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Abstract 

The decline of party membership and party activism in European Democracies has 

been well established, but this phenomenon has not been effectively explained.  This 

is partly because a full test of any explanation requires longitudinal comparative 

survey data which does not exist.  This paper suggests that generational replacement 

explains the decline of party activism, so that existing party activists are not being 

replaced by younger cohorts of volunteers.  Young cohorts of political activists prefer 

to get involved in single issue pressure groups and in other types of voluntary 

organisations, rather than in parties.  A multi-level analysis of party activism across 

22 countries finds support for this hypothesis.  
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Are Groups Replacing Parties?  A Multi-Level Analysis of Party and Group 

Membership in the European Democracies. 

Introduction 

There has been a long term decline in party membership and in grassroots party 

activism across the advanced industrial world (Katz et al. 1992; Scarrow, 2000; Mair 

and Van Biezen, 2001).  Since political parties are central to the civic cultures of 

modern democracies this development has important implications for the future of 

these societies.  In the absence of voluntary party organisations it is not clear if 

political parties can continue to play an effective role in civil society (Dalton and 

Wattenberg, 2000; Whiteley and Seyd, 2002; Webb, Farrell and Holliday, 2002).  If 

the voluntary component of party organisation disappears then parties will be almost 

entirely dependent on the state, something which creates a potentially unhealthy 

situation for democracy.  They will in effect become part of a state-sponsored cartel 

(Katz and Mair, 1995).   

Although the decline in voluntary party organisations has been well 

established, the explanation as to why this is occurring has not.  The aim of this paper 

is to examine a hypothesis which explains, at least in part, this development.  It is the 

‘replacement’ hypothesis, or the proposition that grassroots activism is gradually 

being replaced by other forms of voluntary action over time, leaving the local party 

organisations increasingly bereft of supporters. The difficulty of testing this 

hypothesis in a comparative context is that no longitudinal data on party activism 

across Europe exists, and so we are restricted to cross-sectional analysis.  Despite this, 

inferences can be made with cross-sectional data that strongly suggest that the 

replacement hypothesis is valid.   
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The approach taken is to model activism at the individual level across a range 

of countries, while at the same time taking into account aggregate-level covariates 

which might play a role in explaining party membership and activism in these 

countries.   These aggregate level covariates are indicators of the replacement 

hypothesis, and the findings are consistent with this process. The analysis takes 

advantage of the fact that there are wide variations in both party memberships and in 

grassroots party activity across the European democracies.  For example, in the 

European Social Survey of 2002 just over 11 per cent of respondents in Austria were 

party members, while just under 2 per cent were in Poland.  There were a total of 

twenty-two countries in the survey1 .   

The individual level analysis is based on three well-known rival theoretical 

models of participation applied to the task of explaining party activism.  At this level 

of analysis the three rival models are tested in order to determine which one, if any,  

provides the most effective account of grassroots participation.  Note that the 

argument is not that existing party activists are switching to other forms of 

participation, but rather that new cohorts of electors are increasingly opting for non-

party forms of participation.  Thus generational replacement is the explanation for the 

decline rather than direct switching.  The implication is that if this continues party 

activism will gradually die out in the long run.   

 In the first section of the paper we examine the state of party membership and 

party activism across Europe and develop a party activism scale to be used in further 

analysis.  The second section examines the three rival theoretical models of 

participation which can be used to explain individual-level party activism.  It leads 

into a section which reviews the indicators used to test these models in the European 

Social Survey2.  The third section tests the individual-level models, and the best 
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model which emerges from this exercise is used in the subsequent multi-level analysis 

of party activism.  In a final section, conclusions are drawn about the implications of 

these findings for European civil society. 

Party Membership and Party Activism in Europe 

The 2002 European Social Survey contained a set of questions about citizen 

involvement in grassroots political parties over the previous twelve months3.   

