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Abstract 

The possibility of holding representatives to account through regular elections is one of the 

cornerstones of representative democracy. The precise role of partisanship in doing this has 

not been extensively examined. Using survey data from Europe (2002-2012), we show that 

partisanship can weaken or strengthen accountability, depending on its sources.  If it is an 

affective-psychological attitude, as the Michigan school suggests, then it weakens 

accountability because it acts as a perceptual screen. If, however, it is a calculation of party 

performance which is constantly updated by citizens, then it strengthens accountability. The 

findings suggest that partisanship in Europe has been quite responsive to performance over 

the ten-year period.  Instead of acting as a screen that inhibits accountability, partisanship 

appears rooted in calculations of party performance and so enhanced accountability. However, 

the effects were asymmetric with left-leaning partisans more sensitive to the performance of 

their governments than right-leaning partisans. 
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Introduction 

One of the most important features of democratic rule is the possibility of holding politicians 

to account for their decisions. Accountability in this context relates to the connection between 

performance and its consequences (Manin et al.1999a; Romzek 2015).  The role of 

partisanship in this process has not been extensively examined, so in this article we contribute 

to the discussion of accountability and partisanship with a single claim: The extent to which 

citizens hold governments accountable depends on the source of their partisanship.   

Over the last decades, the concept of partisanship has been employed in many studies and it is 

one of the dominant drivers of vote choice. While the literature largely agrees on these effects, 

it is more divided when it comes to understanding the sources of partisanship. When the 

concept was introduced originally, it was defined as the product of socialization processes and 

affective reasoning among citizens (e.g. Campbell et al. 1960).  In contrast, later studies have 

argued that partisanship is the result of cumulative evaluations of party performance (e.g. 

Fiorina 1981). We suggest that this difference in the sources of partisanship matters for its 

effects on political accountability.  

Numerous studies of the accountability mechanism have investigated how the performance of 

politicians in managing the economy influences citizens’ voting behaviour (for an overview, 

see Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2013).  It shows clearly that voters reward incumbents for a 

good economic performance and punishes them for a bad one (Key 1961).  According to the 

socialization interpretation of partisanship, or what we will call type-1 partisanship, party 

identification is exogenous to voting behaviour since it is an ‘unmoving mover’ of the 

immediate factors which determine electoral choice.  Type-1 partisanship should therefore 

weaken political accountability because stable, long-term attachments to parties can override 
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public evaluations of their performance (see e.g. Kayser and Wlezien 2011; Tilley and Hobolt 

2011).  In contrast, partisanship grounded in policy evaluations, or what we call type-2 

partisanship, is based on cost-benefit calculations of the perceived effectiveness of parties in 

delivering public policies (Fiorina 1981; Franklin 1992).  This is often referred to as the 

‘running tally’ model of partisanship. Type-2 partisanship should enhance accountability 

because it is responsive to other factors which drive voting behaviour, in particular policy 

performance and leadership evaluations. It makes partisanship an effective mechanism of 

political accountability.  

The academic debate on the rival accounts of partisanship is large and on-going and it has 

produced many studies on either side of the argument. We do not aim at settling this debate 

here. Existing studies also show that the electorate is made up of a mixture of these types of 

partisans (see Kramer 1971, 1983; Wlezien et al. 1997). The rich literatures on both types of 

partisanship are our point of departure to argue that both types have their theoretical and 

empirical merits and they should be incorporated into a joint analysis to further shed light on 

how Europeans hold their governments accountable. Doing that requires a conceptualisation 

of political accountability as partisan responsiveness to government performance.  

This article is the first to study sources of partisanship comparatively and to use such a 

conceptualisation of accountability. The rapidly changing economic and political 

circumstances of European democracies in the first decade of the twenty-first century serve as 

our context. The analysis uses ten years of the European Social Survey data (2002-2012). This 

period encompasses the ‘Great Recession’, which started in 2008 following the financial 

crash.  This rare event focused the minds of Europeans on the issue of the economic 

performance of their governments and so the mechanisms of accountability should be strong 

during this period (Whiteley et al. 2013).  
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The first section sets out two ideal-type sources of partisanship and examines their 

connections to political accountability in democratic systems. We then test our central 

hypothesis that type-2 partisanship enhances accountability and type-1 partisanship weakens 

it.  The results confirm previous research suggesting that there are both types of partisans to 

be found in electorates. However, political accountability is more strongly influenced by type-

2 partisanship.  Type-1 partisans are less responsive to policy performance and political 

events and more likely to evaluate political performances through their ‘partisan lenses’. The 

effects are cross-cut by the ideological leanings of incumbent parties, however, with left-

leaning partisans being more sensitive to the performance of their governments than right-

leaning partisans.  Overall these results mean that patterns of political accountability are not 

only explained by the absence of partisanship, as Kayser and Wlezien (2011) have 

demonstrated, but also by the existence of type-2 partisans and partisans’ ideological leanings.  

