ‘secure’ democracy together with rule of law, effective
protection of civic rights and a high level of welfare, such as in most demo-
cratic member countries of the Organization of Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), which makes the major difference between rela-
tively good government and all other forms of government (Schmidt, 2000:
Part IV).

Take, for example, political equality or the guarantee of political and civic
rights, such as political participation, accountability of political leaders and
safeguarding of civil liberties (Freedom House, 1999), or legitimacy of a
political order (Norris, 1999). In all these matters, established democracies are
superior to ‘fragile democracies’ (Casper, 1995) and, even more so, to non-
democratic regimes (Merkel, 1999; Schmidt, 2000). For example, established
democracies offer more channels for political participation of their adult
population than other regimes. Participation in ‘secure’ democracies com-
prises the election of political leaders (or of representative assemblies which
choose the leaders) by the people and includes the possibility to vote incum-
bents out of office. Thus, it provides for change in government without shed-
ding blood. The right of the citizens in a democracy to choose their political
leaders generates, generally speaking, more accountability of the leaders
vis-à-vis the public. Moreover, most established democracies outperform most
non-democracies in most problem-solving activities. For example, the political
process and policy-making in established democracies are more predictable
than elsewhere. More predictability, or conversely, less uncertainty facilitates
social and economic life of the citizens and reduces transaction costs for the
economy. In other words: the extent of ‘democraticness’ of a society and the
transparency of the relations between the democratic state and society
enhances its public welfare (North, 1990; Keman, 1997a; Lijphart, 1999).
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Why do established democracies outperform other political regimes?
Theories of democracy suggest that four links between those who govern and
those who are governed have been central. First, the right to vote of the adult
population, including the have-nots, and a strategic position of the multitude
on the electoral market, make its imperative to process the demand for politi-
cal goods and services from majorities of the politically active population.
Both institutions, democratic theory argues, have created a democratic
market, in which preferences and votes are traded by political entrepreneurs
and collective actors, such as parties and governments (Downs, 1957). Strong
viable intermediating institutions between demos and government, which
provide for interest articulation and interest aggregation, such as mass media,
political parties and interest associations, are a second constituent part of the
better performance of established democracies. Office seeking, policy pursuit
and the effort to maintain political power on the part of political entrepreneurs
is a third factor (Strøm, 1990; Pennings et al., 1999: Part III). A fourth mech-
anism resides in the discipline which the law, the constitution and judicial
review impose upon legislators and the executive in a constitutional demo-
cracy. These institutions and their interaction have been conducive to a
political process and a type of policy-making which resemble more than
others the criteria of democracy defined in terms of ‘government of the people,
by the people [or representatives of the people – Manfred Schmidt] and for
the people’, to quote Abraham Lincoln’s famous definition of 1863.

This chapter focuses attention on two of the mechanisms which have been
central to the functioning of modern established democracies. First, it explores
the role of parties in intermediating between demos and government through
analysing the impact of political parties on public policy. Second, this chapter
reports on the policy impact of the institutional context of incumbent and
opposition parties, by focusing attention mainly on ‘constitutional structures’
(Huber et al., 1993) and ‘veto players’ (Tsebelis, 1995, 1999).

88..22  TTHHEE  PPAARRTTIIEESS--DDOO--MMAATTTTEERR  HHYYPPOOTTHHEESSIISS

According to the parties-do-matter hypothesis, or ‘partisan theory’ (Hibbs,
1992: 316), policy choices and policy outputs in constitutional democracies
can be attributed to a sizeable extent to the party composition of government.
According to this view, policy choices and policy outputs of a social demo-
cratic government, for example, differ from those of a liberal or conservative
government. This hypothesis has been developed mainly in research on par-
tisan effects in economic and social policy.1 The parties-do-matter hypothesis
is a stylized empirical theory of a democratic political market. Its proponents
conceive of politics mainly as a market in which politicians and governments
deliver policies in exchange for specific or generalized political demand and
support from the voters. However, in contrast to most market theories, parti-
san theory is premised on the assumption that the nature of the democratic
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market varies from country to country due to the institutionalization of the
democratic process. Therefore, the parties-do-matter hypothesis emphasizes
a comparative approach to the study of political markets.

The major research field of partisan theory has been differences in public
policy in economically advanced constitutional democracies in Europe,
North America, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. In explaining these dif-
ferences, the proponents of the parties-do-matter view have converged on
seven key propositions on linkages between social constituencies, parties
and policy:

1. Social constituencies of political parties in constitutional democracies
have distinctive preferences and successfully feed the process of policy
formation with these preferences.

2. Policy orientations of political parties broadly mirror the preferences of
their social constituencies.

3. Political parties are multi-goal organizations. Their major goals are office-
seeking as well as policy-pursuit.

4. Incumbent parties choose policies that are broadly compatible with office-
seeking, policy-pursuit ambitions and the preferences of their social
constituencies.

5. Governments are capable of implementing the policies that were chosen
by the incumbent parties.

6. Regarding policy outputs, there exists a law-like tendency of partisan
differences in public policy: cross-national variation, and within-nations
differences, in public policy are significantly associated with – and, by
inference, depend upon – differences in the party composition of government.
Hence, a change in the party composition of government is associated
with – and, by inference, causally related to – changes in policy choices
and policy outputs.

7. Advanced partisan theory predicts partisan influence on policy in bivari-
ate and multivariate explanatory models of public policy differences, control-
ling for alternative explanations, such as the distribution of power in
parliament and in extra-parliamentary arenas, institutional arrangements,
adaptation to changing environments, socio-economic circumstances and
international interdependence, to mention only some of the variables.

88..33  MMEEAASSUURRIINNGG  PPAARRTTYY  CCOOMMPPOOSSIITTIIOONN  OOFF  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT
AANNDD  FFIINNDDIINNGGSS  FFRROOMM  PPAARRTTIIEESS--DDOO--MMAATTTTEERR  TTHHEEOORRYY

The proponents of the parties-do-matter hypothesis insist on precise opera-
tional definitions of their key variables. A prominent example is the measure-
ment of partisan composition of government by the extent to which a
particular party (or a specific family of parties) has participated in govern-
ment (measured for example by the average percentage share of cabinet seats
held over a specified period). Following this tradition, Table 8.1 arrays data
on the long-term participation in office of four major families of parties in the
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second half of the twentieth century: secular conservative parties (such as
the British Conservative Party), liberal parties (such as the German Free
Democrats), religious centre parties (such as the Christian democratic parties)
and social democratic parties as the major leftist tendency.
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TTaabbllee  88..11 Participation of conservative, liberal, centre and social democratic
parties in office in 23 OECD nations, 1950–2000

CCoonnsseerrvvaattiivvee SSoocciiaall  ddeemmooccrraattiicc  
CCoouunnttrryy ppaarrttiieess LLiibbeerraall  ppaarrttiieess CCeennttrree  ppaarrttiieess ppaarrttiieess OOtthheerrss

Australia 68.75 0 0 31.25 0
Austria 0 1.42 36.73 56.62 5.23
Belgium 0 16.99 50.23 30.17 2.61
Canada 30.80 0 69.20 0 0
Denmark 13.80 26.10 3.53 54.52 2.05
Finland 10.32 11.80 32.66 29.96 15.26
France 27.33 17.73 13.07 18.83 23.04
Germany 0 17.40 53.43 24.74 4.43
Great Britain 67.98 0 0 30.25 1.77
Greece 42.72 10.02 0.83 29.37 17.06
Iceland 0 40.19 29.59 21.69 8.53
Ireland 67.10 0 19.88 10.80 2.22
Italy 0 7.09 63.29 21.61 8.01
Japan 96.92 0 0.08 1.90 1.10
Luxembourg 0 20.77 49.48 29.75 0
Netherlands 0 22.68 53.97 21.34 2.01
New Zealand 72.93 0 0.91 25.74 0.42
Norway 12.29 3.95 12.25 71.51 0
Portugal 0.30 22.88 2.23 13.10 61.49
Spain 7.51 0 11.15 24.10 57.24
Sweden 3.90 6.84 9.86 76.83 2.57
Switzerland 14.29 31.65 29.97 24.09 0
USA 54.90 0 45.10 0 0
Mean 26.4 11.2 25.6 27.8 9.0

Notes: Figures are cabinet seat shares in the period from 1 January, 1950 to 31 December,
2000. The data were collected on a daily basis. Classification of the political parties is based
mainly on ‘families’ of parties (von Beyme, 1985), party programmes and policy orientations of
the parties (see, for example, Kirchner, 1988; Schmidt, 1992a; Katz and Mair, 1992; Laver and
Hunt, 1992; Ware, 1996). Data on cabinet seats were taken from various sources. Among these,
the Archiv der Gegewart and Woldendoorp et al. (2000) deserve to receive first mention.
Column 1: name of country.
Column 2 (‘Conservatives’): total share of cabinet seats of secular conservative parties, such as
the British Conservative Party.
Column 3 (‘Liberal’): parties of the tradition of West European political and economic liberalism.
Classification is based mainly on Kirchner (1988: Appendix, pp. 479–503). The Canadian Liberal
Party, though formally a member of the Liberal International, has been classified, following von
Beyme (1985) and the data in Laver and Hunt (1992, Appendix B), as a centre-oriented party.
Column 4 (‘Centre’): centre and centre-right parties (mainly Christian democratic parties or other
members of the European People’s Party (EPP), i.e. the Federation of Christian Democratic Parties
in the European Community). Centre parties are parties of moderate social amelioration in a
location to the left of conservative or conservative-neoliberal parties. See, for example, Veen
(1983–94); Hanley (1994).
Column 5 (‘Left’): social democratic parties (operationalized in terms of membership in Socialist
International) and other leftist parties.
Column 6: Residual category.
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The data in Table 8.1 indicate a wide range of variation in the party
composition of government in democratic OECD-nations. Three families of
parties can pride themselves on a cabinet seats share of 25 per cent or more.
These are the families of social democratic, secular conservative and Christian
democratic (here classified as ‘centre’) parties. Significantly smaller is the
proportion of cabinet seats gained by liberal parties, although the latter have
held the reigns of power to an extent which exceeds their electoral strength
by lengths.

Table 8.1 also reveals striking differences in the party composition of
government across countries. Secular conservative parties, for example, have
commanded a dominant position in government in Anglo-American demo-
cracies and Japan. In contrast to this, the Social Democratic parties’ effort to
gain portfolios has been most successful in some of the smaller states, above
all in Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Austria. Large countries have mainly
been governed by non-socialist political tendencies. Among these, centre or
centre-right parties mainly of Christian democratic persuasion have been the
major parties in office in continental Europe, for example in Germany, the
Benelux countries and until 1993/94 also in Italy. In contrast to this, participa-
tion in government of the liberal family of parties is comparatively strong in
the Benelux countries, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, Portugal and Switzerland.

The data in Table 8.1 indicate dramatic cross-national differences in
the partisan composition of national governments. To what extent do these
differences spill over to policy-making and policy outputs? This question
has been controversially debated. According to one view, the room to
manoeuvre available to incumbent parties is fairly small. In constitutional
democracies the role of political parties in shaping public policy is typically
severely defined by constitutional rules and constrained by the relative
autonomy of social and economic life from political intervention. Thus,
many areas of social and economic life in democratic states are not directly
amenable to political manipulation. It is therefore unlikely that a political
party, when in office, would be able to effectively control economic out-
comes, such as rates of economic growth or rates of unemployment and
inflation (Castles et al., 1987).

According to the parties-do-matter view, however, the leeway for political
action in a democracy is sufficiently large to allow for significant policy dif-
ferences between parties. A substantial body of scholarly work indeed shows
that the hypothesis of partisan effects on public policy deserves to be
extolled for its empirical quality. For example, partisan influence on public
policy has been identified in cross-national studies. According to Edward
Tufte (1978), for example, who follows closely the path created by Douglas
Hibbs (1977), one needs basically two variables to explain a sizeable propor-
tion of variation in policy outputs. The first is a left–right indicator of
the party composition of government. According to Tufte, leftist parties
are more inclined to spend more on social policy, equality and employment.
The second key variable resides in the electoral calendar, which determines
election-oriented policy-making. Add to this the evidence accumulated
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in Douglas Hibbs’s studies (Hibbs, 1987a, 1987b, 1992, 1994). Hibbs argues
that economic policy and also macroeconomic outcomes, such as the rate
of unemployment and the rate of inflation, can largely be attributed to left–
right differences in the party composition of government and choices of
these governments. He further argues that leftist governments opt for, and
achieve, full employment (albeit at the expense of higher inflation rates),
while non-leftist governments emphasize the control of inflationary pressure
(although at the expense of higher rates of unemployment). Consider also
Cameron (1978), Sharpe and Newton (1984), Keman (1988), Castles (1982a,
1999), Schmidt (1998), who argue that leftist governments have been among
the major determinants of the growth of big government. Add to this Budge
and Keman (1990), Borchert (1995), and studies on the impact of the political-
ideological centre of gravity on macroeconomic performance (Cusack, 1995),
to cite a few examples. All these contributions are compatible with the
hypothesis of partisan influence on public policy.

Evidence in support for this hypothesis can also be derived from compar-
ing extreme cases, such as Sweden in periods of a national government led
by the Swedish Social Democratic party, and market-oriented countries,
such as the United States, where neither leftist nor Christian-democratic–
centrist parties have played a major role (Pempel, 1982; Castles, 1989b;
Olsson, 1990; Castles, 1993; Gould, 1993). The difference between Sweden’s
welfare statism and the more market- and company-led political economy in
the USA, or Japan, exemplifies a broader pattern: large cross-national differ-
ences in the party composition of government are associated with very large
differences in policy outputs (see also Castles, 1982b).

Furthermore, empirical studies of partisan effects on public policy have
identified circumstances in which a large potential for radical policy change
either in support of the right or in support of the left exists. There are, of
course, facilitating circumstances for both political tendencies, such as high
economic growth, low vulnerability of the economy, political stability, stable
majority status, a divided opposition and a small number of veto players.
Likewise, both rightist or leftist governments face difficult times if they find
themselves confronted with an economic recession, high economic vulner-
ability, political instability, fragile majority status, a unified opposition and a
large number of veto players. Moreover, parties of the right are faced with
almost ideal circumstances if they act within the context of a centralized
unitary state and if trade unions as well as the opposition parties are ideologi-
cally divided. Control over a centralized unitary state appears to be another
central requirement of leftist governments. But in order to be successful in
delivering the preferred policy, a leftist party in office also needs support
from unions and quiescence of labour (Cameron, 1984). Moreover, leftist
governments are faced with the requisite of successful concertation of eco-
nomic policy, wage policy and monetary policy of the central bank in order to
generate the desired macroeconomic outcomes, such as economic growth
and employment growth (see, for example, Schmidt, 1982a; Cameron, 1984;
Alvarez et al., 1991; Keman, 1993b). However, this requires a lower level of
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internationalization of finance markets and product markets than that of the
late 1980s and 1990s (Scharpf, 1991, 1999; see, however, the dissenting position
in Garrett, 1998). 

A further finding in support of partisan theory deserves to be mentioned
in this context. The dividing line between political parties differs from one
policy area to the other. A classical division is the left–right difference in
employment and labour market policy. It is to this difference that Hibbs’
‘partisan theory’ has focused attention. Employment in the public sector is
also largely shaped by the difference between leftist and non-leftist parties.
Government as an employer of last resort is typical for leftist parties, while
it is opposed by centre, liberal and conservative parties. That these prefer-
ences have influenced policy on public employment, has been established in
comparative studies on labour market policy (see, for example, Schmidt,
1987; Esping-Andersen, 1990; Sainsbury, 1994). Examples include the differ-
ence between the dramatic increase in public employment in Sweden in the
1960s and 1970s and the muted expansion, stagnation or even decrease of
public employment in conservative- or liberal-dominated countries, such as
Japan, Switzerland and the USA (OECD, 1997, 1999).

However, in countries in which the class cleavage coexists with religious
or ethnic cleavages, the left–right difference does not dominate the party
systems and voter alignments. For example, in most European nations the
dividing line between supporters and opponents of the welfare state is more
complex than the left–right difference. True: liberal and conservative parties
are, in general, proponents of a ‘lean welfare state’. But social democratic
parties do not stand alone in supporting a strong welfare state. A pro-
nounced pro-welfare state policy stance has also been adopted by Christian
democratic parties (Van Kersbergen, 1995). It is largely for this reason that a
major difference exists in social policy between nations in which Christian
democratic parties and social democratic parties alternate in office, and
nations in which liberal or conservative political tendencies hold the reigns
of power (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Schmidt, 1998). 

In contrast to the domain of social security issues, the dividing line in
gender issues separates chiefly conservative and Christian democratic ten-
dencies from social democratic, liberal and ecological parties. The latter
group of parties demands higher levels of equality and strives for universal
‘égalité des conditions’ (de Tocqueville, 1990), including egalitarian gender
relations. Conservative and Christian democratic parties, however, prefer
more traditional family roles or more cautious moves away from gendered
distributions of labour (Norris, 1987; Therborn, 1993; Schmidt, 1993b;
Bussemaker and van Kersberger, 1999). 

A fourth class of issues divides leftist parties and rightist ones alike, such
as the issue of European integration in most Nordic countries and in the UK.
This recent ‘cleavage’ tends to split parties that were dominant players and
thus weakens their original relations with their social constituencies.

A fifth class of issues is marked by a dividing line between leftist parties
on the one hand and centre and conservative parties on the other. Relevant
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examples include the public debt and budget deficits. For example,
Wagschal’s study of public debt ratios and budget deficits in OECD-nations
in the 1960–92 period shows, that leftist parties in office opt for higher taxa-
tion and lower deficits, while non-leftist parties, in particular parties of
centre and centre-rightist persuasion as well as some of the conservative
parties, have tended to choose lower taxation loads, possibly at the cost of
higher deficits (Wagschal, 1996).

Support for a moderate version of the parties-do-matter hypothesis comes
also from studies in a wide variety of policy areas in Germany (Schmidt, 1980,
1992b). Without downgrading the impact of other political and economic
determinants, it can be concluded from these studies that the hypothesis
of partisan influence on public policy passes the empirical test reasonably
well. Public policy inheritance may be statistically more important than
policy choices at timepoint t (Rose and Davies, 1984). Yet, policy inheritance
itself is largely a product of decisions taken in the past. Furthermore, accep-
tance or rejection of the inheritance is the product of political choices at
timepoint t. Among the determinants of these choices, the party composition
of government must be counted as a major variable.

88..44  IINNCCUUMMBBEENNTT  PPAARRTTIIEESS,,  CCOONNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  SSTTRRUUCCTTUURREE
AANNDD  VVEETTOO  PPLLAAYYEERRSS

The hypothesis of partisan influences is an important analytical tool for
a better understanding of public policy commonalities and differences
over time and between democratic nations. Compared with many other
hypotheses in the public policy literature, it can be regarded as a relatively
successful candidate, notwithstanding the caveats that must be mentioned. 

The first caveat resides in the truism that the political composition of
government is only one variable among a wide variety of determinants of
public policy. The parties-do-matter view is, thus, just one approach to the
comparative study of policy outputs among other theories. Five alternative
approaches have frequently been applied to the comparative study of public
policy. The first of these approaches directs attention on economic and socio-
economic variables, such as Wagner’s law of the expansion of public expen-
diture (Wagner, 1893, 1911). A second family of theories explains public
policy differences mainly in terms of power resources of social classes, such
as market power and political power of labour relative to capital and the
middle classes (for example, Esping-Andersen, 1990). According to a third
school of thought, mainly neo-institutionalist in character, policy differences
largely mirror differences in political and economic institutions as well as
differences in the strategies adopted by collective actors (for example Hall,
1986; Scharpf, 1987; Armingeon, 1994). A fourth school of thought, focusing
on the impact of policy inheritance, explains policy choices and outcomes
largely on the basis of the feedback coming from policy choices and out-
comes in the past (Rose and Davies, 1984; Pierson, 1991). International or
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transnational factors are in the centre of the fifth school. According to this
view, political choices at the level of the nation state are largely constrained
or determined by the impact of international interdependence and trans-
national organizations (see, for example, Scharpf, 1999; Kurzer, 1993). In
order to arrive at a full understanding of the determinants of public policy,
it is therefore mandatory to take these key variables also into account.

The second caveat concerns differences in the room to manoeuvre available
to political manipulation. Although the hypothesis of partisan influence can
be regarded as a law-like regularity, many areas of social and economic life in
a constitutional democracy are not directly amenable to political manipula-
tion (see for instance: Lane, 1985; Whiteley, 1986, Janovski and Hicks, 1994). 

The third caveat on the parties-do-matter view relates to the veto player
theorem (Tsebelis, 1995, 1999). A veto player is ‘an individual or collective
actor whose agreement (by majority rule for collective actors) is required for a
change in policy’ (Tsebelis, 1995: 301). The veto player concept stems from the
idea of ‘checks and balances’ in the American Constitution and the classic
constitutional texts of the eighteenth century and later. According to the latest
version of the veto player theorem (Tsebelis, 1999), significant policy change is
contingent upon five factors. The potential for policy change varies inversely
with the total number of veto players, their cohesiveness and the ideological
distance between veto players. Furthermore, the potential for policy change
varies directly with the duration of a government and with an increase in the
ideological difference between current and previous government. The latest
version of the veto player thus incorporates one central element of the parties-
do-matter hypothesis (see also: Birchfield and Crépaz, 1998).

The Federal Republic of Germany is an instructive example for the useful-
ness of the veto player concept. A large number of veto players co-govern in
Germany (see Table 8.2). According to the logic of the veto player theorem, the
room to manoeuvre for incumbent parties in federal government therefore
tends to be narrowly circumscribed by powerful checks and balances, other
things being equal. The checks and balances include above all federalism,
local self-government, regulatory capacities of associations, and co-governing
institutions such as the Bundesverfassungsgericht (Federal Constitutional Court)
and the Deutsche Bundesbank, or more recently the European Central Bank, as
well as co-administrative institutions, such as the social insurance institutions
and welfare associations (Wohlfahrtsverbände). The Federal Republic of
Germany insofar resembles a ‘moderate’ or ‘semisovereign’ democracy, in
which the margin for political choices of incumbent parties is considerably
smaller than the room to manoeuvre available to governments in majoritarian
democracies. This nourishes the hypothesis that the partisan influence on
public policy is more pronounced in majoritarian democracies and weaker in
a non-majoritarian democracy, such as in Germany – unless one or more of the
other variables of the veto player theorem, i.e. ideological distance, duration
of government and size of the change in power, point in the opposite direction
(Schmidt, 1996b). 

The extent to which social and economic life is amenable to partisan influ-
ences varies thus from nation to nation and also from period to period. A
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larger proportion of these differences can be attributed not only to party
differences but also to constitutional structures and veto players. For example,
highly centralized unitary states are, in principle, more amenable to partisan
influences on public policy than states in which the government is constrained
by oversized coalitions or by countermajoritarian powers such as federalism,
an influential constitutional court and an autonomous central bank.

Consider two non-majoritarian cases: first, an all-inclusive coalition, such
as Switzerland during the Second World War and after 1959, and second, a
democracy, in which the major opposition party is co-governing, such as the
Federal Republic of Germany in the 1970s and 1990s and also after 2000.
Within the context of an all-inclusive coalition, there is not so much leeway
for policy-making of the kind suggested by standard partisan theory, i.e. solo
runs of the incumbent party A in period one, followed by solo runs of the
former opposition party B in the subsequent period. The choice that exists in
an all-inclusive coalition for all parties is the freedom to choose between
bargaining, exit, and blockade of the decision-making process. When bargain-
ing and compromise-seeking prevail, policy tends to be premised on the
lowest common denominator of the coalition partners. This denominator
tends to generate policy continuity rather than discontinuity and provides
for limited short-term elasticity in policy-making. Because policy results
under these circumstances from extended bargaining and compromise-
seeking, it is difficult or impossible for the voter to attribute the political
output to its origin. However, this means interruption or blockade of the
causality that partisan theory predicts for the relationship between voter’s
preferences, policy choices, policy output and positive feedback from the
social constituencies.

A similar logic governs the policy process when state structures allow for
co-government of the opposition party. The major example is the ‘Grand
Coalition State’ (Schmidt, 1996b) in the Federal Republic of Germany or in
situations of ‘divided government’ in (semi-)presidential democracies. In
both cases the ‘incumbent’ party (or parties) is dependent on support from
the opposition parties.

Co-governing opposition parties pose awkward problems for the parties-do-
matter hypothesis, because the latter has centred attention mainly on a clear-cut
division of labour between government and opposition. When applied to cases
in which the opposition party is de facto co-governing, the methodology of
standard partisan theory erroneously attributes policy outputs to the incum-
bent party, while these outputs, in reality, result from compromises between the
incumbent and the opposition party or from anticipation of the constraints the
opposition party imposes on the government.2

88..55  TTHHEE  IIMMPPAACCTT  OOFF  CCOONNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  SSTTRRUUCCTTUURREESS  AANNDD  VVEETTOO
PPLLAAYYEERRSS  OONN  PPUUBBLLIICC  PPOOLLIICCYY  

Democratic states differ not only in the extent to which conservative,
liberal, centrist or leftist parties participate in government. It is also the
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political-institutional design and the relative importance of veto players
which vary from country to country. The list of states in Table 8.1 comprises
nations with divergent constitutional structures, such as centralized unitary
states of the French and the British type, decentralized unitary states, for
example the Nordic nations, decentralized federal systems, such as the USA
and Switzerland, and the ‘unitary federal state’ (Hesse, 1962), as typified by
the German case (Wachendorfer-Schmidt, 2000).

Moreover, the countries listed in Table 8.1 belong to different types of demo-
cracy. Following Lijphart (1999), the United Kingdom in the pre-devolution
period and New Zealand before the introduction of proportional representa-
tion in 1993 can be regarded as major examples of majoritarian democracy,
while Switzerland represents a typical non-majoritarian consensus democracy.
Most other countries have more mixed democratic regimes (Lijphart, 1999).

The democratic countries in the OECD-area also differ in the extent to
which countermajoritarian institutions narrow the room to manoeuvre
available to central government. This dimension is related to, though not
identical with, the distinction between majoritarian and consensus demo-
cracy. According to indices of countermajoritarian institutions (see Table 8.2),
the Federal Republic of Germany, Switzerland and the USA are the major
examples of powerful countermajoritarian constraints of central government.

Finally, the role of veto players varies from one advanced industrial
democracy to the other (Tsebelis, 1995, 1999). A large number of veto players
and, thus, powerful constraints of policy-making and ‘significant legislation’
(Tsebelis, 1999) have mainly marked Austria, Switzerland, the USA and the
Federal Republic of Germany, but also Belgium, France, Italy and The
Netherlands. In contrast to this, the total number and the political import-
ance of veto players is much smaller in the Nordic countries and in
Westminster-type countries (see Table 8.2).

The indicators in Table 8.2 reveal differences in deep-seated constitutional
structures and veto players in OECD-democracies. These indicators suggest
that the scope for action available to central government is wide in countries
in which the majority in the legislature and the executive is largely uncon-
strained, or ‘sovereign’, such as in Britain, and New Zealand, but also in
Sweden, Norway, Denmark and in Southern Europe. Very broadly speaking,
these countries can be conceived of as ‘sovereign democracies’ defined in
terms of a relatively unconstrained demos or a relatively unconstrained
majority in the legislature and the executive (see column 7 in Table 8.3).

In contrast to this, constitutional structures and veto players severely con-
strain the demos and narrowly circumscribe the government’s course of
action in a second group of countries. This group includes the federal states
in the OECD-area – Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Germany,
Switzerland and the USA – as well as Italy. These countries are, broadly
speaking, ‘semi-sovereign’ democracies, defined as a demos or a majority in
the legislature and the executive which is tamed by numerous checks and
balances as well as other formal and informal constraints.
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TTaabbllee  88..22 Constitutional structures and veto players in 23 economically
advanced democracies in the year 2000

TTyyppee  ooff CCoouunntteerr--
ddeemmooccrraaccyy mmaajjoorriittaarriiaann

((mmaajjoorriittaarriiaann,, ccoonnssttrraaiinnttss VVeettoo IInnddeexx  ooff
ccoonnsseennssuuss  oorr ooff  cceennttrraall ppllaayyeerr-- ccoonnssttiittuuttiioonnaall SSeemmii--
mmiixxeedd  ttyyppee  && FFeeddeerraalliissmm ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt IInnddeexx ssttrruuccttuurreess ssoovveerreeiiggnn  vvss

ffeeddeerraall  vvss vvss  uunniittaarryy  ((SScchhmmiiddtt,, ((SScchhmmiiddtt,, ((HHuubbeerr  eett  aall..,, ssoovveerreeiiggnn
CCoouunnttrryy uunniittaarryy)) ssttaattee 11999966)) 22000000)) 11999933)) ddeemmooccrraaccyy

Australia Majoritarian- Decentralised 3 6 4 semisovereign
federal federalism

Austria Consensus- Centralised 3 9 3 semisovereign
federal federalism

Belgium Consensus- Decentralised 4 7 4 semisovereign
unitary* federalism

Canada Majoritarian- Decentralised 3 3 4 semisovereign
federal federalism

Denmark Consensus- Decentralised 3 3 0 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Finland Consensus- Decentralised 1 4 1 sovereign
unitary unitary state

France Majoritarian- Centralised l 7 2 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Germany Consensus- Unitarian 5 8 5 semisovereign
federal federalism

Greece Majoritarian- Centralised 1 3 1 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Iceland Consensus- Centralised 1 1 0 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Ireland Consensus- Centralised 2 4 0 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Italy Consensus- Centralised 3 7 1 semisovereign
unitary unitary state

Japan Consensus- Decentralised 2 5 2 sovereign
federal* unitary state

Luxembourg Consensus- Centralised 2 6 0 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Netherlands Consensus- Decentralised 2 7 1 sovereign
federal* unitary state

New Zealand Majoritarian- Centralised 1 3 1 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Norway Consensus- Decentralised 1 2 1 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Portugal Consensus- Centralized 1 2 1 sovereign
unitary unitary state

Spain Majoritarian- Decentralised 2 6 1 sovereign
federal unitary state

Sweden Consensus- Decentralised 1 2 0 sovereign
unitary unitary state

(Continued)
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Table 8.2 Continued

TTyyppee  ooff CCoouunntteerr--
ddeemmooccrraaccyy mmaajjoorriittaarriiaann

((mmaajjoorriittaarriiaann,, ccoonnssttrraaiinnttss VVeettoo IInnddeexx  ooff
ccoonnsseennssuuss  oorr ooff  cceennttrraall ppllaayyeerr-- ccoonnssttiittuuttiioonnaall SSeemmii--
mmiixxeedd  ttyyppee  && FFeeddeerraalliissmm ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt IInnddeexx ssttrruuccttuurreess ssoovveerreeiiggnn  vvss

ffeeddeerraall  vvss vvss  uunniittaarryy  ((SScchhmmiiddtt,, ((SScchhmmiiddtt,, ((HHuubbeerr  eett  aall..,, ssoovveerreeiiggnn
CCoouunnttrryy uunniittaarryy)) ssttaattee 11999966)) 22000000)) 11999933)) ddeemmooccrraaccyy

Switzerland Consensus- Decentralised 5 8 6 semisovereign
federal federalism

United Majoritarian- Centralised 2 2 3 sovereign
Kingdom unitary unitary state

USA Majoritarian- Decentralised 5 6 7 semisovereign
federal federalism

Note: * = borderline case 
Explanation:
Column 1: name of country.
Column 2: based on Lijphart (1999: 189).
Column 3: based on Lijphart (1999: 189) (with revisions), and Wachendorfer-Schmidt (2000),
state structure as of 1, January 2000.
Column 4: index of institutional constraints of central state government (Schmidt, 1996: 172) for
1 January, 2000. High values indicate a large number of counter-majoritarian constraints, low
values indicate a small number of counter-majoritarian constraints, and thus a larger room to
manoeuvre for the central state government. The index is an additive index, composed of six
dummy-variables (1 = constraint, 0 = else): 1. constraints due to policy harmonization in the
European Union (EU membership = 1, else = 0), 2. degree of centralization of state structures
(1 = federalism, 0 = else), 3. difficulty of amending constitutions (1 = very difficult, 0 = else) (major
source Lutz, 1994), 4. a strong bicameralism (= 1, else = 0), 5. central bank autonomy (Busch,
1995) (= 1, else = 0), and 6. referendum (1 = frequent, 0 = rare). It is based mainly on Banks
et al. (1997), Gallagher et al. (2000), Lijphart (1999).
Column 5: index of veto players for 1 January 2000, based upon Schmidt (2000). The veto player
index mirrors the total number of the major veto players. It is based on 10 dummy-variables:
1. consociational democracy, 2. federalism, 3. central bank autonomy, 4. Lijphart index of judi-
cial review (Lijphart, 1999: 314), 5. EU membership, 6. developed protection of minorities,
7. bicameralism, 8. coalition government, 9. self-administration in social policy (social insurance
based financing of the social budget according to ILO estimates > 50 %), 10. developed direct
democracy.
Column 6: augmented and updated version of Huber, Ragin and Stephens’ index of constitutional
structures for 1 January 2000 (Huber et al., 1993: 728). The constitutional structure index is an
additive index, composed of five indicators: 1. federalism (0 = absence, 1 = weak, 2 = strong),
2. parliamentary government (= 0) versus presidentialism or Swiss type of Kollegialregierung
(= 1), 3. proportional representation (= 0, modified PR = 1, majoritarian formula and single
member district = 2), 4. bicameralism (1 = weak, 2 = strong), 5. referendum (0 = no referendum
or rare, 1 = frequent).
Column 7: ‘Sovereign’ and ‘semi-sovereign’ democracy are based on columns 2–6 of this table.
Semi-sovereignty and sovereignty are defined, following Katzenstein (1987), by the overall extent
to which the demos is institutionally constrained. In a ‘semi-sovereign democracy’, the demos (or
the majority in the legislature and the executive) is severely constrained. Within the context of a
‘sovereign democracy’, however, the demos (or the majority in the legislature and the executive)
disposes of a wide room to manoeuvre.
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Is there any systematic relationship between sovereign or semi-sovereign
democracies and the long-term partisan composition? For example, does
democratic semi-sovereignty covary with a more moderate or centrist parti-
san complexion of government? This is indeed the case. The partisan compo-
sition of government in semi-sovereign democracies is more centrist or liberal
than those of sovereign democracies. Moreover, unlike their semi-sovereign
counterparts, where coalition government prevails, sovereign democracies
tend towards single-party government (above all in the English-speaking
family of nations; see: Castles, 1998). Furthermore, the partisan complexion of
government in the sovereign democracies is dominated by conservative or
leftist tendencies (see Table 8.3).

Institutional characteristics, such as countermajoritarianism and veto
players, are potentially important determinants of public policy. Due to a
largely unconstrained majority, a significantly larger potential for policy
change can be expected in a ‘sovereign democracy’. Conversely, a much
more limited scope for policy change is likely within a constellation of forces
typical of a ‘semi-sovereign democracy’, such as a federal system, a large
number of veto players, and a consensus democracy or a mixed polity,
comprising majoritarian and non-majoritarian elements.
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TTaabbllee  88..33 Party composition of governments in sovereign and semisovereign
democracies 1950–2000
DDoommiinnaanntt  ppaarrttyy  ccoommppoossiittiioonn  ooff
ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  11995500––22000000 SSoovveerreeiiggnn  ddeemmooccrraacciieess SSeemmiissoovveerreeiiggnn  ddeemmooccrraacciieess

Leftist Denmark Austria
Norway
Spain
Sweden

Centre (Finland) Belgium
Luxembourg Canada
(Netherlands) Federal Republic of Germany

Italy

Liberal Iceland Switzerland
Portugal

Conservative France Australia
Greece USA
Ireland
Japan
New Zealand
United Kingdom

Note: Greece, Portugal and Spain: entries for period since democratization in the 1970s. Finland
and The Netherlands are borderline cases.
Explanation:
Column 1: Dominant party in government (measured by cabinet seats share between 1950 and
2000).
Column 2: Sovereign democracies: see text.
Column 3: Semi-sovereign democracies: see text.
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Empirical studies support these views. The share of public spending as a
percentage of GDP, for example, tends to be significantly smaller in federal
states than in non-federal ones (Wachendorfer-Schmidt, 2000). Moreover, the
share of GDP allocated to the social budget varies with the index of counter-
majoritarian institutions (Schmidt, 1998). This index is also inversely associ-
ated with indicators of ‘big government’, long-term change in the tax burden,
labour market policy effort and levels of gender inequality, to mention only
a few relationships. Furthermore, the relative size of public employment
(as a percentage of total employment) is significantly smaller in countries
with a large number of veto-players in contrast to nations in which few veto
players are co-governing. Moreover, veto players account for variation
in the frequency of labour law legislation. Veto player indices have also
contributed to the explanation of tax reforms (Wagschal, 1999) and labour
legislation.3 In contrast to this, significant policy-turnarounds occur when
the following criteria are fulfilled: few veto players, small ideological
distance between these players, long duration of a government and a large
increase in the ideological difference between the current and the previous
government, such as a change in power from a leftist to a rightist govern-
ment (Tsebelis, 1999).