 Figure 1 about here – 

It can be seen in Figure 1 that just over 5 per cent of respondents in the survey 

reported being a party member during this period4.  Some 2.2 per cent stated that they 

had participated in the activities of a party, 1.4 per cent had donated money and 1.2 

per cent had done some voluntary work for a party.  If we examine these activities 

from the point of view of party members, about 26 per cent of them had participated 

in some way in their parties, 19 per cent had donated money, and 17 per cent had 

done voluntary work for a party during the previous year.  Looked at in terms of the 

wider society, just over 2.5 per cent of European citizens had participated, donated 

money or done voluntary work for a political party in the period 2001-2.  Compared 

with the numbers of people who vote in elections these figures are quite small.  But 

high-intensity participation of the kind undertaken by party activists can be very time 

consuming and demanding, and so it is not surprising that only relatively small 

minorities are involved (Whiteley and Seyd, 2002).  In absolute terms, however, this 

represents millions of people across Europe.  

 Figure 2 about here – 

Figure 2 shows the distribution of party members in the countries in the survey.  It 

shows that Austria and the Scandinavian Social Democracies have the highest 

proportions of party members in Europe, while the large democracies such as France, 
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Britain and Germany have below average memberships (Heidar, 1994).  The former 

communist countries like Poland and Hungary have the smallest memberships of all, 

something which may reflect their recent transitions to democracy.  

-- Figure 3 about here -- 

Figure 3 shows the variations in activism in political parties across Europe, 

measured by the number of people saying that they had participated in a political 

party during the previous year.  There are some interesting differences between the 

membership data in Figure 2 and the activism data in Figure 3.  It can be seen that 

Belgium, France, Spain and Germany all have high ratios of participants to members, 

whereas Norway, Sweden and Finland have relatively low ratios.  Despite this, there 

is a strong relationship between membership and activism, since the correlation 

between these two measures is 0.72 across the set of countries. 

 Figure 4 about here – 

Figure 4 contains the results of a confirmatory factor analysis of the four party 

measures described in Figure 1.  Not surprisingly, these measures are all strongly 

related to the underlying latent variable, called ‘PARTIES’ with high factor loadings.  

The root mean squared error of approximation statistic is quite small, indicating that 

the model is a very good fit to the data (Byrne, 1998: 115). This latent variable is used 

in the subsequent modelling of party activism. 

Rival Models of Party Activism 

There are a number of alternative models of political participation which can be used 

to explain why individuals should get involved in grassroots party organisations 

(Whiteley and Seyd, 2002).  Indicators available in the European Social Survey make 

it possible to test some of these rival models, and this can be done effectively with 
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three of them.  They are the civic voluntarism, the cognitive engagement and the 

social capital models.  We consider each of these in turn. 

The Civic Voluntarism Model 

The civic voluntarism model is one of the best known models of political 

participation.  It is associated with the work of Sidney Verba and his various 

collaborators (Verba and Nie, 1972; Verba, Nie and Kim, 1978; Parry, Moyser and 

Day, 1992; Verba, Schlozman and Brady, 1995).  The core idea of the model is that 

participation is largely determined by individual resources.  Verba and Nie 

highlighted this point in their original study of participation in America: 

‘According to this model, the social status of an individual – his job, 

education, and income – determines to a large extent how much he 

participates’ (Verba and Nie, 1972; 13). 

Subsequent work has defined these resources as ‘time, money and civic skills’ 

(Verba, Schlozman and Brady, 1995: 271), and has incorporated additional 

motivational variables into the model.  These variables measure the individual’s 

psychological engagement with politics as well as his or her sense of political efficacy 

(Verba, Schlozman and Brady, 1995: 272).  However, the motivation variables are 

seen as being largely derivative of the individual’s resources; they play a linking role 

between time and money on the one hand and political participation on the other.   

Though developed in the context of American politics, the model was 

subsequently applied to the task of explaining cross-national political participation 

(Verba, Nie and Kim, 1978).  This later work stressed the distinction between 

individual and group resources in explaining participation, arguing that: ‘organization 

– and we might add ideology – is the weapon of the weak’ (Verba, Nie and Kim 1978: 

15).  Thus ideological ties between individuals and institutions such as political 
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parties and trade unions could compensate for a lack of individual resources, and 

boost participation.  Thus the context in which the individual lives plays an important 

role in explaining his or her participation.   