Partisanship and Democratic Accountability 

Theories of representative democracy hold that accountability is an important mechanism by 

which citizens incentivise politicians to implement their promises made at election times 

(Urbinati and Warren 2008). A politician is given the task of representing voters by answering 

to citizens ‘for what he does’ (Pitkin 1967: 55).  In electoral democracies, both the 

authorisation and accountability of representatives are facilitated through recurring elections 

(Manin et al.1999b; Urbinati 2005).  It is a ‘standard view’ in this literature that citizens use 

‘retrospective voting’ to hold politicians to account (Manin et al. 1999b: 40): Voters observe 

the performance of politicians and reward or punish them in the election. Extensive empirical 

studies support this view (see Lewis-Beck et al. 2013a; Whiteley et al. 2013). We also know 

that partisanship plays an important role in citizens’ vote choice. Over the last decades, the 

concept of partisanship has been employed in many studies and it is one of the dominant 
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drivers of vote choice. While researchers largely agree on these effects, they are more divided 

on the sources of partisanship. 

Currently, there are two main conceptions of partisanship in the empirical literature.  Firstly, 

the ‘Michigan’ model regards partisanship as a long-term, largely affective-psychological 

attachment to a party that is typically acquired by individuals in adolescence or early 

adulthood and maintained in later life stages (e.g., Campbell et al. 1960; Converse 1969).  

This conception of partisanship was seen as an enduring product of socialisation processes in 

the family and community and the product of a set of values developed during early life.  

Once formed partisanship was thought to be stable, with Democrats and Republicans 

generally sticking with their party loyalties over time, except in rare periods of ‘realignment’ 

caused by major economic and social upheavals.  

The Michigan model has its origins in a ‘social cleavages’ analysis of party representation. 

High-status, well-educated and affluent individuals will tend to support the Republicans, or in 

other political systems, parties of the right.  In contrast, low-status, poorly educated and low-

income individuals will tend to support the Democrats, or more generally parties of the left.  

Social cleavages were identified by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) as the source of political 

divisions in society. They are based on conflicting groups in society, which are politicized by 

their social and economic relationships to each other.  Individuals form attachments to 

political parties whose role is to protect their interests arising from their position in the social 

structure.  Cleavages are based on social characteristics such as class, religion, ethnicity and 

cultural identities.  In this model accountability is achieved by parties trying to represent 

social cleavages. But in a world of ‘catch all’ parties this is necessarily a weak form of 

accountability. 
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Importantly for our argument, type-1 partisanship is located in the well-known ’funnel of 

causality’ of voting behaviour between social cleavages on the one hand and immediate 

drivers of voting such as leadership and issue evaluations on the other (Campbell et al. 1960).  

This analysis makes partisanship exogenous to the immediate voting decision and an 

unmoving anchor in electoral choice. Partisanship strongly influences the voters’ perceptions 

of issues and their evaluations of leaders, but is itself not influenced by these variables except 

in unusual circumstances. This is a crucial point because it means that partisanship of this 

type biases judgements about the performance of parties in a positive direction for supporters 

and in a negative direction for opponents (Marsh and Tilley 2010; but see Lewis-Beck et al. 

2013b).  Bartels (2002) illustrates this process by showing that many strong Democrats in the 

United States thought that inflation had increased during Ronald Reagan’s presidency when it 

had actually declined precipitously.   

There is, however, an alternative source of partisanship originally introduced by Fiorina 

(1981), which sees it as a running tally of evaluations of the past performance of parties 

which cumulates over time. In this view, a perceived poor performance arising from 

economic outcomes and the quality of public services from an incumbent party will weaken 

the attachments of its supporters.  A perceived strong performance will have the opposite 

effect. For this reason, type-2 partisanship is rooted in the valence politics model of electoral 

choice which focuses primarily on policy delivery.   

Unlike type-1 partisanship, type-2 partisanship can be considered one of many mechanisms 

by which voters hold parties to account.
1
 If type-2 partisans are dissatisfied with the policy 

                                                      
1
 At the same time, it has to be acknowledged that voters focussing on outcomes in order to 

hold government accountable might be ignoring the fact that governments are not necessarily 
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performance of their preferred party, they will hold the party accountable by withdrawing 

their partisanship. Updated continuously over time with earlier evaluations progressively 

discounted in favour of newer ones, this conception of partisanship is dynamic rather than 

static and endogenous rather than exogenous to the vote choice (e.g., Achen 1992; Fiorina 

1981).  

There is a good deal of evidence to suggest that partisanship influences issue perceptions, 

evaluations of leaders and other important variables related to electoral choice (Kramer 1983; 

Tilley and Hobolt 2011; Evans and Chzhen 2016). But there is also evidence of reciprocal 

relationships between these variables and partisanship over time (Wlezien et al. 1997; 

Whiteley et al. 2016).  In his original analysis, Fiorina (1981) allowed for an exogenous 

component of partisanship, recognizing that socialisation processes played a role in the 

formation of party loyalties.  But subsequent evidence suggests that partisanship is quite 

dynamic which is difficult to reconcile with an exclusively socialisation story of its origins 

and the claim that it is stable and exogenous (e.g., Clarke et al. 2004, 2009; Clarke and 

McCutcheon 2009; Neundorf et al. 2011).   