These studies suggest, that the hypothesis of partisan influence on public
policy, when applied to a semi-sovereign democracy, must be particularly
sensitive to the impact of countervailing powers. Moreover, the total poten-
tial for policy change as well as the policy effects from political parties in
semi-sovereign democracies are likely to be smaller than those in sovereign
democracies. In contrast to this, the parties-do-matter hypothesis is in most
policy areas fully applicable to sovereign democracies, such as the majoritar-
ian democracies of Sweden, Britain, New Zealand and Greece. It is not
accidental that large partisan effects on public policy were reported from
these countries. Examples include the expansion of the welfare state and
full employment policy until the late 1980s in Sweden, where a ‘Social
Democratic Image of Society’ (Castles, 1978) has prevailed over a long period
(Therborn, 1985; Olsson, 1990). Britain’s spectacular policy changes in the
period of the Labour governments in 1945–51 and in the era of Thatcherism
(Moon, 1993, 1995) also lend support to a strong parties-do-matter hypothesis.
A third example is New Zealand in the 1980s, when a Labour government
began to introduce radical market-oriented reform (Nagel, 1994; Castles et al.,
1996). Greece is the fourth country in which incumbent parties have fully
exploited the room to manoeuvre created by majoritarian democracy and
hegemonic majority: the PASOK governments of the 1980s used public power
for a wide variety of purposes, including the breathtaking expansion of
patronage and clientelism in the public sector.

Multivariate explanations of public policy underline the impact of consti-
tutional structures and party composition of government. Take the growth of
government in the West from the early 1960s until the late 1990s. In this
period, most OECD-nations have experienced a dramatic expansion of public
expenditure as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product, and a significant,
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albeit less steep, increase in government final consumption expenditure.
Particularly steep has been the increase in the role of the state above all in the
Nordic nations. There, total outlays of government as a percentage of GDP
exceeded the 60 per cent mark and in Sweden 70 per cent in 1993, but
declined thereafter to a lower level in the second half of the 1990s (OECD,
1999). In another group of nations, the growth of government started from a
low level and has remained much more muted, above all in Japan, the United
States and Australia. 

A substantial proportion of the differences in the growth of government
in the West is attributable to economic cycles, rates of unemployment,
demographic trends, such as a growing proportion of the population aged
65 and above, and de-inflationary or inflationary trends. But the growth of
big government is also caused by political factors, such as inheritance of
policy programmes (Rose and Davies, 1984) and the inclination of most
politicians not to reject the policy heritage of the past. Among the political
factors, incumbent parties and institutional structures also deserve to receive
foremost mention.

To illustrate the impact of parties and political institutions, Table 8.4 arrays
findings from pooled cross-section-time-series analysis of public spending
determinants in democratic OECD-nations from the early 1960s to the late
1990s. To begin with, the growth of government in this period was fuelled
by influential policy inheritance factors, such as that mirrored by the strong
impact of the lagged dependent variable. Moreover, political-economic factors
played a major role. Among these, the ‘cost disease’ of the public sector –
which results from targeting wage bargaining in the (less productive) public
sector to wage policy in the (usually more productive) private market sector –
deserves to receive first mention. Increasing rates of unemployment also
push the share of total outlays of general government. In contrast to this,
de-inflation disciplines fiscal policy and tends to lower spending levels.

Public spending determinants include genuinely political factors. Three of
them deserve to receive foremost mention. First, leftist parties’ participation
in government increases public spending. This relationship is particularly
pronounced in the Nordic countries and in the Continental European
context. In contrast to this, Labour parties in Anglo-American democracies,
following ‘Third Way’ theories or being pushed by neo-liberal policy of their
opponents, have adopted a less etatist policy stance since the 1980s. Second,
the growth of big government can also be attributed to policy choices of
centre or centre-right parties, such parties of Christian democratic persuasion
in periods of economic growth. Thus, social democratic and Christian demo-
cratic parties have long been major causes of the growth of government in
the post-1960 period, largely through the reconstruction and expansion of
social policy (van Kersbergen, 1995; Schmidt, 1998: 168, 205–14). In contrast
to this, conservative parties, such as Britain’s Conservative Party, have been
major inhibitors of the role of government in modern democracies. 

State structures also make a difference in public spending. For example,
countermajoritarian institutions, such as federalism and autonomous central
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banks, have inhibited big government. The exception is Germany’s ‘unitary
federalism’ (Hesse, 1962), which tolerated the expansion of a welfare state,
largely because the social budget is mainly financed by social insurance contri-
butions rather than taxes and because the pro-welfare statist inclination of the
two largest parties in Germany has overridden most of the federal obstacles to
big government. The overall relationship, however, is mirrored in the inverse
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TTaabbllee  88..44 Determinants of public spending as a percentage of gross domestic
product in 21 OECD-member states 1960–98

EEffffeecctt  oonn  ppuubblliicc  ssppeennddiinngg
DDeetteerrmmiinnaannttss ((%%  GGDDPP)) CCooeeffffiicciieenntt LLeevveell  ooff  ssiiggnniiffiiccaannccee

• Intercept 1.574 0.000
• Public spending (% GDP) expansive 0.950 0.000

in previous year
• ‘Cost disease of the public expansive 0.052 0.001

sector’
• Change in the rate of expansive 0.774 0.000

unemployment against
previous year

• Inflation/Deflation expansive/restrictive 0.080 0.014
Political
• Countermajoritarian restrictive – 0.071 0.036

constraints (Schmidt, 1996a)
• Social democratic party in expansive 0.004 0.034

office
• Christian democratic party expansive (until 1982) 0.010 0.001

in office
• Maastricht Treaty effect restrictive – 0.725 0.010

The data in Table 8.4 are based on cross-section-cross-time regression of 21 countries and
39 points of observation for each country. Levels of significance were estimated with panel
corrected standard errors according to Beck and Katz (1995).
Operational definition of the independent variables: 
• Public expenditure in previous year: total outlays of general government as a percentage of

GDP in previous year (lag 1). Source: OECD Economic Outlook (various issues).
• ‘Cost disease’ of the public sector: measured by the total number of public sector employees

as a percentage of total labour force. Source: OECD Labour Force Statistics (various issues).
• Change in the rate of unemployment: rate of unemployment minus rate of unemployment in

previous year. Source: OECD Labour Force Statistics (various issues).
• Deflation: change of the rate of unemployment against previous year (in percentage point

differences); computed from OECD Economic Outlook (various issues).
• Political institutions: countermajoritarian constraints: based on Schmidt (1996a), see

Table 8.2; negative sign indicates an inverse relationship: the more powerful the counter-
majoritarian constraints, the smaller the share of public spending as a percentage of GDP.

• Social democratic party in office: social democratic share of cabinet seats in the period from
1960 to 1998; in order to measure period-effects in the 1980s and 1990s, labour party
governments in Anglo-American countries since the early 1980s were coded ‘0’.

• Christian democratic party in office: Christian democratic share of cabinet seats in the period
from 1960 to 1998; in order to account for period-specific effects in the 1980s and 1990s,
Christian democratic governments since 1980 were coded ‘0’.

• Maastricht Treaty effect: period-dummy (from 1993 onwards = 1, else = 0)

Source: Manfred G. Schmidt: File POOLOECD, 1 December 1999 (Centre for Social Policy,
Bremen). 
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association between public spending and the index of countermajoritarian
institutions in Table 8.3.

Last but not least, public spending has also been shaped by international
and transnational constellations. The adaptation of fiscal policy to the con-
vergence criteria of the Maastricht Treaty on the European Union, above all
a low rate of inflation, a level of public debt not higher than 60 per cent of
GDP, and upper limits to budget deficits, has impeded further increases in
the share of public spending since 1993 until the end of the period under
investigation (see Table 8.4).

88..66  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN

Taking the various bits and pieces together, this chapter suggests three
conclusions on the explanation of public policy differences in democratic
nations. First, the review of the literature fully supports the view that public
policy is to a significant extent influenced by policy choices of incumbent
parties. This finding lends further support to the parties-do-matter theory.
Second, proponents of the parties-do-matter view should take the impact of
constitutional structures and veto players into account. A particularly large
potential for party-driven policy changes can be expected in sovereign
democracies, i.e. majoritarian democracies with few veto players. Much
more muted is the potential for policy change (and the extent to which this
potential will be exploited) in non-majoritarian democracies, above all
where many veto players are de facto co-governing (‘semi-sovereign demo-
cracies’). Third, the combination of classical parties-do-matter-theory, analy-
sis of constitutional structures and veto player theorem according to Tsebelis
(1999) demonstrates that the policy immobility which often results from con-
stitutional constraints of government and powerful veto players, can be
overridden by the impact of three variables: first, a Grand Coalition between
the major political parties, second, long duration of a government and third,
a large increase in the ideological difference between current and previous
government, such as a dramatic change in power from a moderate coalition
government to a radical single-party government.

NNOOTTEESS

1 Principal investigators have been – to name just a few: Hibbs (1977, 1987a, 1987b,
1992, 1994); Cameron (1978, 1984); Schmidt (1980, 1982a, 1982b, 1992b, 1996);
Tufte (1978); Castles (1982, 1998); Alt (1985); Garrett and Lange (1986); Cusack
(1999); Garrett (1998); Budge and Keman (1990) and Keman (1988).

2 The methodology of standard partisan theory, such as Hibbs’ contributions, is not
well equipped to handle the case of co-governing opposition parties. Co-governance
of the opposition party requires more detailed analysis and measurement of
constitutional structures and institutional ‘veto-points’ (Immergut, 1992). But this
has been neglected by public choice proponents of the partisan theory of public
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policy, such as Hibbs (1987a, 1987b), and power resources theorists, such as David
Cameron (1984), and Korpi (1983).

3 As far as significant labour legislation is concerned, the relationship is straight-
forward: many veto players, wide ideological distance between them and the
government, short duration of a government, and small increase (or no increase
at all) in the ideological difference between current and previous government,
impede major labour law legislation.
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99 COMPARATIVE POLITICS AND THE
WELFARE STATE

KKeeeess  vvaann  KKeerrssbbeerrggeenn  aanndd  UUwwee  BBeecckkeerr

99..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

There are many ways to study the welfare state. The economists’ major
questions obviously deal with the economic conditions and consequences of
welfare state interventions in the economy – typically in terms of efficiency,
both macro- and micro-economically (see: Barr, 1993). The sociologists’
interests concern the social underpinnings of welfare state development and
the outcomes of main welfare state policies and programmes – most crucially
in terms of equality, labour market behaviour and the life cycle. The host of
comparative, empirical studies of the welfare state tend to combine the
economic and sociological perspective and can therefore be rightly grouped
under the sub-discipline of economic sociology (Esping-Andersen, 1994).

It is conspicuous that, until recently, comparative political science has paid
relatively little attention to the welfare state. This is surprising because the
welfare state represents one of the major structural (political) changes in
post-war democracies. The contrast between the huge body of (economic)
sociological literature on the welfare state and the modest contribution of
political science is sharp. To the extent that comparative political scientists
have investigated welfare state topics in the past, they have predominantly
done so in order to test, criticize or denounce the so-called ‘politics doesn’t
matter’ cliché (Hofferbert and Cingranelli, 1996). In the 1980s, the ‘politics
matters’ school (Castles, 1982; Chapter 8 in this book) time and again
attempted to show that this cliché was indeed more a theoretical and ideo-
logical slogan than an empirical reality. In the recent words of the school’s
then leading spokesman, Francis G. Castles (1998: 27): ‘This assertion of
the consequentiality of politics was once extremely valuable as an antidote
to the prevailing orthodoxy that policy was merely a function of socio-
economic forces . . .’. Most political science analyses, moreover, have – quite
understandably – tended to focus narrowly on the political determinants of
welfare state development. Once it was empirically established that politics,
particularly the party-political constellation within a nation’s overall institu-
tional make-up, did matter, for instance for social spending, political scientists
gradually seemed to lose interest.

Essentially and in terms of the logic of research, there have been two main
ways to study the welfare state. First, one can look at the welfare state as a
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dependent variable, that is to say that one is interested in explaining how
and why welfare states emerge and in accounting for cross-national vari-
ation in welfare state types. Second, the welfare state can be conceptualized
as an independent (or intervening) variable. This implies that the main
research interest focuses on the extent to which, and the conditions under
which, the welfare state explains specific outcomes. These can be social and
economic, such as income equality, unemployment, and labour market
participation, or political, such as the electoral opportunities of political
parties (Schmidt, 1982b; Esping-Andersen, 1985a; Keman, 1988). 

It is somewhat of a paradox that precisely at the time that the ‘politics
matters’ protagonists and others (see Castles, 1998; Stephens et al., 1999)
conclude increasingly that democratic politics matters less and less for
welfare state development and outcomes, welfare state issues have taken a
much more prominent place on the research agenda of comparative politics
(Pierson, 1998; Levy, 1999).

The first section of this chapter presents an overview of the development
of comparative studies of the welfare state. This section deals with theories
and approaches that – strictly speaking – do not necessarily belong to the
discipline of comparative politics, but do form the core of the body of social
scientific knowledge of the welfare state. We think that in order to appre-
hend fully the current state of affairs, an ‘analytic’ history of theory-building
is necessary. In Section 9.3 we pay attention to the influential theory of wel-
fare state regimes as developed by Esping-Andersen (1990, 1999) and to the
institutionalist turn in welfare state research. We examine the so-called
resilience thesis that contemporary welfare states are far more resilient and
durable than what one would expect, given the enormous challenges to the
welfare state (ageing societies, unemployment, globalization, etc.) and given
what leading theories of the development of the welfare state seemed to pre-
dict. In Section 9.4 we deal in more empirical detail with how nations have
coped with the social risks of a market economy and how the regimes have
actually adapted. In the concluding Section 9.5 we review the current state
of affairs and discuss some main contributions to the debate on democratic
welfare state change.

99..22..  AA  HHIISSTTOORRYY  OOFF  TTHHEEOORRIIEESS11

The debate on the origins, growth and nature of the welfare state has been
flourishing for more than three decades now. The extensive body of literature
finds its justification in the fact that the welfare state is a fundamental struc-
tural component of contemporary democracies. The purpose of this section
is to introduce theories and empirical studies that attempt to explain the
growth of the welfare state and the cross-national variations in the develop-
ment of social policies in advanced democracies. In other words, the focus is
on empirically oriented theories that attempt to identify the causal forces
and mechanisms promoting the development of the welfare state and the
variation between welfare states.
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There have been three main theoretical approaches to the emergence and
growth of the welfare state. First, functionalist theories have understood the
growth of the welfare state in developed nations by and large as the response
of the state to the growing needs of its citizens. Second, class mobilization or
interest group theories have sought the causes for cross-national differences in
welfare policies and expenditures among industrial democracies primarily
in the varying capacities of collective political actors (labour movements,
interest groups, political parties) to articulate, politicize and implement
welfare demands. Institutionalist theories, finally, have argued that institutions
(the rules and regulations of democratic policy-making), operating relatively
autonomously from social and political pressures, determined the growth
and shape of the welfare state. These contrasting approaches, which will be
discussed in some more detail below, did not simply differ in how they con-
struct the causal logic of their argument; above all, they vary with respect to
how they have grasped the explanatory problem of welfare state evolution.
The principal interest of functional accounts was finding an answer to the
question why different nations tended to adopt similar social and economic
policies. Their explanatory problem concerned the convergence of social poli-
cies among nations that had reached an advanced stage of economic develop-
ment. Political and institutionalist theories, on the other hand, mainly dealt
with the question of cross-national variations in social and economic policies
among nations that were similar in their economic and social structures.
Their explanatory effort focused on the divergence of welfare state develop-
ment in nations that were largely comparable in other respects.

The range of research designs and methods has probably been as wide as
the theoretical approaches that can be distinguished. Nevertheless, two dis-
tinct and opposite methods figure prominently in the literature. First, the
cross-national quantitative research strategy, which is variable-oriented,
includes many cases and makes use of statistical techniques to test causal
relations between variables. Second, the comparative historical design,
which is case-oriented, examines many variables and offers an in-depth
study of a single or limited number of cases by looking at complex historical
conditions and sequences (Ragin, 1987, 1991; Castles, 1989b; Rueschemeyer
et al., 1992; Keman, 1994). As Ragin (1987) has shown, the goals of the two
major strategies of comparative social science differ radically. Whereas the
comparative historical, case-oriented design acknowledges the complexity
of social and historical events and, accordingly, is reluctant to seek general
explanations that go beyond the complex and unique conditions of a single
case, the cross-national, variable-oriented strategy seeks general explana-
tions precisely by disregarding (or holding constant) many of the distinctive
features and historical conditions of single cases. Both methods, moreover,
contrast with respect to the role of theory in research: ‘the case-oriented
approach uses theory to aid historical interpretation and to guide the identi-
fication of important causal factors; the variable-oriented strategy, by
contrast, usually tests hypotheses derived from theory’ (Ragin, 1987: 55).

As a result of the coexistence of these two contrasting methods, the disci-
pline of comparative welfare state research – like other areas of comparative
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research (e.g. Rueschemeyer et al., 1992: 12–39) – has tended to yield opposite
substantial results, particularly when studying the explanatory relevance
of political variables. Thus, case-oriented studies typically denied a simple
link between social interests and political outputs, whereas several variable-
oriented analyses consistently showed the causal association between, for
instance, the strength of Leftwing political parties and social spending or
other measures of welfare state development. In her institutionalist analysis
of health politics in France, Switzerland and Sweden, Immergut (1992: 243)
concluded that ‘in contrast to approaches that seek the roots of political
activity in social forces, the cases discussed here have shown that politics can
be independent of social power’. In contrast, in his macro-comparative
analysis of 18 welfare states, Esping-Andersen (1990: 1) argued that ‘. . . the
history of political class coalitions is the most decisive cause of welfare-state
variations’.

99..22..11  FFuunnccttiioonnaall  AAccccoouunnttss

Theories which stress the causal primacy of industrialization typically argued
that the welfare state was by and large the answer of society to the growing
needs of its population. Industrialization created a demand for welfare by
destroying the traditional bonds of kinship, family ties, and the guilds,
which were the main institutions providing social security. The development
of industrial society (and its correlates of economic growth, urbanization,
demographic change) at the same time created the possibility of new forms
of social security of a more comprehensive character: the welfare state. The
prime explanatory problem for these theories concerned the very existence
of, rather than the variation among western welfare states (Wilensky and
Lebeaux, 1958; Cutright, 1965; Pryor, 1968; Rimlinger, 1971; Kerr et al., 1973;
Jackman, 1975; Wilensky, 1975).

For theories that accord causal centrality to modernization (economic
development, secularization, democratization) comparable considerations
hold. The welfare state is seen as an effect of modernization and as one of the
mechanisms restoring disrupted societal integration. The explanatory object
typically involved the timing rather than the existence of social policy in
modern society. The introduction of major social programmes was seen as
directly associated with the rhythm and tempo of modernization (Flora and
Heidenheimer, 1981; Flora and Alber, 1981; Alber, 1982; Kohl, 1985; Flora,
1983; 1986; Alber, 1989).

Both the argument of the ‘logic of industrialism’ and the major thesis of
the ‘logic of modernization’ stressed that societal development created the
demand for social security that could only be met by means of state inter-
vention (Keman, 1998). In other words, the politics of social welfare was a
function of the industrialization and modernization of societies. Economic
development, industrialization and modernization were preconditions for
welfare state development in a dual sense: the welfare state was ‘a product
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of both the new need and the new resources generated by the process
of industrialization’ (Pierson, 1991: 16). The developmental perspective of
the ‘logic of industrialism’ is most clearly exemplified in the work of
Wilensky (1975).

Theories of industrialization and modernization have argued in favour of
an objective problem pressure of societal integration. Both industrial and
modernization theories are functional accounts, because they assume that
societal problem pressures emerge from the wide disruption created by
social change and that the welfare state, in turn, was the automatic and func-
tional response to this. A natural consequence of this reasoning was that all
nations sharing the experience of modernization and industrialization were
assumed to converge in their adoption of social policies. The further nations
were on the scale of industrial development, the more they were likely to
advance social policies,2 and the more they tended to look alike. However, it
remains obscure how needs and demands can create their own fulfilment.
There is little or no account of political intermediation, other than that the
growth of the welfare state is ‘hastened by the interplay of political elite
perceptions, mass pressures, and welfare bureaucracies’ (Wilensky, 1975: 47).
As theories of the differences between modern welfare states, moreover,
these lack the analytical tools because the main variables do not show any
variation among the advanced industrial nations. Schmidt (1989b) has
argued that an industrialism-thesis does account for differences in social
spending between rich and poor nations, but cannot cope with ‘exceptions’
that either spend too much or too little, given their level of development (see
also: Keman, 1998). 

99..22..22  SSoocciiaall  DDeemmooccrraaccyy  aass  aa  MMooddeell  ooff  tthhee  WWeellffaarree  SSttaattee

The debate on the ‘Social Democratization’ of capitalism has naturally
centred on equality, either in terms of the distributive performance, or in
terms of the institutional commitments of welfare states, such as universalism,
solidarity, the generosity of social rights, and their capacity to ‘de-commodify’
workers (Western, 1989; Esping-Andersen, 1990).

The first generation of research was primarily a debate with the ‘logic of
industrialism’ thesis, but increasingly also with the ‘median voter’ view of
democratic politics as represented in particular by Jackman (1975, 1986).
Hence, the objective was two-fold: to demonstrate that politics mattered and
that the party composition of government and parliament made a decisive
difference. Hewitt (1977) was one of the first to examine explicitly the capacity
of Social Democratic labour movements to affect redistribution in both these
senses. His argument was that the mere presence of democratic structures
could not sufficiently explain gains in equality and that Social Democratic rule
was a necessary condition of egalitarian outcomes.

The causal effect of Social Democracy on welfare state performance was
subsequently corroborated by a large number of studies that employed the
variety of research designs identified earlier in this chapter. In the comparative
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case-approach, some studies emphasized the Scandinavian experience in
particular, primarily because of the seemingly close association between
Social Democratic dominance and advanced welfare states (Castles, 1978;
Korpi, 1978; 1983; Esping-Andersen, 1985a; Esping-Andersen and Korpi,
1986). Others sought to identify the Social Democratic effect via matched
comparisons between ‘failed’ and ‘successful’ cases, such as Higgins and
Apple’s (1981) and Pontusson’s (1988) British–Swedish contrast, Esping-
Andersen and Korpi’s (1984) and Scharpf’s (1984, 1987) comparison of
Austria, Germany and Sweden, and Hage et al.’s (1989) four-nation compari-
son. By comparing nations in which the welfare state outcomes seemed to
diverge despite Social Democratic movements of similar strength, these
studies served to identify more concretely the conditions under which Social
Democratic movements were capable of introducing change. Three key
conclusions emerged from these studies. Castles (1978) has emphasized the
weakness of the Right as a basic precondition; Stephens (1979) and Higgins
and Apple (1981) have suggested that the political efficacy of Social
Democracy was contingent on trade union strength or cohesion; and Castles
(1978) as well as Esping-Andersen (1985b) held that the Social Democratic
model could only be pursued effectively through the building of political
coalitions (especially with the agrarians).

The dominant approach, however, has been the cross-national, quantitative
design to test the Social Democratic thesis on the basis of 16 to 20 advanced
nations (Hewitt, 1977; Stephens, 1979; Korpi, 1983; Swank and Hicks, 1985;
Esping-Andersen, 1985b). Most analyses were cross-sectional, but (pooled-)
time series analyses became more common in the late 1980s and early 1990s
(Griffin et al., 1989; Korpi, 1989; Alvarez et al., 1996). Using a variety of
different measures of both Social Democratic strength, and the policy out-
comes (from social spending and redistribution to various institutional charac-
teristics), most of these studies had in common a theory of working class
mobilization of political power, i.e. the Social Democratization of capitalism
depends on the degree to which the balance of power favoured labour. In
most cases, the political parties were identified as the chief causal agents.
Swank and Hicks (1985) for instance tested a number of competing explana-
tory hypotheses on social spending (transfers) and equality, such as level and
rate of economic growth, the role of democratic institutions, political power
of labour and capital, and increasing needs. They found that the most consis-
tent explanation concerned class-based political actors. The degree of union-
ization significantly influenced transfer spending as did the presence of large
monopoly-sector firms. In addition, the finding was that lower- and working-
class protest (demonstrations, strikes) positively affected social spending.

The power resources argument has been most fully developed by Korpi
(1983) and the fully developed Social Democratic model can be summarized
as follows. The more the mass of the population is organized as wage-
earners within the Social Democratic movement, the higher the quality
(universalism, solidarity, redistribution) of the welfare arrangements tended
to be and, as a result, the higher the extent of equality. A developed welfare
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state, therefore, was evidence for a decisive shift in the balance of power in
favour of the working class and Social Democracy. The distribution of power
resources between the main social classes of capitalist society determined
political intervention in the economy and the extent of inequality.

This basic power resources model has been subject to several amendments,
precipitating the emergence of a second generation of research. Apart from
the emphasis on the relative weakness and fragmentation of the Right
(Castles, 1978, 1985) and on the distinctiveness of political class alliances
(Esping-Andersen, 1985a and b) mentioned above, there arose a consensus
in the literature that the political efficacy of Left parties depended on the
extent to which they counted on strong trade unionism (Stephens, 1979) and,
especially, on a centralized, neocorporatist industrial relations system
(Cameron, 1978, 1984; Schmidt, 1983; Scharpf, 1984, 1998; Keman, 1988, 1990;
Hicks et al., 1989).

As Shalev (1983) has pointed out, many of these studies assumed the
Social Democratic welfare state to be a leap in the direction of socialism or,
indeed, an early image of the future ‘good society’. At the very least, the
Social Democratic welfare state represented an intermediary stage between
capitalism and socialism (Stephens, 1979; Stephens and Stephens, 1982;
Korpi, 1983). Several authors challenged this kind of embryonic socialism
assumption. Tilton’s (1990) analysis of Swedish Social Democratic ideology
argued that its dominant values had their roots in a radical-liberal commit-
ment to freedom of choice rather than to socialism. Baldwin (1990) rejected
the causal link between Social Democracy and solidaristic social policies
since, in his analysis, their mainsprings were not necessarily in the working
classes. His contribution to the debate was innovative for two reasons. First,
he showed that while growing equality may have been a characteristic of
modern welfare states, it has not been its goal. The welfare state was more
about reapportioning risks than about the redistribution of wealth. Equality
referred to risk redistribution. Second, the theory of risk and distribution
allowed for a rejection of what Baldwin called the labourist account (i.e. the
Social Democratic model with its stress on class power and class coalitions),
but at the same time protected the socialist interpretation of the develop-
ment of the welfare state. The main problem with the labourist approach had
been its narrow focus on the working class as the only risk category. The criti-
cal insight was that class may, but rarely does, coincide with a risk category.
The labourist view mistakenly assumed that welfare policies were explained
in terms of a victory of the working class over the bourgeoisie. Certain risks,
of course, tended to coincide with class. Occupational injuries and unemploy-
ment came with the position of an industrial worker. It was this coincidence
that led to the labourist interpretation. More often, however, risk categories cut
through the cleavage of class, a fact that established the possibility of varying
risk coalitions. The welfare state was a pooling of risk rather than of resources
(Baldwin, 1990: 19).

Baldwin’s crucial claim was that what historically had determined the soli-
darity of social policy was not working-class strength, but, on the contrary,
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the fact that ‘otherwise privileged groups discovered that they shared a
common interest in reallocating risk with the disadvantaged’ (Baldwin,
1990: 292). Similarly, Heclo and Madsen (1986) and Therborn (1989) have
argued that the principles of solidarity and equality that characterize
Swedish Social Democracy had less to do with socialism than with the
Swedish historical tradition. Thus, it may very well have been Swedish
history, and not Social Democracy, that constituted the root cause of reform.
The implication was that the Swedish model was inapplicable elsewhere
(Milner, 1989).

In the debate with the functionalist ‘logic of industrialism’ and modern-
ization theses (and their Marxist equivalents), the explanatory power of Left
parties cum trade union strength seemed to hold up against standard demo-
graphic and modernization variables, such as age structure and level of
economic development. Yet, the results depended very much on differences
in variable measurement and methodological design. Left power explana-
tions tended to vanish when controlling for age structure when the outcome
was measured as social expenditure ratios (Pampel and Williamson, 1989;
Esping-Andersen, 1990) because such a large share of spending was age-
dependent. As Griffin et al. (1989) showed, cross-sectional and time-series
models told different stories (see also Keman, 1988; Pampel and Stryker,
1990; Amenta, 1993; Hicks and Misra, 1993).

99..22..33  CChhaalllleennggeess  ttoo  tthhee  SSoocciiaall  DDeemmooccrraattiicc  TThheessiiss

The one-to-one relationship between labour movement power and welfare
outcomes was challenged in different ways. In one group one finds those
who emphasized the importance of neocorporatist solutions to global
economic dependency. Cameron (1978, 1984) suggested that the association
between strong Social Democracy and welfare states was linked to a country’s
position in the international economy. Specifically, he has argued that the
vulnerability that small, open economies faced favoured the expansion of
the public economy so as to reduce uncertainty via social guarantees, full
employment, and more active government management of the economy. As
elaborated more fully in the work of Katzenstein (1985), the real causal chain
appeared to be that small open nations developed democratic corporatist
structures as a way to enhance domestic consensus, facilitate economic
adjustments, and maintain international competitiveness. While democratic
corporatism was promoted by the presence of strong Social Democratic
labour movements, Katzenstein pointed to Switzerland and The Netherlands
to suggest that they did not constitute a necessary condition. At this point it
became increasingly difficult to separate the neocorporatist argument from
the Social Democratic thesis (see also Keman, 1990; Garrett, 1998).

Cameron’s argument has often been mistakenly interpreted as an outright
rejection of the Social Democratic thesis: the explanatory power attached to
‘openness’ seemed to suggest that the effect of Social Democracy was spuri-
ous. However, the gist of his thesis (see: Cameron, 1984) was more deeply
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historical, suggesting that the openness of an economy favoured certain
structural features in societies which, in turn, enhanced the power of labour.
Since small, open economies tended to be industrially concentrated, they
also tended to develop strong and unified interest organizations. The capa-
city to forge broad consensus and to mobilize power was further helped by
the homogeneity and concentration of the labour force (Hemerijck, 1993).

The importance of neocorporatist arrangements for Social Democratic
success has been stressed in the studies of Schmidt (1983), Keman (1988), and
Hicks et al. (1989). They have suggested that Social Democracy was most
likely to promote (and defend) welfare statism successfully if its parliamen-
tary power was matched by strong consensus-building mechanisms in both
the polity and economy. These studies also suggested that neocorporatist
intermediation came to play an especially important role in maintaining
welfare policies during economic crises periods: the distributive battles that
erupt when growth declines were better managed with ‘all-encompassing’
interest organizations. Studying income distribution, Hicks and Swank
(1984) and Mueller (1989) suggested that the strength of Left parties (and
economic openness) influenced income distribution directly, while trade
unionization and centralization of wage bargaining had decisive indirect
effects by providing the electoral basis for Social Democracy. By the end of
the 1980s a consensus had grown that parties or unions alone had little effect
and that successful Social Democratization required a configuration of
strong Leftwing parties in government supported by an encompassing and
centralized trade union movement. 

99..33  RREETTHHIINNKKIINNGG  WWEELLFFAARREE  SSTTAATTEE  TTHHEEOORRYY

In the early 1990s students of ‘welfare statism’ began rethinking what
precisely the theory should explain. The choice of many (especially early)
studies to gauge welfare state achievements in terms of social expenditures
had been defended on pragmatic grounds (spending data were reliable and
easy to collect), and substantially (they should reflect ‘effort’ or the scope of
the social wage). Yet the spending variable was then rightfully criticized for
its loose correspondence to the theoretical issues of Social Democratization
(Esping-Andersen, 1990). In particular, aggregate spending ratios fail to
distinguish the characteristic effects of Social Democracy from those of other
political forces. Indeed, politics mattered, but not all politics mattered in the
same way.

The choice of a variable that measured income inequality and redistri-
bution appeared to gain face validity to the extent that equality was the
traditional socialist goal. Since the early study by Hewitt (1977), there was
considerable evidence in favour of a Social Democratic effect on income
distribution (Bjorn, 1979; Stephens, 1979; Van Arnhem and Schotsman, 1982;
Hicks and Swank, 1984; Swank and Hicks, 1985; Hage et al., 1989; Mueller,
1989). Still, income distribution was for several reasons a problematic variable.
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On technical grounds, aggregate data available until the arrival of the
Luxembourg Income Study (Mitchell, 1990; Smeeding et al., 1990) were not
truly comparable. On theoretical grounds, income distribution was prob-
lematic to the extent that the kinds of universalistic and generous welfare
programmes associated with successful Social Democratic politics tended to
lose their redistributive effect because they increasingly favoured the middle
classes (LeGrand, 1982; Goodin and LeGrand, 1987; Esping-Andersen, 1990).
Ringen (1987) argued that large welfare states generated greater equality, but
this may have been true only of transfers. With the rising importance of
collective services, any firm conclusion still must await more research on
non-cash income distribution.

There was some evidence to suggest that the Social Democratic effect was
more evident when measured against institutional characteristics of welfare
states. This is the case in Myles’ (1989) study of pension systems, Korpi’s
(1989) and Kangas’ (1991) studies of sickness insurance, Palme’s (1990) study
of pension rights, and Esping-Andersen’s (1990) study of welfare state attri-
butes such as universalism, the public–private mix, the importance of means-
tested social benefits, and active labour market policies. Yet as research
moved in the direction of studying the institutional properties of welfare
states, it also moved away from the kind of linear ‘more or less’ or ‘the bigger,
the better’ Social Democratization conception that dominated the literature
in the 1980s. Thus Kangas’ (1991: 52) study of social expenditures and social
rights concludes that ‘the biggest are not necessarily the best, but the best are
rarely the smallest’.

