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Outline 

The presence of a process of dealignment is likely to have fundamentally affected voting and 

the process of representation more specifically. It is generally assumed that representation can 

be reached in two different ways; by representatives who act as mandates of the views of their 

voters or by means of an accountability-mechanism (Przeworski, Stokes & Manin, 1999). 

While the first view implies that voters act prospectively and choose politicians and parties 

that are likely to represent their views, the latter approach requires retrospective judgments on 

the part of the voters. Evaluating the past performance of incumbents, voters then reward or 

punish them accordingly in the voting booth. The focus of the workshop will be on the second 

mechanism: accountability. 

 

We know that vote choice processes in advanced democracies have changed substantially 

over the past few decades. The bonds between parties and citizens have weakened through a 

process of dealignment; this has led to a decrease of party membership, partisan loyalties, 

declining turnout figures, increased volatility and an increased weight of short-term voting 

determinants (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000; Franklin, 2004; Walczak, van der Brug & De 

Vries, 2012). Importantly, a large group of scholars have indicated that the weight of 

politicians’ personality in the vote choice process is increasing, a process which has been 

labelled personalization or presidentialization (Karvonen, 2010; Mughan, 2000). Furthermore, 

we know that voters decide ever later what party to vote for on Election Day, and by now 

typically one sixth of the electorate decides during the campaign (Blais, 2004). This increase 

of late deciding has consequently led to an increased importance of election campaigns 

(Kosmidis & Xezonakis, 2010). 



 

The accountability mechanism is likely to be affected by the process of dealignment. The 

workshop will focus on two related aspects of the process of dealignment, the weakening of 

partisan ties and the growing of the personalization of politics, and their effects on 

accountability. 

 

This workshop therefore aims to investigate how the decline of parties affects accountability. 

The specific questions to be addressed are whether the waning of partisanship has led to an 

increase or decrease of accountability, whether non partisans are more or less prone to reward 

or punish incumbents, whether parties or rather party leaders are held accountable by voters, 

and whether the rise of ‘new’ and ‘protest’ parties increases or hinders accountability. 

 

Relation to existing research 

First, dealignment can be thought to have increased the potential for accountability. Research 

on the impact of the economy on voting behaviour has hinted at increasingly strong 

accountability-mechanisms. These studies provide evidence of an increased weight of 

economic considerations on voting behaviour as dealignment proceeds (Kayser & Wlezien, 

2011; Kosmidis & Xezonakis, 2010). Additionally, the weakening of the impact of ideology 

and left and right in the vote choice process (van der Brug, van der Eijk & Franklin, 2007; 

Walczak et al. 2012) may have left more room for accountability to affect voters’ party 

preferences. As a consequence, the potential weight of the accountability path towards 

representation may have been strengthening.  

 

Second, at an individual level the question raises which voters are particularly prone to rely 

on mechanisms of accountability in their vote choices. Previous research has indicated that 

when looking at the impact of the economy, effects are most pronounced among apartisans. 

Partisans, on the other hand, tend to remain loyal to their party, regardless of whether it 

performed well or not while being in office (Kayser & Wlezien, 2011; Kosmidis & 

Xezonakis, 2010).  

 

Third, the question can be posed how the personalization of politics affects accountability. 

According to the personalization hypothesis individual politicians are becoming increasingly 

important, while parties are losing ground (Karvonen, 2010; Mughan, 2000). It remains to be 

seen, however, whether this evolution implies that party leaders rather than parties as such are 



held accountable for the performance of government. Does the personalization of politics 

imply that incumbents themselves are held accountable but not their parties? As such, the 

question that warrants investigation is whether this personalization of politics facilitates or 

rather obfuscates accountability-mechanisms. 

 

Fourth, the decline of parties is echoed in a general decline of political trust (Dalton, 2004) 

and in a growth of feelings of anti-partyism (Dalton & Weldon, 2006; Gidengil, Blais, Nevitte 

& Nadeau, 2001). Anti-partyism has previously been found to affect electoral behaviour. In 

essence, the disaffected have three options to voice anti-partyism; one option is to abstain 

from voting. For those who decide to go out to vote despite their scepticism towards parties, 

there are two additional options. Either these voters voice dissatisfaction by voting for a 

(traditional) opposition party or they can opt for a more radical expression of dissatisfaction 

and vote for an anti-establishment party (Dalton & Weldon, 2006). Voting for a traditional 

opposition party can be considered the classic way in which the accountability-mechanism 

functions. Voting for anti-establishment parties, on the other hand, can more fundamentally 

be considered an expression of criticism towards the political system at large. The rise of anti-

establishment and protest parties in a number of democracies, therefore, may have affected 

the role and consequences of accountability within the electoral process. 

  

The process of dealignment has triggered a number of changes in the vote choice process. 

These changes are likely to have fundamentally affected the accountability-path towards 

representation. Good arguments can be made for a strengthening as well as for a weakening of 

accountability-mechanisms. can be thought of. Rational and deliberative electorates are 

considered a democratic ideal (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000). If accountability strengthens 

over time, this also implies that this ideal is approaching. Therefore, whether or not 

accountability is gaining weight as a consequence of dealignment affects the quality of 

representation. 

 

Likely participants 

We invite established as well as emerging scholars interested in this topic to participate to the 

workshop. Likely participants include members from the ECPR standing group on “Public 

Opinion and Voting Behaviour in a Comparative Perspective” and collaborators to various 

comparative research projects on voting behaviour such as “Making Electoral Democracy 

Work” or “The True European Voter”. 



 

Type of papers required 

The workshop aims to bring together empirical and theoretical approaches. Single-case 

studies, papers investigating elections over a longer period of time as well as comparative 

studies are welcome. 