Partisanship is one component of the valence politics model which has its origins in Stokes’ 

path-breaking critique of spatial models of party competition (1963, 1992). It is based on the 

idea that voters’ primary concern in deciding which party to support is its capacity to deal 

with issues over which there is widespread agreement on what should be done.  For example, 

the great majority of voters will favour low rates of unemployment and inflation coupled with 

                                                                                                                                                                      

responsible for these outcomes.  But this could produce increases or decreases in support for 

incumbents depending on the nature of the misperceptions and so does not change the main 

argument. 
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vigorous, sustainable rates of economic growth, cost-effective health care and security from 

threats posed by terrorists and criminals.  Though voters may agree on desirable policy 

outcomes, they will often disagree on which party is able to deliver these outcomes.   

Three variables drive voters’ evaluations of parties in the valence model:  These are type-2 

partisanship, voters’ perceptions of the performance of party leaders, and their assessments of 

the capacities of competing parties to deal with most important issues. Typically, though not 

invariably, these are valence issues. Given the pivotal importance of the economy, valence 

models invariably include an economic component.  

In practice, the empirical evidence suggests that both type-1 and type-2 partisans are to be 

found in the electorate (see Kramer 1971, 1983; Clarke and McCutcheon 2009; Neundorf et 

al. 2011).  This means that partisanship can enhance or weaken accountability depending on 

the balance between these types of partisans.  Our aim is to take both types of partisanship 

into account when studying how Europeans hold their governments accountable.  

Hypotheses 

One of the major difficulties is to define and measure political accountability in a way that is 

theoretically sensitive to both, type-1 and type-2 partisanship. Previous studies often use 

voting or voting intentions for incumbents (e.g. Kayser and Wlezien 2011) but they are 

mostly concerned with the role of partisanship in performance-related voting. In contrast, we 

study the influence of different sources of partisanship on accountability. We therefore opt for 

a different route and conceptualise accountability as partisan responsiveness to government 

performance. Citizens have many different tools at their disposal to hold governments 

accountable, and partisan attachments to governing parties is one of them. Compared to 
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voting, this is less direct but the withdrawal of partisanship might have more severe and 

enduring consequences than changing the vote.  

If pure type-1 partisanship is ubiquitous among voters then democratic accountability will be 

weakened because this obscures performance evaluations.  Such partisans do not impartially 

evaluate the performance of the political parties but rather their judgements are biased by their 

party loyalties.  On the other hand, if a pure type-2 partisanship applies then it will strengthen 

political accountability because it is based on relatively unbiased evaluations of the 

performance of parties and leaders.  These are ideal types since there is no reason to believe 

that electorates are made up exclusively of type-1 or type-2 partisans.  But they differ in their 

sensitivity to performance considerations. This reasoning implies the following hypothesis:  

H1: Relative to type-1 partisans, type-2 partisans enhance political accountability.   

In order to identify the key difference between these rival sources of partisanship, we consider 

their covariates and take advantage of the Great Recession as a European-wide event with 

great economic and political consequences. Poor economic performance and austerity politics 

made many European governments struggle to stay in power during this period of time. If 

type-1 partisanship weakens accountability and type-2 partisanship enhances it, then we 

should see this in the effects of the Great Recession.  This event should have had a weak 

influence on type-1 partisanship but a much greater effect on type-2 partisanship. This 

motivates our second hypothesis:  

H2: The Great Recession created weaker partisan responsiveness to governmental 

performance amongst type-1 partisans than type-2 partisans.  

In order to accurately identify the effect of different sources of partisanship on accountability 

during the Great Recession, we also need to take into account the role of ideology. It has long 
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been established that parties of the left are treated differently from parties of the right by the 

voters when they evaluate the economic performance of incumbents (Hibbs 1977; Budge and 

Farlie 1983; Wright 2012). This research shows that the left is held more responsible for 

unemployment than for inflation while parties of the right have the opposite profile.  This 

reflects the impact of unemployment on different types of workers.   

The latter point has implications for the political effects of the Great Recession.  Recessions 

commonly increase unemployment and this certainly happened in Europe after 2008 while at 

the same time they reduce inflation since jobs are lost by the deflationary effects of the crises 

(Reinhart and Rogoff 2009).  If left-wing partisans are more sensitive to unemployment than 

right-wing partisans we would expect them to react more negatively to the Great Recession 

than their right-wing counterparts (Lindvall 2014).  This will be true of type-2 partisans 

whereas type-1 partisans will not be greatly affected for reasons described earlier. Therefore, 

our third hypothesis separates the effects of the Great Recession on type-2 partisanship for 

respondents with different ideological leanings.   

H3: Type-2 partisans who are affiliated to incumbent left-wing parties are more likely to be 

critical in their valence performance evaluations than are Type-2 partisans who support 

incumbent right-wing parties. 