One of the major insights of the debate has been that to equate Social
Democracy and the welfare state may have been a mistake. There was
considerable variation on both the independent (Social Democracy) and the
dependent (the welfare state and equality) variable (Keman, 1990, 1993b).
Titmuss (1974) already argued that welfare states differed fundamentally as
to their institutionalization of solidarity and equality. Only his ‘institutional
redistributive’ type came anywhere near the Social Democratic ideal. Furniss
and Tilton (1977) offered a distinction between the social security state and
the social welfare state, only the latter representing the Social Democratic
ideal. Therborn (1986, 1987a) stressed the vital criteria of social policy and a
commitment to full employment. Without the commitment to full employ-
ment there was no Social Democratic welfare state. He therefore argued in
favour of a regeneration of welfare state theory. Hence, this development left
behind the Social Democratic bias and this has put once again the political
causes of variations in social policies prominently on the research agenda.
The reconsideration of the model began with the undeniable fact that early
welfare state reforms rarely, if ever, were initiated by Social Democracy, and
that several countries (e.g. The Netherlands: Therborn, 1989) pursued equal-
ity and welfare statism without the advocacy of a strong Social Democratic
labour movement (Castles, 1978, 1985; Stephens, 1979; Wilensky, 1981;
Skocpol and Amenta, 1986). This suggested the need to elaborate the politi-
cal process of welfare state construction. One answer came from those who
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showed that Christian Democracy (or Catholicism) constituted a functional
equivalent or alternative to Social Democracy. This point was raised early
on by Stephens (1979: 100), who argued that ‘it seemed possible that anti-
capitalist aspects of catholic ideology – such as notions of fair wage or
prohibitions of usury – as well as the generally positive attitude of the
catholic church towards welfare for the poor might encourage government
welfare spending’. As a result, one of the basic assumptions of the Social
Democratic model, namely that the power of labour equals the power of
Social Democracy, had to be relaxed. Stephens has suggested that Christian
Democratic parties operating in the centre enjoyed considerable working-
class support and were commonly backed by powerful catholic unions (see
also: Shalev, 1983) and that this political constellation was highly favourable
to welfare state development. Schmidt (1980, 1982a) has asserted that Social
Democracy and Christian Democracy could be functionally equivalent, at
least during periods of economic prosperity, and Wilensky (1981) has argued
that the two movements overlapped considerably in ideological terms, and
that catholicism indeed constituted a more important determinant of welfare
statism than did Social Democracy.

These attempts to improve upon the Social Democratic model culminated
in Esping-Andersen’s (1990) thesis that Christian Democracy and Social
Democracy result in fundamentally different kinds of welfare states (see
also: van Kersbergen, 1995). Most importantly, Christian Democracy is reluc-
tant to expand collective social services and does not demonstrate the kind
of full employment characteristic of the Social Democratic model. Later
research (e.g. Huber et al., 1993; Huber and Stephens, 1993; Castles and
Mitchell, 1993) corroborated these findings. These analyses embody real
improvements in understanding the political forces that shape welfare state
outcomes. However, the farewell to the Social Democratic model was not
radical enough to allow of a thorough innovation in the power resources tra-
dition that could fully grasp the still problematic association between
Christian Democracy and welfare state development. There were two main
reasons for this. First, the critique of the assumptions of the Social Demo-
cratic model needed to be developed further. Second, the understanding of
Christian Democracy was still inadequate and needed to be improved.

The usually unreasoned assumptions of the Social Democratic literature
can be summarized as follows: class and class structure are the determinants
of political power, and the political power of the working class is founded by
the degree of organization of its main political representative, Social Demo-
cracy; a developed welfare state is the incarnation of Social Democracy in
power; a high level of social spending is a token of a developed welfare state
and therefore of a powerful labour movement. The latter two assumptions
were major points of reference in Esping-Andersen’s (1985b, 1987, 1990) criti-
cal contribution to welfare state theory. The first assumption, however, con-
tinued to figure in the theory of welfare state regimes. In particular, it was
imperative to modify the presupposition of equating labour power and Social
Democracy. Like Baldwin (1990), Esping-Andersen made the observation
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that dominant theories of working-class mobilization fail to explain the origins
of social policy, because they were ‘essentially premised on the laborist,
socialist, or Social Democratic model of collective action, a model that was
far from being dominant until well into the twentieth century’ (Esping-
Andersen, 1990: 109). This suggested that Esping-Andersen was explicitly
trying to avoid class reductionism since one ‘cannot assume that socialism is
the natural basis for wage-earner mobilization’ (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 17).

Other parties, for instance, could also take the role of articulating labour
demands. This idea points to those countries where Christian Democratic
parties have been dominant. Here, such parties had been decisive in the
interpretation of labour’s social policy needs. In other words, labour had
autonomous social policy needs which would normally have led to Social
Democratic power mobilization concentrated around the goals of solidarity,
equality and universalism, were it not for the fact that such demands were
‘filtered’ and ‘re-interpreted’ (and implicitly assumed to be ‘distorted’)
by other movements, notably Christian Democracy (see van Kersbergen,
1995, 1999).

99..33..11  TThhee  TThheeoorryy  ooff  WWeellffaarree  SSttaattee  RReeggiimmeess

Esping-Andersen took seriously the criticism of the Social Democratic
model, arguing that there was a striking conceptual indifference in the
literature with respect to the object of study itself: the welfare state. Starting
from the judgement that ‘expenditures are epiphenomenal to the theoretical
substance of welfare states’ (1990: 19) and the reflection that ‘it is difficult
to imagine that anyone struggled for spending per se’ (1990: 21), he has
suggested that the study of welfare states has much to gain by looking at the
quality of social rights, the typical patterns of stratification, and the manner in
which the state, the market and the family interacted in the production of
social welfare. There did not exist any causal linearity between societal
power and welfare statism. Welfare states rather cluster along qualitative
and political dimensions.

Esping-Andersen distinguishes three types of welfare state regimes: a
Social Democratic, a Liberal and a Corporatist or Conservative regime.
These regimes differ with respect to the major institutions guaranteeing
social security (the state, the market or the family); the kind of stratification
systems upheld by the institutional mix of these institutions (the extent of
status and class differentiation, segmentation and inequality typically
implied in social security systems); and the degree of de-commodification, that
is to say ‘the degree to which individuals, or families, can uphold a socially
acceptable standard of living independently of market participation’
(Esping-Andersen, 1990: 37). The Social Democratic regime is characterized
by a political commitment to equality; it reduced status and class differen-
tials and modified greatly the market dependence of wage-labour. Particu-
larism and an unwillingness to alter the status and class structure are major
features of the conservative regime, which also favours a social policy that
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privileges and preserves the family. In the liberal welfare state regime the
market predominated and social rights are generally modest and attached to
performance on the labour market. The variations in welfare state regimes
are by and large explained by the distinct modes in which classes (particu-
larly the working class) have mobilized politically, the diverging structura-
tion of class alliances and class coalitions, and the different national policy
legacies (see Table 9.1).

In the attempts to reconceptualize the welfare state, Esping-Andersen’s
work stands out as having decisively changed the direction of theoretical
and empirical research. In effect, much of the recent literature provides
(sometimes overly) critical discussions of the theory of welfare state regimes,
but is at the same time greatly indebted to the suggestion that there are
various configurations of market, state, and the family, and that variations in
welfare state development are ‘not linearly distributed, but clustered by
regime-types’ (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 26).

Studies that appeared since Esping-Andersen’s 1990 book increasingly
highlighted distinct welfare state types, but also proposed improvements of
the classification (see, for example, Lessenich and Ostner, 1998). Many
amendments of the basic three-regime typology have been suggested, such
as the addition of a type addressing the peculiarities of the Mediterranean
world (Lessenich, 1994; Ferrera, 1996a). Others suggest that an Asian type of
welfarism should be constructed (Goodman and Peng, 1996). The essence of
both amendments is that a fourth element has to be added to the chain
Esping-Andersen uses as the criterion for distinguishing welfare states. In
the Asian case the chain then would be market–family–state–group/
company, because in Japan neighbourhoods and especially companies also
perform a crucial role in social security. In the Mediterranean case the fourth
element is the patron–client relationship as exemplified with regard to Italy
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Role of:
Family Marginal Marginal Central
Market Central Marginal Marginal
State Marginal Central Subsidiary

Welfare state:
Dominant mode Individual Universal Kinship

of solidarity Corporatism
Etatism

Dominant locus Market State Family
of solidarity

Degree of Minimal Maximum High (for bread-
decommodification winner)

Modal examples USA Sweden Germany
Italy

Source: Esping-Andersen (1999: 85).
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by Ferrera (1996a and b). In Italy, the ‘partitocrazia’ (i.e. rule by parties)
channels large amounts of public resources to party factions and party
controlled companies, foundations and institutions functioning as a sort of
‘undergovernment’ (sottogoverno). In exchange for votes and based on speci-
fic personal relations between party officials (patrons) and the population
(clients) the institutions of the sottogoverno distribute welfare benefits, par-
ticularly in the field of pensions. Taken together, these two amendments
would bring about a typology of five types of welfare systems (Becker, 2000).

Another ‘fourth world of welfare capitalism’ was put forward by Castles
and Mitchell (1993), who attempted to refine the theory of welfare state
regimes by referring to peculiarities of the Australian (and New Zealand)
system. The means-tested, residual type of welfare state found in Australia
had to be considered as the result of a coherent Social Democratic strategy
once one took into account labour’s success in establishing guaranteed
employment and wage growth, accompanied by occupational social rights.
Looking at welfare expenditure and benefit equality, taxes and transfers, and
redistribution of incomes, Castles and Mitchell demonstrate the relevance of
their proposed four-quadrant typology of welfare states. Particularly inter-
esting was their attempt to link these welfare state types to distinct political
configurations in democracies, which apparently singled out a Liberal, a
Conservative, a ‘Radical’ and a Social Democratic regime. The existence of a
radical regime was explained in terms of a distinct historical, political pattern,
‘consisting of a labour movement unable to obtain a degree of partisan
control commensurate with its political support base in the community
and of a historical legacy of radical egalitarianism’ (Castles and Mitchell,
1993: 123). In Australia and New Zealand the market itself produced
welfare. And, as Esping-Andersen (1999: 89) recently argued, this implies
that ‘it may be a fallacy to simply equate markets and Liberalism’.

Esping-Andersen at first agreed with the theoretical relevance of a radical,
fourth world, because it showed that the biased focus of much of the litera-
ture on the welfare state ran the risk of underrating the possible effects of
private or less direct political interventions in the market. However, in his
most recent work he seems to have changed his mind:

It is possible that the Antipodean model provided a package of welfare guarantees
that was essentially ‘Social Democratic’ in the 1960s and 1970s. Like Britain, how-
ever, the passage of time is pushing Australia – and certainly New Zealand –
toward what appears as prototypical Liberalism: minimal state and maximum
market allocation of risks, and the market side of the coin appears increasingly
genuinely market. (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 90) 

According to Esping-Andersen, then, the regime characteristics summarized
in Table 9.1 are still, or even increasingly relevant today. Perhaps he is right.
Those, however, who think it is necessary to add a fourth or even fifth type
of welfare capitalism, have also good arguments.

Meanwhile, in describing recent welfare state developments, we will
largely make use of Esping-Andersen’s distinctions. We will, however, shift
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the attention from abstract relations between the market, the state and the
family towards how and why a society approaches material risks. Moreover,
we will talk of a paternalist instead of a conservative type. This slight change
in terminology reflects the peculiarities of Christian Democracy. Basically,
paternalism refers to a ‘caring relation’ between the ‘strong’ or the advantaged
and the ‘weak’ or the disadvantaged. In the first case (strong versus weak),
paternalism is conservative. In the second case, however, where a balance of
advantages and disadvantages without generally classifying groups of people
is at stake, this is not necessarily true (Becker, 2000).

99..33..22  TThhee  IInnssttiittuuttiioonnaalliisstt  TTuurrnn

While the discussion on typologies and suitable standards for comparative
analysis went on in the 1990s, the ‘new institutionalism’, which had become
influential a decade earlier, found its way into welfare state research. The
social scientific concept of institutions is centred on the notion of ‘rules of the
game’ (Ostrom, 1990: 176; March and Olsen, 1995), and in the social and politi-
cal field it occupies the whole range of features from rule-based formal struc-
tures such as state forms, parliaments and corporatist bodies, to informal rules
and norms (North, 1990: 3ff) like those patterning the relationships between
parliaments and governments or between welfare agencies and recipients.
This is a very broad concept which is often criticized for its vagueness (Guy
Peters, 1996), but some institutionalists use it in its narrower meaning of
formal structures. In general, institutionalists stress the determining force of
institutions in historical processes, a nexus which is called ‘path dependence’.
In this they are challenged, however, by the criticism that institutional struc-
tures are open to historical change too and that, if at all, institutionalism has to
be historical institutionalism which takes into account the interplay between
structures and action (Steinmo et al., 1992; Czada et al., 1998).

Whatever the theoretical merits of the different institutionalist strands are,
in welfare state research this approach concentrates on the explanation of the
development of national differences as well as on the success or failure of
recent attempts to reform welfare systems and to cut back expenditures. With
respect to the first subject the question is whether it really was only historical
exigencies, power relations and ideologies which brought about the peculiar-
ities of, for example, the American and Swedish welfare states. What about
the importance of these countries’ political institutions in this matter? Would
it be realistic to expect anything else than a residual welfare system in the con-
text of a weak, fragmented government as in the United States? And is it not
just the centralized structure of the Swedish state in combination with a PR
election system minimizing the impact of special interests that enabled
Swedish politicians to raise the taxes necessary to finance large welfare pro-
grammes (Steinmo et al., 1992)? These are good questions, and it seems that
the institutional approach scores at least some points. However, in cases of
different outcomes in similar institutional settings – Sweden and Italy, for
example – the approach gets into trouble. And it cannot explain, particularly
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in its formal-institutional variety, why just egalitarian conceptions of welfare
were so strong in Scandinavia whereas they have been weak most of the time
in the Latin countries. And why has political fragmentation not been a strong
incentive in US politics to change the entire structure of American democracy
instead of enhancing liberal individualism (see also: Weaver and Rockman,
1993; Schmidt, 1996a; Keman, 1997c)?

More attention has gone to institutionalist studies of recent welfare state
change than to general examinations, particularly to Paul Pierson’s (1994)
Dismantling the Welfare State? Pierson’s main finding is that in spite of mount-
ing pressures from liberal forces in contemporary democracies, symbolized
by the names of Reagan and Thatcher, and – in contrast to changes in the
arenas of macro-economic policy, industrial relations or regulatory policy –
‘the welfare state stands out as an island of relative stability’ (1994: 5). In
explaining this resistance to change Pierson focuses not only on institutional
structures but also on electoral mechanisms. In his view, the former include
those networks of welfare bureaucracies and services in the policy areas of
social housing, health care, education, public assistance and social security,
the very existence of which is bound to the status quo in social policy and
which therefore exert powerful pressures against attempts of retrenchment.
These professional networks were created by post-war welfare state develop-
ment of democratic states, and once established they were able to muster
substantial veto powers against reform efforts (Pierson, 1996: 147). Because
these structures stand for path continuity, a weakening of Social Democratic
and Christian Democratic parties and the trade union movement – the
main historical supporters of welfare state expansion – need not necessarily
translate into commensurate weakening of social policy.

Moreover, Pierson argues, ‘frontal assaults on the welfare state carry
tremendous electoral risks’ (1996: 178). Welfare expansion usually generated
a popular politics of credit-claiming for extending social rights and raising
benefits to an increasing number of citizens, while austerity policies affront
large groups of voters. Since ‘welfare state retrenchment generally requires
elected officials to pursue unpopular policies’ (1996: 143f), these officials are
confronted with the problem of ‘blame avoidance’. This, however, is particu-
larly difficult to realize in the rather centralized, parliamentary democracies
predominant in Europe. Responsibility and accountability are concentrated
there (Pierson, 1994: 33). Therefore, even ‘retrenchment advocates . . . confront
a clash between their policy preferences and their electoral ambitions’
(Pierson, 1996: 146). As a rule, the latter prevail. And in the fragmented USA
the institutional logic that prevented the build-up of a generous and compre-
hensive welfare system also tends to block retrenchment reforms.

Separate welfare programmes have been cut down in a number of
countries, Pierson has to admit (1994: 5, 118ff). However, institutional inertia
and voter preferences prevent fundamental changes and provide for a con-
siderable degree of path continuity (see also Esping-Andersen, 1996: 24).
Esping-Andersen even asserts that although the environment of social policy
has changed and welfare states are adapting to new challenges, welfare state
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regimes by and large persist and react to the challenges and new risks in
a manner typical for their institutional path. As he (1999: 165) puts it: ‘the
inherent logic of our three welfare regimes seems to reproduce itself’. The
Social Democratic regime has emphasized the state’s role in welfare. Active
labour market policies are aimed at maximizing labour market participation,
particularly of the young. The conservative welfare regimes have continued
to stress passive labour market policies (transfers) and at the same time have
transferred the burden of care to the family. The Liberal regimes have
increased their traditional reliance on the market (deregulation, privatization,
marketization of risks). Below we shall discuss to what extent this diagnosis
is correct and what the value is of Pierson’s assumption of an electorate
overwhelmingly supporting the given welfare state level. After Pierson,
however, one can no longer seriously study the struggle about the welfare
state without taking institutional structures into consideration.

99..44..  RRIISSKKSS  AANNDD  SSOOCCIIAALL  SSEECCUURRIITTYY

99..44..11  LLiibbeerraalliissmm,,  SSoocciiaall  DDeemmooccrraaccyy,,  aanndd  PPaatteerrnnaalliissmm

The existence of a labour market implies the risk of unemployment. In addi-
tion, people are sometimes unable to earn a living on the market because of
personal circumstances such as illness or disability. An ‘atomized’ society
entails the risk of poverty in old age. Politically, the ideas on how to deal with
such risks diverge substantially. Liberalism has much confidence in the market.
In a free market the risk of unemployment does not exist if labour is cheap
enough. If unemployment does occur, the price of labour needs to drop. In an
economy that is moving to a new market equilibrium, individual citizens are
assumed to insure themselves – individually or collectively (e.g. as unionized
workers) – against the risk of unemployment. The same holds for sickness,
disability and old age. Social risks are seen as no different from other risks for
which one takes out an insurance policy, such as third-party insurance. A
minimal system of public social security serves a clientele of people who – for
reasons outside their responsibility – are incapable of insuring themselves.
Independence and the ability to cope for oneself rather than ‘care’ occupy
centre stage in Liberalism. In the ideal-typical Liberal market economy there
is no room for more than minimal solidarity, except in the sense that the right
to income is linked with the assumption that one does one’s best. The result is
what Titmuss (1974: 62) called the ‘residual welfare state’.

A profound distrust of the market is characteristic for both the Social
Democratic and the paternalistic attempt to regulate the market economy.
Here, the individual citizen is not looked upon as a ‘production factor’ or
solely an individual, but as a social being. Therefore, social security ought to
be based on social solidarity, a communitarian idea that is a feature of both
currents. The main differences pertain to the Social Democratic assumption
of the possibility of universal citizenship and the conviction that political
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intervention in the form of employment policies is necessary to compensate
for market failure. Nobody should suffer from the market. Social Democracy
assumes people to live in solidarity rather than as autonomous individuals.

Paternalism in its conservative strand, for instance as a trait of Catholic
social doctrine, assumes a natural social cleavage between the ‘weak’ and
the ‘strong’. While liberal contract theory emphasizes rights and duties and
Social Democracy is rooted in the struggle for the emancipation of the work-
ing classes, paternalism one-sidedly stresses the obligations of both the weak
and the strong. It is the obligation of the strong to help the weak and the
duty of the weak to obey the strong. However, if care and support by
the family and by private charities are insufficient, then it is the obligation of
the ‘caring state’ to protect the weak (De Swaan, 1988). Social security is
necessary to prevent and combat poverty in order to prevent or combat
moral degradation and to restore and maintain the natural, organic harmony
of society (Van Kersbergen, 1995).

By contrast, modern paternalism assumes that the democratic ideal of
citizenship has not yet been developed. Independence is judged a core value,
yet at the same time one has to acknowledge that because of the cumulating
of social, cognitive or physical disadvantages not everybody will meet the
requirements for citizenship. Paternalism holds that in a rich society that
wants to avoid poverty, misery and disintegration the disadvantaged need
to be supported by the advantaged.

In spite of the common roots of all contemporary welfare states in industri-
alization, individualization and democratization, the variation in the emerg-
ing social security arrangements has been vast. Although diffusion was a
frequent phenomenon, most systems acquired their own logic of develop-
ment, according to differences in economic structure, level of urbanization,
cultural traditions and the structure of the political system. Party-political
relations of power largely determined the original choices with respect to the
developmental path of social security and made the emerging welfare systems
appear as parts of specific democratic regimes.

99..44..22  SSyysstteemmaattiicc  DDiiffffeerreenncceess

One important distinction between the systems concerns the type of insur-
ance. On the one hand, there are universalist schemes that are tax-financed. On
the other hand, one finds social insurances that are by and large contribution-
based. Universal schemes pay flat-rate benefits that are unrelated to earned
income. Social insurance benefits depend on contributions and are typically
earnings-related. A universalist system is sometimes referred to as the
Beveridge-model (after the Liberal chairman of the British committee that wrote
an influential report on a tax-financed flat-rate social system in 1942; Ashford,
1986: 264ff). The social insurance model is referred to as the Bismarck-system
or the continental system. Universalist benefits are sometimes means-tested,
that is to say a benefit is conditional on what one can contribute oneself,
for instance from property from the income of one’s spouse. The latter point
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indicates that even in an individualized society the role of the family in the
provision of social security is still important, especially in the southern
European countries (Schmidt, 1998; Esping-Andersen, 1999).

A mix of universalist schemes and social insurances is characteristic for all
western democracies, but the emphasis on one of the forms determines the
type of welfare state system. Universalist arrangements, whether or not
means-tested, are typical for child allowances and social assistance in most
countries, a (universalist) national health system is to be found in Denmark,
Britain and Sweden. In Denmark and Britain the minimum unemployment
benefits are tax-financed, while all Scandinavian countries as well as The
Netherlands have a universalist basic old age pension system that is not means-
tested and supplemented with an earnings-related benefit. Scandinavia leads
when it comes to tax-financed social security (a high 81.6 per cent in Denmark
in 1992), followed by Britain (42.8 per cent) and the continental welfare states
(26 per cent in Germany, 22.6 per cent in The Netherlands and 17.7 per cent
in France; Einerhand et al., 1995: 41). Sometimes the difference between
tax-financed and contribution-based social security arrangements is purely
bureaucratic. The Danish tax-financed unemployment benefit, for instance, is
earnings-related. Moreover, many social insurance schemes are subsidized by
taxes, while social security contributions are occasionally used for redistribu-
tive purposes (also: Schmidt, 1998: 215–28).

According to Esping-Andersen’s (1990) original theory, universalism in
social security is typical for the Social Democratic welfare state regime, while
social insurance is a feature of the Conservative cluster. The idea behind this is
that universalist schemes increase equality and appeal to solidarity, while a
social insurance system reproduces the income and status differentials that
exist in the labour market. However, the contrast between Social Democracy
and Conservatism according to the difference between universalist schemes
versus earnings-related social insurances does not seem to be entirely logical.
Universalism without means-testing and statutory supplements only seems to
make sense at a very low level of benefits. But in this form it would be Liberal
rather than Social Democratic, because of the minimal redistributive effect. The
other possibility is that wages would be universalistically determined, but this
is obviously not the case in market economies, and one cannot expect social
security (to be distinguished from incomes policies) to correct market inequal-
ities. Moreover, Baldwin (1990: 60ff) has demonstrated that, historically, univer-
salist arrangements originated in those parties and movements that stood up
for the interests of the self-employed. Where the advent of industrialization
was late, the Social Democratic labour movement accepted universalism
(Baldwin, 1990: 114). However, if workers were already embedded in a system
of social insurances (as in Germany), Social Democracy tended to resist the
universalist arrangements (Baldwin, 1990: 161). In his later work, Esping-
Andersen argues that the Social Democratic label should be reserved exclu-
sively for the period since the 1960s. Moreover, the defining characteristics of
Social Democracy are ‘firstly, the fusion of universalism with generosity and,
secondly, its comprehensive socialization of risks’ (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 79).
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Another important feature of social security concerns the difference between
passive and active labour market policies. Benefits are passive measures,
while the complex of social policies that are aimed at minimizing labour
market risks (such as training, schooling, job subsidies and job creation) are
active labour market policies. The latter policies obviously require a critical
attitude towards the labour market and are therefore typical for the Social
Democratic and not for the Liberal regime. Some types of active policies
would also fit where paternalistic and etatist traditions converge. So, it is not
a surprise that expenditures for active labour market policy is highest in
Scandinavia and lowest in the Anglo-Saxon world, with the continental
European countries in between (Empter and Esche, 1997: 182ff).

In addition to active labour market policies such as schooling, training and
short-term labour market measures, structural employment can be politi-
cally combated by expanding public sector employment or by encouraging
labour market participation. The Scandinavian countries – at least since the
1960s – have been public employment leaders: approximately 30 per cent
of all jobs are public sector jobs. Public sector employment has been the
basis for the high rates of female labour market participation found in
Scandinavia. Jobs for women are further promoted by favourable child care
facilities and fairly generous arrangements for maternal and paternal leave
(for a comparative study of recent developments, see: Bussemaker and van
Kersbergen, 1999).

The picture with respect to expenditures for passive labour market policies
(including early retirement) is only slightly different. These expenditures are
highest in Denmark and the Netherlands and lowest in the USA, where the
figure is only one-tenth of the Danish. Especially in Italy, The Netherlands,
France and Germany public expenditures for early retirement are substan-
tial. Unemployment benefits (see Becker, 2000: 227f) are highest in Denmark
(90 per cent of former earnings) and lowest in Italy and the USA (30 per cent
on average). The difference in duration of benefits is similar: a maximum of
5 years in Denmark and 26 weeks in the USA (other countries are located in
between these extremes). However, one cannot ‘deduce’ the type of welfare
state regime from the generosity of benefits. Italy, for instance, is hardly a
liberal country, but the official unemployment benefits (26 per cent) are
lower than in the USA and of shorter duration. The unemployed depend to
a large extent on the family and charity, the black market or a disability
pension to be acquired in the jungle of the ‘sottogoverno’ (Ferrera, 1996b:
21–6). Another example is The Netherlands. Here benefits equal the Swedish
level, but Social Democratic values were less prevalent until the 1960s.
Politics was dominated by Christian Democratic paternalism. 

In the context of this chapter it is of course impossible to provide detailed
information on all schemes for all welfare states. In Table 9.2 we therefore
provide some recent basic indicators of the quality of selected welfare states
by looking at the presence or absence of active labour market policies, the
presence or absence of basic social security schemes, and the income replace-
ment ratios of benefits.
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Surprisingly, Denmark and Sweden do not have a legal minimum wage,
and it should be added that the replacement rates would be different in non-
standard situations. Particularly in the USA, these would be much lower for
single people, who only receive 30 per cent for 26 weeks. In Italy the situ-
ation is even worse. Here a single person only gets 26 per cent for the same
period (juvenile unemployed living at home receive no assistance at all), and
in both countries no social assistance exists. To supply-siders, Italy must be
a puzzling case. Unit labour costs are low (The Economist, 19 December 1998),
social security for the working-age population is at the lowest level of the
democratic western world, and yet unemployment and non-employment
are very high. Is that simply the result of high taxes and tight labour market
regulations (which companies often escape by corruption; Regini, 1997:
107)? Or is it the flourishing black economy which in 1994 accounted for
26 per cent of Italy’s GDP (estimates for Britain, Denmark and Germany
were respectively 12, 13 and 17 per cent; The Economist, 3 May 1997). Or is it
because the family still plays a key role in providing care for the elderly and
the young unemployed (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 63)? It seems that Britain
too seems to fare well in welfare terms. In reality, however, many more pro-
visions are subject to means-testing than in European countries with com-
parable replacement rates. Justifiably or not, means-testing tends to discourage
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inequality in the mid-1990s and replacement rates for average production
workers

AAUUSS DDKK FF GG GGBB II NNLL NNZZ SS UUSSAA

Legal minimum wage * N Y N Y N Y Y N Y
Level of basic M H M M L L H M/L H L

provisions
Universalist basic N Y N N N N Y Y Y N

pension
General social N Y Y Y Y N Y N N N

assistence
Net repayment rate (%) 71 83 80 78 77 47 84 70 89 68

of an unemployed, SF, 
1st month ‘NRR’, SF, 
60th month, incl.

Housing assistance 71 83 65 71 77 11 80 70 99 17
Poverty rate (< 50% 9.5 5.0 6.8 9.1 18.9 14.2 6.1 6.7 17.1

median income)
Gini-index of 0.306 0.217 0.291 0.282 0.337 0.345 0.253 0.234 0.344

net-inequality
Change of Gini +5.2 –4.9 –1.7 +6.4 +35.9 +12.7 +11.8 +0.9 +34.4

mid-1970 to
mid-1990s in %

Explanation: H = relatively high, M = medium; L = relatively low; Y = Yes. N = No, ST = standard
family with 2 children; 
Note: * = Australia has some regulations regarding wage levels.                                             

Sources: OECD (1996–2000); OECD (1997b: 13).
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people from taking the full social provisions to which they are entitled
(Einerhand et al., 1995). An average replacement rate of about 35 per cent of
GDP per capita, as reported by Empter and Esche (1997: 63), seems to be
much more realistic than the OECD figure of 77 per cent (related to the
Average Production Worker wage, yet still much higher). As a result, the
British poverty rate is one of the highest of the countries compared here, and
it is the British unemployed who suffer most. The percentage of them living
in poverty was 45.5 per cent in 1988, a figure even higher than that of their
Italian counterparts (35.2 per cent), whereas in Denmark, the country with
the highest benefits (90 per cent of earned wages), only 2.7 per cent of the
unemployed are recorded as poor (Eurostat, 1996: 213). 

99..44..33  CChhaalllleennggeess  aanndd  RReeffoorrmmss

Contemporary welfare states are confronted with two main problems. First,
the social security systems, especially the pension systems and health
systems, face great financial problems, as a result of ageing populations. On
average about 70 per cent of total social expenditures in the EU member states
is going to pensions and health care for the elderly. In Italy it is even more than
80 per cent (Hanisch, 1998: 20). The second major problem concerns mass
unemployment which is mainly caused by increasing labour supply resulting
from the rising number of women entering the labour market as well as by
international competition that has moved a considerable part of production
processes relying on unqualified labour to low-wage countries. If one takes
into account various kinds of hidden unemployment, the result is a very high
level of ‘non-employment’, especially on the European continent. With offi-
cially registered unemployment rates on average below 10 per cent, the OECD
provides an estimate of non-employment of about 25 per cent of the labour
force. Reinforced by individualization, this implies a rising welfare state clien-
tele. Even in countries where ‘registered’ unemployment has been decreasing
substantially (as in The Netherlands), ‘non-employment’ and the number of
social security beneficiaries have not really declined.

In sum, roughly since the 1980s, the welfare systems of all economically
developed democracies have come under pressure because of the rising
costs of ageing populations and the sharp increase in non-employment in all
its different guises. Most democratic states have reacted with a mix of
increasing social security contributions and taxes, introducing incentives to
work, cutting back benefits, limiting the duration and indexing of benefits,
increasing wage differentiation (particularly by relatively lowering the mini-
mum wage), tightening eligibility criteria, introducing or reinforcing means-
tests and sanctions, and abolishing programmes for specific groups (such as
young unemployed who live at home; Keman, 1998).

In Britain, the welfare cuts seem to have been very drastic (Bradshow,
1993: 43), while in the USA retrenchment has been concentrated on ‘welfare’
(as different from the contribution-based ‘social security) recipients (Myles,
1996: 128). In Sweden, as in The Netherlands, benefits have been brought
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down from a comparatively very high level (Palme and Wennemo, 1997;
Becker, 2000). France has been the major exception to the extent that major
improvements were made in social security (Hantrais, 1996), while in
Germany the political stalemate between the upper and the lower house of
parliament have made social security reforms very difficult (Hemerijck et al.,
2000). In the Italian system, apart from pensions and perhaps health care (see
Ferrera, 1996b) there has been little retrenchment, whereas the Danish and
Australian systems have kept their level, although there too eligibility rules
were tightened.

It is difficult to identify the effects of retrenchment exactly, but a look at
poverty rates and the development of employment reveals that countries
where, as in Britain and the USA, retrenchment took place on an already low
level of welfare benefits, the poverty rate – defined as an income lower than
50 per cent of the median income – has increased to nearly 20 per cent. In the
European continental countries approaching the Social Democratic or pater-
nalist types of welfare statism, cuts in the relatively generous benefits or no
retrenchment at all have kept poverty rates on a relatively stable low level of
about 5 to 9 per cent (OECD, 1997: 54). Unemployment has decreased
sharply in a country with a liberal welfare state, the United States, but the
same holds for The Netherlands with its cuts in very high levels of benefits
as well as for Denmark with very little retrenchment at all. Sweden, by con-
trast, has experienced a combination of rising unemployment and some dras-
tic cuts in social security. And Italy has not seen any increase in employment
or a decrease of unemployment – despite its very low level of social security
(OECD, 2000). In other words, the association between the level of benefits
and the level of employment seems to be weaker than is often suggested.

Can we conclude, as Pierson does, that by and large the welfare state is an
island of relative stability? With the exception of Britain after 1985 (and to
some extent Germany) welfare expenditures have increased steadily all over
the western world in the 1980s. In the 1990s, this process continued at a
lower pace, with The Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark (after 1994) being
the exceptions (SCP, 2000: 354). These developments do not provide exact
information, however, because the ageing process of western society and the
rise of its social costs have accelerated in the past two decades, and because
in the 1990s non-employment has risen in most countries. As a result, the
total number of people receiving social security benefits has increased and
health care expenditures have mounted. In most countries cuts in the smaller
part of the social security package – child allowances, social assistance,
unemployment insurance – could not compensate this incremental increase.
This only happened where basic pensions were also retrenched and where
the cuts were either drastic (as in Sweden, though from a high level) or
accompanied by high economic growth and stable or declining unemploy-
ment (as in Denmark and particularly in The Netherlands).

In our view Pierson’s statement appears to be too general, not taking into
account the complexity of the processes at stake (moreover, he does not con-
sider the dimension of redistribution by, for instance, taxation). The assumption
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that there is strong popular support for keeping the existing level of the
welfare state seems also untenable. Looking at different parts of social secur-
ity, it become clear that majorities are against cuts in pensions and health
care, but also that these majorities turn into minorities when it comes to
unemployment benefits and social assistance, that is to say those fields
where risk is unevenly spread. And the differentiation is growing when
people are asked for the price they want to pay for a stable or even improved
quality of the welfare system (Keman, 1998; Mau, 1998; Goodin et al., 1999).

Finally, Esping-Andersen’s idea of an ongoing path dependency in welfare
state adjustment at least has to be qualified. His suggestion is largely true if
one looks at inequality, which has risen most, for instance by lowering
income tax rates, in countries within the liberal type and least or not at all in
the Social Democratic Scandinavian cluster. However, the liberal notion of
individual responsibility has gained ground everywhere (Cox, 1998), the
esteem of the market has grown, and social security cuts have been on aver-
age and in relative terms as severe in Social Democratic and paternalist
countries as they have been in liberal ones. Cautiously, one could state that
in the face of secularization and individualization conservative or tradition-
ally paternalist conceptions of the welfare state are in a process of erosion
and that liberal conceptions are prevailing against Social Democratic and
modern paternalist ones, at least at the moment. Social Democrats in a
number of countries have adopted this idea under the label of the ‘third
way’. Traditional welfare statism, as described in this chapter, particularly
following Esping-Andersen, seems to be in transition.

99..55..  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  IISSSSUUEESS  AANNDD  TTHHEEOORREETTIICCAALL  PPEERRSSPPEECCTTIIVVEESS

99..55..11  PPoolliittiiccaall  IIssssuueess

Individual responsibility is central to democratic citizenship, so there seems to
be no problem with the spread of the liberal conception of welfare. What tends
to be overlooked, however, is that risks of unemployment, disability and sick-
ness remain distributed unevenly in society. These risks tend to be con-
centrated with those who have low labour market qualifications and at the
same time poor resources to insure themselves. Hence, more individual
responsibility in this sense is bound to bring about either a redistribution of
the burden of social security towards those groups already most vulnerable or
simply a rise in poverty to the level of countries like the United States.
Traditional Social Democrats, still strong in Scandinavia, Portugal and France,
as well as paternalistic Christian Democrats are the main political actors still
addressing this problem at the moment in a different vein from Liberalism.
A crucial question for the future development of the welfare state and the
principle of solidarity will be therefore whether a majority of the people will
support its basic lay-out, not only with regard to pensions, but particularly
also with regard to those areas where risks are distributed unevenly. When
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public support in these domains declines, Liberalism and the ‘third way’ are
indistinguishable and on the winning road (Giddens, 1998).