For purposes of individual level estimation, the model can be specified as 

follows: 

Parties = f (Occup, Educ, Time, Effic, Spid, Volunt, Age, Sex, Ethnicity) 

Where: 

Parties – is the party activism factor defined in Figure 4 

Occup – occupational status 

Educ – educational attainment 

Time – time available 

Effic – political efficacy  

Spid – party identification  

Volunt – voluntary activities in the community 

 Age, Sex and Ethnicity provide additional control variables. 

 Occupational status, educational attainment and time are the key resource 

variables in the model.  Political efficacy, party identification and voluntary activity 

are motivational variables, but also in part resource variables, since they provide the 

skills and experience needed to support participation.   

The Cognitive Engagement Model 

The core idea of cognitive engagement theory is that political participation is 

motivated by the individual’s ability and willingness to process and understand 

information about politics and society (Norris, 2000; Dalton, 2002; Clarke et al. 

2004).  Factors such as their educational attainment, knowledge of politics, attention 

to campaigns and elections, and their overall engagement with the political process, 
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explain their participation.  Education is at the core of this model, since it increases 

the individual’s ability to process and to understand political information. In a world 

increasingly dominated by electronic communications, where the costs of acquiring 

information have fallen sharply over time, it is easier than ever for the citizen to 

become informed.  The proliferation of television and radio channels, the growth of 

current affairs journals and newspapers, and above all the rapid growth of the internet, 

make it relatively easy for individuals to become ‘critical citizens’ (Norris, 1999).  

Such individuals are not only relatively knowledgeable about politics, but they can 

evaluate the effectiveness of government policies and judge the records of incumbent 

parties in delivering their election promises.  Viewed from the perspective of classical 

political theory, cognitively engaged citizens are close to the Greek conception of the 

good citizen, who is an informed member of the polis and who fully participates in the 

process of government (Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley, 2004).  The model can be 

specified as follows: 

Parties = f (Educ, Media, Interest, Norms, Policy, Age, Sex, Ethnicity) 

Where: 

Educ – educational attainment 

Media – media exposure to politics 

Interest – interest in politics and current affairs 

Norms – participatory norms 

Policy – satisfaction with policy outcomes 

 Education provides the capacity for individuals to understand politics while 

media exposure and interest in politics captures their level of engagement with the 

political process.  Participatory norms capture their orientation towards politics and 
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influence their willingness to get involved.  Finally, the policy variable captures the 

‘critical citizen’ dimension of the model.   

The Social Capital Model 

The core idea of the social capital model is that individuals who are embedded in a 

complex set of social relationships characterized by relatively strong social ties are 

more likely to participate as a consequence.  Putnam defines social capital as ‘features 

of social organization, such as trust, norms and networks that can improve the 

efficiency of society by facilitating co-ordinated actions’ (1993: 167).  This is similar 

to Coleman’s interpretation of social capital as a set of obligations and expectations 

on the one hand, and a set of communication channels between individuals on the 

other (1988, 1990).  From these perspectives social interactions between individuals 

in a voluntary setting generates ‘credit slips’ of obligations, and fosters norms of 

reciprocation.  Such relationships help to build trust between citizens, allowing these 

credit slips to be utilized to solve collective action problems.  The core idea of social 

capital theory is that if individuals can be persuaded to work together in a voluntary 

capacity and to trust each other, this will help to solve common problems while at the 

same time stimulating political participation.  Social capital can be viewed in the same 

way as other types of capital, which is used to make society more productive and the 

economy more efficient.  Thus financial capital can be used to promote economic 

growth, and human capital or education can help to stimulate productivity, then social 

capital can be used to achieve similar objectives. 

 For most researchers trust is the key indicator of social capital (Fukuyama, 

1995; Putnam, 1993, 2000; Brehm and Rahn, 1997; Van Deth et al. 1999).  

Interpersonal trust allows individuals to move beyond their own immediate circle of 

family members and friends and engage in co-operative behaviour with strangers.  In 
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the dominant model of social capital interactions between individuals in voluntary 

associations generates interpersonal trust and social capital (Whiteley, 1999).  