Data and Methods 

We do not know if a particular respondent is a type-1 or type-2 partisan, so we must identify 

these indirectly in the modelling by their relationship to other variables.  Pure type-1 partisans 

are unaffected by performance considerations so their attachments will not be influenced by 

party leaders or by the effectiveness of policy making.  In contrast, pure type-2 partisans will 

be strongly influenced by such variables. We test the differences between these two 
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conceptions by looking at the relationship between partisanship and these performance 

measures in the valence model.  To find support for hypothesis 1, two conditions need to be 

met: (1) Positive leadership evaluations and optimistic economic evaluations should be strong 

positive predictors of the respondents’ partisanship; (2) At the same time partisanship should 

be a relatively weak predictor of leadership evaluations and economic judgments.   

Such findings would suggest that type-2 partisanship is the dominant source of party 

identification among European electorates because it is responsive to the performance of both 

leaders and the economy. If, on the other hand, these conditions show a reverse pattern, then it 

would suggest that type-1 partisanship is dominant. This constitutes our empirical expectation 

for hypothesis 1. We can test hypothesis 2 and 3 within this framework by incorporating 

variables related to the Great Recession into the analysis and examining the sources of 

partisanship.  If the recession has a stronger impact on type-2 partisans than on type-1 then 

this would suggest that the recession created stronger partisan responsiveness to governmental 

performance amongst type-2 partisans (hypothesis 2). And if the effects of the recession are 

stronger for left-leaning partisans than for right-leaning partisans, then valence performance 

evaluations are dependent on ideological leanings (hypothesis 3).  

To test these complex expectations, we estimate a simultaneous equation model that allows 

partisanship to interact with other components of the valence model (see Whiteley et al. 2016; 

Clarke et al. 2017).   The model specifications are as follows:  

Partisanship  =   β01   +   β11Leadership   +   β21Economy    +    γijXk    +    εi1                                (1) 

Leadership  =   β02   +   β12Partisanship   +   β22Economy    +    γijXk    +    εi1                     (2) 

Economy  =     β03   +   β13Partisanship   +   β23Leadership   +   γijXk    +    εi1                     (3) 
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In these specifications the endogenous variables Partisanship, Leadership and Economic 

Evaluations are instrumented by other variables to avoid simultaneous equation bias and to 

identify the system (see Kennedy 2008: 171-186); Xk is a vector of exogenous variables 

which includes the demographic variables, and εij are the error terms. 

We use pooled data from the European Social Survey (ESS) 2002-2012 to estimate the 

models.  These are biannual cross-sectional probability surveys done by face-to-face 

interviews with European citizens. Statistical estimation of our models faces problems of 

heteroscedasticity in the cross-sectional observations and autocorrelation in the model 

residuals in addition to simultaneous equation bias (Kennedy 2008).  We estimate robust 

standard errors and utilise a two stage least squares modelling strategy to deal with these 

problems. The data cover 32 European and some non-European countries between 2002 and 

2012 when Europe was facing great economic and political difficulties.
2
  The data set 

includes more than 290,000 cases altogether.
3
 Table A.1. in the supplementary material 

includes a list of all the variables we use in our analysis, including their sources and coding.
4
  

First, we construct our measure of partisanship from individual-level survey questions and 

party-level information. We start with a question which asks if respondents feel close to a 

political party, immediately followed by asking them to specify the party.
5
 From the latter we 

                                                      
2
 These are countries which appear in the cumulative ESS files at least twice. 

3
 Listwise deletion is applied to handle missing values. 

4
 The supplementary material can be accessed following this link:  

https://www.dropbox.com/s/m7arsp1fzvz2cye/Appendix_IPSR.pdf?dl=0  

5
 Respondents are asked ’Is there a particular political party you feel closer to than all the 

other parties?’ (see Figure A.1. in the appendix for the share of partisans over time). Because 

of the item’s relative neutrality, it is quite different from the traditional survey item asked in 
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code a variable of party-specific partisanship that simply distinguishes between those who 

have no party affiliation from those who do. However, as the earlier discussion indicates, 

type-1 partisanship is based on social cleavages, which in turn influence support for left-wing 

or right-wing parties. Such a distinction is also important for testing hypothesis 3.  We 

therefore incorporate ideological divisions into our measure by grouping party-specific 

affiliations according to the ideological leaning of the party. We define a left-leaning partisan 

as a supporter of a party with a score of less than 5 on the left-right scale as reported in the 

ParlGov database (Döring and Manow 2015).
6
  A right-leaning partisan is defined as a 

supporter of a party with a score greater than 5 on the same scale. This produces an 

ideological partisanship variable, which distinguishes between those who have no party 

affiliation (59.4% in the entire sample) and those who either have a party affiliation of a left-

leaning (19.6%) or a right-leaning party (21%).  

A measure of partisanship that only distinguishes between left- and right-leaning partisans, 

however, would not allow us to test for type-2 partisanship which focuses on the performance 

of incumbents.  Incumbent parties are in a position to delivery on policies whereas opposition 

partisans are not. Therefore, and in a final step, we include information from the ParlGov 

database on whether respondents’ preferred party was in government at the time of the 

                                                                                                                                                                      

the American National Election Study (’Do you typically think of yourself as …?’). It means 

that the ESS is likely to record fewer partisans than surveys using alternative question 

wordings. This is not a problem for the purpose of this article because the same question was 

asked in all countries and because it should apply equally to Michigan and running-tally 

partisans.  