A related question concerns the market–state nexus. If the emphasis is
put, as currently seems to be the case, on letting market forces be free and
flexible, then a conception facilitating increasing inequality is favoured. A
free market, it is said, is enhancing employment because it would comprise
a flexible labour market and create demand for low-skilled, low-paid labour.
This would imply a rising number of working poor as well as increasing
income differentiation. Facilitating lower wages, moreover, would require
that the level of employment-related social security benefits would have to
be brought down too. So, it seems that there is a dilemma of work and welfare.
If one wants to keep a generous level of welfare, a certain political protection
of labour is necessary and unemployment or – to be more precise – non-
employment, can probably no longer be reduced to pre-1980s levels, at least
not in all western democracies. Like the case of generous benefits this would
also be a question of political support. For large employment programmes
require high taxes. To raise these taxes seems to become increasingly difficult
in societies where class boundaries and ideologies are losing their relevance
in the formation of individual identities as well as in political mobilization.

99..55..22  TThheeoorreettiiccaall  PPeerrssppeeccttiivveess

In the introduction two different ways of studying the welfare state were
distinguished, depending on whether the welfare state was looked on as a
dependent or independent variable. Originally, welfare state researchers
were interested in explaining the emergence of welfare states. Then the focus
gradually shifted to cross-national variation in the level of development of
welfare states as the main explanatory problem. Simultaneously, many
studies were undertaken that concentrated on the effects of welfare states.

Precisely at this point, however, there seems to be a major problem in
contemporary comparative welfare state studies. There is considerable con-
fusion around the question of what exactly is to be explained. The problem
is known as the ‘dependent variable problem’. What are compartivists trying
to explain? Is it the crisis of the welfare state? Is it cross-national variation
in the patterns of retrenchment? Is it the reconstruction of the welfare state?
Is it the persistence of welfare states? Is it the convergence of regimes (see:
Keman, 1998)?

Pierson observes that there is a lack of consensus on outcomes, particularly
with respect to the issue of how much welfare states have actually changed
since the Golden Age of economic growth (1960–80). For instance, where
Pierson (1996) looks at social spending, particularly transfer payments,
and concludes that there has been no radical dismantling of welfare state
arrangements, Clayton and Pontusson (1998) criticize this thesis by pointing
to the fact that if one looks at the organization of the public sector, par-
ticularly regarding the delivery of social services and the development of
public employment, one can observe significant levels of retrenchment and
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market-oriented reforms, even in the Social Democratic welfare state of
Sweden. In fact, Clayton and Pontusson go so far as to argue that current
reforms (retrenchment) of social services tend to have a bias which is not
picked up if one studies transfer payments only. By contrast, Levy (1999)
finds that especially welfare state reform in Christian Democratic regimes
cannot be described either in terms of pure retrenchments of transfer pay-
ments or in terms of a reduction in social services. His argument is that these
welfare states ‘are not locked into zero-sum trade-offs between the pursuit of
efficiency and the pursuit of equity’ (Levy, 1999: 265). In fact, successful
reform of the welfare state implies turning vice into virtue, that is, ‘targeting
inequities within the welfare system that are simultaneously a source of
inefficiency’ (ibidem).

The controversy over the dependent variable is first of all a result of the
indistinctness of the concept of the welfare state itself. Too many and quite
divergent phenomena are discussed under the same heading. In other words,
contemporary welfare state research suffers from a weakness well known in
comparative politics: concept stretching. Related to this is the problem of
which data to use for the operationalization of the ‘welfare state’. Also, most
theories so far are still based on the analysis of data of the early 1990s, whereas
the most significant changes may well be more recent (van Kersbergen, 2000).
Finally, Pierson also notices theoretical weaknesses that concern the implicit
assumption in many studies that one can measure welfare state change
along a single scale ranging from ‘growth’ to ‘dismantling’. His solution is to
define the dependent variable ‘welfare state change’ in terms of three dimen-
sions: re-commodification (strengthening the whip of the labour market), cost-
containment (the attempt to keep balanced budgets through austerity policies,
including deficit reduction and taxation policies) and recalibration (the attempt
to adjust existing welfare state arrangements to new goals and demands).
As Pierson himself points out, this is ‘tricky territory analytically’, because it
may be very hard to ‘distinguish the impact of new ideas about how to
do things, or efforts to recalibrate errant programs, from simple cutbacks in
provision’. The task of comparative political science is:

1. to study, both theoretically and empirically, welfare state reform by care-
fully elucidating and documenting what kind of changes are taking
place; 

2. to explain empirically the cross-national variation in change along the
various dimensions of welfare state reform as well as trying to uncover
the causal forces and mechanisms that drive these processes; 

3. to study the effects of these reforms on the political, social and economic
performance of advanced democracies. 

Evidently, the research agenda of comparative political science is vast, as are
the theoretical and methodological problems to be mastered, but it is crucial
that political scientists continue to make efforts to contribute to research in
an area where economists and sociologists have done already so much work.
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This is in particular important since this chapter has demonstrated that at
present the political landscape of most contemporary democracies is drasti-
cally changing. 

BBOOXX  99..11 AA  NNOOTTEE  OONN  MMEETTHHOODDOOLLOOGGYY  RREEGGAARRDDIINNGG  TTHHEE
CCOOMMPPAARRAATTIIVVEE  AANNAALLYYSSIISS  OOFF  TTHHEE  WWEELLFFAARREE  SSTTAATTEE

The debate over strategic variables and contradictory or inconsistent empirical
findings has had a tendency to slip into a predominantly technical squabble,
confusing statistical techniques, methodology and substance. Such contro-
versies were exemplified, for instance, by the critical exchange between
O’Connor (1990) and Pampel and Stryker (1990). However, introducing more
sophisticated statistical techniques alone could not settle the unresolved issues.
The more fundamental methodological issue pertained to the necessity of relat-
ing findings of quantitative analyses back to the theoretical assumptions of the
various models. Huber et al. (1993) then showed that different conceptual-
izations and measurements of the welfare state and the factors that encourage
its development, may have satisfied diverging theoretical interests, but also
caused empirical confusion (see also: Huber and Stephens, 1993). Moreover,
although more-sophisticated statistical techniques have certainly helped over-
come problems inherent to the linear, cross-sectional (ordinary least squares,
OLS) model (such as multicollinearity and the low case-to-variable ratio;
Hicks, 1994), multiplying the number of cases by pooling time-series and cross-
sectional data does not necessarily solve this confusion.

Hicks and Misra (1993) have identified theoretical fragmentation as the root
cause of inconsistent and contradictory findings. Rather than attempting to
resolve these discrepancies by technical sophistication, they started looking for a
theoretical reconciliation of diverging approaches, because – so to speak – every
theory has a point. Their ‘political resource’ theory was therefore not so much a
theory, but a collection of causes of welfare-state development adopted from
other theoretical frameworks. The originality of their enterprise lies in under-
scoring the fact that the causes of welfare-state development are too complex to
be comprehended fully by the limited perspectives of mainstream theories.

In his comment on both Hicks and Misra (1993) and Huber et al. (1993),
Amenta (1993) made the point that refined quantitative studies have done
much to solve unsettled disputes with respect to spending efforts, but have
fallen short of providing convincing accounts of social policy phenomena that
are not easily operationalized in terms of aggregate expenditures. In fact, he
went so far as to suggest that comparative historical analyses of one or a few
cases will remain theoretically more fruitful, because this type of research ‘can
untangle issues of causality for which quantitative indicators are too highly
correlated to interpret . . .’ (Amenta, 1993: 760). However, Amenta may have
overstated his case to the extent that only in-depth case studies or close com-
parisons could provide the hypotheses to be tested in macro-comparative
analyses (see for this point also: Castles, 1989b). There is no reason to assume
that cross-fertilization should be uni-directional. Stressing the absolute friction
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between macro-comparisons and case studies not only threatens to paralyse
the search for generalizations, but also denies the possibility of welcoming
rather than explaining away ‘outliers’, exceptional cases, and ‘unexplained
variations’. The analysis of residuals in quantitative studies, for instance,
constitutes a potentially rich source of new hypotheses that can be tested in
closer examinations of crucial cases. Amenta’s point on spending, however,
was important. The most sensible position is to acknowledge that spending
matters, but that focusing on spending data alone is theoretically problematic
and is prone to statistical pitfalls.

Fuzzy Set Theory (FST), an important extension of Charles Ragin’s
Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), is currently being promoted as
having the potential of integrating the case oriented and variable oriented
approaches (Ragin, 2000). The basic idea is that one needs to view cases as
specific configurations of variables. In this manner one is able to study a fairly
large set of cases without having to sacrifice the historically rich information on
the cases or the ability to generalize across a number of cases. The major claim
is that FST (like QCA) is able to deal with causality in a more sophisticated
fashion than standard regression analysis or pooled-time series analysis is
capable of. Whether FST will be adopted in contemporary research, particu-
larly in retrenchment studies, remains to be seen (but see Kvist, 1999).

NNOOTTEESS

1 This section is partly based on van Kersbergen (1995: Ch. 2).
2 This line of reasoning also implied that there is no conditional relation between

welfare state development and democracy or capitalism (Pryor, 1968). Marxist
analyses follow by and large the same kind of functional reasoning. See Piven and
Cloward (1972), O’Connor (1973), Ginsburg (1979), Gough (1979), Lenhardt and
Offe (1984), Mishra (1984).
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PPAARRTT  FFOOUURR

TTHHEE  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEE  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCIIEESS

The preceding chapters have demonstrated that both parties and
governments matter as regards policy-making. Equally obvious is that the
institutional design of democracy is important with respect to what parties
and government can do. Together they are the ingredients to understand and
to explain what, eventually, democratic governance amounts to. In Part Four
the focus of attention is on what democracies produce, or – as it is commonly
called – the political performance of democratic systems.

In Chapter 10 the policy performance of post-war representative democ-
racy is assessed. Although Castles supports the argument that ‘politics’
matters and democracies do function as supposed, he points out that the
cross-national variation of policy performance is due to many other factors
and circumstances that need to be taken into account as well.

Basically the argument is that democratic policy performance must be
understood as the outcome of structural, in particular socio-economic, vari-
ables as well as of institutional factors. The added value of political parties
need not to be denied but should not be overrated either. Nevertheless, it is
obvious that, notwithstanding the complexity of factors that affect policy
performances of democracies, they tend to be ‘better, kinder and gentler’
than other regimes (for example, by having a welfare state).

Exactly this issue is taken up in Chapter 11 and Chapter 12, which complete
this volume. Essentially Lane and Ersson examine first the question:
whether or not democracies as a regime-type are indeed ‘better’ than other
regimes. Secondly, they analyse to what extent democracies do differ among
themselves. Both questions can be answered in the affirmative. This means,
among other things, that welfare and well-being do indeed coincide with
democracy. Finally, Lane and Ersson draw the conclusion that, although
institutional differences between democratic countries explain different
performances, this does not lead to a parsimonious model of building a
better democratic polity as is put forward by some political scientists. On the
contrary, the complexities of national political systems and societal develop-
ment are often underrated, if not simplified.

In Chapter 12 the analysis is less focused on the question whether or not
democracies are different or better, but more on how well do they perform
in terms of public welfare (i.e. Quality of Life) and of the ‘level of demo-
craticness’ available (i.e. Quality of Democracy). It appears that – controlling
for demographic and socio-economic factors – democratic institutions are

SKe10.qxd  2/8/02 3:39 PM  Page 213



relevant, if not important, for the Quality of Life in society and such a
situation is associated with high(er) levels of democraticness. These results
are assessed in view of the institutional differences that exist within 52
democracies and demonstrate that its institutional design is important for
achieving and improving democratic governance within representative
democracy. Yet, the overall conclusion to be drawn from the final part of this
book is that indeed institutions matter, but should be studied in a careful
way in relation to the specific features of the societal and political actors
involved. If this (obvious) point of departure is neglected then the relation-
ship between politics and society will remain abstract and the comparative
analysis of democracy will remain the sufficient explanatory power.
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1100 POLICY PERFORMANCE IN
THE DEMOCRATIC STATE:
AN EMERGENT FIELD OF STUDY

FFrraanncciiss  GG..  CCaassttlleess

1100..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

Over the past three decades, scholars from across a number of social science
disciplines have become more and more interested in the forces shaping the
policy outcomes of democratic government. Public policies vary over time
and across nations. In the years following the Second World War, govern-
ments in Western democratic nations have taken a far more activist stance
than in earlier periods. This has been true of public policy across the board:
economic policy, labour market policy, policies influencing the lives of
families and, above all, the set of policies we describe as the welfare state.
The broadest measure of the extent of changing patterns of state intervention
is the growth of public expenditure, which, for the average OECD-member
state, went from around a quarter of Gross Domestic Product in 1960 to
almost a half by the end of the century. Within that total, programmes like
Social Security transfers and public spending on Health have increased still
more rapidly.

Different nations did not, however, start out with similar public policies or
experience the same trajectories of growth. In terms of aggregate public
expenditure, the big spenders of the early post-war period were the countries
of continental Western Europe followed by a grouping of English-speaking
and Scandinavian countries, with the nations of Southern Europe, Japan
and Switzerland making up the rear. By the late 1990s, the Scandinavian
countries and The Netherlands (Therborn, 1993) were in the vanguard,
followed by continental Western Europe and Southern Europe, with some of
the English-speaking countries plus, once again, Japan and Switzerland in
the rearguard. In terms of economic policy performance, there was no lesser
change or cross-national variation. After a generally propitious period in
which most nations experienced high levels of economic growth accom-
panied by low levels of unemployment and inflation, economic performance
deteriorated markedly in the early 1970s. However, country profiles varied
hugely. Countries like Austria, Japan and Switzerland managed to combine
low inflation and unemployment throughout. The Scandinavians managed
to achieve lower unemployment, but seemingly at some cost in inflation
terms. Countries like Ireland, Italy and the United Kingdom experienced
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long periods in which both unemployment and inflation were high. Given
change and cross-national variation of this magnitude, it was natural that
scholars would wish to inquire into the factors determining the extent and
trajectory of policy programmes and the factors shaping economic policy
outcomes. As research in this area has grown, it has become a specialist field
in it own right. That field is, perhaps, most appropriately described as
comparative public policy (Heidenheimer et al., 1975 and 1990; Lane, 1985;
Castles, 1998).

It is no less natural that, as research in this area has developed, it has
tended to become regarded as a sub-discipline of comparative politics. There
are, at least, two good reasons why this should have occurred and one
further reason, which, as we shall see, is more questionable. The first good
reason is that studies in comparative public policy concern themselves with
an intrinsic aspect of political life; namely, how governments impact on the
lives of citizens through the formulation of public policies. The second good
reason is that the study of comparative public policy shares with compara-
tive politics a methodology, which focuses on patterns of similarity and
difference amongst nations. This coincidence is not accidental. The variables,
which are the concerns of these fields of research, are system level phenom-
ena, the variation of which can only be demonstrated or explained by
contrasting the experience of different nations (see for this: Pennings et al.,
1999: Part 1). A third, more questionable, reason for regarding the field as a
branch of comparative politics is the belief on the part of a substantial group
of scholars that the primary sources of variation in public policy outcomes
are political in nature (see for this position Chapter 9 in this book).

This is a belief that follows naturally from commonplace political science
understandings of the ways in which democratic mechanisms and demo-
cratic structures influence the policy-formation processes of the modern state
(Castles, 1982; Keman, 1988). It is, however, a belief that has frequently been
challenged by evidence demonstrating that social and economic factors are
pivotal in determining outcomes and by arguments suggesting that the
policy autonomy of political actors is much less real than is often assumed by
democratic theory.

The main purpose of this chapter is to chronicle the history of the emerg-
ing field of comparative public policy and to give some account of these
challenges and the controversies they have generated. Early sections focus
on the theoretical and empirical debates, which were the crucible of the new
sub-discipline. An initial concern was how best to account for policy differ-
ences between more and less economically advanced nations, and from this
developed a controversy about whether an understanding of the sources of
such differences tells us anything meaningful about the factors making for
policy variation amongst the more advanced nations. Later sections concen-
trate on the more recent literature. The focus was now quite explicitly on
variation amongst advanced democratic states, with controversy centring on
the nature of the causal sequences determining outcomes as well as on the
nature of the factors most centrally involved in the policy process.
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The earlier literature tended to use comparative public policy as an arena
for ‘points scoring’ between rival theoretical and disciplinary claims. In
consequence, it exaggerated differences between rival approaches and often
generated as much heat as light. Later studies have also frequently exagger-
ated the explanatory claims of particular kinds of factors and particular
causal sequences. Collectively, however, the more recent literature may be
seen as providing the basis for a more genuinely cumulative approach by
generating a wider and more detailed inventory of the range of influences
shaping public policy in the modern state. Arguably, the most fruitful studies
have been those which have been most explicit in embracing a cumulative
approach by deliberately combining elements from that inventory to produce
genuinely multi-causal accounts of policy development and change.

1100..22  WWHHYY  TTHHEE  PPOOSSTT--WWAARR  WWOORRLLDD  WWAASS  DDIIFFFFEERREENNTT

The initial impetus to the emergence of empirical research in the field of
comparative public policy is to be found in a process of intellectual stock-
taking undertaken by the social science community in the early post-war
decades. Key questions preoccupying scholars of this period were how best
to characterize the new society that had risen from the ashes of the Second
World War and the nature of the forces most likely to determine the future
development of that society. The obvious reference points for debate on
these questions were contrasts between inter-war and post-war political and
economic realities. Three stood out. First, the inter-war period had seen a
dramatic struggle in many Western nations between parties which adhered
to the democratic rules of the game and others which sought to supersede
them in the name of ideologies of both Right and Left. By the mid-1950s,
despite some concerns about the degree of support for communist ‘anti-
system’ parties in a few of the countries of continental Western Europe, the
general view was that the Second World War had decisively tipped the scales
in favour of democracy. Second, the inter-war period had been characterized
by stagnant economic growth and poor economic performance. By the
mid-1950s, it was already clear that Western economies had entered a new
growth phase, with unemployment levels in most countries quite exception-
ally low by inter-war standards. Finally, it was obvious that governments
were beginning to take on new responsibilities. Active economic policy
management along Keynesian lines was now an orthodoxy and was given
much of the credit for lower unemployment, whilst democratic governments
everywhere were siphoning at least some of the fruits of burgeoning economic
growth into the expansion of the welfare state.

Although such contrasts were part of the intellectual mainstream in the
early post-war period, scholars differed as to their implications for reshap-
ing the character of democratic politics and policy formulation. For some,
like Seymour Martin Lipset, the victory of democracy had muted rather than
replaced the class conflicts intrinsic to capitalist societies. The ideological
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struggles of the inter-war period had been transformed into a ‘democratic
class struggle’ in which:

The leftist parties represent themselves as instruments of social change in the direc-
tion of equality; the lower-income groups support them in order to become eco-
nomically better off, while the higher-income groups oppose them in order to
maintain their economic advantages. (Lipset, 1959: 229)

In this account, partisan conflict remains important. While the future of
democratic institutions is no longer an object of partisan struggle, differences
in the class constituencies of political parties translate into different redis-
tributive choices. The clear implication is of real differences in redistributive
policy outcomes resulting from diverse patterns of partisan incumbency in
Western democratic nations.

Other scholars believed that the victory of democracy had gone further,
effectively dissolving all significant differences between the parties. Because
the categorical imperative of democratic politics was to obtain an electoral
majority, all parties were forced to appeal to a similar constituency of sup-
port, leading to policy programmes differing only in terms of their window
dressings. A possible logic for such a process was supplied by Anthony
Downs’ (1957) theory of the ‘median voter’, which suggests that parties will
progressively locate their policy platforms at the centre of the political spec-
trum. Symptoms of such an ideological convergence were not difficult to
observe. The Swedish political scientist, Herbert Tingsten (1955: 145) noted
that ‘(t)he actual words “socialism” or “liberalism” are tending to become
mere honorifics, useful in connection with elections and political festivities’.
The French sociologist, Raymond Aron (1955) pointed to an increasing
awareness that ‘the political categories of the last century – Left and Right,
liberal and socialist, traditional and revolutionary – have lost their relev-
ance’. Otto Kirchheimer (1964, 1966b), a German political scientist, saw the
class parties of an earlier era being replaced by cross-class, ‘catch-all’ parties,
and saw the inevitable consequence as a ‘waning of opposition’ in Western
democratic systems. In a book entitled The End of Ideology (1960: 402–3), the
American sociologist, Daniel Bell identified a ‘consensus among intellectuals
on political issues: the acceptance of a Welfare State; the desirability of
decentralized power; a system of mixed economy and political pluralism’.
With substantial consensus on acceptable policy goals as well as on the demo-
cratic rules of the game, politics was unlikely to be a source of substantial
cross-national differences in policy outcomes.

Most of the writers mentioned here saw an intimate connection between
economic progress, democracy and the emergence of political consensus,
with greater affluence serving as the solvent for the extreme political divi-
sions of an earlier era. Others, however, viewed the linkage between policy
outcomes and the economic progress as more direct, with industrial modern-
ization creating the need for progressively greater intervention by the state.
This was by no means a novel position. As long ago as 1877, Alfred Wagner,
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a German public finance theorist, had advanced a ‘law of increasing state
activity’. It postulated that the very process of industrialization through
which societies became more affluent produced problems which forced
them to devote ever greater proportions of national income to the provision
of collective goods (see Larkey et al., 1981). This hypothesis of a link between
economic modernization and the growth of the state was now restated as
part of a wider thesis of the ‘logic of industrialism’ through which the imper-
atives of modern technology strip away all significant sources of national
difference (Kerr, 1960). In the process, modern societies experience a process
of convergence of both economic (Galbraith, 1967) and social (Wilensky and
Lebeaux, 1958) policy. The state becomes more active and it becomes bigger,
but, paradoxically, politics in the traditional sense become less and less
significant, since they no longer have a claim to being a formative influence
on policy choice.

1100..33  TTHHEE  ‘‘PPOOLLIITTIICCSS--DDOOEESS--MMAATTTTEERR’’  DDEEBBAATTEE

Early empirical studies of variation in policy outcomes were designed to
provide evidence relevant to the claims made by the ‘end of ideology’ and
industrial modernization schools. Governmental outputs, and most conspic-
uously, measures of the extent of government spending, were a natural focus
for such research for two reasons. One was data availability. Governments
routinely produce data – national accounts statistics – that provide informa-
tion on their spending. This makes cross-national comparison of expenditure
totals easier than almost any other kind of policy outcomes research. The
other reason was theoretical relevance. The view that politics in advanced
Western societies can be likened to a ‘democratic class struggle’ rests on the
notion that where parties supported by the lower classes in society control
the reins of government, public spending on welfare and on measures
furthering egalitarian goals will be higher. Evidence that partisan control of
government in such societies was not associated with spending on welfare
and on policies designed to achieve wider egalitarian goals would imply
that this view was incorrect. On the other hand, evidence that, in such soci-
eties, spending for such purposes was associated with factors such as afflu-
ence, urbanization, occupational or demographic structure would suggest
that what mattered most was not politics, but economic modernization.

The earliest research was based on comparisons of the American states. It
came down heavily in favour of the view that apparent links between state
expenditure and party competition disappear once we take account of various
aspects of economic development, including per capita income, occupational
structure, urbanization and education level (see Dawson and Robinson, 1963;
Dye, 1966, but cf. Sharkansky and Hofferbert, 1969). Studies comparing com-
munist and capitalist nations arrived at rather similar conclusions (Pryor,
1968; Rimlinger, 1971). What mattered most were not ostensible differences in
political ideology, but differences in the degree of industrialization manifested
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by such nations, and hence differences in the nature of the problems they
confronted and in their organizational capacity to cope with them. Finally,
there were a number of sociological studies that sought to account for vari-
ation in welfare state development amongst nations at widely divergent
economic levels. These studies concluded that the main determinants of early
programme adoption (Cutright, 1965) and of aggregate spending levels
(Wilensky, 1975) were primarily socio-economic in character.

Harold Wilensky’s The Welfare State and Equality (1975) is generally
regarded as the classic study in what, by the mid-1970s, had become the
sociological orthodoxy. On the basis of an analysis of social security spending
in 1966, he concludes that:

For this sixty-country sample, the primacy of economic level and its demographic
and bureaucratic correlates is support for a convergence hypothesis; economic
growth makes countries with contrasting cultural and political traditions more
alike in their strategy for constructing the floor beneath which no one sinks.
(Wilensky, 1975, 27)

For Wilensky, the crucial aspect of socio-economic development is popu-
lation ageing, with an increasing proportion of older people exerting irre-
sistible pressure for welfare programmes catering to the needs of the old. In
a sense that pressure is political, since it is manifested in demands for greater
state activity, but the demands are no more prevalent in democratic than in
communist systems and are directed at parties and governments, irrespec-
tive of their ideological preferences. Wilensky’s findings, like those of the
majority of the studies cited here, derive from cross-sectional research using
multivariate techniques of a relatively sophisticated kind. They seem to offer
strong evidence in support of the industrial modernization thesis and to be
broadly compatible with the implications which follow from the ‘end of
ideology’ hypothesis. They appear to leave little scope for the possibility that
public policy in the modern state is decisively shaped by the outcomes of the
‘democratic class struggle’.

By the mid-1970s, the sociological orthodoxy was at its zenith. A decade
later, it had become a minority view. Focusing their attention on policy dif-
ferences exhibited by advanced democratic nations, empirical researchers of
the period re-examined the ‘end of ideology’ hypothesis and the industrial-
ization thesis and found them wanting. This rediscovery of politics did not
have a single voice. Many studies pointed to Leftwing partisan control of
government as the key variable determining a nation’s expenditure on
welfare objectives (Hewitt, 1977; Cameron, 1978; Stephens, 1979) and the
character of its economic policy choices (Hibbs, 1977; Tufte, 1978). Countries
in which parties of the Left were strong had bigger welfare states, lower
unemployment and utilized Keynesian demand management techniques
more actively than countries in which the Left was less strong. Others
argued that national differences in welfare spending and economic inequal-
ity could be better accounted for by the negative impact of parties of the
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Right in government (Castles, 1978; Castles and McKinlay, 1979; van
Arnhem and Schotsman, 1982). Still others saw class rather than party as the
critical variable. To Korpi (1978, 1983), public policies favouring working-
class interests emerged where a solidaristic labour movement worked
together with a Social Democratic government. Gough (1979), developing
earlier insights of Piven and Cloward (1972), noted the correspondence
between working class militancy and government initiatives in the area of
social amelioration. Finally, the emergent literature on corporatist modes of
interest intermediation (Lehmbruch, 1977; Schmitter and Lehmbruch, 1979)
linked economic policy performance to differences in the capacities of politi-
cal systems to compromise class interests (Schmidt, 1982b; see also Chapter 8
in this book). These nuances apart, this was a literature with, at least, two
common themes. The first was that the linkages between socio-economic
modernization and policy outcomes stressed by the sociological orthodoxy
were either absent or much exaggerated. The second was that observed
differences in the balance of political forces in Western nations corresponded
closely to differences in the degree to which the state took an activist stance
in the areas of economic and social policy (Keman, 1993b).

What is both fascinating and more than a little paradoxical is, of course,
the fact that conclusions as widely variant as those of the sociological ortho-
doxy and the ‘politics matters’ literature could be drawn from what was
ostensibly the same body of evidence concerning the socio-economic and
political correlates of public policy development in the modern state. The
key to understanding this discrepancy in findings lies in the diverse strat-
egies of comparison employed by the two approaches. Studies in the ‘end of
ideology’ -cum- industrialization mode adopted the strategy of focusing on
contrasts between the extent of ideological polarization in the inter-war and
post-war eras or between policy outcomes in countries at widely divergent
levels of economic development (see Dryzek, 1978; Castles and McKinlay,
1979). This strategy is sometimes described as the ‘most different’ approach
to comparative analysis (Przeworski and Teune, 1970: 31–9). The conclusions
that ideological difference has declined and that less industrialized nations
tend to be characterized by a lesser degree of state activism are undoubtedly
true, but have few, if any, implications for our understanding of differences
in public policy outcomes amongst more developed nations. It is on these
latter nations that studies in the ‘politics matters’ mode have concentrated
their attention, adopting the alternative (‘most similar’) strategy of compar-
ing nations which are relatively alike in terms of economic development and
democratic participation (Pennings et al., 1999: Part III). What these studies
claim to have demonstrated is that, within the far smaller ambit of policy
diversity that distinguishes such nations, differences in class mobilization
and in partisan incumbency are amongst the factors influencing the diversity
that does exist (Keman, 1988).

The obvious implication, therefore, is that the findings of both kinds of
studies could be simultaneously true, with the sociological orthodoxy
describing differences over time and between countries at diverse economic
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levels and the ‘politics matters’ hypothesis capturing at least part of the
dynamic of policy divergence in advanced nations. However, that was not,
for the most part, how the protagonists of the two schools saw the issue.
Because they saw themselves as addressing the same set of issues, the factors
associated with the rise of the modern state, their divergent findings were
widely interpreted as disagreements about facts, with studies in the socio-
logical tradition explicitly rejecting the relevance of political factors and
studies in the ‘politics matters’ mode largely dismissing the importance of
socio-economic explanations. Moreover, the fact that the views of the two
schools found their natural homes in different social science disciplines
transformed ostensible differences about the factors associated with the rise
of the modern state into polemical arguments concerning the explanatory
primacy of sociology and political science. Although, in retrospect, this con-
flict of theoretical perspectives and empirical findings was the crucible from
which the sub-discipline of comparative public policy emerged, it was, for
many years, an arena in which one-sided disciplinary ‘points scoring’ was
often no less prominent than the search for greater scientific understanding.

1100..44  PPAATTHHWWAAYYSS  TTOO  PPOOLLIICCYY

Since the early 1980s, work in the field of comparative public policy has
largely focused on accounting for policy differences amongst advanced
democratic states. A problem with such an approach is that it tends to divert
attention from the key socio-economic and political parameters that distin-
guish patterns of policy development in rich and poor nations and in demo-
cratic and undemocratic ones (see: Schmidt, 1989b; Lane and Ersson, 1997). It
has also meant that a number of nations which are now moderately affluent
and democratic, but which were poor and undemocratic in earlier decades,
have been much under-represented in the comparative literature. Greece,
Portugal and Spain are the obvious instances. Only now are scholars turning
to the question of whether public policy development in these nations has
mirrored that of other Western nations or whether it has reflected the special
circumstances of Southern European social, economic and cultural develop-
ment (see: Leibfried, 1993; Castles, 1995; Ferrera, 1996a; MIRE, 1997).

The big advantage of a more concentrated focus on advanced democratic
states is that it has facilitated the elaboration of a wider range of hypotheses.
In part, that is because the subtleties of public policy variation in this rela-
tively homogeneous grouping of nations are not obscured by massive diver-
gences in economic level and forms of government as they were in
comparisons involving less developed countries. In part, it is because the far
greater data availability for the advanced countries allowed scholars to
explore and test a wider variety of hypotheses than previously and to do so
across a wider range of policy issues. The elaboration of an ever increasing
body of hypotheses and findings across an ever wider span of policy areas
has been the basis for transforming an intellectual debate on the antecedents
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of post-war policy development into an area of specialized study in its own
right. It has also held out the promise of a more cumulative and scientific
approach to research in this field.

The model shown in Figure 10.1 provides a schematic rendering of the
kinds of factors and the varieties of causal sequences featuring in the recent
literature. The model identifies the generic components of a set of potential
sequences through which demands emerging from a particular social, eco-
nomic and cultural matrix are transformed into policy outcomes. This process
of transformation takes place in a political system in which interest groups
and political parties are the main political actors, but in which institutional
arrangements condition their scope for independent activity. Theories in the
field are distinguished both by the components on which they focus and by
the causal sequences linking those components to final outcomes. In other
words, different theories identify different pathways to policy. 

What distinguishes policy-making under democratic conditions is that
groups and parties are free to express and organize interests and that electoral
and legislative arrangements provide institutionalized devices by which ordi-
nary citizens can influence policy. Ostensibly this seems to guarantee that
politics will be of great significance in the policy process of the democratic
state. There are, however, influential accounts which argue that is not the case.
Their common theme is that undoubted differences in interest group politics,
partisan complexion of government and institutional arrangements in dif-
ferent countries do not translate into different policy outcomes, because, even
under democratic conditions, political actors enjoy only limited autonomy.

1100..55  CCOONNSSTTRRAAIINNEEDD  AAUUTTOONNOOMMYY  AANNDD  PPOOLLIICCYY  CCOONNVVEERRGGEENNCCEE

At least four arguments of this kind have featured in the literature in recent
decades. One, which is frequently encountered in discussions of social policy
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development, relates to changing patterns of population need. The argument
is that democratic politicians, irrespective of ideological persuasion, find it
extremely difficult to resist demands from large sections of the population
adversely affected by social change. Moreover, because, in the course of the
past century, responses to need have been institutionalized into a huge
panoply of welfare entitlements, the expenditure impact of changing
patterns of need is frequently automatic. According to Wilensky (1975),
population ageing has been much the most significant source of emergent
population need and, hence, has been the major factor shaping the rise of the
modern welfare state. A belief that similar mechanisms will prevail in future
underpins prophecies of expenditure crisis arising from the further ‘greying’
of the population over coming decades (World Bank, 1994; OECD, 1996).
There is also beginning to be some major concern about the likely policy
consequences of declining fertility trends in many Western nations (Castles,
1998; Esping-Andersen, 1999). Whenever social policy analysts predict the
shape of future policy developments on the basis of changing patterns of
need, they are implicitly arguing that the hands of democratic politicians are
to a greater or lesser degree tied by the exigencies of large-scale economic
and social change (compare this with the arguments of policy targeting in
Chapter 4 in this book).

Another argument premised on the limited autonomy of political actors in
a democratic environment was widely used to account for the crisis that
marked the end of the Golden Age of welfare state expansion (OECD, 1981).
The main theme of the debate was the view that the growth of public
spending had now outstripped the willingness of a democratic electorate to
finance that spending through taxes. In essence, the argument was the needs
thesis writ large. Democratic governments were caught between a rock and
hard place. On the one hand, they could not resist the demands of any
reasonably large body within the electorate, because to do so gave a com-
petitive edge to opposition parties ready to make irresponsible promises in
order to gain office. On the other, giving in to such demands inevitably
meant spiralling deficits and increased levels of public debt. Such accounts
came from both Left and Right. On the Left, the dilemma was viewed as one
of the latest manifestations of the inherent contradictions of capitalism, with
popular demands being ultimately frustrated by the need to maintain a
regime favourable to the interests of private capital accumulation (Offe,
1972; O’Connor, 1973). On the Right, it was seen as a crisis marking the outer
limits of the post-war, interventionist-state, with governments progressively
immobilized by demands way beyond their capacity to respond (King, 1975;
Brittan, 1977).

Both of the above arguments suggest that there are major limitations on the
capacity of democratic governments to resist calls for greater public spend-
ing. The most recent variant of the limited autonomy argument suggests that
changing economic realities leave political actors with little option but to
reduce the size of the state (Scharpf, 1997; Jessop, 1996; Rhodes, 1997). The
substance of that change is the shift to a more globalized world economy.
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Under circumstances where international trade dominates domestic markets
and where there are few impediments to capital movements across national
boundaries, domestic policy autonomy is severely constrained by the free-
dom of investors to seek better returns in other markets (see: Ohmae, 1991;
Cerny, 1994; Pauly, 1995; cf. Hirst and Thompson, 1996). The logic of global-
ization confronts the logic of escalating demands head-on. Because footloose
capital will tend to gravitate to environments in which taxation is lower,
Keynesian fiscal strategies premised on adjustments to domestic tax-rates are
no longer viable. Because states must compete to attract new sources of
capital and to prevent existing capital moving elsewhere, there will inevitably
be a ‘run to the bottom’ across most categories of social and public spending.
Although it is politicians who make the decisions that usher in the leaner,
meaner state, the imagery of the globalization rhetoric is of an absence of any
genuine political choice, of policies dictated by the sheer brute force of
economic realities. The claim of globalization theory is the claim so often
made by Margaret Thatcher (Britain’s Prime Minister: 1979–91): that there is
no alternative to the policies currently on offer!