Communities characterised by high levels of social capital have dense networks of 

civic engagement, better health and education, lower levels of crime and higher rates 

of political participation (Putnam, 2000).   

 Putnam has suggested that social capital is in decline in the United States, and 

that the growth of television may be one of the key factors which explains this 

development (1995).  This argument has been challenged (Norris, 1996), but it does 

suggest that exposure to television might be an important factor in explaining 

declining political participation in general and party activism in particular.   The 

social capital model can be specified as follows: 

Parties = f (Trust, Social, Geog, Comm, Volunt, TV, Age, Sex, Ethnicity) 

Where: 

Trust – Interpersonal trust 

Social – Social interactions 

Geog –  Geographical ties 

Comm – Size of Community   

Volunt – Voluntary Activity 

TV – exposure to television 

 Interpersonal trust and voluntary activity are the core measures in this model, 

while social and geographical ties and community size are indicators of networks of 

relationships between people.  The voluntary activity measure is the same as in the 

civic voluntarism model, except in this model it is more central to the theoretical 

argument than is true in the civic voluntarism model.  Finally, exposure to television 
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makes it possible to test the debate about the role of television in undermining social 

capital and participation. 

Indicators in the Models 

The indicators used in these models are briefly described in this section.  In the case 

of the civic voluntarism model the various measures are described in Table 1.  

The first three measures in this table capture the resources dimension of the civic 

voluntarism model.  The table shows that around 18 per cent of Europeans have 

experience of higher education, a rather similar percentage to those at the other end of 

the scale who have minimal education.  In relation to occupational status, the modal 

category is skilled manual workers followed by routine white-collar workers, with 

managers and professionals accounting for about 17 per cent of the European 

workforce.  The average time worked in a week is just over 40 hours, although there 

is a large standard deviation attached to this figure, indicating that work times are 

quite variable across the continent.  

 Table 1 about here – 

 The efficacy scale in the civic voluntarism model is made up of three different 

items which appear in Table 1.  The scale is constructed from a principal components 

analysis which explains 58 per cent of the variance in the items, and the factor 

loadings all exceed 0.70.  Thus the efficacy scale is a good summary measure of the 

three items, with a high score indicating that a respondent feels a strong sense of 

efficacy.  The indicator of partisan attachments is particularly interesting, since it 

shows that more than half the respondents have no attachments at all, and a further 16 

per cent have relatively weak party attachments. Clearly a majority of Europeans are 

not partisans in the conventional sense of the term.  The final indicator in Table 1 

shows that about a third of the sample participated in at least one voluntary 
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organisation other than a political party in the previous year.  The latter measure  

derives from a set of questions in the survey which asked respondents if they had 

participated or done voluntary work in eleven different types of voluntary 

organisation.  These included sports groups, cultural organisations, humanitarian 

organisations and environmental groups.  We shall return to these measures below in 

the cross-national aggregate analysis of the data. 

 Table 2 – 

Table 2 contains the additional indicators in the cognitive engagement model.  

The first of these measures probes the time spent by respondent’s watching television, 

listening to the radio or reading newspapers for information about politics and current 

affairs.  The media scale is a summation of these individual questions and the data 

suggest that the average European spends between about half and hour and an hour 

doing this on a typical weekday, although there are large variations in responses.  The 

interest in politics scale is derived from a principal components analysis of three 

variables in the data, which appear in Table 2.  About 45 per cent of respondents say 

that they are very interested or quite interested in politics, and a similar number 

discuss politics at least once a week.  The principal components analysis of these 

items explains 68 per cent of the variance in the three measures and all the factor 

loadings exceed 0.78, so this is a good summary scale of political engagement.   

The civic norms measure is also derived from a set of multiple indicators, in this 

case eleven point scales, which ask respondents to indicate how important various 

activities are for the good citizen.  The table shows that most people think it is 

important to vote and to have an opinion about political issues, and rather fewer think 

it is important to be politically active or to volunteer.  The principal component 

analysis of these items explains 47 per cent of the variance and the factor loadings all 
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exceed 0.55, so the measure captures the normative aspects of civic engagement quite 

well.  The final scale in Table 2 relates to the ‘critical citizen’ aspect of the cognitive 

engagement model and asks people to indicate their levels of satisfaction with the 

economy, education, health care and the government of the day.  The scales show that 

people are relatively critical of the economy and government, and rather less critical 

of education and health care in their respective countries.  The principal components 

analysis of these items explains 55 per cent of the variance and all the loading exceed 

0.70. 