6
 The left-right positions are time-invariant mean values of information from several party 

expert surveys on a 0 to 10 scale. To the extent change in party positions occurred, only few 

parties will have moved from the left-leaning category to the right-leaning category.  
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interview. From the combination of information on parties’ ideology and governmental status 

we produce two dummy variables, one relating to left-leaning and the other to right-leaning 

incumbent partisanship.
7
  

The simultaneous equation specification requires the use of instrumental variables in order to 

identify effects.  For instruments, we require variables that are closely related to the 

endogenous variables in the system but which do not directly affect the other variables in the 

model, except via the measure being instrumented
8
.  In the case of left and right partisanship 

the surveys measure the respondent’s self-identified ideological preferences along an eleven-

point ‘left-right’ scale (0 – very left-wing, 10 – very right wing).  This is used as an 

instrument for the partisanship variables by recoding it into two separate scales: left-wing 

distance and right-wing distance from the ideological midpoint. This has a modest, but highly 

significant correlation with left-leaning government partisanship (+0.18)
9
.  Moreover, a 

partial correlation analysis, which controls for leadership and economic evaluations, leaves 

the correlation unchanged.  This suggests that ideology influences the other endogenous 

variables only via left-leaning partisanship, which makes it an ideal instrument.  A similar 

exercise constructed a right-leaning ideological distance scale, which correlates fairly closely 

with the right-leaning incumbent partisanship variable (+0.29).  Once again, a partial 

correlation analysis showed that the relationship between these two was unaffected by the 

other endogenous variables. 

                                                      
7
 Table A.1. in the appendix reports the distribution over time. 

8
 This means that the instrument will not be correlated with the error term (see Kennedy 

2008). 

9
 Note that relatively weak instruments can be used with more confidence when the samples 

are very large (Kennedy 2008). 
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Economic evaluations are measured by respondents’ judgements about the state of the 

economy in their country, the possible responses varying from zero (‘extremely dissatisfied’) 

to ten (‘extremely satisfied’).  To instrument this, we use the Eurostat national annual rates of 

unemployment in each country at the time of the survey.  This is an ‘objective’ measure of the 

economy and so will not be influenced by the subjective variable at a given point of time.  It 

correlates quite well with the economic evaluations variable (-0.31) suggesting that it also 

provides a good instrument.   

Leadership evaluations are measured using a question on trust in politicians, with a score of 

zero indicating ‘no trust at all’ and a score of ten ‘complete trust’.  We use a general indicator 

of leadership evaluations because data on specific leaders in different countries at different 

time points are not available.  It can be instrumented by a variable, which measures the extent 

to which respondents trust their Parliaments, again using an eleven-point scale.  The two 

variables correlate highly (+0.73), and the partial correlation between them, controlling for 

the other measures is still very strong (+0.64), suggesting that it is a good instrument.  

The drivers of type-1 partisanship are social cleavages based on social class, educational 

attainment, employment status and ethnicity with age serving to strengthen such attachments 

over time.  Social class is defined as a five-point index of occupational status running from 

one (unskilled worker) to five (high-grade professional and service class) based on the ESS 

variables recording respondents’ and their partners’ occupation, employment relations and the 

number of employees in the workplace (see Oesch 2006a, 2006b).  Educational attainment is 

measured by years in full-time education, employment by a dummy variable (unemployed = 

1), as is ethnicity (minority = 1) and gender (female = 1).   



17 

 

Demographic variables such as social class, age and education should influence both sources 

of party attachments.  In the case of type-1 partisanship these relationships should be 

dominant, but they are likely to be much weaker for type-2 partisans. This is because the 

former is grounded in social cleavages and socialisation mechanisms, whereas the latter is 

grounded in performance considerations.  There is a link of course between demographics and 

performance because individuals’ status in the economic and social structure influences their 

experiences of the economy and other valence issues.  But the relationships between 

demographics and partisanship will be much less important for type-2 than for type-1 

partisans. 

We measure objective economic conditions with the annual growth rate of Gross Domestic 

Product, obtained from World Bank.  In addition, we use a time dummy variable called 

Postcrash for surveys conducted in 2010 and 2012.  These both capture the political, 

economic and social effects of the Great Recession, which started in late 2008 and whose 

effects are still being felt in some countries.  

Results 

We utilise a multivariate endogenous probit model to estimate effects of all the predictors on 

the two partisanship dummy variables.  This allows the use of instrumental variables to model 

endogenous variables in the model (Cameron and Trivedi 2010: 479-483).  A key focus in the 

analysis is on the dynamics and responsiveness of partisanship over time and so the first 

model in Table 1 estimates the effects of the successive rounds of the ESS compared with 

2002 on left-leaning incumbent partisanship.  These estimates show that the probability of 

being a left-leaning incumbent partisan declined on average over time. In particular, from 

2008 onwards, coinciding with the start of the economic crisis, partisanship shifted 
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consistently away from left-leaning incumbent parties with a particularly large effect 

occurring in 2010, some two years into the Great Recession.  This first look at the dynamics 

of partisanship indicates that type-2 partisanship was important in European democracies in 

these years because in a purely cleavage driven model, partisanship would change only very 

slowly over time. 