Whatever their disagreements on the likely trajectory of state intervention,
all of these arguments see the ultimate determinants of public policy out-
comes as interests emanating from the economic and social environment.
However, a final class of argument suggests that the factor, which most
restricts freedom of policy manoeuvre, is the constraining impact of prior
policy choices. Such arguments have a variety of forms. In some cases, out-
comes are self-perpetuating, as in economists’ accounts of the adverse effects
of what they call ‘hysteresis’, where the declining job readiness of the unem-
ployed makes it increasingly less likely that they will find employment in
the future (see: Layard et al., 1991). In other words, high unemployment
causes higher unemployment. In others cases, prior policy choices – either in
the area in question or in related areas – modify popular preferences and/or
repertoires of probable institutional responses so that the policies of yester-
year persist as the template of policies in the here and now. As Myles and
Quadagno (1997) show, pension reformers in welfare states designed on
Bismarckian, contributory, principles are confronted with quite different
options from reformers operating in the context of flat-rate, exchequer-
funded, Beveridge systems (cf. Overbye, 1994). What is common to all forms
of such arguments is the notion that public policy is substantially path
dependent; that it is highly resistant to change once its initial parameters are
firmly established (Keman, 1993b; Hicks et al., 1995).

Although not logically required by arguments from constrained autonomy,
most of these accounts have also been associated with claims concerning the
policy convergence of modern states. Population ageing ultimately means that
all advanced nations will have large welfare states. The inherent tendency
of democratic demands to outstrip the democratic willingness to pay taxes
produces universal welfare state crisis. Competing in a globalized economy
means that nations have no alternative but to reverse the tide of post-war
interventionism and downsize the state. Research in the comparative tradition
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properly treats such assertions of emergent similarity with an inherent
scepticism, since they contradict the essential premise of the comparative
approach, that differences amongst nations are of sufficient magnitude to be
worthy of study. Indeed, the fact of continuing cross-national diversity pro-
vides a method and a spur to researchers who seek to challenge the determin-
istic implications of such arguments. The evidence of three or more decades of
work in the field of comparative public policy is that supposedly universal
trends are frequently of limited duration and never sufficient to cancel out
significant variation from other sources (Castles, 1998: 312–36).

1100..66  TTHHEE  IIMMPPAACCTT  OOFF  IINNTTEERREESSTTSS

For pathways to policy to allow of politics influencing policy variation
amongst nations, it is necessary that national differences in the character of
interest groups, political parties and institutional arrangements have inde-
pendent effects on policy outcomes. Studies identifying such effects have
employed two basic approaches. The simplest has been to seek to demon-
strate patterns of co-variation between political and outcome variables,
showing, for example, that, where a certain type of party has been strong,
there has been a strong tendency to adopt policies of a particular type. A
more complex approach has been to move beyond the identification of
policy-relevant political actors to locate the circumstances under which such
actors become strong in the first place. That this latter approach makes the
forces shaping the main actors in the democratic struggle central to the task
of understanding policy variation in the democratic state is a further reason
why research in comparative public policy has found a natural home within
the comparative politics sub-discipline.

Studies identifying interest groups as the key actors shaping policy out-
comes have had a highly circumscribed focus. That is because interest group
systems are, in most respects, country-specific, rendering virtually imposs-
ible the kind of common categorization which is the essential precursor to
comparative analysis. The only obvious exception is the inherent duality of
the opposed interests of labour and capital as represented by trade unions
and business associations, which occurs in some form in all advanced demo-
cratic societies (Streeck and Schmitter, 1995). Early neo-Marxist contribu-
tions to the literature tended to view such organizations as class actors
pressing for the collective economic interests of their members (Gough,
1979). The main focus of theorizing in this area has, however, been on
the potential of corporatist institutional arrangements to produce superior
economic outcomes by reducing levels of overt conflict between labour and
capital (see Chapter 7 in this book).

There have been many variants on this theme, not all of them particularly
consistent (see: Therborn, 1987b; Braun, 1989; Woldendorp, 1995; Siaroff,
1999), but the core idea was that appropriate institutional arrangements could
promote increased awareness of the long-term advantages of collaboration
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between economic interests and of the destructive potential of short-term,
sectional conflict. The implication was that countries like Austria, The
Netherlands, Norway, Germany and Sweden, which all commentators agreed
possessed the required kind of ‘encompassing’ labour market institutions,
would have better economic outcomes than countries like Britain, France, Italy
and the USA, which were widely seen as lacking them. Optimism about the
economic benefits of corporatism was at its height in the late 1970s and early
1980s (see: Goldthorpe, 1984). However, weaker economic performance in a
number of corporatist countries in the 1990s disappointed earlier expecta-
tions (Kitschelt et al., 1999). As a result, research on the policy implications of
diverse modes of managing conflict between interests in the labour market
is now taking new forms, with contrasts between corporatist and non-
corporatist systems giving way to more nuanced comparisons of the policy
profiles associated with diverse ‘production regimes’ or ‘varieties of capitalism’
(Hollingsworth et al., 1994; Soskice, 1999).

The view that comparative research on the link between interest group
activity and policy outcomes is necessarily restricted to conflicts between
labour and capital is seemingly contradicted by recent work by Paul Pierson
(1996, 2001) on what he calls ‘the new politics of the welfare state’. Pierson
argues that one of the things which distinguishes the contemporary politics
of retrenchment from the earlier stage of building the welfare state is a shift
from the primacy of parties to the primacy of interests. The very success of
the welfare state project in earlier post-war decades has altered the dynamics
of policy-making.

With these massive programmes have come dense networks of interest
groups and strong popular attachments to particular policies, which present
a considerable obstacle to reform (Pierson, 1996: 146).

According to Pierson, the ‘old politics of the welfare state’ largely
concerned the role of parties of the Left in building the welfare edifice. In
contrast, the ‘new politics’ of the contemporary era are about the way in
which interests mobilize to frustrate those seeking to dismantle that edifice
(see Chapter 9 in this book).

The conclusions of Pierson’s 1996 article on this theme are ostensibly
based on observations of retrenchment politics in four countries – Britain,
Germany, Sweden and the USA – and, therefore, seemingly transcend the
specificity of national interest group systems. In fact, the only country for
which he provides firm evidence of group mobilization to protect welfare
programmes is the USA. However, there is nothing new about interest
groups playing a major role in welfare politics in that country. Indeed, the
original Social Security Act of 1935 was partly a response to an organized
movement of elderly Americans (the Townsend Movement) pressing for the
introduction of age pensions (Orloff, 1988: 68–9). What distinguished the
USA from other Western countries in the welfare state building stage is what
distinguishes the USA now: that, in the absence of ideologically based par-
ties, interest group politics are much more vital in the USA than elsewhere.
In reality, then, the ‘new politics of the welfare state’ are nothing new in the
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USA and, outside of the USA, interest group politics remain subordinate to
party. Pierson may well be justified in arguing that inter-party differences on
welfare issues are no longer as salient as they once were (see Stephens et al.,
1999; Castles, 2000). However, on the basis of the evidence he provides, he is
clearly not justified in arguing that interest groups have become the dominant
political actors in the policy processes of modern democracies.

1100..77  TTHHEE  CCOOMMPPLLEEXXIITTIIEESS  OOFF  PPAARRTTIISSAANNSSHHIIPP

Although, as previously noted, the rediscovery of politics of the late 1970s
had many voices, the theme that was strongest, and which has remained
strongest, was the impact of party in shaping public policy performance and,
in particular, outcomes relating to the welfare state. This should occasion
little surprise. By the second half of the twentieth century, party politics had
clearly superseded legislative politics as the major force determining the
complexion of government in the parliamentary democracies of Western
Europe and the Anglo-Saxon world. Given that government, in turn, initi-
ates and administers policy, it is natural to assume a flow-on from the input
to the output side of politics. Indeed, it is the presumption of such a flow-on
that is generally seen as giving party government its legitimacy as a demo-
cratic form of governance. Party rule is compatible with rule by the people
because the mandate to govern results from a popular choice amongst rival
policy platforms (Klingeman et al., 1994). That, in turn, is what makes the
claim that parties influence policy formation so important. Demonstrating
the truth of this claim is not just a matter of showing the relevance of poli-
tics; it is also a matter of showing that the democratic form of government
functions as it is supposed to function (see Chapter 4 in this book).

There are a variety of empirical strategies by which one might go about
seeking to establish a link between the partisan complexion of government
and policy outcomes. Arguably, the most direct is to assess the extent to
which electoral promises are carried out when parties win office. This has
been the strategy adopted by recent comparative research on party mani-
festos, with findings which reveal just the kind of correspondence between
party programmes and policy outcomes assumed by the theory of party
government. Generally, however, research in the comparative public policy
tradition has taken a somewhat different tack. This has involved the genera-
tion of hypotheses concerning the probable policy consequences of rule by
parties of a given type and the use of cross-national data to test such
hypotheses. It is this approach which has led to a focus on the role of parties
of the Left. The historic agenda of such parties has been to use state inter-
vention to promote greater economic and social equality, suggesting the
obvious hypotheses that, where they have been dominant, the state will be
bigger and equality will be greater. Early work supporting such conclusions
has already been cited. Later studies using more sophisticated statistical
techniques, a variety of specifications of Left strength and a range of control
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variables, have replicated their findings for various time-points and periods
in the post-war era (Hicks and Swank, 1984; Korpi, 1989; Esping-Andersen,
1990; Huber et al., 1993; Keman, 1988, 1993a; Schmidt, 1996a).

Although parties of the Left have been the predominant focus of research,
there has also been work on other types of party. Early findings by Castles
(1982) that Right incumbency has been associated with a less interventionist
public policy stance have been extended in a variety of contexts including
issues of sexual equality (Norris, 1987), foreign development aid (Imbeau,
1988) and educational spending (Castles, 1989a, 1998). There has also been
considerable interest in the impact of Christian Democratic parties. Research
has now demonstrated that countries in which such parties have been a
dominant influence in the post-war era spend as much for social purposes as
countries in which the Left has been strong (Wilensky, 1981; Huber et al.,
1993; Castles, 1998). However, the content of social policy is very different.
In Christian Democratic, continental, Western Europe, Catholic social policy
doctrines in particular have favoured status preservation and income main-
tenance through contribution-based income transfer systems; in Leftist
Scandinavia, Social Democratic ideas have favoured economic equality and
direct provision by the state (see: Esping-Andersen, 1990; van Kersbergen,
1995). Finally, comparative historians have added a note of caution to more
sweeping generalizations about the policy consequences of Left hegemony.
Even where the ultimate impact of such parties has been plain to see, as in
Social Democratic, Scandinavia, it has been shown that middle-class parties
have sometimes played a crucial part in initiating welfare programmes and
in shaping the trajectory of subsequent social policy development (Baldwin,
1990; Swenson, 1991).

The claim that the old (partisan) politics of the welfare state has been
superseded by a ‘new politics of the welfare state’ based on interest group
politics has already been noted. The comparable claim in the economic
policy literature has been that the kind of differences that once distinguished
economies presided over by Leftist and corporatist regimes have diminished
or disappeared in the face of common global economic imperatives.
However, research findings are now emerging, which show that currently
fashionable arguments about the policy implications of globalization are
either incorrect or very much exaggerated (see: Garrett, 1998; Swank, 2001).
More interesting still is recent work suggesting that any weakening of parti-
san impact on the demand-side of the economy has been more than com-
pensated for by emergent supply-side differences. In path-breaking research,
Boix (1998) has noted that what distinguishes parties of the Left is no longer
their emphasis on tax and spend policies, but rather their use of interven-
tionist strategies, including active labour market policies and infrastructure
investment, to raise the productivity of labour and capital. In contrast, the
distinguishing characteristic of the conservative side of politics is no longer
an emphasis on small government as such, but rather on the potential of
strategies such as privatization and reduced marginal tax rates to encourage
private provision of physical and human capital. Findings such as these once
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again confirm the key role of parties in shaping a wide variety of public
policy outcomes, whilst also demonstrating that the nature of that role is
often far more complex than initially supposed.

1100..88  TTHHEE  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNSS  OOFF  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT

Accounts of policy determination emphasizing the role of interest groups
and parties highlight the influence of the major input mechanisms of demo-
cratic politics. In contrast, institutional accounts, which have been a major
growth area in comparative public policy research over the past decade,
concentrate on the ways in which the output structures of government shape
the character of policy outcomes. The core premise of such accounts is that
different kinds of structures process policy demands in different ways. This
may be a matter of capacity. Some kinds of governmental structures are more
efficient and effective in accomplishing particular tasks than are others.
More usually, it is a matter of more or less explicit institutional design
(Scharpf, 1991; Colomer, 1996; Shepsle, 1997). The authors of the American
constitution designed their governmental institutions around the idea of
checks and balances precisely because they wished to put obstacles in the
way of ill-considered and precipitate change. However, the fact that govern-
mental structures are often fashioned with broader or more narrowly
defined objectives in mind does not mean that their policy consequences are
necessarily ones that would be welcomed by a democratic majority. The
whole point of constitutional documents, and what gives them their power-
ful policy impact, is that they constrain subsequent generations to behave in
particular ways whether they wish to or not.

Within the institutions literature, there are two rival accounts of the way
in which governmental structures impinge on the growth of the state. One
rests on the mechanics of the policy process, identifying veto points in the
structure of decision-making, and arguing that the more players it takes to
change the status quo, the less will be the likelihood of radical change
(Immergut, 1992; Huber et al., 1993; Tsebilis, 1995; see also Chapter 8 of this
book). Each veto point multiplies opportunities to mount campaigns against
proposals, which impose costs on those who benefit from existing policies.
Hence, institutional arrangements like strong bicameralism and federalism,
which proliferate the number of relevant veto points, are likely to be condu-
cive to a weaker development of the state than arrangements such as uni-
cameralism and unitary government, which concentrate the locus of political
power. In line with this reasoning, there is strong agreement in the literature
that federal states exhibit weaker social expenditure development than
unitary ones (see: Wilensky, 1975; Cameron, 1978; Castles and McKinlay,
1979; Gordon, 1988; Lane and Ersson, 1997).

An alternative account of the impact of governmental structures focuses
on the ways in which institutional arrangements foster conflict or consensus
amongst decision-makers, leading to more or less competitive or consensual
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policy styles (Guy Peters et al., 1977; Keman, 1996, 1999; Birchfield and
Crepaz, 1998). In the latest working of this theme, Arend Lijphart (1999)
suggests that there is evidence that a consensual style of politics is conducive
to more successful macro-economic management. More directly relevant to
issues concerning the size of the state, he provides evidence that consensus
politics produces a ‘kinder, gentler’ democracy characterized by higher
social expenditure, lesser economic inequality, a less punitive criminal justice
system and more generous foreign aid (see also Chapter 7 of this book).

Discussion of the impact of governmental structures on policy outcomes
is not restricted to the size of the state. There has also been a strong interest
in the ways in which economic policy outcomes are shaped by institutional
arrangements, with public choice theory providing much of the intellectual
impetus for analysis and research. Theoretical work on the link between
fiscal policy arrangements and economic performance is illustrative. Within
the public choice tradition, institutions are seen as sets of rules, determining
optimum strategies for self-interested players. From this perspective, it can
be argued that the ‘dispersal of fiscal authority among different levels of
government’ optimizes the probability of constraining ‘Leviathan’s overall
fiscal appetites’ (Brennan and Buchanan, 1980: 181). Given an assumption
that high tax levels are inimical to economic efficiency, this implies that
economic policy outcomes in federal states are likely to be better  – all other
things being equal  – than those in unitary states. While empirical tests have
failed to confirm such a relationship, they have shown that less formalized
indicators of the extent of tax decentralization are associated with higher
levels of economic growth and greater price stability (Castles, 1999).

The ways in which institutional arrangements contribute to or restrain
inflation have been a major theme of the literature over several decades. This
concern does not come out of public choice theory alone. As previously
noted, earlier debates on the potential of corporatist labour market institu-
tions to contain distributional conflict in the wages policy arena originated
from class-based analysis. The public choice school’s more recent contribu-
tion to the literature has concentrated attention on the role of independent
central banks in promoting price stability. Essentially, the argument is that
labour market actors will be more conscious of the inflationary conse-
quences of their actions, where they have strong expectations that the
authorities will maintain tight monetary policies, and that this is more likely
to occur where central banks are free of governmental interference. Despite
serious conceptual difficulties in classifying degrees of central bank inde-
pendence in different nations, the broad consensus of findings supports such
a conclusion (Alesina, 1989; Grilli et al., 1991; Busch, 1993).

We conclude this section by noting a significant contrast between accounts
of policy variation resting on differences in institutional arrangements and
accounts resting on differences in demands, interests and parties. Whereas
differences of the latter type are not readily susceptible to manipulation or
social engineering, institutional arrangements can, in principle, at least, be
reshaped and redesigned through the conscious decision of political actors.
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Because this is so, institutional accounts assert that politics matter in a sense
above and beyond that implied by the mere demonstration that differences
in the input mechanisms of democratic politics contribute to differences in
policy outcomes. If there is evidence that corporatist institutions favour
diminished labour market conflict, governments may deliberately choose –
as, in many countries, they did in the late 1970s and early 1980s – to foster
the development of tripartite links between labour, business and govern-
ment. If there is evidence that fiscal decentralization promotes economic
efficiency or that central bank independence is conducive to price stability,
then it makes sense to think of modifying policy arrangements to achieve
such outcomes. Thus, when we argue that institutions matter, we are doing
something more than simply offering a scientific account of the forces driving
the policy process. We are also making the very significant point that the
shape of public policy is, at least in part, a function of our organization of
democratic choices.

1100..99  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONNSS

The latter sections of this chapter have attempted to summarize recent work
in comparative public policy by discussing the wide variety of pathways to
policy identified in the literature. There has, however, been some degree
of artificiality in the presentation. Because our main purpose has been to
identify differences amongst the types of explanatory account featuring in
the literature, we have paid little explicit attention to efforts by a variety of
scholars to integrate and build bridges between such accounts. Work of this
nature can be found in a variety of methodological traditions: the historical
sociology of Peter Flora and his colleagues, the ‘power resources’ approach
of the Stockholm Institute of Social Research, and the hugely complex
pooled time-series designs employed in contemporary quantitative research
(see: Janoski and Hicks, 1994). Once we reject the over-determinism of the
early sociological orthodoxy and of later assertions of circumscribed policy
autonomy, complexity becomes the natural object of study. Pathways to
policy are many, they differ from policy area to policy area and they change
over time. The mark of the increasing maturity of comparative public policy
as a field of study within political science is that it less frequently addresses
such undifferentiated questions as whether politics matters, and instead
asks how, when and to what extent particular aspects of democratic politics
influence particular policy outcomes.
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1111 DEMOCRATIC PERFORMANCE:
ARE THERE INSTITUTIONAL EFFECTS?

JJaann--EErriikk  LLaannee  aanndd  SSvvaannttee  EErrssssoonn

1111..11  IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN

As the universe of democratic regimes has expanded considerably since 1989
we face greater institutional variation in the constitutional organization of
democracies. The political institutions vary not only in terms of Montesquieu’s
trias politica, but also in terms of other institutional arrangements such as elec-
toral systems (and related formulae), the state format, the nature of the consti-
tution (codified or not) as well as the position of independent public bodies.
The new institutional approach tends to describe merely all the similarities
and differences between democratic institutions, but theorizing this cross-
national variety in the ‘new’ Europe is an even greater challenge.

If the old institutionalism was chiefly descriptive, parochial and legalistic,
then the new institutionalism should do better. Just as the new institutional-
ist scholar may arm himself/herself with a plethora of approaches and
models from different schools, so he/she may pay as much attention to the
small European democracies as to the large nations, e.g. Germany, France
and the UK. Neo-institutionalist research would not stop where the written
constitution ends but would examine what Max Weber called the ‘real’
constitution, or the rules that are actually operated in a political system,
codified or not (Czada et al., 1998).

Distinctive of the new institutionalism is the idea that: Institutions Matter.
Outcomes are not to be analysed merely by means of preferences or culture,
but it is believed that institutions play a role in determining political per-
formance. This is basically a causal notion, meaning that we must be able
to observe some form of constant conjunction between an institution and
its effect(s). One may distinguish between a micro and a macro-version of
institutions in relation to institutional effects. On the one hand, there is the
micro-perspective dealing with one institution at a time, focusing upon its
minute effects. On the other hand, there is the macro-perspective dealing
with a pattern of institutions at the societal level. The purpose of this chapter
is to examine democratic institutional performance at the macro-level, and
especially search for the occurrence of institutional effects among policy out-
puts and outcomes (see also: Weaver and Rockman, 1993; Colomer, 1996;
Keman, 1997c).

SKe11.qxd  2/8/02 3:44 PM  Page 233



1111..22  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  EEFFFFEECCTTSS

Institutional or neo-institutional analysis would take a huge step forward
towards a set of testable models if it could show that institutions matter for
outcomes. In this chapter we will attempt to advance neo-institutionalism
by showing how democratic institutions are important for policy outputs as
well as for political, social and economic outcomes. We will use a Humean
methodology, correlating an institutional variation with a variation in
outputs and outcomes. The relationships between institutional items and
policy outputs and outcomes to be examined below will be derived from
democratic theory. However, whether or not alternative hypotheses about
the impact of institutions are true can only be decided on the basis of
empirical tests.

Two questions would be central in a so-called Humean approach to insti-
tutional importance: (1) What is the average institutional performance?
(2) Does institutional performance involve institutional causality? We approach
these two problems in a macro analysis, meaning that we examine data about
whole societies and their macro-political institutions. Democratic theory is
sufficiently contested and contestable to allow for a number of alternative
models about institutional performance which can be tested. Alternative
hypotheses about the effects of different democratic institutions, competing
for allegiance, are also considered.

Such a macro-analysis is based upon two requirements. First, institutions
can be clearly identified at the macro-level as well as separated from other
types of entities in the social reality, such as social and economic conditions
or the interests of actors, and culture. Second, there is a set of policy outputs
and outcomes which do vary and warrant a search for institutional effects.
In the institutionalist literature the set of outputs and outcomes includes
public policies such as welfare state expenditures or public sector efforts,
and socio-economic outcomes such as the level of human development,
social and gender equality, as well as political outcomes such as political or
constitutional stability. It is the case that all these outputs and outcomes
show ample cross-national variation across the set of democratic countries
to warrant such an investigation. At present, the universe of countries
adhering to a democratic regime today is almost one third of the some
190 states of the world (Derbyshire and Derbyshire, 1996).

As we will look at the impact of democratic institutions, we wish to
distinguish between the difference that democracy and non-democracy
makes for outcomes (genus proximum), on the one hand, and the effects of a
variety of democratic institutions, on the other hand (differentia specifica).
Thus, we first ask what difference does it make for policy outputs or
outcomes whether a country is democratic. Second, we inquire into whether
alternative sets of democratic institutions indeed implicate a difference for
policy outputs and outcomes at the macro-level.
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1111..33  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNSS::  IINNTTRRIINNSSIICC  OORR
EEXXTTRRIINNSSIICC  IIMMPPOORRTTAANNCCEE??

Institutions are important, we are being told by all the versions of
neo-institutionalism (Williamson, 1985; March and Olsen, 1989; North, 1990;
Keman, 1997c). We ask: for what? The search for institutional effects would,
if successful, strengthen neo-institutionalism or the new institutionalism.
The mere claim about institutional importance would be replaced by a set of
theoretically derived models that have been tested in empirical research
with confirmation. Proclaiming ‘institutional importance’ is, however,
ambiguous, as long as the following two critical distinctions are not made.

1111..33..11  IInnssttiittuuttiioonnaall  IImmppoorrttaannccee::  IInnttrriinnssiicc  oorr  EExxttrriinnssiicc

Institutions are the rules or norms which are upheld by means of sanctions.
Thus, behaviour is oriented in terms of rules where failure to comply with
the rules results in sanctions. The institutionalization of norms is the entire
process through which norms are brought to apply in societies. Institutions
are intrinsically important when their norms are being complied with.
Thus, institutions may be considered absolutely vital to any society because
much behaviour in all societies tends to comply with norms. Institutions,
however, are failing if societal behaviour does not comply with its norms.
In all societies there always occurs behaviour which is deviant in relation to
its norms. When deviance is prevelant, then the existence of the institution
is in jeopardy.

Institutions that are upheld often receive moral support, i.e. they come to
be recognized as legitimate. Much of political life in a democracy is institu-
tionalized. For instance, the behaviour in legislatures tends to follow explicit
or implicit norms, resulting in standard procedures for voting and for work
in committees. One can state that such institutions are important, meaning
that they structure behaviour and receive support in terms of widespread
legitimacy (Tsebelis, 1990). Although parliaments operate different institu-
tions, one may claim that they all are important in this intrinsic sense of
‘importance’, meaning only that norms are complied with. And, to take
another example, it is an important question where an economy successfully
institutionalizes much economic interaction and induces market behaviour
with low transaction costs (North, 1990).

Extrinsic importance is something completely different, as it refers to the
consequences of the operation of institutions. Institutions, when strongly in
place, can bring about outcomes in the causal sense. Thus, norms when
firmly institutionalized may be conducive to political, social or economic
results. This is not a question of whether the norms are complied with or not,
but whether the operation of the institutions brings about outcomes that go
beyond the mere institutionalization of the norms.
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For instance, a parliament recruited by means of majoritarian election
techniques may display a different performance profile from a parliament
recruited by means of a Proportional Representation system, or result in
different policy outputs and outcomes. Similarly, an economy which institu-
tionalizes a high degree of economic freedom may achieve a higher rate of
economic growth than an economy with institutions that allow for less
economic freedom. ‘Being important’ here stands for the consequences of the
institution beyond mere compliance.

1111..33..22  IInnssttiittuuttiioonnss::  RRuulleess  oorr  AAccttoorrss

Discussing ‘institutional importance’ or the concept of institutional effects
implies that one conceives of institutions as rules that constrain or empower
individual or collective actors. In this chapter we will pursue institutional-
ism in its rational-choice version, because it is the type of institutionalism
that offers a distinct conceptualization of institutions, separating institutions
from other entities in social life. Sociological institutionalism, identifying
institutions with not only norms but also culture as well as organizations,
may cast its nets too widely, meaning that ‘institution’ stands for everything
and thus nothing (see, for example: Powell and Di Maggio, 1991; Streeck,
1992; March and Olsen, 1995).

In order to derive testable models about institutions, it is necessary to
distinguish them from actors, preferences or culture. ‘Institutions’ stand for
the norms that society complies with. And the key question is whether or not
institutional variation does produce a difference in outputs and outcomes.
We know that outputs and outcomes vary strongly among the countries of
the world. Thus, socio-economic outcomes are very different measured in
terms of affluence, economic growth, human development and equality. The
same is true of political outputs and outcomes such as the size of the public
sector, the respect for human rights and political stability. Do institutions
play a role in explaining this variation in outputs and outcomes? More
specifically, we ask: Do democratic institutions make a difference?

A theory on the impact of democratic institutions may be developed in two
ways: focusing on the genus proximum of democracy or on those institutions
that are characteristic for any democratic regime. We will use Tocqueville’s
model about the general consequences of a democratic society, with regard to
indicating the genus proximum. Presently the most discussed model about
democratic effects is probably the Lijphart theory about the differential con-
sequences of the operation of Westminster democracy and Consensus demo-
cracy (Lijphart, 1984, 1999). Before we evaluate this differentia specifica model,
we will discuss the genus proximum model: institutional effects that deals with
the distinction between democracy and non-democracy.

1111..44  IIMMPPAACCTT  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY::  DDEE  TTOOCCQQUUEEVVIILLLLEE’’SS  MMOODDEELL

What is democracy? Which regimes enter the set of non-democracies? These
questions about the definition of democratic institutions can be answered in
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various ways (see: Woldendorp et al., 2000; Chapter 3 of this book). One may
focus upon institutions that secure government of the people or by the
people. Here, the genus proximum of democracy is group decision-making
where votes are allocated to choose participants and the group decision is
the aggregation of the preferences of the participants. Hence, what demo-
cracy in its minimum sense excludes is the imposition of the will of an exter-
nal person or the declaration of the preference of one participant as the
group choice against all the preferences of the other participants. Democratic
decisions are non-dictatorial from within the group nor imposed from outside
of the group.

In political democracy, there is an institution that safeguards equality, as
implied by the one-man, one-vote rule. All citizens – men and women – are
equal and count for the same. In addition there is the idea of making
decisions by one group decision-making rule, meaning simple majority voting.
Although political democracy may employ qualified majority decision-
making, real life democratic countries tend to use simple majority in most of
their institutions. Thus, we shall use a minimalist definition of the genus
proximum of democracy: equal citizen voting rights and simple majority
decision-making is prevalent.

Equal voting rights and simple majority is, of course, a very thin definition
of democratic institutions, which is sometimes called ‘populist democracy’ or
Roussean democracy. One may arrive at thick definitions of democracy by
increasing the number and types of citizen rights, including negative or posi-
tive freedoms, group rights and immunities: for instance, property rights (see
for this: Held, 1987). Another method for arriving at a thick definition of
democracy is to make the group decision-making rules more complex, includ-
ing a variety of qualified decision-making or the allocation of veto possibilities
to various players. Precisely differentia specifica definitions of democracy follow
from various thick definitions of the concept (Saward, 1994; Beetham, 1994).

Focusing upon the separation between democracies and non-democracies
in the countries of the world today, we employ a human rights index. The
set of non-democracies includes a variety of different regimes: personal
dictatorships, one party regimes, military juntas and traditional regimes. The
non-democratic regimes, of whatever kind they may be, do not satisfy the
minimalist criteria on democracy: equal citizen voting rights and the pro-
hibition against dictators from inside or outside the choice group. There are
a variety of indices measuring the institutionalization of political and civil
rights, ranking countries from 0 to 10 in terms of the extent of their demo-
craticness (see also Chapter 3 in this book).

In contrast to these regimes the argument is that democracies would enhance
outputs such as the welfare state or socio-economic performance, because
democratic institutions promote the interests of most of its citizens. This is the
classical position in Tocqueville’s predictions about the future of democracy,
stated in his second volume of Democracy in America published in 1840.

Tocqueville distinguished between the aristocratic and the democratic
society. The future of mankind is linked to with the latter type of society,
argued Tocqueville. A democratic society would promote the level of human
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development, as it emphasizes individualism and the pursuit of personal
happiness. Since it favours equality before freedom, a democratic society
favours public sector expansion, which will provide government with the
resources it needs to equalize conditions between classes or income strata as
well as between men and women (Tocqueville, 1990, Volume II: 168–214).

Is it true that democracies perform differently in the Tocqueville sense from
non-democracies if data about the realities of the word today are examined?
Table 11.1 suggests an answer using cross-sectional information from the
1970s, 1980s and 1990s, where the occurrence of democracy is measured by
means of indices tapping the institutionalization of civil and political rights.

It is not an exaggeration to state that all of the Tocqueville ideas are
confirmed in the data about policy outputs and socio-economic outcomes
among democratic and non-democratic countries around the world. The
significant results in Table 11.1 validate Tocqueville’s image of democracy as
being associated with high economic outputs and a high level of human
development (HDI). Democracy also gives a major role to the state in the
form of the provision of welfare by means of large social expenditures
oriented towards income maintenance (transfer payments). At the same time
democracies appear to promote equality by reducing income differences and
recognizing the status of women. What Tocqueville warned against was
government centralization, which prediction is also corroborated in the data
about the size of Central Government Revenues (CGR).

In sum: the features of Tocqueville’s type of genus proximum democracy is
positively related to societal performance. How about causality? Are the
democratic institutions indeed contributing to the outputs and outcomes
listed in Table 11.1? It could well be that there is some underlying factor which
accounts for both the occurrence of democracy and the performance config-
uration. Conversely, one could argue that democracy is the effect and the per-
formance the cause. We need to establish therefore the institutional effects of
democracy. In Table 11.2 we report the regression analyses concerning the
level of human development, the size of welfare state policies and equality.

223388 T H E  P O L I T I C A L  P E R F O R M A N C E  O F  D E M O C R A C I E S

TTaabbllee  1111..11 Democratic performance: correlation analysis
RRGGDDPP//ccaa HHDDII SSOOCC CCGGRR GGIINNII FFEEMM  RREEPP

Democracy 1970s r = 0.74 0.81 0.58 0.36 −0.17 –0.19
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.097) (0.025)

Democracy 1980s r = 0.53 0.80 0.64 0.34 –0.09 –0.04
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.239) (0.330)

Democracy 1990s r = 0.70 0.70 0.73 0.51 –0.23 0.37
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.037) (0.000)

RGDP = Real GDP per capita in US$; HDI = human development index; SOC = social security
payments as a % of GDP; CGR = central government revenue as a % of GDP; GINI = Gini indices
measuring inequality in income distribution; FEM REP = female parliamentary representation in %;
Pearson product moment correlations are used; numbers in parentheses denote the level of
significance; p-value close to or < 0.050 indicates that the correlation in question is significant.

Source: See Appendix 1 to this chapter.
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The findings in Table 11.2 about institutional effects of democracy on
performance indicate that, apart from institutions, other factors must be
taken into account. Obviously the coefficients reported are not only varied,
but also insignificant in many cases. Human development is hardly causally
related to ‘democracy’ and ‘economic freedom’, whereas indicators of the
welfare state appear to be. Let us therefore discuss in more detail the
Tocquevillean dimensions of democracy in relation to societal performance.

1111..44..11  LLeevveell  ooff  HHuummaann  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt

The Human Development Index (HDI) allows us to rank most of the
countries of the world. It is basically a composite index taking into account
first and foremost total economic output or the GDP but it adds measures
of other dimensions of affluence such as literacy, life expectancy and educa-
tional enrolment. In the 1990s the variation in the HDI is substantial: rang-
ing from 200 for the poorest countries to close to 1000 for the more affluent
countries. Is democracy an explanatory factor for the variation in the 1990s
in the HDI?

Since the HDI includes the GDP, we would expect to find among its deter-
minants, factors that promote affluence, for instance economic institutions that
allow for economic freedom. Since the HDI includes, in addition to the GDP,
such matters as the quality of life, we expect socio-cultural factors also to play

D E M O C R A T I C  P E R F O R M A N C E 223399

TTaabbllee  1111..22 Regression analysis: level of human development, welfare state
policies and equality

DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess

IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess HHDDII  11998800 HHDDII9900 SSOOCCBB8855 SSOOCCBB9933 GGIINNII  8800 GGIINNII  9900 FFEEMM  8800 FFEEMM9900

Democracy Coeff 0.060 0.048 0.517 0.479 0.700 0.469 –0.601 0.029
(11.24) (7.00) (0.91) (1.00) (1.31) (0.74) (–2.06) (0.09)

Econ Freedom Coeff 0.026 0.045 – – – – – –
(2.20) (3.91)

Trade Union Coeff – – 0.109 0.322 – – – –
(2.21) (6.23)

LN RGDPCH Coeff – – 5.932 3.842 –0.026 –4.251 0.246 0.413
(3.25) (2.84) (–0.01) (–1.92) (0.25) (0.39)

Protestants Coeff 0.000 –0.000 – – –0.034 0.009 0.150 0.197
(1.29) (–0.14) (0.19) (–0.72) (0.19) (5.14) (7.12)

Family Coeff – – – – 1.939 0.541 –1.196 –0.799
systems (2.64) (0.59) (–2.82) (–1.81)

Constant Coeff 0.099 0.136 46.505 –33.756 25.840 68.898 13.846 7.960
(2.07) (2.63) (–3.94) (–3.60) (1.44) (3.45) (1.60) (0.84)

Adj. R² 0.70 0.58 0.57 0.79 0.11 0.20 0.28 0.46
N 92 93 51 36 71 55 105 100

LN RGDPCH; LN stands for natural logarithm; RGDPCH refers to Real GDP/capita in Appendix 1 for
the 1970s, 1980s and the 1990s; Spearman’s rho is the coefficient in this table; for the classifica-
tion of democratic regimes, see Appendix 2; t-values are in parentheses; when t has an absolute
value of close to or > 2 it indicates that the regression coefficient in question is ‘significant’.