 Table 3 about here— 

Table 3 contains the remaining indicators in the social capital model.  One of the 

core concepts in the social capital model, interpersonal trust, is measured using three 

indicators.  They show that respondents are more inclined to trust other people than to 

distrust them, and again a principal components analysis provides a summary trust 

scale.  The analysis explains 65 per cent of the variance in the three items and the 

factor loadings all exceed 0.78.  The social ties aspect of social capital is captured by 

another set of measures which ask about the respondent’s relationships with friends, 

relatives and colleagues in the workplace.  The table suggests that most people have 

frequent communications with friends, relatives and work colleagues and an 

overwhelming number have someone to discuss personal matters with.  A principal 

component analysis of the three items explains 47 per cent of the variance and all the 

factor loadings exceed 0.55.  Geographical ties are captured by a variable which 

measures how long the individual has lived in their community, and on average this 

turns out to be about 25 years, although there are large variations across respondents.   

In addition, respondents were asked to categorize the type of community they live in, 

with the modal category being a town or a small city.  There is evidence to suggest 
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that social capital is weaker in large cities than in small towns, and the variable tests 

this proposition (Oliver, 2000).   Finally, exposure to television is included as an 

indicator in the model in order to capture its effects on social capital and party 

activism.  Unlike the media exposure measure discussed in Table 2 this examines total 

exposure to television in the average weekday.  Interestingly enough the modal 

category is watching TV for more than three hours, which shows how important it is 

in the lives of the average European.   

Having reviewed the indicators in the model, in the next section we derive 

estimates of these rival individual-level models, using the pooled data from the 

European Social Survey. 

Models of Party Activism 

Table 4 contains estimates of the rival models of party activism.  One important 

preliminary point to make is that the variance in the party activism scale is quite 

limited, since the vast majority of Europeans score zero on the scale because they 

have little interest in participating in political parties.  Since the models have a very 

limited variance to explain, the goodness of fit statistics tend to be quite modest.  In 

addition to the standard R-squared measure of goodness of fit, we use the Akaike and 

Schwarz Bayesian criteria (Burnham and Anderson, 1998).  These are information 

based measures of fit which take into account the fact that some models contain more 

predictors than others, and so they reward parsimony.  The importance of these 

measures is not their absolute values, but how they compare with each other.  Thus 

the model with the lowest Akaike and Schwarz Bayesian scores is to be preferred over 

its rivals.     

 Table 4 about here – 
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To consider the civic voluntarism model first, educational attainment and the 

number of hours worked in the average week are both significant predictors of 

activism, but with the opposite signs to those assumed by the civic voluntarism 

model.  Thus higher educational attainment inhibits party activism and there is no 

evidence to suggest that people who work shorter hours are likely to be more active.  

Moreover, the occupational status variable is not a significant predictor of activism in 

this model.  This suggests that resources are not effective predictors of party activism.   

In contrast the motivational variables including efficacy, partisan attachments, and 

above all, the indicator of voluntary activity outside parties are all highly significant 

predictors.  Of course it is not surprising that the strength of partisanship variable is a 

positive predictor of party activism. Equally, it is to be expected that efficacy should 

play a prominent role in explaining activism.  But the impact of the voluntary activity 

variable is much less intuitively obvious.  This finding suggests that party activists are 

multiple volunteers who get involved in a variety of voluntary organisations along 

with their work in political parties.   Finally, the control variables suggest that males, 

older respondents and members of the ethnic majority are more likely to be activists 

than their counterparts.  

Turning to the cognitive engagement model, the key predictor variables in the 

table are interest in politics and civic norms, with the former having a rather larger 

effect than the latter.  In addition, media consumption of politics has a modest 

influence on activism as does gender, age and ethnicity in the same way as in the civic 

voluntarism model.  The policy variable has no effect, indicating that policy issues are 

not that relevant in explaining why people become active.  The goodness of fit 

statistics, notably the Akaike and Schwartz Bayesian criteria, are poorer than those in 

the civic voluntarism model, although the differences between the models are modest.   