-- Table 1 about here -- 

The type-1 partisanship model appears in the second column of Table 1 and since 

demographic variables can be regarded as exogenous it is estimated with a simple probit 

model.  It shows that women and the unemployed were less likely to be left-leaning 

incumbent partisans than men, and the employed.  In contrast, social class and education were 

significant positive predictors showing that left-leaning incumbent partisanship increased 

among professionals and managers during this period.  The postcrash variable had a highly 

significant negative impact on left-leaning partisanship.  This evidence suggests that left-

leaning incumbent parties were more likely to be deserted by their supporters as a 

consequence of the Great Recession. 

The type-2 partisanship model is estimated in the third column of Table 1 and in this case 

instrumental variables are used to identify effects in the endogenous probit estimation.  This is 

a ‘pure’ type-2 partisanship model which ignores any demographic effects.  A preliminary 

analysis showed that there was an interaction between subjective economic evaluations and 

GDP, and so an interaction variable is included in the specification. Results show that the 

economic indicators had highly significant negative impact on left-leaning partisanship during 

this period.  As economic performance worsened during the recession respondents deserted 

left-leaning parties and did not return to them in significant numbers when the recovery 
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started.  That said, the interaction between the economy and GDP showed that this effect 

weakened with increasing GDP.  This provides initial support for hypothesis 3.  

We can examine the impact of type-1 and type-2 partisanship in these models with the 

assistance of the Aikaike (AIC) and Bayes (BIC) Information Criteria model selection 

statistics, which measure the goodness of fit of the models with lower scores representing a 

better fit.  As the earlier discussion indicated, a pure type-1 model would be driven largely by 

demographics which represent the social cleavages that underpin that model.  If so, omitting 

demographics from the composite model in Table 1 would have a large impact on the fit as 

captured by the AIC and BIC statistics.  This would mean that type-1 partisans dominate the 

picture in these countries.  On the other hand, if the economic and leadership evaluations 

which drive the type-2 partisanship model were omitted from the composite model and this 

had a large impact on the AIC and BIC statistics that would suggest that type-2 partisans were 

more important in these democracies.   

A comparison between the AIC and BIC statistics in columns three and four of Table 1 show 

the effect of deleting demographics from the model.  If this is done the AIC increases by 680 

and the BIC by 617, which represent modest but statistically significant reductions in the 

goodness of fit from this exercise.  In complete contrast, a comparison of columns two and 

four show the effects of omitting the performance variables from the model.  This has the 

effect of increasing the AIC by 7,646 and the BIC by 7,603, very large reductions in the 

model fit statistics.  The latter are some eleven times greater in their impact on the model fit 

than the former.  This evidence suggests that type-2 partisans are much more common in 

these European states than type-1 partisans, making partisanship very responsive to 

performance measures. 
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In the composite model economic evaluations had a negative impact on left-leaning 

partisanship and leadership evaluations had a positive impact.  This is because economic 

evaluations are instrumented by unemployment in the instrumental variables probit 

modelling, so a negative coefficient on the economic variables means that left-leaning 

partisans are more positive about the economy when unemployment falls.  Overall, these 

estimates show that performance considerations relating to issues and to party leaders were 

both very important in influencing incumbent partisanship.  

In the composite model the subjective measure of economic performance and the objective 

measure (GDP) indicate that the partisan attachments of the supporters of governing parties 

changed in response to the performance of these parties in delivering effective leadership and 

a good economic performance.  We noted earlier that the first condition to be met for finding 

support for our first hypothesis is that both positive leadership and optimistic economic 

evaluations should be positively related to partisanship. These conditions are met in the 

composite model.  The endogeneity tests confirm throughout that economic and leadership 

evaluations are clearly endogenous in this specification. That said, the models in Table 1 tell 

only part of the story, since we have to consider the impact of these variables on right-leaning 

partisanship. 

-- Table 2 about here – 

Table 2 contains the endogenous probit estimates of the right-leaning incumbent partisanship 

models and, in many respects they are the mirror image of the results above.  Thus right-

leaning incumbent partisanship strengthened throughout the period, with the sole exception of 

2008, and again the largest effect occurred in 2010 though in general the effects are weaker 

than in Table 1. A key difference between left-leaning and right-leaning incumbent 
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partisanship relates to economic evaluations.  In the third column of Table 2 economic 

evaluations are positive predictors implying that right-leaning partisanship strengthened 

generally but with weakening effects as GDP growth increased. This finding is reinforced by 

the postcrash variable, which shows that these parties gained support during the years after 

the financial crisis after controlling for everything else, whereas the opposite occurred in 

Table 1. This finding supports hypothesis 3 on the differential effects of the Great Recession. 