Source: See Appendix 1 to this chapter.
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a role, for instance a religion that underlines well-being and individualism
such as Protestantism. Table 11.2 reports a regression model for the HDI
comprising besides democratic institutions also economic institutions and
religion. From the results it appears that the level of human development
remains strongly linked with the institutionalization of civil and political
rights, even when other factors have been taken into account.

Can we conclude that Tocqueville was right about democracy resulting in
affluence and a decent standard of living? Perhaps this institutional effect
could manifest itself in the long run. In the short run, however, such an
impact is not very likely, as rights cannot produce economic outputs. Yet, a
high level of human development may well stimulate demands for the intro-
duction of democracy, as occurred in South East Asia during the 1990s.

1111..44..22  WWeellffaarree  SSttaattee  PPoolliicciieess

There is a huge literature discussing the determinants of welfare state effort
(see for an overview Castles, 1998 and Chapter 9 in this book), which varies
considerably today among the countries of the world. Some countries are
fully developed welfare states with high levels of social expenditures, both
with an allocative and redistributive nature, whereas other democracies
provide for little of state guaranteed welfare and are rather trusting of the
market mechanism or are simply refraining from doing much in the social
sphere. Why this variation in terms of welfare effort, measured by means of
public expenditures as a percentage of GDP?

Theory claims that there are two main determinants –  economic resources
and societal preferences –  for instance in the form of the strength of the Left
in politics and society (see Chapters 8 and 9 in this book). An affluent society
would make a welfare state possible but the strength of the Left in govern-
ment induces the welfare state. One must not only have enough economic
resources to develop a tax state, but one must also have the ambition to do
so, because the political majority prefers a welfare state to a welfare or market
society (Esping-Anderson, 1990; Keman, 1993b; Pierson, 1996).

To test this hypothesis, one could analyse the cross-national variation in
welfare state expenditures: Transfer Payments. Transfer Payments cover all
forms of income maintenance programmes, which tend to vary considerably
not only between states in general, but also within the set of democratic
countries. Why? An answer is suggested in the models in Table 11.2, where
level of Transfer Payments as a percentage of GDP is regressed with the
growth of the GDP (i.e. Wagner’s Law), with the duration of the Left in
government, for which we here use trade union strength as a proxy, and
finally with democracy, or the institutionalization of civil and political rights.

The findings in Table 11.2 suggest that resources and preferences are more
important when explaining the variation in one key policy output, i.e.
Transfer Payments, than democracy itself. High levels of Transfer Payments
tend to emerge when there is a culture or average profile of preferences
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favouring egalitarianism, according to Wildavsky (Wildavsky, 1986).
Tocqueville predicted that democracy in itself would generate such an
egalitarian society, calling for public sector expansion. However, this is not
necessarily the case, as democracies with an individualistic culture would
favour the welfare society model (Thompson et al., 1990).

1111..44..33  EEqquuaalliittyy

Democracy opens up the possibility for the government to correct the
inequalities in society. To Tocqueville, the search for real equality would be
the most dominant tendency in the democratic era. We approach equality
from two angles: income equality and gender equality. Both dimensions of
equality vary considerably among countries. However, they are not the same
phenomenon. Does democracy reduce both kinds of inequalities? If so, then
this would also be the case if one adds other factors, for instance economic
ones like affluence, or cultural ones like a Protestant religion, or the structure
of the family system? 

Table 11.2 estimates a model predicting two outcomes: income inequalities
in the form of GINI-scores and gender equality as measured by female
representation in Parliament as a result of GDP, democracy, Protestantism
and the family system. It is argued by economists that there exists a Kuznets’
curve meaning that income inequalities even out as countries grow richer. In
addition, there is sociological theory which links in-egalitarian outcomes
with a collectivist culture or family system (Todd, 1983, 1984) and egalitarian
outcomes with a religion that emphasizes individualism (e.g. Protestantism).

The regression analyses in Table 11.2 concerning these two aspects of
equality, income equality and gender equality, hardly supports the claim by
Tocqueville that democracy in itself matters. Instead, both the economic
hypothesis and the sociological hypotheses receive some empirical support.

1111..44..44  SSuummmmiinngg  UUpp

We have found that democratic institutions tend to be strongly associated
with major differences in policy outputs and social and economic outcomes.
However, this is all institutional performance. When searching for institu-
tional effects of democracy, following Tocqueville’s predictions about the
general impact of democracy, then things are not quite so transparent. Other
factors must be taken into account than simply the institutionalization of
civil and political rights per se (see also Chapter 12 in this book).

In the literature on empirical democratic theory one encounters an even
stronger claim, namely that different kinds of democratic regimes have dif-
ferent performance profiles in terms of outputs and outcomes. Beyond that,
it is stated that specific democratic institutions bring about certain outcomes.
We will examine these claims below in relation to a variety of particular
democratic institutions.

D E M O C R A T I C  P E R F O R M A N C E 224411
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1111..55  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY::  TTHHEE  DDIIFFFFEERREENNTTIIAA  SSPPEECCIIFFIICCAA

By extending the set of democratic institutions in the working concept of
democracy, one moves away from the minimalist criteria of equal citizen
voting rights and the use of simple majority rule discussed so far. There are
a variety of extended definitions of democracy, focusing upon how alter-
native institutions are combined into complex mechanisms. Let us use the
already classical statement of Arend Lijphart of the differentia specifica models
of democracy.

In Democracies (1984) and Patterns of Democracy (1999) Lijphart outlined
two ideal-types of democracy by – in a Weberian fashion – exaggerating and
combining certain features into two polar types of democracy that have no
counterparts in real life political systems. Yet, his own empirical work
demonstrated already that there is still much institutional variation to allow
for only two ideal-types (Lijphart et al., 1988; see for this also Chapter 8 in
this book).

The Lijphart typology raises a number of interesting questions for research
about democratic institutions, their performance and impact. One may add
other differentia specifica, e.g. Lijphart himself later talks about corporatism
and democracy (Keman and Pennings, 1995). According to Lijphart himself
Consensus Democracy outperforms Westminster Democracy on several evalu-
ation criteria and performs always at least equally well as Westminster
Democracy. Below, the logic of the Lijphart model is elaborated. Thereafter
we shall test various hypotheses about institutional effects on the structura-
tion of democratic institutions.

1111..55..11  TTwwoo  IIddeeaall--ttyyppeess  ooff  DDeemmooccrraaccyy??

Basically, Westminster Democracy is the logic of executive government,
emanating from the sovereignty of parliament. What institutions are
involved in this kind of power fusion or executive dominance? If the logic
of Westminster Democracy is power fusion, then we must ask: Do all the
institutional items in this ideal-type entail executive dominance and do they
form a coherent pattern to that effect? 

More specifically, Westminster Democracy harbours the following institu-
tions: (a) minimum winning and minimum sized coalitions; (b) unicameral
or asymmetrical bicameral parliaments; (c) plurality or majoritarian election
formulas; (d) no legal review; (e) unitary state; and (f) flexible constitution.
What we wish to pin down is the mechanisms behind Westminster
Democracy, i.e. how it comes about that these six Westminster Democracies
institutions are conducive to power fusion. Two interpretations are feasible: 

1. When there is executive dominance, then we find a + b + c + d + e + f.
2. When there is a or b or c or d or e or f, what degree of power fusion is

apparent? 
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The first version states a mechanism about one complex necessary condition,
whereas the second version states a mechanism involving many sufficient
conditions for power fusion. Below, each of the institutions mentioned will
be discussed separately in terms of its necessity and sufficiency.

An uncodified or highly flexible constitution is hardly necessary for
power fusion. It is true that in British parliamentarism, the government is the
first executive of parliament and all public powers emanate from the legis-
lative supremacy of parliament. Yet, codified constitutions may enshrine the
very same institutions that constitute conventions in British constitutional
practice – see for instance the Nordic democracies. French presidentialism
would adhere to the same logic of power fusion, i.e. executive dominance,
especially if one bypasses Cohabitation,1 but it is certainly bolstered by the
1959 constitution. Hence, power fusion does not need by definition on
unwritten condition. However, one may argue that a ‘rigid’ constitution
impairs power fusion.

Actually, one major disadvantage in the Lijphart model is that presidentialism,
which is a most important executive institution both in terms of power and in
terms of frequency of occurrence, does not really fit. For what is the logic of
presidentialism: power fusion or power sharing? It appears that the relevance
of presidentialism in Europe after 1989 – strong head of state and strong prime
minister – just increases, as more and more countries move towards this non-
American model. Presidentialism or semi-presidentialism in Western and
Central Europe – could be considered as typical for executive dominance as
well (see for this also: Duverger, 1980; Elgie, 1998; Keman, 2000b).

A unitary state does not imply power fusion, as lower levels of government
may well exercise considerable financial autonomy and may be responsible
for a large number of state competencies at their own discretion. A unitary
state may allow its local governments complete financial autonomy as in
Denmark and Sweden, or by means of devolution delegate powers to large
areas, like Scotland and Wales in the United Kingdom. In short, unitary states
may be centralized as in The Netherlands, France, Greece and Portugal or
decentralized as in Northern Europe and in Spain and Italy.

The occurrence of legal review, or the power of judges or a constitutional
court, to test statute laws for their constitutionality, implies clearly a major
restriction on executive dominance. However, the conclusion that the lack of
legal review implies executive dominance is a conjecture. In any democracy
that adheres to the Rule of Law there will be judicial institutions that limit the
power of the executive branch of government. Thus, almost all countries in
Europe with no legal review have various judicial or quasi-judicial institutions
where citizens may seek redress against public administration. Parliaments in
Scandinavia have their own Ombudsman for examining the executive branch
of government. The French Conseil Constitutionel limits executive dominance
more than it enhances it. Finally all Central European democracies recognize
legal review by means of a constitutional court, although they can be charac-
terized as centralized government (Keman, 2000a).
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It is also true that one kind of election system reinforces power fusion,
according to the Duverger principle that the plurality method or majoritarian
formula brings about ‘manufactured majorities’, upon which simple majority
governments may be formed.2 However, the opposite conclusion does not
hold, namely that PR electoral systems entail lack of executive dominance.
Long periods of executive dominance such as the Christian Democratic
rule in Italy, the Social Democratic governments in Scandinavia, and the
Gonzales government in Spain stemmed from PR election systems. A most
spectacular change of the election system took place in Italy in 1994, but this
movement in favour of Westminster Democracy did not change much in
terms of executive dominance.

A unicameral parliament or an asymmetric bicameral parliament where
the lower house prevails over the upper house does not imply executive
dominance by definition. This depends on the constellation of forces in each
particular parliament and their specific rights. However, a symmetrical two-
chamber parliament could limit executive dominance, if the two chambers
have a different composition of political forces. The capacity of a one-
chamber parliament or asymmetrical bicameralism to bolster power fusion
is thus entirely dependent upon the specific institutions by which it is
empowered (Tsebelis and Money, 1997). Hence, we argue that unicameral-
ism is neutral in relation to executive dominance, although executive domi-
nance is more likely in unicameralism. 

The distinction between one-chamber and two-chamber parliaments seems
of very limited relevance in Western and Central Europe, especially if one
inserts the symmetrical/asymmetrical restriction. Almost all European
democracies would end up in the asymmetrical one-chamber category, as if
they were all Westminster Democracies. Only the federal countries are differ-
ent. Yet, the degree of executive dominance is quite variable in Germany,
Austria and Switzerland, taking into account that only the Helvetian Republic
can be considered as a dual federal system (Schmidt, 2000; Wachendorfer-
Schmidt, 2000).

Finally, executive dominance appears to foster minimum winning-sized
coalitions. But is it also true that executive dominance could not occur under
another type of government, for instance a minority government or an over-
sized government?3 The obvious candidate for executive dominance would
be a grand coalition of the Austrian type, where the two large parties have
managed to monopolize political power for decades (until, 2000), ruling
Austria from Vienna. Minority coalitions on the other hand would have to
be based upon compromising in parliamentary committees (Strøm, 1990).

The argument about the Westminster Democracy logic is basically a theory
about which institutions are necessary for having executive dominance: the
conditions a + b + c + d + e + f must have been met. This statement is, how-
ever, not correct since executive government can occur under a different set
of combinations of conditions, for instance, where there is a ‘pivot’ party like
the DC (in Italy), the CDU (in Germany), the SAP (in Sweden) and DNA (in
Norway), or the CDA in The Netherlands (Keman, 1994). The fact that each
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of the Westminster institutions appears neither sufficient nor necessary for
executive dominance implies the possibility that each condition as such may
well occur without leading to executive dominance.

Conversely, Consensus Democracy is constructed by proceeding in the
same manner as with the Westminster Democracy, but, of course, stating the
opposites to the institutional items listed in (a) to (f). The institutions of
Consensus Democracy are supposed to be conducive to power sharing, which,
again, raises the question about necessary or sufficient conditions to be met. 

Governments under Consensus Democracy would have to be coalitions
between two or more parties, as one-party government with a simple major-
ity is typical for Westminster Democracy. But what type of coalition is typical
of Consensus Democracy? It is difficult to tell which in Consensus Democracy
is the polar type to the Westminster Democracy cabinet: grand coalitions as in
consociational theory, or any kind of coalition government that is not mini-
mum winning and minimum sized. Power sharing, however, may also occur
in the form of a single-party minority government that negotiates temporary
coalitions in parliament. In fact, since the 1990s the ‘oversized’ type as well as
‘minority’ governments do not occur that often anymore. And, where they
occur, they appear to become less frequent (like in the Benelux countries and
Austria). The major exceptions are: Denmark, Norway and Switzerland. In the
new democracies – in Central Europe – the major type of government is either
‘one party’ or ‘minimal winning’ (see: Woldendorp et al., 2000: Chapter 2).

The idea that power sharing is basically a consequence of symmetrical
bicameralism, is definitely in agreement with the predictions from game
theory (Tsebelis and Money, 1997). But the caveat is that this only applies if
the two chambers are politically different. If a majority is in command of both
houses, then perhaps power sharing must rely on other institutions. Until
1994 Italian bicameralism, which leaned towards symmetry, has not been
conducive to power sharing. Another example is the German ‘semi-sovereign
state’ (Schmidt, 1995).

A PR electoral system would clearly be a candidate for a necessary condi-
tion for power sharing, yet it is not a sufficient condition. If there is power
sharing, then there is PR, but the reverse is not true. One can imagine a
single party receiving a majority of the votes under a PR electoral system (if
it is not highly proportional in its outcomes). This would then mean that the
majority party could rule in the form of executive dominance. Take the cases
of Spain and Portugal in the 1980s and 1990s as empirical examples. Hence,
an additional condition of power sharing would be the extent to which a
party system is fragmented or not (see: Pennings and Lane, 1998).

Does power sharing really entail legal review, or the capacity of judges to
squash legislation by testing laws against criteria of constitutionality?
Switzerland is considered as a typical Consensus Democracy, but
Switzerland neither accepts nor endorses legal review. And rightly so: How
could judges squash what the people wish in a referendum democracy? The
same observation holds for The Netherlands and Sweden: there is only a
‘technical’ legal review and the ultimate powers are with parliament.
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One could have such power of the judicial branch of government in a
country, ruled by a one-chamber parliament, as is actually the case in most
of Central Europe. There can be legal review in a country with one dominant
party – e.g. in Japan under the Liberal Party rule. All of the Central European
countries recognize legal review, but power sharing does not occur frequently
in these new democracies.

Concerning the federal state format, one may ask whether it is a necessary or
sufficient condition for power sharing. Austrian federalism is not considered to
be conducive to a power-sharing mechanism. And for Belgian federalism it is
too early to say. On the other hand, power sharing between the centre and the
regions seem to take place to some extent in some unitary states, such as Spain,
Italy and France. Yet, Germany and also Switzerland are considered as power-
sharing political systems (see: Linder, 1994; Schmidt, 2000; Braun, 2000).

Power sharing would necessitate a written constitution in Consensus
Democracy. The distinction between a written and an unwritten constitution
is not clear-cut. All constitutions that have been codified at one stage need to
develop conventions in order to operate. Power sharing in Switzerland is
based upon the ‘Magic Formula’ from 1959, but it is not codified. The
German 1949 Basic Law says little about interlocking federalism and the
resulting grid-lock. If there is a codified constitution such as in Sweden from
1809 to 1974 and another one from 1975 onwards, is there ipso facto power
sharing? All constitutions are a mixture of codified law and conventions or
case law. All countries have constitutional documents of one kind or another,
supplemented by legal interpretation and conventions.

One must arrive at the conclusion that the Consensus Model is less coherent
than the Westminster Model. It is probably not correct to argue that power
sharing exists, only if conditions a + b + c + d + e + f apply altogether.
It is also not correct to argue that if a or b or c or d or e or f is available,
then power sharing is by definition present. In other words: other factors
than formal institutionalization are relevant for explaining the occurence of
Consensus Democracy.

1111..55..22  HHooww  mmuucchh  IInnssttiittuuttiioonnaall  CCoonnvveerrggeennccee??

The institutionalist par excellence of the founders of the modern theory on
constitutional government, Montesquieu, argued that each country has its
own spirit of laws and norms. The institutions of a country have emerged
from an institutional evolution over the centuries, institutional legacies
reflecting the past history of the country. This tends toward a holistic
position, claiming that each institution makes sense when it is understood
as a single piece of a larger puzzle and as a result of a country’s historical
development (Putnam, 1993; Lehmbruch, 1996).

Conversely Max Weber does not claim institutional coherence or conver-
gence to exist. On the contrary, he considered institutions as (single) norms
that carry sanctions against non-compliance. In Weber’s view institutional-
ization is connected with the universal drive towards rationality, and his
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legal-rational type of authority comprises the concept of an institution as a
key element, making this kind of domination different from patrimonial,
feudal and charismatic authority (Keman, 1997c).

Following Weber we take up the atomistic position, treating each political
institution as a separate entity. The electoral system is one such institution
with a few basic alternatives that appear to be capable of occurring together
with a large variety of other political institutions. PR electoral systems occur
in unitary as well as federal states, in countries with or without legal review,
where government can be of any type of coalition, and together with uni- or
bicameralism. Hence, a multitude of combinations of institutions do exist
and each configuration is more or less different. Therefore, we contend, insti-
tutional convergence is a myth.

Thus, the argument that there are two ideal-types of democracy, one
adhering to the spirit of power fusion and the other converging upon the
opposite spirit of power sharing, if scrutinized carefully, falls victim to its
emphasis on similarity of institutions. Democratic political institutions vary
along a number of dimensions, and this high degree of cross-national vari-
ation of different mechanisms for democratic government implies that there
are more than only two logics of institutional coherence.

One must therefore be careful about assuming institutional coherence in the
real world. When one brings together institutions into a model of democracy,
then it is always a question of probabilities whether or not two or more insti-
tutions do go together in the real world. This can be illustrated by means of
‘presidentialism’ in relation to Westminster Democracy and Consensus
Democracy. On the one hand, presidentialism implies in our view power shar-
ing between the executive and the legislature. Thus, presidentialism, if it works
according to the Montesquieu model or as in the American constitution, should
be placed with Consensus Democracy. This is in agreement with the analysis of
Westminster Democracy as executive dominance over the legislature, where
the power of prime minister is fused with the power of the majority group in
parliament. This can be observed in British parliamentarism, where the cabinet
is simply the most powerful committee of parliament. However, in all analyses
of regime transitions Lijphart (1992) advocates parliamentarism ahead of
presidentialism, warning for the dangers of ‘presidentialism’ as a system of
power concentration by the head of state (Linz, 1990, 1994).

Yet, following the logic of a strong preference for Consensus Democracy,
institutional coherence would imply that one should accept also that presi-
dentialism, at least in the American version with its counter-weighting
powers called ‘Madison democracy’, is different from it. However, according
to Lijphart (1999) parliamentarism displays better outcomes than presiden-
tialism. This contradiction can only be resolved by the making of a distinction
between two types of parliamentarism: Westminster Democracy and
Consensus Democracy. Consensus Democracy would not lead to power shar-
ing, but rather to power diffusion by its employment of the grand coalition as
the form of cabinet, avoiding adversarial democracy which is characterized
by its concentration of power with a simple majority. From this perspective,
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it appears that ‘presidentialism’ often is closer to Consensus Democracy than
to Westminster Democracy. Actually, the logic of institutional coherence is
that institutional convergence will probably occur in reality.

One perspective upon institutional coherence and eventual convergence is
to look at institutional performance. Is it the case that different types and
combinations of democratic institutions result in different kinds of policies
and outcomes? In order to examine this question one should proceed along
the atomistic route, taking one institution at a time, and not combine them
into ideal-types in order to explain the related performance.

1111..66  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEE  IINN  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCIIEESS

In Table 11.3 eight macro institutional foci of democracies have been
distinguished which may result in alternative outcomes. These institutional
possibilities include a set of alternative macro-institutions which may also be
looked upon as competing institutional mechanisms.

This classification – derived from Lijphart (1999) – is outcome based,
meaning that these institutions figure prominently in the institutionalist
literature as explanations of policy outputs and performance. Actually, there
is no limit to the number of institutional items that one may wish to include.
Often legislative institutions are very important for the explanation of micro-
outcomes, such as when the use of a rule like the referendum or the standard
alternative aggregation rules in parliamentary voting means a difference for
one special decision. Thus, one could cover also the institutional variation in
legislative rules. And what would be for instance the macro-outcomes from
the use of one or another method of voting, that is, the electoral system?

As most of these institutional items change very slowly, it is possible
to probe institutional effects by examining data about policy outputs and
outcomes in the 1980s and 1990s, using the institutional classification of
democratic institutions listed in Table 11.3. Below we shall scrutinize the
performance profile of the different institutions of democracy, focusing upon
the same policy outputs and outcomes discussed above in connection with
the general effects of democracy (see Table 11.3).

Welfare state expenditures can be interpreted as a measure of welfare state
effort. This is a policy output variable. The level of human development, on
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the other hand, is an outcome variable (i.e. performance) which taps the
level of socio-economic development in a country. The Gini index of income
inequalities is also a performance measure, whereas the variable measuring
the extent of gender equality, i.e. women’s representation in political life,
may be seen as partly an outcome and partly a policy output.

Policy outputs and outcomes vary depending upon different factors, of
course. We focus upon the contribution of alternative democratic institutions
as an aid to understanding cross-national variation. Since institutions are
only one kind of factor that explains outputs and outcomes in addition to,
for instance, social structure and culture, one cannot expect to find very
strong correlations between institutions, on the one hand, and outputs and
outcomes, on the other hand. Nevertheless the analysis of simple correla-
tions can be employed to draw up a picture of institutional performance.
Here we treat the various democratic regimes as dichotomies; see Appendix 2
for the classification of the various democratic regimes.

The correlations in Table 11.4 indicate bivariate relations, which need to be
researched in a more profound manner by means of regression analysis.
Table 11.4 has a few strong relationships between various democratic
institutions and policy outputs as well as socio-economic outcomes. Yet,
the distinction between majoritarian and proportional election systems, on
the one hand, and corporatism as well as consociationalism, provides for the
transparent contrasts in performance profile of institutions.
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TTaabbllee  1111..44 Performance profiles: correlation analysis for democratic regimes
FFeemmaallee

HHuummaann ppaarrlliiaammeenntt SSoocciiaall  sseeccuurriittyy
DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  iinnddeexx rreepprreesseennttaattiioonn GGiinnii  iinnddeexx iinnddeexx

11998800 11999900 11998800 11999900 11998800 11999900 11998800 11999900

Election r = –0.08 –0.04 0.26 0.32 –0.22 –0.24 0.23 0.42
system (0.325) (0.402) (0.060) (0.029) (0.109) (0.145) (0.092) (0.008)

Federalism r = 0.15 0.14 –0.14 –0.11 0.21 0.03 –0.16 –0.09
(0.191) (0.200) (0.205) (0.256) (0.128) (0.455) (0.174) (0.320)

Presidentialism r = –0.42 –0.44 –0.33 –0.27 0.72 0.72 –0.59 –0.41
(0.005) (0.003) (0.023) (0.050) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.010)

Legal review r = –0.08 –0.09 –0.48 –0.42 0.18 0.30 –0.15 –0.22
(0.321) (0.305) (0.001) (0.005) (0.166) (0.088) (0.195) (0.115)

Legislature r = 0.14 0.16 –0.29 –0.15 0.05 –0.08 –0.11 –0.07
bicameral (0.206) (0.180) (0.039) (0.184) (0.401) (0.361) (0.257) (0.347)

Corporatism r = 0.36 0.34 0.56 0.60 –0.48 –0.47 0.53 0.54
(0.015) (0.018) (0.000) (0.000) (0.003) (0.014) (0.000) (0.001)

Consocia- r = 0.26 0.34 0.31 0.26 –0.42 –0.61 0.51 0.51
tionalism (0.059) (0.018) (0.029) (0.057) (0.008) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Central bank r = 0.27 0.28 0.20 0.29 –0.27 –0.39 0.28 0.16
independence (0.052) (0.049) (0.120) (0.042) (0.064) (0.039) (0.049) (0.185)

Note: Spearman’s rho is the coeficient used for this table; when the p value is close to or < 0.050
it indicates that the correlation in question is significant; for the classification of democratic
regimes, see Appendix 2.

Source: See Appendix 1 to this chapter.
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Thus, there seems to be a clear institutional impact from presidentialism
upon all the outputs and outcomes included. Presidentialism tends to per-
form in a distinct manner, involving low public expenditures, high-income
inequalities as well as a poor socio-economic performance. Corporatist insti-
tutions tend to display the very opposite performance profile, which is also
true of consociational institutions with the important exception of much less
gender equality in the latter than in the former (Birchfield and Crépaz, 1998). 

In relation to the other institutions, the general result is that one needs to
specify the presumed institutional effect in a more precise manner, as the
correlations tend to be rather weak and thus lack theoretical import. One
may note that PR electoral systems tend to favour gender equality and high
levels or transfer payments as well as appearing to reduce income inequal-
ities. The bicameral institution is weakly related to gender equality in the
form of female representation in the parliament, but bicameralism seems to
reduce the amount of income redistribution. Although there seems to be a
certain pattern of institutional arrangements, it is too early to claim intrinsic
coherence and consistency with policy outputs and performance.

1111..77  AARREE  TTHHEERREE  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  EEFFFFEECCTTSS??

The neo-institutionalist claim that institutions indeed matter can empirically
be confirmed if one demonstrates that an institutional factor has a clear
partial impact upon outcomes when the contribution of other factors has
been taken into account. This procedure will help to address the difficult
problem of causal induction with respect to the actual impact of institutions.

Below we employ regression analysis in order to substantiate the claim
that various types of democratic institutions contribute to certain policy out-
puts and outcomes. We will analyse a specific set of institutional effects that
concern important aspects of the democratic state:

• democratic stability
• centralization of the state
• size of the public sector.

Democratic stability concerns how a country scores on the human rights
scale from one decade to another. Political institutions may be crucial for
stabilizing a democracy, especially if the surrounding social, economic and
cultural conditions have a negative impact upon democratic endurance. If
federalism makes a difference, then – we argue – it must concern the fiscal
centralization or decentralization of the state. Finally, although we consider
Wagner’s Law (see also Chapter 8 in this book) as being an important expla-
nation of big(ger) government, it could well be the case that the substantial
variation in the size of the public sector among rich countries is also related
to the occurrence of an institutions factor like corporatism. It would mean
that – in addition to parliament – societal interests are strongly influenced by
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institutionalized interest intermediation. Table 11.5 tests these models about
the occurrence of institutional effects.

Democratic stability, Table 11.5 informs us, involves a clear institutional
effect. The adherence to presidential institutions does not increase the prob-
ability of democratic stability. On the contrary, presidentialism reduces the
probability of sustainable democracy as compared with its institutional com-
petitor: parliamentarism. This observation opens up the debate on the pros
and cons of semi-presidentialism as a viable alternative (Keman, 2000b; see
also Chapter 3 in this book).

Interestingly, we cannot detect a positive institutional effect from the main
judicial institution which has received much attention in constitutional
debates, namely legal review. One must remind oneself of the distinction
between institutions on paper and institutional realities, as several countries
which provide for legal review in their constitutions have as a matter of fact
failed to implement such provisions. On the contrary, we have a corrobora-
tion of the institutional hypothesis that federalism means a lower level of
fiscal decentralization than unitarism (Braun, 2000). Similarly, in Table 11.6
when looking at the OECD set of nations we have corroboration of another
much discussed institutional effect (Keman and Pennings, 1995). Corporatist
institutions among the rich democratic countries of the world drive up
public expenditures, indicating that at high levels of affluence the Wagner
effect is cancelled out by preferences or by organized interest intermediation
(Olson, 1982). When rich countries face the choice between state or market,
they tend to choose not primarily on the basis of the resources available.
Rather, so it appears, their preference for the welfare state or the welfare

D E M O C R A T I C  P E R F O R M A N C E 225511

TTaabbllee  1111..55 Regression analyses: democracy and centralization
DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess

IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess DDEEMMOO DDEEMMOO DDEEMMOO CCEENNTTRRAALL CCEENNTTRRAALL

Legal coeff –0.53 – –0.61 – –
review (–2.00) (–2.92)

federalism coeff – – – –11.18 –11.16
(–3.10) (–3.13)

Presidential coeff –0.69 –0.76 – – –
(–2.18) (–2.36)

Sclerosis coeff – – – 0.02 –
(50)

Lnrgdp70 coeff 1.15 1.15 1.33 4.35 5.41
(5.96) (5.72) (7.23) (1.43) (2.54)

Constant coeff –0.56 –0.77 –2.26 –6.61 –12.85
(–0.33) (–0.44) (–1.43) (–0.30) (–0.71)

Rsq adj 0.65 0.62 0.61 0.25 0.27
N 37 37 37 35 35

Note: T-statistic in parentheses; lnrgdp70: ln stands for natural logarithm; rgdp70 refers to Real
GDP/capita in Appendix 1 for the 1970s.

Source: See Appendix 1 to this chapter.

SKe11.qxd  2/8/02 3:44 PM  Page 251



society depends on party programmes, as a strong electoral position for the
Left often implies a preference for the welfare state.

1111..88  WWHHIICCHH  TTYYPPEE  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAACCYY  IISS  BBEESSTT??

Democracy is considered at the end of the twentieth century to be the system
of political institutions that basically triumphed over alternative systems:
communism and fascism. To some, this is the end of a long process of institu-
tional choice (Fukuyama, 1992), but to others it is the beginning of a new
period of institutional deliberations. The relevant question now is whether
one type of democracy performs better than another type, or in our approach
to the problem: does one democratic institution result in different outcomes
than another? 

Institutional superiority or institutional improvement may be based upon
political, social or economic outcomes. In the theory about two types of
democracy – Westminster Democracy and Consensus Democracy – all three
types of evaluation criteria play a role. Lijphart claims that institutions
representing Consensus Democracy tend to outperform Westminster
Democracy on all three evaluation criteria. At least Consensus Democracy
institutions never do worse than Westminster Democracy institutions
(Lijphart, 1999). We wish to argue that it is much more a question about a
trade-off than a positive ‘win-set’ altogether.

Examining data about policy outputs and outcomes in the 1990s, there are
a few interesting differences between countries that score low and countries
that score high on power sharing, which point to the existence of a major
institutional trade-off in the set of stable democracies, i.e. those belonging to
the so-called OECD-world.

The countries that score low on power sharing are the countries with
strong institutionalization of majoritarian institutions in the form of the
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TTaabbllee  1111..66 Regression: total public sector output
DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess

IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess TToottaall  9955 TToottaall  9955

Corp-1 coeff 5.06 –
(2.99)

Corp-2 coeff – 0.88
(2.52)

Lnppp95 coeff –25.40 –20.29
(–1.80) (–1.32)

Constant coeff 300.20 242.28
(2.15) (1.58)

Rsq adj 0.35 0.37
N 18 17

Note: Lnppp95: ln stands for natural logarithm; ppp95 refers to ppp in Appendix 1 for 1995;
t-statistics in parentheses.

Source: See Appendix 1 to this chapter.

SKe11.qxd  2/8/02 3:44 PM  Page 252



electoral system or the executive. These countries include the Anglo-Saxon
world: the UK, the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. On the other
hand, there are countries which perform high on power sharing, for instance
the small European democracies and the Scandinavian countries, which
countries favour PR election systems and consociational or corporatist insti-
tutions (Colomer, 1996; Keman, 1997c).

The most obvious difference in performance connected with the Anglo-
Saxon democracies and with the continental European democracies con-
cerns in particular:

• public sector size
• income inequality.

The Anglo-Saxon democracies tend to have low public expenditures whereas
the continental European democracies are characterized by a large public
sector. And the former countries are also characterized by considerable
income inequalities, whereas the latter countries show a more even distribu-
tion of income, especially in the Nordic countries. We portray this trade-off
between small public sector and large income inequalities in Figure 11.1.
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FFiigguurree  1111..11 Total public outlays and income inequalities in the 1990s.
Key: AUS = Australia; BEL = Belgium; CAN = Canada; DEN = Denmark;
FIN = Finland; FRA = France; ITA = Italy; Lux = Luxembourg;
NET = Netherlands; NOR = Norway; SWE = Sweden; SPA = Spain;
UK = United Kingdom; US = United States of America. Source: See Appendix 1
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The connection between total public sector size and income inequality is
persistently and significantly negative whatever measure we use.4 Perhaps
this institutional trade-off can be related to the Tocqueville model and its
basic confrontation between two values in a democratic regime, namely free-
dom from government and equality for all? In other words: equal citizen
rights do not imply socio-economic equality. The type of democratic institu-
tions in place appears to direct this very relationship within democracies.

1111..99  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONNSS

Democratic regimes can be structured in alternative ways. A number of
institutions may be employed to aggregate the preferences of citizens into
a government decision. We have looked at eight institutional foci compris-
ing institutional alternatives in a dichotomous manner, including the
Montesquieu institutions (division of powers), the electoral system (mode
of representation) and the organization of the state. Analysing how these
institutions relate to each other and how they perform in terms of outputs
and outcomes, we arrive at two conclusions, as follows.

1. The amount of institutional variation in the set of democratic states is
greater than is often thought. Polities may combine institutions in a
number of different ways with few restrictions deriving from any norm
about coherence or institutional convergence. In the future, we may thus
see new mixtures of the eight institutional foci that have been analysed.
The degrees of freedom in institutional reform are apparently quite
large. A reduction to two ideal-types of democracy is therefore produc-
ing a dichotomy that is insufficient to study contemporary developments,
for instance in Central European countries.

2. The performance record of various institutions demonstrate striking dif-
ferences. One majoritarian institution, presidentialism, displays a per-
formance record that is distinct from the other majoritarian institution,
the electoral system. Whereas ‘presidentialism’ is associated with a
lower performance record, this is not necessarily the case with a plural-
ity electoral system. Corporatism performs in the opposite fashion to
presidentialism. The performance profile of consociationalism is close to
that of corporatism with the exception of gender equality, but both cor-
poratism and consociationalism have much more distinctive perform-
ance profiles within politics with a PR electoral system. Federalism
matters particularly for fiscal decentralization.

All in all, one may well conclude that our analysis shows that mixtures of
institutions matter more than certain models of democracy with a prescribed
set of institutions.
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NNOOTTEESS

1 Cohabitation is the situation where government is composed of a different party
(or:  parties) than the president’s party.

2 Manufactured majority is the result of the fact that a ‘first past the post’ electoral
system is not based on Proportional Representation. See for this Bogdanor and
Butler (1983).

3 Oversized governments are those where there are more parties participating than
is necessary to have a majority in parliament. See: Woldendorp et al. (2000).

4 The correlations between total public sector size in 1995 and various income
inequality measures for the 1990s are: –0.69 (lis), –0.68 (lis90), –0.47 (gini) and
–0.58 (gini90).

AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  11  TTOO  CCHHAAPPTTEERR  1111::  VVAARRIIAABBLLEESS  AANNDD  SSOOUURRCCEESS

Variables Sources

Central Bank independence Cukierman (1992)
Central government revenue World Bank (1997, 1992)
Consociationalism our own classification
Corporatism classification based upon ILO (1997)
Corporatism index: 1 Lijphart, A. and Crépaz, M. (1991)
Corporatism index: 2 Calmfors, L. and Drifill, J. (1988)
Democracy scores Freedom House (ed.) (annuals)
Economic freedom Gwartney et al. (1996)
Electoral system IPU (1995)
Family system Todd (1983)
Federalism Encyclopedia Britannica (1996); Europa

Yearbook (1985); Banks (1978); Blondel (1969)
Female parliamentary
representation IPU (1995)
Gini-index Deiniger, K. and Squire, L. (1997);

Tabatabai, H. (1996)
Human development index UNDP (1994)
Legal review Maddex (1996); Blondel (1973, 1969)
Legislature Encyclopedia Britannica (1996, 1985);

Tsebelis and Money (1997); Banks (1978);
LIS: gini-index LIS (1998)
PPP: purchasing power parties OECD (1998)
Presidentialism Encyclopedia Britannica (1996, 1985);

Alvarez et al. (1996); Banks (1978);
Blondel (1969)

Protestantism Encyclopedia Britannica (1996); Barrett (1982)
Real GDP/capita Summers and Heston (1994)
Social security benefits payment UNDP (1997); ILO (1992)
Sclerosis Black (1966) and our own data
Total95: total public outlays OECD (1998)
Trade union strength ILO (1997)
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  22  TTOO  CCHHAAPPTTEERR  1111::  CCLLAASSSSIIFFIICCAATTIIOONN  OOFF
DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  RREEGGIIMMEESS

EElleeccttoorraall PPrreessiiddeenntt-- LLeeggaall  LLeeggiiss-- CCoorrppoorr-- CCoonnssooccii-- CCeennttrraall
CCoouunnttrryy SSyysstteemm FFeeddeerraalliissmm iiaalliissmm rreevviieeww llaattuurree aattiissmm aattiioonnaalliissmm BBaannkk

AUSL 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0
AUT 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1
BEL 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0
BOT 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
BRA 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0
CAN 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1
COL 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0
COSRI 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
DEN 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
DOM 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
ECU 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0
ELSA 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
FIN 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0
FRA 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0
GER 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1
GRE 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
ICE 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
INDIA 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1
IRE 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1
ISR 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
ITA 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0
JAM 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
JAP 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0
LUX 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1
MAUU
S

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

MEX 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0
NET 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1
NEWZ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
NOR 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
POR 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
SPA 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0
SWE 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
SWI 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1
TRI 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
UNIK 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
USA 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 1
VEN 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0

Notes: electoral system: proportional = 1; plurality/majoritarian = 0; federalism:
federal = 1; non-federal = 0; presidentialism: presidential = 1; non-presidential = 0; legal review:
more legal review = 1; less legal review = 0; legislature: bicameralism = 1; unicameralism = 0;
corporatism: corporatist (i.e. strong trade unionism) = 1; non-corporatism = 0; consociationalism:
consociational (i.e. frequently grand coalition) = 1; non-consociationalism = 0; central bank
independence: more autonomy = 1; less autonomy = 0.
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1122 DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS,
GOVERNANCE AND POLITICAL
PERFORMANCE

HHaannss  KKeemmaann  wwiitthh  tthhee  ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn
ooff  MMaalliikkaa  AAïïtt  MMaalllloouukk

1122..11  TTHHEE  MMEEAANNIINNGG  OOFF  TTHHEE  CCOONNCCEEPPTT  OOFF  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC
GGOOVVEERRNNAANNCCEE

If one were to ask what governance is and means in relation to government,
then most people would be puzzled. Puzzled because ‘government’ is a self-
evident concept and as such it appears to be a ‘natural’ phenomenon of con-
temporary society. Yet, it is not that easy to define what governance is and
what it entails. Samuel Finer (1970), for instance, attributes at least four dif-
ferent meanings to the term ‘government’ in relation to society. First of all
government denotes exercising a measure of control over others. Secondly,
government is a condition of ordered rule. Thirdly, it refers to a body of
people charged with the duty of governing. Fourthly, according to Finer,
government is the method of ruling a particular society. In short, govern-
ment in relation to governance can be seen as an epi-phenomenon which is
obvious and obscure at the same time. 

In this chapter we set out to analyse the relationship between the structure
of democratic government and its societal performance. Central in the analy-
sis is the cross-national variation of governance due to the organization of
the state and the type of government by means of policy outputs and out-
comes. Together this shapes the extant modi of democratic governance. This
will lead us to the question of what governments do and what this means for
society in terms of democratic and material performances (Keman, 1997a;
Castles, 1998; Lane and Ersson, 2000). 

In the next section we shall first develop some kind of definition of govern-
ment which is not per se encompassing, but is universally (more or less)
recognizable and empirically applicable. In addition we shall endeavour to
conceptualize what democratic governance entails in relation to the polity in
which it is positioned.
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1122..11..11  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt  aanndd  GGoovveerrnnaannccee::  MMuullttiiffaarriioouuss  CCoonncceeppttss

In addition to a descriptive definition of what the structure of government
entails, an analytical approach will be elaborated for empirical use. First of all,
government is not the same as politics. This is a contested notion: many
political scientists (and others too) see politics basically as an activity that
amounts to what concerns the state. Taken in this sense political science is
the study of government, if not the analysis of the public exercise of author-
ity within a society. This is a rather limited view of what politics is, and it is
restricted to what is often called the polity: the existence and operation of
government on the basis of a constitution (or ‘basic laws’) according to the
Rule-of-Law. Hence, equating ‘politics’ with ‘government’ is not only a too
simple and a limited view, it also would lead to circular reasoning as regards
what governments do and why they are (supposedly) doing it. In this
chapter therefore the meaning of government is considered to be different
from ‘politics’ – which is a public activity among people – with the purpose
to organize the public domain (Putnam, 1993; Heywood, 1997). Governance
is then the term we shall use to denote the relationship between the public
at large (as, for instance, represented by the electorate) and policy-making
actvities of representative government. Yet, the term also implies that govern-
mental power is shared with other agents and is increasingly influenced
by institutional structures in which national (or central) government is
embedded. These developments have not only altered the functioning of
government as an actor, but also are considered to be a part of multi-level
and multi-actor governance. In sum: in this chapter the term governance is
used with respect not only to its systemic relationship (with, for instance,
parliament and parties), but also its embeddedness in institutional structures
and societal actors (see: Colomer (ed.), 1996).

Governance is thus not identical to the ‘polity’ (i.e. the rules of the politi-
cal game). Yet, the idea of the ‘polity’ has an implication for the meaning of
governance which cannot and should not be discarded: it defines by and
large what is considered to be part of the ‘public domain’ within a society.
As early as Aristotle the distinction is regularly made between public and pri-
vate, on the one hand, and between authority and autonomy, on the other.
Of course, these distinctions are related to the meaning of constitutional
government and also to good and effective governance.

From this point of view the meaning of government can be seen as
‘governance’, which is both a normative and material concept. In the words
of Finer (1970: 6):

. . . in a given society not all political activity is governmental; some may be soci-
etal. And . . . not all governmental activity is political: some may be routine admin-
istration. Government and politics come into contact at the point where the course
of action has to be selected for the whole of society – under certain conditions.

The normative impact of democratic governance is then, in addition to the
debate about the distinction between public and private, to what extent and
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under which conditions government is, and can be held, responsible for the
enhancement of public welfare and thus the ‘common good’, i.e. the quality
of life within a society. The material side of governance refers more to its type,
scope of action and how this affects the social and economic life of the
citizens. In modern times the normative and material significance of govern-
ment surfaces, for example, by means of the ‘welfare state’ (Titmuss, 1974;
Esping-Andersen, 1990). Yet, whatever idea is dominant about the role of
government, and however obscure its meaning may be in relation to ‘good
and effective governance’, the concept must be defined before its structure
and actual role in and for a society can be assessed and understood.

1122..11..22  TToowwaarrddss  aa  DDeeffiinniittiioonn  ooff  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

Although most authors do not converge on the meaning of what govern-
ment is (or is supposed to be), they do agree on the fact that the executive is
the irreducible core of government. Its history is the development of politi-
cal authority; from ancient times to absolute monarchs, government was an
almost universal phenomenon. The political executive predates consti-
tutional and democratic government and the concomitant emergence of
separate legislatures, bureaucracies, judiciaries and other branches of the
(semi-) public services. Every country has an executive body called govern-
ment which is thus considered as responsible for running the public affairs
within and for a society. Taken in this sense it is the key point of political life
(Tilly, 1975). 

This remains true – so argues Blondel (1990) – even if one tends to doubt
whether or not government and its executive organization is able to direct
effectively the course of events (nationally and internationally), let alone to
influence the social and economic structure of their country. Yet, on the other
hand, government is the sole organization with authority, more than any
other body, with an opportunity to shape society: either by public action or
by doing nothing (Dye, 1966; Klingemann et al., 1994).

The crucial point made is that it might appear easier to understand
‘government’ by referring to the formal and institutional processes which
operate at the national level to maintain public order and to enhance collective
action. Taken in this sense the related actions and performances of govern-
ment can then be considered as ‘governance’.

In summary: government should be considered as a (more or less) institu-
tionalized process that defines its ‘room to manoeuvre’ to govern. In general
this means that the structure of government is basically characterized by
mechanisms through which ‘ordered rule’ is maintained: governments are the
machinery for making and enforcing collective decisions by means of public action
for a society. This definition implies a number of distinct but interdependent
functional roles: managing the apparatus of government; regulating public
affairs; making decisions and directing society; implementation and co-
ordination of policy formation, exerting leadership (Finer, 1970; Blondel,
1982; Page and Wright, 1999).
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These elements will be elaborated and discussed in the remainder of this
chapter, attempting to show how governments are institutionally structured
and thus how they affect society by means of their policy performances. 

1122..22  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT  AANNDD  TTHHEE  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  SSYYSSTTEEMM::  GGOOVVEERRNNAANNCCEE

In the preceding section it was emphasized that the ‘body government’ is a
distinctive phenomenon, yet at the same time the core actor within any polit-
ical system. In addition government was defined in terms of its functional
characteristics. In other words, it can be seen as the ‘power room’ of societal
development, albeit that it cannot function on its own: it is part of society
and embedded in the existing political system. In this section the structural
relationship between government and society will be elaborated. In addition
the position and role of governance – the process of making collective decisions
for a society in a more or less binding way – shall be highlighted. In the
second part of this section we will dwell upon the characteristics of govern-
ment in relation to the existing political regime (as the formation of a politi-
cal system as a whole) and its implications for democratic governance in
particular.

1122..22..11  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt  aass  aa  SSttrruuccttuurraall  EElleemmeenntt  ooff  SSoocciieettyy

A widespread approach in political science is systems theory, originally
developed by David Easton (see also Chapter 4 in this book). Although it is
a contested approach, it nevertheless forms a good point of departure for
studying and understanding the ‘structure of government’. In this view gov-
ernment is considered as machinery engaged in various activities, which we
discussed in Section 12.1.2. Central in the activities of government is that it
is concerned with the determination and implementation of public policies,
both material (the distribution and redistribution of goods and services, such
as education, defence, infrastructure, welfare provisions, etc.) and immater-
ial or ‘moral’ values (deciding and, often, prescribing for the population
what is allowed or not). An important assumption is then that the govern-
ment speaks and decides for society as a whole. Hence, action by govern-
ment is seen as binding for the whole nation and as directing the systems by
means of ‘the authoritative allocation of material and immaterial values’ to
cite David Easton (1981).

The general framework of reference regarding government as a part of
the political system is depicted in Figure 1.1 (see Chapter 1 of this book). The
general idea behind this systems approach is that external pressure – or the
‘context’ – generates action by politics and government, resulting in political
decision-making or ‘choices’ and concomitant policy-formation. The extent
to which the policy-making process eventually addresses the societal pres-
sures, i.e. demands, will influence the extent of support for government (and
the political system at large). In other words, both the stability of society and
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the ‘proper’ functioning of the political system is indicated by the way
government is capable of producing an ‘authoritative allocation of values’
that appears to be required. However abstract this may seem to the reader, it
is a useful tool for describing the role and position of government in reality
in relation to governance and political performance (see also: Lane and
Ersson, 1994: 17; Keman, 1997a: 15; Pennings et al., 1999: Part III).

The main point to make here is that the relationship between government
and politics, on the one hand, and the political system and society, on the
other, is that the structure of government indicates how and to what extent it
is capable of ‘ordered ruling’ of society and thus sharing the degree of
governance. Conversely, the way the political system is organized and
works indicates the constraints of public governance in particular in an
indirect democracy. This brings us to the role of institutions and political
actors that characterize the political system and determine their working in
empirical-analytical terms (Shepsle and Bonchek, 1998; Czada et al., 1998;
Lane and Ersson, 2000).

1122..22..22  PPoolliittiiccaall  IInnssttiittuuttiioonnss  aanndd  tthhee  SSttrruuccttuurree  ooff  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

Institutions, or the formal and informal rules of the political system, have
always shaped the role of politics in society and thus the position and
activities of government. In the first place there is constitutional government,
which can be seen as a set of basic rules that direct the opportunities for and
limits of governmental action vis-à-vis society or the ‘context’ (see: Heywood,
1997; Lijphart, 1999; Keman, 2000b). 

Firstly the existing ‘Rule of Law’ prescribes the scope of action available
for government as well as the control of these actions by others than the
members of government and its apparatus (civil service and the military).
Secondly, the basic rules also define how government is organized and, hence,
how the conversion of demands into policy-making is supposed to take
place. It makes a difference, for example, whether the state is a federation or
a unitary system. Or, whether government is centralized or not, democrat-
ically organized or not, and so on. Thirdly, these rules also define by and large
which actors are part of the political system and government, and how they
interact. For instance, almost always the relationship between the Head of
State and the Head of Government and their respective relations to repres-
entative bodies is defined by informal and formal rules. This, of course, also
applies to the rules concerning the electoral system and who is eligible for
office and, hence, whether or not parties (can) exist or how many are allowed
and what rights these actors have for co-governing and for conducting effec-
tive forms of opposition as is, for instance, elaborated in the concept of
‘polyarchy’ (see Chapter 3 in this book). 

In summary: the constitution and related basic laws are the rules that insti-
tutionalize the structure of government and shape the actual working of the
political system in terms of governance. These rules also define which actors
are involved and what their role and position are in relation to government.
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So, these rules define the relations between the executive and legislative, on
the one hand, and the impact of parties and interest groups on decision-
making, on the other. In addition, informal rules – the development of con-
ventions, routines and accepted patterns of behaviour – do exist everywhere.
They are more often than not the result of practices grown over time that
facilitate the day-to-day working of formal rules, or have been accepted by
all actors involved because they seem to enhance the stability of the political
system regardless of its formal organization (Olsen, 1998; Lehmbruch, 1998). 

Knowledge of these informal rules is vital, since they enable the student of
government to understand why and how in seemingly similar political
systems the position and role of governments can be so different. In most
books on ‘Comparative Government’ one can find a bewildering cross-
national variation of the institutions of government and their impact on the
working of government. Only a few authors have been capable to produce a
more systematic treatise on the structure of government. Jean Blondel (1990)
is one of these, and another seminal author on this subject is Arend Lijphart
(1999). Whereas Blondel focuses on the functional activities of government
given the institutional structure, Lijphart is more concerned with the actual
patterns of interaction between the political actors – inter alia government –
given the existing rules of the political game. Both authors emphasize the
idea that the structure of government must be understood in terms of the
political systems of which it is the core. Both Lijphart and Blondel also stress
the importance of institutions, actors and performance for the study of
government to explain democratic governance. These ideas can be seen as the
‘background’ of much of what follows. 

1122..33  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  RREEGGIIMMEESS  AANNDD  TTHHEE  SSHHAAPPIINNGG  OOFF  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT

There have been and always will be classifications of political regimes. The
term ‘regime’ means: system of ruling society. Numerous indicators have
been used but here we shall concentrate on the constitutional system, i.e. the
formal and informal institutionalization of government.

Under the influence of the so-called ‘new’ institutionalism more attention
is presently paid to the fact that, in addition to the formal rules (i.e. consti-
tutional ones and basic laws), there exist informal rules that exist either to
make the formal rules work (in practice), or imply a practice that brings
about the intended result (Weaver and Rockman, 1993; Schmidt, 1996a;
Keman, 1998; Lane and Ersson, 2000). In addition the focus on government
has changed towards the ‘style’ of governance and thus to the relations
between other political actors that either co-decide or ultimately (can) control
government (Colomer, 1996; Lijphart, 1999; Keman, 1999).

The institutional approach enables the student of government to define
more precisely the particular (and sometimes peculiar!) complexion of govern-
ment. This is quite important since it enables us to define the relationship
between the structure of democratic government itself and the eventual
performance in terms of public governance.
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1122..33..11  RReepprreesseennttaattiivvee  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

Central to representative democracy is that the executive is elected indirectly
by the population, assuming that the population (or more precisely: the elec-
torate) through its representation in the assembly directs and controls govern-
ment. Hence, the way the relationship between executive and legislative is
institutionalized, shapes the role and position of democratic government.
This relationship is almost everywhere constitutionally driven, or laid down
in a basic law. In addition to the type of representation and the formal rela-
tionship between the executive and legislative, the informal rules do affect
and thereby shape the working of government. These are the ‘conventions’
that shape in addition the structure of representative government. Both the
formal and informal rules determine the ‘room for manoeuvre’ for govern-
ment and more often than not, will be conducive to its ‘leadership’. In the
literature this feature of government is often denoted as ‘Styles of Leadership’
(see: Lijphart, 1977; Blondel, 1990; Heywood, 1997). For instance, differences
in the formal relationship between the executive and legislative, on the one
hand, and the type of electoral system, on the other, influence the modes of
behaviour and composition of government. In turn, this particular mode of
behaviour results in a pattern of behaviour, which becomes common over
time (Thelen and Steinmo, 1992). 

Three types of representative government can be distinguished:

• presidential government;
• parliamentary government;
• dual power government.

According to Derbyshire and Derbyshire, (1996) the cross-national distribu-
tion of these types is as shown in Table 12.1.

First of all, it should be noticed that the division of Derbyshire and
Derbyshire is rather lenient with regard to the achieved level of democratic-
ness. If we compare this distribution with that of Alvarez (1996) then the
percentage of representative government is around 50 per cent (of 157 countries).
Secondly, we can observe from Table 12.1 that presidentialism is the most
prevalent system across the world. However, one should also notice that this
is not true for the European continent (70 per cent is parliamentary or dual
executive government). Finally, most noteworthy is the fact that after the late
1980s the number of dual power governments has doubled. Below we shall
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TTaabbllee  1122..11 Types of constitutional government
TTyyppee NN %%  ooff  ttoottaall  ((NN == 119977))

Parliamentary 55 27.9
Presidential 77 39.1
Dual executive 12 6.1
Other 53 23.9

Source: Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996: 40).
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focus on the three types of representative government that are characteristic
for democratic governance.

1122..33..22 PPrreessiiddeennttiiaall  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

For each type the role and position of the Head of State is crucial. Although
most states have a president as Head of State, in many cases the presidency
is merely symbolic and its main function is to represent the sovereignty of
the nation and government. In this sense presidents are comparable to most
constitutional monarchs. However, in other systems – e.g. the USA – the
president has been assigned the role of executive and the related power is
separated from the legislative powers of the (elected) assembly. In most cases
the executive Head of State cannot be removed by the legislative, he or she
appoints the other members of government, and derives legitimacy from
his/her popular election to office (i.e. elected leadership). 

This formal separation of powers clearly affects the conventions as regards
the relationship between assembly and the presidency. First of all, the president
can direct policy, but not law-making. This results in the convention that the
president must seek loyal members in the assembly to propose bills. Hence,
although the president is not by definition dependent on a stable majority,
he or she must find majorities which can be different from policy issue
to policy issue at the political agenda. The implication is that presidential
governments may tend to volatile policy-making and are often characterized
by fragmented policy concertation, i.e. the internal co-ordination of the over-
all policy of government is weak (see: Guy Peters et al., 2000). On the other
hand, presidential government is considered to be beneficial if and when a
crisis occurs, depending, of course, on the available ‘style of leadership’.
Governmental action can be redirected in the course needed on a short
notice by the one-person executive. However, this potential advantage can
and is often counteracted by the occurrence of ‘divided governments’. This
is the situation where the majority of the assembly is not supporting the
president (or his party). Finally, both the formal and informal rules do affect
the style of leadership. Obviously, the foremost feature is that of a one-person
executive who dominates the politics of government. He or she can call upon
the public, by whom he or she is elected, and represents national govern-
ment at home and abroad. This feature of a one-person executive also
reinforces the type of governance that prevails: it varies from a more inter-
active style of leadership (such as, for instance, Roosevelt during the Second
World War) to a more plebiscitary mode of governance (such as the style of
Charles de Gaulle in France). 

1122..33..33  PPaarrlliiaammeennttaarryy  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

Parliamentary government is organically linked to the legislative, or parlia-
ment. The government emerges from the assembly and can be dismissed by a
vote of no-confidence (and often also needs a vote of investiture by the same
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parliament). At the same time government can – often after consultation with
the Head of State – dissolve parliament and call for a new election. Whereas
presidential government appears as strong and relatively independent, par-
liamentary government is often considered to be weak because of the mutual
dependence between the executive and legislature. In other words a typical
consequence of parliamentary government is that both powers are fused. 

A second feature is that government consists of ministers who are basically
appointed by parliament (though often formally by the symbolic Head of
State, i.e. a president or monarch). This implies that each member of govern-
ment is directly responsible to parliament. Parliamentary government can be
characterized as a collegial body with traditionally a Prime Minister who is
seen as first among equals (i.e. ‘Primus-inter-Pares’). Constitutionally the
main differences between presidentialism and parliamentarism is vested in
the relationship between the executive and the legislative. Parliament is
essentially the supreme power – the symbol of governance, but at the same
time it is clear that this supremacy is conventionally tilted towards govern-
ment. For, contrary to presidential government, parliamentary government
can propose bills; often every minister has the right to do so. 

Thirdly, parliamentary government is characterized by its organization as
a cabinet, a collegial body with a relative collective responsibility. This feature
is determined by its informal relationship with parties in parliament. For this
reason parliamentary government is more often than not depicted as ‘party-
government’ in which the office of Head of Government is separated strictly
from the office of Head of State (Woldendorp et al., 2000).

Given these differences with presidentialism, it is usual to differentiate
parliamentary government by means of its conventional shape and working.
On the one hand, there is the ‘one-party government’ which is defined by the
fact that the majority party in parliament forms government. On the other,
there is ‘coalition government’ where a combination of parties forms a govern-
ment, which is supported by a majority in parliament. A third sub-type is, of
course, the minority government (one-party or coalition government). In
short, in parliamentary types of government the political representation is
always mediated by means of parties. This feature also implies that the
conventions as regard their role and position is more or less directed by the
relative strength of parties in parliament, and the way these interact on
the basis of their party programmes (Klingemann et al., 1994).

Budge and Keman (1990) have studied in great detail this relationship
between parties and coalition government and concluded that much depends
on the interaction of parties, i.e. the ‘party system’, and the way parties are
represented in government. In essence, the formal requirements to govern are
(much) less important than the way inter-party relations are shaped in relation
to finding and establishing a consensus. This particular feature, which is a
necessary condition for the stability of parliamentary government, spills over
in the variable ‘style of leadership’ (see: Lijphart, 1984, 1999; Blondel, 1982). 

In some parliamentary democracies, the formal power of the Prime
Minister is enhanced. For instance, in Germany and Spain, and also in the
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United Kingdom, the Prime Minister can dismiss and appoint ministers at
her/his own discretion. This enhanced power of the Prime Minister is said
to be a more general situation, be it formally enshrined or not in many
European democracies (Blondel and Müller-Rommel, 1993).

All in all: Parliamentary government is structured differently from presi-
dential government. The formal powers of the executive and legislative are
largely fused, consensus formation between parties in government and in
parliament is a conventional prerequisite to make policies, and therefore
negotiations take place in both government and parliament where, in the
final instance, parties do really matter. Hence, as is often put forward,
parliamentary systems of governance are indeed an indirect form of demo-
cracy. Whereas in presidential systems the Head of Government is primarily
directly elected, this is not the case in parliamentary systems (with a few
exceptions, like Israel where the Prime Minister is directly elected). To push
this argument further: in parliamentary democracies parties are the key
factor linking the electorate to parliamentary government. However, the
representative character of parliamentary governments is often doubted
because of their lack of accountability and responsiveness and therefore
impaired democratic governance (Keman, 1997b).

1122..33..44 DDuuaall  PPoowweerr  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

This type of government has often been considered as an anomaly or as a
residual category. But, as a consequence of the criticisms raised with regard
to both presidential and parliamentary government, dual power govern-
ment is taken much more seriously nowadays (Duverger, 1980). Another
development that has brought about more attention to this type of govern-
ment – more often than not labelled as ‘semi-presidentialism’ – is the fact
that during the so-called ‘Fourth Wave of Democratization’ (see: Chapter 3
in this book) in many of the emergent democracies the new or renewed
constitutions were developed in such a way that the disadvantages of both
presidentialism and parliamentarism were to be avoided (Lijphart, 1992;
Linz, 1994; Hague et al., 1998). 

In contrast to presidential and parliamentary government the executive
and legislative powers are neither fused nor distributed across both institu-
tions, but rather co-exist. For example a dual power system would avoid the
potential (and occurring) deadlocks between the executive and legislature,
i.e. between the president and parliament. By sharing the powers to some
extent and having separated elections for parliament and president the
advocates of semi-presidentialism argue that the advantages of a directly
elected Head of State in combination with the flexibility of a parliamentary
cabinet with a selected Head of Government are combined. This would avoid
the rigidity of the presidential executive (to some extent) as well as domi-
nating the executive and legislative powers. 

In other words: the supposed stability of a president is juxtaposed with the
representation of a parliamentary majority. Hence the central characteristic
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of dual power government is the constitutional co-existence of executive and
legislative in government. This implies that conventions must develop that
are based on ‘power-sharing’ between the president, the cabinet-government
and parliament. However, this can also and easily lead to forms of divided
government due to bicameralism (as also happens in federal states and in
presidential systems), on the one hand, or due to ‘cohabitation’ where the
president’s party has no majority in the assembly (France is the most
notorious example), on the other. These situations of difficult and delicate
power sharing appear however not to jeopardize regime stability nor the
expedition of governmental business (Weaver and Rockman, 1993). 

Notwithstanding the advantages of the dual system of executive and
legislative leadership there are relatively few constitutions that allow for this
type of government. The majority of the cases can be found in Europe:
France, Portugal, Finland, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania, Slovenia
and Poland. It should be noted that most of these states have developed this
dual system only recently (with the exception of Finland and France). This
may well be an expression of a growing dissatisfaction with the apparent
disadvantages of both the straightforward presidential and parliamentary
systems of democratic government and their affects on society. Another sign
of this growing dissatisfaction is constitutional debates on this subject,
which are predominantly held in South America (e.g. in Argentina, Brazil
and Colombia: Lijphart, 1992; Linz, 1994; Keman, 2000b).

The working of dual power government is heavily influenced by consti-
tutional rules and the multiple relations that exist between the executive and
legislative. Hence, the main disadvantage is the delicate interrelations
between all powers. This may well imply that imbalances and disruption
lead to stalemates and gridlocks. Nevertheless, the fact that the electorate
has a more direct influence on both the executive and legislative than in the
other types of representative government can be seen as an advantage in
terms of achieving democratic governance.

In conclusion: three types of representative government have been discussed
by means of their formal rules, conventions and style of leadership. It
appears that these three types – presidential, parliamentary and dual power
government – are indeed different from each other. It has also become clear
that all types can be adjudicated in terms of advantages and disadvantages
with respect to democratic governance. The question that remains to be
answered is, however, how well they are in fact and reality capable of
producing materially and democratically adequate performances. This ques-
tion will be dealt with in Section 12.5.

1122..44  TTHHEE  FFOORRMM  OOFF  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT::  FFOORRMMAATT  AANNDD  OORRGGAANNIIZZAATTIIOONN

As was outlined in Section 12.1.1, two of the main functions of any govern-
ment are policy-making and policy-implementation. Obviously the way
governments are organized is of importance here. In addition, and this was
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also emphasized earlier, leadership comes prominently into play here. By the
organization of government is meant the rules that determine the decision-
making process within and between members of government and parliament.
At the same time the policy-making capacity of government is influenced by
the degree of vertical and horizontal organization of the polity. This will be
discussed below by discussing the comparative features of the state format in
relation to the shaping of governmental powers.

1122..44..11 SSttaattee  FFoorrmmaatt  aanndd  tthhee  SShhaappiinngg  ooff  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

The powers of government are strongly related to the responsibility for the
whole of a state’s territory and those units of government concerned with only
a part of it. In other words: the degree of institutional autonomy of government
as the executive branch in terms of functional capacities, on the one hand, and
in terms of geographic jurisdiction, on the other, is a vital part of the analysis
of governments in terms of competencies. Hence, the state format has certain
implications for the overall degree of democratic governance.

The state format refers then to distinctions like federal and unitary, central-
ized and decentralized, and also the degree of power-sharing among the
political units (such as provinces and communities) that make up the
complexion of national government.

It is immediately clear from Table 12.2 that 36.5 per cent of all nations under
review have a federal or a semi-federal state format. Secondly, it should be
observed that many of these countries are characterized by a large territory
(e.g. Australia, Brazil, Canada, India, Russia and the USA), or by a history of
ethno-religious or linguistic divisions (e.g. Belgium, Canada and Switzerland).
However, this is not by definition the sole reason for establishing a federal
government (Schultze, 1992; Elazar, 1995; Hague et al., 1998).

As has been put forward in the ‘Federalist Papers’ – a political debate in
the USA preceding the formulation of its constitution – another important
argument has been the principle of local sovereignty and self-government
(as in Switzerland). It is important therefore to distinguish between the need
for effective government given ‘tyranny of distance’ and the wish of self-
regulation or local autonomy. The latter principle is often laid down in the
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TTaabbllee  1122..22 State format and organization in liberal democracies (N = 52)
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceennttaaggee

FFoorrmmaatt
Unitary state 33 63.5
Semi-federal 6 11.5
Federal 13 25.0

OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonn
Centralized 18 34.6
Devolution 19 36.5
Decentralized 15 28.8

Source: Woldendorp et al. (2000: 34–5) and own computations.
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constitution in a detailed fashion, whereas the former justification is hardly
ever mentioned. More often than not, as for instance in Australia and India,
the executive powers of the federal government tend to become stronger
over time. The crosscutting dimension of federalism is therefore in many
cases the development towards centralization of executive powers by means
of derived law-making and by the increased ‘power of the purse’ of the
national government of the federation (Castles, 2000).

The stricter and more elaborated, however, the federal constitution is, the
stronger the institutional autonomy of the constituting parts will be. In a truly
federal system, the changing of the distribution of executive and legislative
powers cannot be undertaken arbitrarily by the national government but
must involve the non-central units, either by overcoming their ‘blocking
powers’ or by finding consent through political compromise (Lijphart, 1999;
Wachendorfer-Schmidt, 2000). Hence, a federal state is mostly characterized
by an elaborate constitution or set of ‘basic laws’ which are difficult to alter
and are quite specific concerning the balance of power between the centre
and the constituting geographic parts of the realm. Some authors have
therefore called the central government within a federal polity the ‘semi-
sovereign state’ (Schmidt, 1996b). Of course this has implications for the
room for action of national government. Parallel to the national government
the non-central layers of government have considerable powers of decision-
making and policy-implementation (and often of taxation). As with dual
executive government it is a system of co-existent governance. In most
federal polities this situation can easily lead to gridlocks, in particular if
certain policy competencies are overlapping or, conversely, are completely
separated. It is therefore a matter of dispute whether or not the policy
performance of federalism equals that of a unitary state (Elazar, 1995; Lane
and Ersson, 1997; Keman, 2000a).

Federalism is often, and quite logically, characterized by a decentralized
state organization. Yet, it should be noticed that in many unitary nation-
states similar provisions are made and often over time developed. And,
indeed, one can surmise a number of institutional arrangements that allow
for institutional autonomy of specific minorities or regions within the
unitary state. This again influences the structure of government. On the one
hand, this is brought about by means of geographic decentralization, on the
other, through so-called functional decentralization, i.e. leaving certain
policies to semi-governmental or even semi-public bodies; an example is The
Netherlands (Lane and Ersson, 1998). A good example of functional and
geographic decentralization is Scandinavia: in the Scandinavian countries
the local communities have extensive powers of regulation and taxation.
This type of state format is often considered as ‘decentralized’ and concerns
28.8 per cent of the states under review (see Table 12.2). In the United
Kingdom the government has recently given some form of ‘home rule’ to the
Welsh and Scottish regions. In South Africa the constitution has been
amended to give greater autonomy to the Provinces, whereas regionaliza-
tion has been extended and institutionalized in Spain (to a large extent) and
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Italy. Hence, in addition to the formal but rigid division between Federal and
Unitary States, one should take into account the possibilities of executive
and legislative devolution of powers. This may well imply that the institu-
tional format and organization of the state can be expected to have a variable
impact on the political performance of representative government. 

In conclusion: the powers of government can in part be derived by the
institutional arrangement in terms of its state format and organization. The
distribution of power in unitary states can also be divided geographically and
organized functionally in terms of institutional autonomy. It depends there-
fore in an equal measure, on how the constitution provides for the separa-
tion of powers, on the one hand, and on how and to what extent the
government is constrained in its exercise, regardless of whether it concerns
a federal or unitary system. This kind of formal arrangement of power divi-
sion influences, of course, the working of representative government and its
policy performance. Below we shall discuss the decision-making powers of
representative government per se.

1122..44..22  TThhee  OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonn  ooff  RReepprreesseennttaattiivvee  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt

Contrary to presidential systems government in a parliamentary system
depends very much on the balance between cabinet, Prime Minister and
ministers. The executive involves a particular tension between collegiality
and hierarchy between a pre-eminent chief minister and a ministerial college
of political equals. In most presidential systems ministers are merely depen-
dent on the leadership of the Head of State, if not in fact subservient.

The principle of ‘collegiality’ involves not only equality in rank-and-file
within government, but also the idea that all decisions are made collectively.
That is to say: an individual minister must abide to the collective responsi-
bility and share this with the whole cabinet, also vis-à-vis parliament. If
not, than the minister is expected to resign. This convention is becoming,
however, rare since in most of these systems it means nowadays, more
often than not, that the whole cabinet-government resigns. If it concerns a
coalition-government – and in practice this is often the case – this is almost a
fixed but informal rule. The reason is that the parties in government do not
allow for upsetting of the delicate inter-party balance established.

This type of organization of government is almost exclusively West
European and affects democratic governance. There are two other types of
cabinet-government: Prime Ministerial cabinets, on the one hand, and
Ministerial governance, on the other.

Prime Ministerial cabinets have either developed as a practice, which is a
consequence of the division of the party system, or has been the results of the
institutional design of the polity. In most Anglo-Saxon countries, because of
the ‘first-past-the-post’ electoral system, there is (almost) always a majority
party in parliament. Hence, this party is government and the party leader
forms his or her government and is in a position to dismiss and to appoint
ministers. Yet, Prime Ministerial government also exists in parliamentary
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systems where a coalition is necessary to govern. Here the Prime Minister
derives his or her dominant position from the formal relations between the
executive and legislative: the Prime Minister is often less vulnerable because
of the ‘constructive vote of no confidence’.1 In this type of cabinet govern-
ment it is the ‘Chancellor’ who deals with parliament primarily and controls
the individual ministers. In a sense, the chancellor is the ‘conductor’ and
supervisor with respect to policy co-ordination (Blondel, 1990; Gallagher
et al., 2000).