The comparison of effects sizes of the postcrash variable across column 2 and 3 also supports 

hypothesis 2 because the effect is much stronger for type-2 partisanship than for type-1 

partisanship. 

A calculation based on the fit statistics in Table 2 shows that omitting the demographic 

variables from the composite model increased the AIC by 1,355 and the BIC by 1,292.  In 

contrast omitting the performance variables increased the AIC by 11,842 and the BIC by 

11,801, some nine times larger.  This reinforces the point made earlier that Europeans are 

much more likely to be type-2 partisans than type-1 partisans.  

Based on the results so far, we find support for our hypotheses.  But the effects are not based 

on a simple reward-punishment model of responsiveness to performance, since left-partisans 

behave differently towards their governments than right-partisans.  The massive rise in 

unemployment during the Great Recession made left-leaning partisans punish their 

governments because of the high priority they attach to full-employment.  In contrast right-

leaning partisans were reinforced in their support for their governments as inflation remained 

negligible during this period, and they attached a much lower priority to rising 

unemployment.  This was an ‘issue priority’ form of accountability rather than a ‘reward-

punishment’ form, an effect which has been identified in other recent research (see Lindvall 

2017). 
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-- Table 3 about here -- 

Finally, in Table 3 we examine the influence of partisanship on leadership evaluations and 

perceptions of economic performance. Recall that for type-1 partisans the impact of their 

partisanship on leadership and economic evaluations should be strong, whereas for type-2 

partisans it should be weaker. Both dependent variables can be treated as interval-level 

variables because they are measured with eleven-point scales. Since endogenous variables are 

included in the analysis as predictors, a two stage least squares estimation procedure is 

utilised with the instrumental variables discussed earlier.  The first two columns in the table 

repeat the wave model for both leadership and economic evaluations.  In this case leadership 

evaluations declined continuously over the ten-year period in comparison with 2002, the 

effect being the largest in 2010 followed by 2012.  Clearly, the decline in trust in political 

leaders was ubiquitous during this period.  That said, it is clear that the economy played an 

important role in explaining this development, since economic evaluations changed signs 

from 2008 compared with earlier.  Recalling that the economy is instrumented by 

unemployment this means European voters became much more sensitive to rising 

unemployment after the start of the Great Recession.   

The results of the full models in the third and fourth column provide support for the second 

condition of hypothesis 1 and further corroborate hypothesis 3. The full model of leadership 

evaluations shows that both partisanship variables have strong effects on leadership, but the 

effects associated with left-leaning incumbent partisanship are rather stronger than those of 

right-leaning incumbent partisanship.   

The fourth column in Table 4 examines the effects on economic evaluations.  Here, 

partisanship had a significant negative impact on economic optimism, both in the case of left-
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leaning and right-leaning incumbent parties.  However, the negative effects associated with 

left-leaning partisans were more than three times the size of the negative effects of right-

leaning partisans.  The implication is that partisanship had a much stronger impact on 

economic evaluations for left-wing supporters of incumbent parties compared with right-wing 

supporters of incumbent parties, which again corroborates our third hypothesis.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

This article investigated the connections between different sources of partisanship and 

government accountability.  We argued that a pure type-1 partisanship inhibits accountability 

whereas a pure type-2 model of partisanship enhances it.  The evidence suggests that both 

types of partisans are to be found in the electorates of European democracies, and so the 

relationship between accountability and partisanship depends on how partisanship interacts 

with other components of the models.  If partisans in Europe were exclusively of the type-1 

kind then accountability would be weak, although not non-existent since demographic 

changes over the ten-year period influenced partisanship.  That said, the evidence that type-2 

partisans predominate in European electorates over this period has served to strengthen 

overall democratic accountability.  

Specifically, our results show that type-2 partisans enhance political accountability more than 

type-1 partisans. In particular, we showed that left-leaning type-2 partisans were more critical 

in their valence performance evaluations than right-leaning type-2 partisans. Overall these 

findings show that the extent to which citizens hold governments accountable depended on 

sources of partisanship, and indeed more so than we initially thought. Not only does the 

difference between sources of partisanship matters but ideological leanings, too. Since the 

Great Recession had a much bigger impact on unemployment than it did on inflation, 
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asymmetries in the way voters react to economic conditions undermined support for the left 

much more than for the right.  Overall, partisanship interacts with the other variables in the 

valence model and the argument that it is a ‘standing decision’ by voters which can be 

regarded as exogenous is not supported by this analysis.  

The economic crisis affected leadership and economic evaluations in predictable ways, but it 

also weakened partisanship among some voters, particularly on the left of the political 

spectrum.  Partisanship in Europe did not insulate voters from responding to the economic 

crisis, something consistent with the running tally version of the variable.  It indicates that 

particularly type-2 partisans were holding governments accountable. That said, the authors of 

the Michigan model accepted that their version of partisanship would be affected by a major 

crisis so the effects for type-1 partisans are not negligible.  