Finally, there is the ministerial cabinet-government. Here, the ministers have
no collegial obligations, nor is the Prime Minister a supremo. Each and every
minister is responsible for his or her policy area and, consequently, there is
little policy co-ordination. In fact, the Prime Minister is basically a power
broker who is involved in two arenas: within government and vis-à-vis
parliament. It will not come as a big surprise that ministerial cabinet-
governments are seen as less efficient in decision-making compared with
other types of representative government. It is obvious that ministerial
cabinet-government is the least hierarchical of the three parliamentary forms
of government. It is also clear that its organization is strongly influenced by
the constitutional rules and related conventions and is strongly influenced
by existing party system (Budge and Keman, 1990; Laver and Shepsle, 1996).

1122..55  PPOOLLIITTIICCAALL  PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEE  AANNDD  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC
GGOOVVEERRNNAANNCCEE  

Recall that in Section 12.1.2 government was defined as those ‘mechanisms’
through which ordered rule is maintained, on the one hand, and as ‘the
machinery for making and enforcing collective decisions by means of public
action for a society’, on the other. In other words: the structure of government
is considered as a means to an end. This relationship between means and ends
has been described with the help of a structural-functional approach and is
called the systemic analysis of political life. The central idea is that
government is the core of the political system and that it (re)acts in order to
promote the systems maintenance. The extent to which government is indeed
functionally capable of doing this, is what is often called a ‘structured induced
equilibrium’ (Colomer, 1996; Shepsle, 1997; Keman, 1999). The fact that the
political system endures (or not) is then the first sign of political performance.
Yet, system stability is not enough to assess the political performance in rela-
tion to the various features of government enhancing democratic governance.

For empirical-analytical purposes a useful distinction is made by Lane and
Ersson (2000): between policy performance, on the one hand, and democratic
performance, on the other, to operationalize political performance. Policy
performance refers to the extent to which government is indeed capable
of producing fiscal means and regulative measures to enhance public
welfare for its citizens. Democratic performance refers to the extent to which
government, according to the existing institutions is responsible to society as
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well as accountable for its publicly enforced actions. Both concepts can be
considered as indicators of system performance, in terms of democratic
governance. Below the relationship between the features of representative
government and the types of political performance that are distinguished are
examined. The guiding question being, of course, whether or not there is a
relation between types of government and features of democratic governance.

1122..55..11  TThhee  PPoolliiccyy  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  wwiitthhiinn  DDeemmooccrraacciieess

The core business of government is to rule to ensure stability through the
exercise of authority. This, in turn, requires that the structure and activities
government is fit to perpetuate its own existence and ensure the survival of
the political system as a whole. Hence, the longevity and endurance of a
regime and the related shape of governance indicates the ability of a system
to contain or reconcile societal conflicts. According to Heywood (1997)
stable government is based upon consensus and consent. This would mean
that a political system, and its government in particular, must be responsive
to popular demands and pressures. Conversely, if this were not the case then
it can be expected that the support for government is inadequate for its
survival. This systems perspective (Easton, 1981) is often put forward to
point to the strength of democratic government. For, the longevity and
endurance of democratic systems is not only high but such systems are also
characterized by the absence of intra-system conflict by means of violence.
Hence, it is expected that representative democratic government is more
capable of coping with conflict and turmoil than most other (non-democratic)
governmental structures. However, the caveat regarding democracy and
stability is that it is founded upon a delicate balance between responsive
policy-making and the need for efficient and effective policy implementation.
This is the art of steering the ship of state through problematic social and
economic ‘problems’, and thereby enhancing public welfare and with it
policy and democratic performance (Keman, 1997b; Castles, 1998).

Among others, Bingham Powell (1982) and Lane and Ersson (2000) have
attempted to measure the performance of political systems across the world
by means of comparative data on the level of democracy, the number of
years of the present constitution and of univeral suffrage, on the one hand,
and rates of protest and violence over the last 30 years, on the other hand.
We replicate this descriptive analysis by inspecting 52 democratic systems
under review here in order to assess how variable representative govern-
ments have established ‘peaceful’ relations with society and vice versa.

From Table 12.3 it is obvious that high levels of democraticness are associ-
ated with the period for which a country has had a constitution and experi-
enced a democratic polity. Conversely, this is expressed in the absence of
high levels of protest and violence. In short, the more enduring a democracy
is, the more ‘ordered’ society appears to be. However, one may wonder
whether this also the case if, for instance, the socio-economic situation is less
prosperous and – for instance – the levels of unemployment are high(er).
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From regression-analysis these circumstances appear only to be relevant
in terms of the effect produced by low(er) levels of economic wealth, which
is associated with higher levels of protest and having together a negative
bearing on the level of democraticness. Hence, it transpires that cyclical
effects of economic misery (like inflation and unemployment) are not
directly affecting the democratic governance. It appears to be rather a matter
of a structural deficiency, i.e. a poor nation is not only associated with less
democraticness, but also (apparently) has less ‘room for manoeuvre’ to
remedy such a situation and thereby develop democratic governance.

This conclusion is in accordance with a large part of the literature that
focuses on the determinant of democratization and democratic development
(see: Landman, 2000): economic developments are important conditions for
democratic governance. Yet, as Manfred Schmidt (1989b, 2000) has demon-
strated, there is more to it. Although ‘economics’ matters, it does not and
cannot explain satisfactorily the cross-national variation in the political per-
formance of nations across the world. This can easily be demonstrated by
replicating the so-called ‘Zöllner Model’ to our universe of discourse (N = 52;
see the Appendix to this chapter for the list of countries included).

The ‘Zöllner Model’ assumes that both demographic factors (such as the
level of the dependent population) and economic affluence (e.g. the level of
GNPpC) determine the provision of public welfare by governments. In other
words: governments, democratic and non-democratic alike, will produce
social policies depending on ‘objective’ developments of the society they
rule. Yet, so it is argued, this may be true to a certain extent, but it does not
fully account for the cross-national variation in social policy provision,
nor – and that is our main point – for what other factors are relevant as well
and to what degree (see: Keman, 1997a; Schmidt, 2000). 

In Table 12.4, we examine to what extent the ‘Zöllner Model’ indeed
explains the policy outputs of democratic government. The results demon-
strate that indeed the demographic situation and economic circumstances
are relevant for understanding the cross-national variations of policy outputs.
At the same time it is also obvious that there is ample room for further
explanation, as the explained variance (Adjusted R²) is at the most not higher
than 66.1 per cent (re. Social Policy Expenditures).
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TTaabbllee  1122..33 Correlation table
DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss PPlluurraalliissmm PPoollyyaarrcchhyy

Constitutional years 0.50 0.52 0.33*
Duration undisturbed 0.74 0.71 0.48
Duration disturbed 0.72 0.66 0.47
Protest –0.41 –0.50 –0.25
Strikes 0.21* 0.11* 0.23*
Violence –0.72 –0.81 –0.49

Note: All correlations are Pearson product moment coefficients and all results are significant at
0.01 level (one-tailed) unless they are flagged (*).
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Second, it should be noted that the size of the public economy is hardly the
result of the central variables of the Zöllner Model. Conversely, we observe
that the policy choices made show a certain degree of priority: social welfare
and health care are predominant, whereas this is less the case with educa-
tion. Hence, there are other factors at work that direct the size and functional
allocations of the public economy.

Thirdly, the parameter which is significant in all equations in Table 12.4 is
the previous level of expenditures (in the 1970s), and this accounts for most of
the explained variance. This does not support the Zöllner Model, but rather
demonstrates that the original choices made also determine the present levels
of policy output by governments. This implies two additional explanations:
one, that political decisions made and put into effect have a strong tendency
to be ‘path dependent’ (Thelen and Steinmo, 1992; Putnam, 1993) or that
policy-making tends to be influenced by incrementalism (Tarschys, 1985;
Keman, 1993b). Whatever way one looks upon this, it is apparent other
factors than ‘objective’ developments alone do account for policy making in
democratic systems. For it is an accepted point of view in the literature on
‘new’ institutionalism and public policy analysis that the institutional design
of political systems by and large produces effects such as incrementalism,
inertia and path dependency, which in turn affect the policy outcomes, that
is: political performance (see, for example, Guy Peters, 1996; Keman, 1997c;
Castles, 1998; Pennings et al., 1999). It appears valid therefore to pursue the
examination of the central hypothesis of this chapter: how and to what
extent do institutional factors account for the political performance of rep-
resentative government, on the one hand, and how does the cross-national
variation in policy and democratic performance affect the degree of demo-
cratic governance of a society?

1122..55..22  TTyyppeess  ooff  DDeemmooccrraattiicc  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt  aanndd  PPoolliiccyy  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee

In the previous section we found that ‘time’ has an effect on policy perform-
ance (by means of path dependency and incremental developments). As the
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TTaabbllee  1122..44 Application of the Zöllner Model (N = 52)
IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess

LLeevveell  ooff EExxppllaaiinneedd
DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess PPooppuullaattiioonn aafffflluueennccee OOrriiggiinnaall  lleevveell vvaarriiaannccee

Central government –0.07 0.04 0.46* 18.0%
expenditures

Social policy 0.10 0.40* 0.57* 66.1%
Health care –0.04 0.57* 0.052* 51.5%
Education 0.21 0.24 0.43* 25.1%
Defence –0.06 –0.17 0.87* 65.0%

Note: All models are OLS-regressions; the significant results are flagged (*); the coefficients are
expressed as standardized values; see the Appendix for further information.
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size of the public economy (total expenditures by government) is irrelevant
within our universe of discourse (see Table 12.4) and as regards the analysis
of policy choices, we shall focus on those policy areas that represent the
development of public welfare: Social policy, Education and Health Care.
These areas represent the core of the ‘welfare state’ (see also: Flora and
Heidenheimer, 1981; Esping-Andersen, 1990; Castles, 1998). The research
question we need to answer is then: to what extent do ‘age’ and ‘type of
government’ influence the policy choices made, as reflected in the allocated
levels of expenditure. In other words: does it make a difference whether a
democratic regime exists longer or not, and, whether it is a presidential,
parliamentary or a dual power system?

The results of this exercise (Table 12.5) show that the duration of demo-
cracy has an impact on the levels of expenditure for all policy areas and in
particular on social policy. This reinforces the conclusions drawn from
Table 12.4: the longer a political system has been in operation the more
‘welfare statism’ has been developed. The impact of universal suffrage can
also be noticed, but to a lesser extent than is often thought. For instance,
Lipset (1959) and Wilensky (1975) argued that the introduction of universal
suffrage would not increase the political influence of the working class, but
also would strongly enhance the urge for ‘welfare statist’ policy-making. Yet,
as Castles has shown in Chapter 10 in this book (see also: Castles, 1998:
180–94) there is not a direct link between the institutional design of the
political system and the level of expenditure. However, at the same time it
appears relevant whether constitutional government is presidential or not.
Presidentialism is obviously not promoting the extension of a welfare state
related policy performance, if and when compared with parliamentarism
and dual power governance.2 Hence, the policy performance of power shar-
ing governments is (positively) different from systems that are characterized
by a separation of powers and one-actor executive.
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TTaabbllee  1122..55 Duration and constitutional type of democracy and policy
performance

SSoocciiaall  ppoolliiccyy EEdduuccaattiioonn HHeeaalltthh  ccaarree

Intercept –1.97 2.42 2.08
Duration of democracy 0.42 0.31 0.22

(3.17) (1.99) (1.46)
Universal suffrage 0.24 0.24 0.25

(1.73) (1.66) (1.60)
Parliamentary executive 0.51 0.21 0.19

(2.30) (1.38) (1.34)
Presidential executive –0.39 –0.15 –0.22

(–3.19) (–1.04) (–1.59)
Dual power government 0.42 0.22 0.17

(3.10) (1.54) (1.20)
Adj. R² 39.3% 11.3% 12.3%

Note: Based on OLS-regression technique; T-values in parentheses; the coefficients are stan-
dardized values; see the Appendix for the operationalization of the variables.
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1122..55..33  TThhee  IImmppaacctt  ooff  SSttaattee  FFoorrmmaatt  aanndd  OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonn  ooff  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt
oonn  PPoolliiccyy  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee

Earlier in this chapter we have proposed that the state format, on the one
hand, and the organization of government, on the other, could well influence
the policy performance. The state format, i.e. whether a political system is
unitary or not and centralized or not, so it was argued, would make a dif-
ference as to the levels of expenditure as well as to the effect in terms of
societal performance. In addition, it has been argued that the way govern-
ment is organized – more or less hierarchically, on the one hand, and more
or less directly related to parliament – would affect policy performance. In
Table 12.6 we present the results of our investigation by means of regression
analysis. First, we examine the state format, and secondly, the organization
of governments across 52 countries. 

It is immediately clear from Table 12.6 that the format of the state is of
minor influence on the actual policy-performance of government. However,
a closer inspection of the results also shows a paradox that is often dis-
regarded: a unitary structure does not necessarily preclude identical mechan-
isms to those considered ‘natural’ for federalism (see: Lane and Ersson, 1997;
Wachendorfer-Schmidt, 2000; Keman, 2000a). Many unitary states have
institutional equivalents which produce similar effects on the policy per-
formance, and this produces the apparent paradox. Although federal states
have lower levels of public expenditures, which seems to be reinforced if and
when there is symmetrical bicameralism (Tsebelis and Money, 1997; Lijphart,
1999), this appears to be counteracted by a decentralized organization of
the state. And, so we argue, one should take into account the extent to which
the state format is federal or not and genuinely decentralized or not (as is
indicated by institutional autonomy; see: Colomer, 1996; Lane and Ersson,
1998). Hence, the conclusion must be that although the state format per se is
only indirectly relevant for the policy performance. 

The same line of argument can be applied to the organization of national
(or: central) government. As we have observed, there is a difference between
presidentialism and the other types of democratic governance. We can,
however, refine this statement by inspecting how the ‘body’ government is
organized in terms of hierarchical features, on the one hand, and its relation-
ship with the assembly or parliament, on the other hand. Two hypotheses
can be formulated:

• The more hierarchically government is organized, the more presidential
is its style of leadership and related performance.

• The stronger the dominance of government, in particular the Head of
State and Head of Government, over parliament, the more presidential is
the style of leadership and related performance.

In other words: we expect that the hierarchical features of government have
a bearing on the degree of power sharing and on political consensus and
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co-operation and thus on democratic governance (see: Lijphart, 1999:
Chs 15 and 16).

Judging the results in Table 12.7 it appears that the first hypothesis is
tenable. At the same time it is also obvious that a dominant position of the
Prime Minister and a ‘strong’ parliament is not translated into the associated
policy performance. It is therefore interesting to note that, regardless of
whether a political system is presidential or not, the position of the Head of
State seems to be more influential than is often thought. If the prerogatives
of the Head of State allow for (active) intervention the evidence points to the
fact that it impedes higher levels of spending, if not to a veto position. Yet,
in democracies where government is dominant over parliament or where the
relations between the executive and legislative is balanced, it appears to
promote (active) policy-making. Hence, the second hypothesis is not sup-
ported by our analysis.

We conclude from this that the role of government is more central to policy
performance than parliament is. If the Head of State, whether or not in a
so-called presidential system, is institutionally strong, this affects policy-
making. If government is dominant, regardless of whether or not its ‘primus-
inter-pares’ has special powers, this also influences the policy-making capacity
of government. The same inference can be made for democratic systems
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TTaabbllee  1122..66 Unitary-centralized versus federal-decentralized states and policy
performance (1990)
IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess PPoolliiccyy  ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee

General government Social policy

Intercept 13.33 22.91
Federalism –0.45 (–2.48) –0.71 (–2.52)
Decentralization 0.49 (3.46) 0.75 (2.70)
Bicameralism –0.35 (–2.27) 0.02 (0.13)
Adj. R² 13.7% 15.4%

Note: See Table 12.5 for explanations.

TTaabbllee  1122..77 The effects of hierarchically organized government and
dominating executives on policy performance
IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabblleess PPoolliiccyy  ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee

General government Social policy
1. Intercept 39.03 28.19

PM dominant –0.02 (–0.14) –0.14 (–1.14)
HOS dominant –0.39 (–2.59) –0.65 (–5.28)
Adj. R² 15.3 % 38.9%

2. Intercept 28.0 19.0
Government dominant 0.35 (2.40) 0.56 (4.40)
Parliament dominant 0.08 (0.40) –0.35 (–1.82)
Balanced relationship 0.32 (1.61) 0.74 (3.97)
Adj. R² 30.2% 43.6%

Note: See Tables 12.5 For explanation.
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where the executive–legislative relations are balanced. Hence, there is not only
a difference between parliamentarism and presidentialism per se (Linz, 1994),
but also between democracies where the Head of State, on the one hand, and
parliament, on the other, prevail in terms of prerogatives. This observation
leads us to conclude that the way the constitutional powers are distributed is
more important than the way they are separated or shared. In other words: not
the constitutional powers as such, but the related exercise on the basis of
derived prerogatives is what counts for the consequential policy performance
(see also: Weaver and Rockman, 1993; Shepsle, 1997; Woldendorp et al., 2000).
Such a conclusion would point to the importance of the role of political actors
(parties and organized interests) with regard to the process of policy-making
and related performance. This has been extensively analysed in Parts Two and
Three of this book, demonstrating inter alia how crucial parties are in translat-
ing popular demands into public policies as well as showing that the political
complexion of government is essential in order to overcome institutional
veto-points within the state format.

The overall conclusion of this section is therefore that in democracies the
institutional design of the state matters in conjunction with the constitu-
tional organization of government. These features do indeed shape policy
performance. Hence, the institutional fabric of democracy is conducive to
democratic governance in terms of its policy performance.

1122..66  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC  GGOOVVEERRNNMMEENNTT  AANNDD  DDEEMMOOCCRRAATTIICC
GGOOVVEERRNNAANNCCEE

The question that is still begging for an answer is: to what extent is demo-
cratic government conducive to the democratic performance of its society? Or
to put it differently: are democratic institutions and policy-making signifi-
cantly related to the features that represent democratic qualities in terms of
a shared governance.

In Chapters 2, 3, 8 and 11, aspects of this question – central to the compara-
tive analysis of democratic politics – have been dealt with. On the one hand
Daalder and Lane and Ersson have argued that institutional devices as such
may be important but do not unequivocally produce ‘good governance’ or a
‘good society’. On the other hand, Keman and Schmidt have shown that
particular institutional features produce better performances than others (see
also: Bingham Powell, 1982; March and Olsen, 1995; Lijphart, 1999; Dahl, 1998).

In this section we shall attempt to inspect whether or not the various types
of democracy are indeed conducive to democratic governance. Democratic
governance is defined here as the level of democraticness achieved within a
nation. The level of democraticness is a measure of the extent to which the
institutional design of a democratic polity actual promotes societal plural-
ism, on the one hand, and safeguards the civil and political rights of (groups
of) individuals, on the other hand (see Chapter 3 in this book). Hence, the
level of democraticness indicates the extent of the liberty and of the influence
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of the population at large. In other words: it shows to what extent the citizen
is free to participate and act in the democratic system in which he or she lives.
Conversely, the quality of democracy indicates to what extent the citizen and
the population at large is indeed free from social and economic hazards as
produced by the fabric of society (see: Marshall, 1950; Lipset, 1959; Titmuss,
1974; Bingham Powell, 1982; Held, 1987; Castles, 1998; see also Chapters 9
and 10 in this book). 

In the remainder of this section we shall review both indicators of demo-
cratic performance cross-nationally. In addition, we shall inspect to what
extent a relative underperformance results in societal protest or political
defection by citizens. 

Such a cross-national analysis will allow us to draw conclusions of the
effects of democracy as an institutional system on both aspects of democratic
governance: democraticness and the related quality of life.

1122..66..11  SSttaattee  FFoorrmmaatt,,  TTyyppee  ooff  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt  aanndd  LLeevveell  ooff  DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss

There are two normative lines of reasoning which argue that differences of state
format and government type have an impact on the level of democraticness. 

First, many ‘federalists’ argue that federal arrangements tend to be more
democratic than unitary states (see, for example: Ducacheck, 1970; Riker,
1975; Elazar, 1997; Lane and Ersson, 1997). The main advantage of federal-
ism is considered to be that it is based on parallel power sharing and
enhances political control and allocative justice and thus produces (more)
democratic governance.

The second line of thought concerns the debate on the deficiencies of presi-
dentialism vis-à-vis parliamentary systems (Lijphart, 1992; Linz, 1994; Stepan
and Skach, 1994; Keman, 2000b). Although presidential systems are recog-
nized for their separation of powers, they are also characterized by their
relative political instability. On the one hand, this is due to the separation of
powers, which can easily lead to gridlocks in decision-making. On the other
hand, a feature of presidential government is that it is dependent on one
person, who often feels legitimized (due to his or her direct election) to devi-
ate from standing procedures, or even to resort to unconstitutional practices. 

In summary: it is argued that both federalism and presidentialism have
specific effects on the level of democraticness: the former a positive, and the
latter a negative effect.

The correlations reported in Table 12.8 appear to be quite conclusive:
Presidential systems are strongly and significantly related to lower levels of
democraticness, pluralism and polyarchy. The claim that federalist institu-
tions of democracy are superior cannot be sustained, nor does the opposite
conclusion appear valid. Yet, these results are to a certain extent misleading.
If we control the bivariate results for the levels of affluence of a country and
the constitutional age of the polity, it appears that presidentialism can
indeed be conducive to certain abuse and thus affect the level of democratic-
ness. However, if and when socio-economic conditions are (becoming)

D E M O C R A T I C  I N S T I T U T I O N S ,  G O V E R N A N C E 227799

SKe12.qxd  2/8/02 3:47 PM  Page 279



favourable and democratic institutions prevail over time, the negative
relationship between democratic performance and presidentialism is less
significant.

1122..66..22  PPoolliiccyy  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee,,  DDeemmooccrraattiicc  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee
aanndd  tthhee  QQuuaalliittyy  ooff  LLiiffee

In much political science and economic literature the relationship between
(liberal) democracy and the quality of social and individual life is empha-
sized (Castles et al., 1987; Potter et al., 1997). Some even suggest that after the
fourth wave of democratization (with the ending of the Cold War), that
democracy was not only the sole option for organizing the polity and
government, but also the natural course to enhancing public welfare and
(thus) the quality of life (see e.g. Fukuyama, 1992; Huntington, 1991). 

This argument is in part derived from the idea that a democratically
organized society will not only lead to a better policy performance, but will
also be conducive to more-stable patterns of democratic governance. Along
this road of democratic consolidation it is expected that this development is
expressed in an encompassing situation of ‘democraticness’. At the same
time the expectation is that such a development towards democratic gover-
nance is associated with improving material conditions for a society as a
whole in terms of the ‘quality of life’.3

Democratic and material performance are thus seen as outcomes of demo-
cratic polities and public policy performance. It follows then that a positive
relationship is reflected in an ordered and legitimized rule by government.
Conversely, if the performances are absent or below par, this may well lead
to protest, turmoil and defection. Such a situation could be characterized as
leading to a diminished democratic governance.

We have seen in Section 12.5 the relationship between the democratic
organization of society and policy performance. Inter alia it depends on how
state and government are organized as well as to what extent the relations
between the executive and legislature are shaped. With this caveat in mind
we present in Table 12.9 evidence regarding the relationship between policy
performance and democratic and material performance. For obvious reasons
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TTaabbllee  1122..88 Bivariate relations between indicators of democraticness and
features of the state format

DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss PPoollyyaarrcchhyy PPlluurraalliissmm

Indicators of federalism and presidentialism
Presidentialism (Derbyshire, 1996) –0.62* –0.63* –0.46*
Federalism (Woldendorp et al., 2000) –0.7 0.02 0.01
Unitary/federal (Woldendorp et al., 2000) 0.21 0.07 0.29
Presidential power (in this chapter) –0.44 –0.50* –0.53
Decentralization (Woldendorp et al., 2000) 0.30 0.14 0.42*

Note: All Pearson product moment correlation; significant results (p ≤ 0.01) are flagged (*);
N = 46; see Appendix to Chapter 3 for the operationalization of democraticness.
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we control this relationship by the parameters of the Zöllner model (see
Table 12.4). It is immediately clear that policy performance of democratic
government is highly associated with all indicators of democratic and mat-
erial performance. To some extent ‘Misery’ is less consistently related to the
different policy types. In addition it should be noted that both the ‘objective’
factors (belonging to the Zöllner model) and the interrelations between
democratic and material performance are, again, quite high.

We can safely say therefore that democraticness and quality of life in
society do go together with both favourable ‘objective’ conditions and public
policy outputs across the 52 democracies under review. In our view this
allows for the conclusion that if and when the material performance within
a society is favourable, in part due to democratic policy-making and related
performance, then it is associated with a higher level of democraticness. In
turn, this attained level reflects a situation of democratic governance of both
government and the population at large.

1122..66..33  DDiissssaattiissffaaccttiioonn,,  UUnnddeerrppeerrffoorrmmaannccee  aanndd  DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss

Obviously, favourable conditions and performances are in reality mirrored
by reversed situations, where socio-economic factors and public policy
efforts do not enhance public welfare nor the quality of life. The consequence
of a deteriorating social and economic situation can develop in two direc-
tions: one, it prevents a democratic system from achieving a higher level of
democraticness; and two, it may develop into lower levels of democraticness
(Hibbs, 1973).

Cross-national studies of democratization have paid much attention to the
explanation of the occurrence of protest and violence. On the one hand, the
literature focuses on the causes and consequences of protest and violence with
respect to societal instability and revolutionary developments (Gurr, 1970;
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TTaabbllee  1122..99 Democratic performance and quality of life in relation to policy
performance
PPoolliiccyy  ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee DDeemmooccrraattiicc  aanndd  mmaatteerriiaall  ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee

HDI Misery Gini Dem Plural Poly

HDI 1.0 –0.28* –0.48* 0.57* 0.50* 0.51*
Misery –0.28 1.0 0.15 –0.35* –0.46* –0.21
Gini –0.48* 0.15 1.0 –0.71* –0.53* –0.70*
Change GDP 0.57* 0.44* –0.73* 0.66* 0.54* 0.60*
Change dependent –0.27* 0.04 0.50* –0.56* –0.33* –0.57*

population
Central government 0.35* –0.14 –0.52* 0.56* 0.41* 0.55*

expenditures
Social policy 0.63* –0.26* –0.65* 0.71* 0.53* 0.69*
Welfare services 0.35* –0.30* –0.35* 0.48* 0.47* 0.34*

Note: All Pearson product moment correlation; significant results (p ≤ 0.01) are flagged(*); see
Appendix for elaboration of variables.
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Muller and Seligson, 1987; Landman, 2000). On the other hand, attention has
been paid to the occurrence of dissatisfaction, popular dissent and protest
through social movements with regard to political stability and democratic
behaviour (Bingham Powell, 1982; Kriesi et al., 1995; Inglehart, 1997;
Foweraker and Landman, 1997). Yet, although a lot of research has been done
into this subject, there is little unanimity as regards its effects on democratic-
ness. How does political dissent affect the attained level of surveillance of
political and civil rights, and does societal dissatisfaction affect the existing
polyarchic conditions of democracy in a country where protest, violence and,
for instance, strikes do occur regularly? In other words: is democratic gov-
ernance a genuine asset of the political systems under review here?

The answer to this question is presented in Table 12.10, where the impact
of violence, protest and strikes have been modelled together with the extant
degree of misery, on the one hand, and the index of human development, on
the other hand.3 We think that these factors together can be expected to influ-
ence the available levels of democraticness. For if the quality of life is low
and the level of misery is high then one may expect that manifestations of
societal dissatisfaction and political dissent will rise. In turn this will, so we
expect, have a negative impact on the level of democraticness (i.e. demo-
cratic performance) and hence affect the extent of democratic governance of
politics and society.

The results of the regression analysis clearly shows that high(er) levels of
violence and protest negatively affect the levels of democraticness of a politi-
cal system as well as the associated indicators. Whereas high(er) levels of
protest have effects for political competition and the rule-of-law, more
violent manifestations of protest have a strong(er) impact on the maintenance
and surveillance of civil and political rights in a country. This is not the case
with strike activity. Apparently this is a widely accepted and recognized
mode of protest across the countries under review in this chapter. Both the
levels of human development and of misery are conditional factors influ-
encing the achieved level of democratic governance.

Hence, our analysis demonstrates that low levels of public welfare, as
exemplified in the Misery Index and the Human Development Index appear
to go together with higher levels of societal dissatisfaction and political
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TTaabbllee  1122..1100 Democratic performance and levels of societal protest
DDeemmooccrraattiiccnneessss PPlluurraalliissmm PPoollyyaarrcchhyy

Intercept 0.78 0.07 –0.18
Protest –0.35 (–2.78) –0.27 (1.81)* –0.35 (–2.36)
Violence –0.38 (–3.16) –0.43 (–3.07) –0.29 (–1.95)
Strikes 0.28 (2.43) 0.33 (2.38) 0.49 (2.83)
Misery –0.32 (–3.18) –0.32 (–2.67) –0.37 (–2.26)
HDI 0.25 (1.88) 0.14 (0.91)* 0.28 (1.80)
Adj. R² 60.0% 56.7% 51.2%

N = 34.
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dissent. Hence, such circumstances, wherever they occur, are relevant for the
development and maintenance of democratic governance.

1122..77  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONNSS

The central argument of this chapter has been that the institutional design of
democracy structures the role and position of government and its ‘room for
manoeuvre’. This idea has been elaborated theoretically and empirically in
order to analyse and interpret the nexus between democratic governance
and its related performance. It could be shown that various indices of demo-
cratic government produce different types of governance. The main distinc-
tions used and elaborated are the existing format of the state, the type of
government in terms of executive–legislative relations, and the organiza-
tional features of the ‘body’ government. The question begging for an
answer has been whether or not the cross-national variation in the institu-
tional design of governance in democracies would lead to certain distinctive
patterns of policy performance (policy output) and subsequently to variable
patterns of democratic performance (material and procedural outcomes).
The overall expectation throughout this chapter was not only that ‘institutions
matter’ but also would imply a differentiation in terms of more or less demo-
cratic governance of the political systems under review. This has been, of
course, the main thrust of this book as a whole: bringing together existing
theories of democracy and confronting these with empirical evidence by
means of comparative methods of political analysis (Keman, 1993a; Lane and
Ersson, 1994; Mair, 1996; Pennings et al., 1999; Landman, 2000; Schmidt, 2000).

The cross-national empirical analysis presented in this chapter has demon-
strated not only that there is ample variation across the 52 democracies under
review, but also that these differences in the structure of the state and the
organization of government produce different policy outcomes and related
performances. By and large this result reinforces the arguments put forward
in this book, in particular in Parts Three and Four, focusing on the role of
democratic government and its policy-making efforts. Hence, ‘government
matters’, and this is for a large part due to its institutional position and
concomitant organization. It appears, for instance, that the distinction
between federal and unitary states is not a crucial one but that the decen-
tralized organization of the state is. In addition, so it has been observed,
there is a difference between presidentialism and other types of government
in terms of policy performance and political stability. Such conclusions are
not only supportive of this type of macroscopic comparative analysis, but
also demonstrate the importance of linking theory with evidence. It allows
us to dispel myths and controversies about democratic governance and the
performance of such systems. 

Another central concern throughout this book has been the development
of empirically based ‘middle range’ theories on democratic politics and
governance. In much literature, however, this is underrated (of course, there
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are also examples that are not tarred with this brush!). In particular, the
logical step to link the fabric of democracy in all its variations with the actual
performance is still underdeveloped. Too much political science research
does not examine the actual output and outcomes of the systems under
review. Again, throughout this book this has been, implicitly and explicitly,
one of our ambitions: to study the performances of democratic systems. In this
chapter this ambition has been highlighted by means of inspecting cross-
nationally the performance of democracies by looking into the achieved
‘quality of life’ in a society and the attainment of a desired level of ‘demo-
craticness’. The analysis reveals that there is a relationship between public
policies produced and democratic performance. Of course, non-political
factors remain relevant as well (as has been illustrated by means of the
Zöllner model), but it appears equally clear that democratic politics matters
with regard to their policy production and societal performance. This seems
good news, or at least hopeful news. Yet, at the same time one can observe
that the consolidation and extension of democraticness around the globe is a
complex process that is, more often than not, characterized by volatile
patterns. Hence, conditional factors such as demographic change and
economic development are important – not only as conditions for (further)
democratization, but also as priorities for governments with respect to
developing public welfare and enhancing the quality of life in the societies
for which they are and must be held responsible. If not, and this is not only
a consequence for ‘late comers’ or less wealthy nations, democratic perform-
ance is easily jeopardized and will impair a further development to genuine
democratic government and concomitant democratic governance.

NNOOTTEESS

1 Such a motion is only allowed if and when there is an alternative Prime Minister
with a parliamentary majority.

2 This conclusion is reinforced by means of residual analysis: on the one hand, it
appears that it can be upheld if controlled for affluence (change in GNPpC), and
on the other hand, if controlled for old versus new democracies, or ‘first waves’
against the others.

3 This concept is operationalized by means of the following indicators:

• Human Development Index: which reflects the availability of a wide range of
services and opportunities that are associated with ‘welfare’.

• Gini Index: a commonly used measure for assessing income inequality across
the population.

• Misery Index: this measure indicates the extent to which the purchasing power
and employment of the population is improving or not.

These indexes have been discussed already in the previous chapter of this book
(by Lane and Ersson), except for the ‘misery index’ (but see for this: Keman, 1984;
Castles et al., 1987; Janoski and Hicks, 1994).
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  TTOO  CCHHAAPPTTEERR  1122::  VVAARRIIAABBLLEESS  AANNDD  SSOOUURRCCEESS

Variables Sources/computations

Bicameralism Based on Woldendorp et al., (2000,
Table 2.1); Maddex (1996) and
Banks et al. (1997)

Balanced relationship Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.5) and own
computations

Central government expenditures World development indicators at
www.worldbank.org/data/

Constitutional years Maddex (1996) and Banks et al. (1997)
Decentralization Woldendorp et al. (2000) and own

computations
Defence World development indicators at

www.worldbank.org/data/
Democraticness Computed as the standardized sum of

polyarchy and pluralism
Dual executive Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996)
Duration of democracy 1 = new democracy established after 1988

2 = recent democracy, established after 1946
3 = old democracy, established before 1945
When disturbed the score is lessened by 0.5.

Duration of democracy Adapted from Derbyshire and Derbyshire 
undisturbed (1996) and Banks et al. (1997) 

1 = new democracy established after 1988
2 = recent democracy, established after 1946
3 = old democracy, established before 1945
When disturbed the case loses the whole score.

Education UNDP Human Development Report, 1998
Gini World development indicators at

www.worldbank.org/data/
Health care UNDP Human Development Report, 1998
Hos dominant Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.5)  and own

computations
Misery Computed as: [rates of unemployment +

inflation]/2 Based on data from World
development indicators at
www.worldbank.org/data/

Parliament dominant Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.5) and own
computations

Parliamentary system Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996)
PM dominant Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.7) and own

computations
Pluralism Factor score of the indexes of political rights,

civil rights and Coppedge and Reinicke
Polyarchy Factor score of the indexes of Jaggers

and Gurr (1995) and Vanhanen (1997)
Population ILO: World Labour Report (2000)
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Presidential system Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996)
Protest Banks (1996)
Social policy ILO: World Labour Report (2000)
State format Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.2) and own 

computations
State organization Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.2) and own 

computations
Strikes Banks et al. (1997)
Universal suffrage Based on Woldendorp et al. (2000: Table 2.4) 

and Banks et al. (1997)
Violence Banks (1996)
Welfare services Sum of social policy, health care and education
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