We should stress, however, that there is an important qualification to our findings.  Only 

about half of the respondents in the European Social Surveys acknowledged having partisan 

attachments.  If voters are completely detached from party politics this may make them more 

responsive to the performance of governments, but it may also make many of them apathetic 

and disengaged. In this article, we conceptualised accountability through partisan 

responsiveness to test our hypotheses. But future research should also develop and test the 

effects of sources of partisanship on accountability, conceptualized as incumbent voting. 

Lindvall (2014) already illustrated the differential impact of great recessions on right-wing 

and left-wing party success, and we can only speculate that the differential impact of 

partisanship might also have consequences for vote choice.   

Overall, our results indicate that while there are many important systemic and economic 

differences between countries, Europeans held their governments to account despite 
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weakening partisanship in some countries.  However, an important finding is that parties of 

the left largely failed to take advantage of the recovery from the Great Recession, which 

occurred in many countries after 2010.  Marx may have argued that serious recession boosts 

support for the left, but the evidence of this article suggests that the opposite happened in 

Europe in the first decade of the twenty-first century.



TABLE 1  

Probit Models of Left-Leaning Incumbent Partisanship 

in 32 European Countries 2002-2012 

(N=293,968) 

 Waves Type-1 

Partisanship 

Type-2 

Partisanship 

Composite 

Model 

2004 -0.17***    

2006  0.04***    

2008 -0.13***    

2010 -0.45***    

2012 -0.24***    

     

Age 

 

___  0.006*** ___  0.005*** 

Female  

 

___ -0.031*** ___ -0.053*** 

Minority  

 

___ -0.034** ___ -0.047** 

Years in Education 

 

___  0.006*** ___  0.002* 

Social Class 

 

___  0.007*** ___ -0.003 

Unemployed 

 

___ -0.064*** ___ -0.084*** 

Postcrash  

 

___ -0.278*** -0.238*** -0.248*** 

GDP 

 

___ ___ -0.046*** -0.048*** 

Economic Evaluations 

 

___ ___ -0.133*** -0.132*** 

Leadership Evaluations 

 

___ ___  0.194***  0.193*** 

Interaction of Economic Evaluations 

and GDP 

___ ___  0.013***  0.014*** 

Endogeneity χ
2
 Test 

 

___ ___ 935.5***  1126.5*** 

AIC  163300 144676 137711 137031 

BIC  163363 144759 137773 137156 

Note:  ‘***’ p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. 
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TABLE 2  

Probit Models of Right-Leaning Incumbent Partisanship 

in 32 European Countries 2002-2012  

(N=293,968) 

 

 Waves Type-1 

Partisanship 

Type-2 

Partisanship 

Composite 

Model 

2004 0.035***    

2006 0.022**    

2008 0.015      

2010 0.119***    

2012 0.054***    

     

Age 

 

___ 0.005*** ___  0.005*** 

Female  

 

___ -0.087*** ___ -0.045*** 

Minority  

 

___ -0.216*** ___ -0.174*** 

Years in Education 

 

___ 0.000 ___ -0.009*** 

Social Class 

 

___ 0.072*** ___ 0.050*** 

Unemployed 

 

___ -0.228*** ___ -0.054*** 

Postcrash  

 

___  0.078***  0.156***  0.155*** 

GDP 

 

___  ___  0.072***  0.066*** 

Economic Evaluations 

 

___ ___  0.166***  0.150*** 

Leadership Evaluations 

 

___ ___  0.057***  0.059*** 

Interaction of Economic Evaluations 

and GDP 

___ ___ -0.018*** -0.016*** 

Endogeneity χ
2
 Test 

 

___ ___ 1160.5***  904.7*** 

AIC  215126 186055 175567 174212 

BIC  215189 186138 175629 174337 

Note:  ‘***’ p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10;  
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TABLE 3 

Regression Models of Leadership and Economic Evaluations 

in 32 European Countries 2002-2012  

(N=243,450) 

 

 Leadership 

Evaluations 

Economic  

Evaluations 

Leadership 

Evaluations  

Economic 

Evaluations 

2004 -0.29***  0.150***   

2006 -0.33***  0.522***   

2008 -0.63*** -0.717***   

2010 -0.78*** -0.619***   

2012 -0.68*** -0.462***   

     

Left-Leaning Partisanship 

 

   1.347***  -2.756*** 

Right-Leaning Partisanship 

 

   1.067***  -0.849*** 

Age 

 

   0.003***  0.001 

Female 

 

   0.188*** -0.225*** 

Minority 

 

   0.159*** -0.220*** 

Years Education  

 

   0.015***  0.009*** 

Social Class  

 

   0.022***  0.039*** 

Unemployed 

 

   0.138*** -0.590*** 

Postcrash  

 

  -0.219*** -0.031*** 

GDP 

 

   0.142***  0.491*** 

Interaction of Economic 

Evaluations and GDP 

  -0.057***  0.147*** 

Leadership Evaluations 

 

   ___  0.565*** 

Economic Evaluations 

 

   0.681***  ___ 

Endogeneity χ
2
 Test 

 

   358.9*** 1746.5*** 

AIC 1314813 1338463 816132 834887 

BIC 1314877 1338527 816266 835021 

Note:  ‘***’ p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10;  
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