 17

The social capital model is the third of the rival models, and as the estimates 

show, voluntary activity outside parties is the key predictor in this model.  Since this   

variable is shared with the civic voluntarism model, it highlights an effect which has 

already been identified.  The impact of voluntary activity is slightly larger in the 

social capital model than in the civic voluntarism model.  In addition to voluntary 

activity, social and geographical ties as well as the size of the community all have an 

impact on activism.  Thus an individual with strong social and geographical ties is 

more likely to be an activist than an individual with weak ties, and someone living in 

a big city is less likely to be active than someone living in a small town.   However, 

the most interesting finding in the social capital model is that interpersonal trust has 

no additional leverage on activism once the other variables are taken into account.  

Trust may play a role in explaining forms of participation like voting (Clarke et al 

2004: 259) but it appears to play no role in explaining party activism.  In terms of the 

Akaike and Schwarz Bayesian criteria this is the best fitting of the three models, 

although once again there is not much difference between them. 

 Table 5  about here – 

Since it is evident that none of the three models dominates the others in terms of 

goodness of fit or in the size of the effects, a composite model which combines 

insights from all three models is appropriate.  Table 5 provides the best composite 

model arising from the analysis.  The model in this table includes only those variables 

which are really robust and significant predictors of activism.  Thus non-significant, 

or marginally significant variables have been deleted.  This composite model really 

clarifies the factors which are important for explaining party activism in the European 

democracies.   
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Overall, two key factors stand out in the model in Table 5.  Firstly, activism is a 

matter of individual motivations, which encompasses such factors as efficacy, 

political interest and normative considerations derived from attitudes to citizen 

participation.  Secondly, activism is about social and geographical ties and networks 

of civic engagement.  Individuals embedded in their local communities, strongly 

attached to their parties and above all involved in non-party voluntary activities, are 

much more likely to be activists than individuals who lack these characteristics.  It is 

noteworthy that the resource variables, with the exception of education, have little 

impact on party activism.  Furthermore, education is a negative predictor of activism, 

rather than a positive predictor as the theory suggests. Clearly, party activism is far 

from being the province of highly-educated graduates.   

Having identified a relatively parsimonious, robust model, it can now be used to 

explore cross-national differences in party activism. 

Party Activism Cross-Nationally 

The most powerful predictor of party activism by far in Table 5 is the voluntary 

activity variable.  Given this, we will focus particularly on the relationship between 

party-based and non-party-based voluntary activity in more detail to throw light on  

the decline of party activism.  One possibility is that party activists are switching 

directly to other forms of voluntary activity such as sports clubs, cultural 

organisations, or to single-issue pressure groups campaigning on issues like the 

environment and human rights.  Since the voluntary activity measure in Table 5 is a 

composite scale, it does not identify relationships between activism in parties and in 

other types of groups.  In order to do this it is necessary to disaggregate this variable, 

and this is done in Figure 5. 

 Figure 5 about here – 
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Figure 5 shows the relationship between party activism and five latent measures of 

activism in other types of groups.  The latent variables measure activism in sports 

organisations, cultural groups, trade unions, human rights organisations and 

environmental groups.  There are four different indicators of activism for each of the 

latent variables, just as in figure 4 for political parties.  The model in Figure 5 is an 

excellent fit to the data, having a root mean squared error of approximation of 0.029.  

The diagram contains the correlations between the latent variables, but since these are 

hard to read they are reproduced in Table 6.   

 Table 6 about here – 

Table 6 shows that the relationships between the different organisational activism 

scales and party activism are all positive, indicating that party activists are quite likely 

to get involved in other types of organisations alongside their party commitments. 

Clearly, the strength of these correlations varies, with the relationship between party 

activism and trade union activism being particularly strong, and between party 

activism and sports activities rather weaker.  Table 6 shows that there is little support 

for the idea that activists are giving up parties and migrating to other types of 

organisation.  If they were doing this, then the correlations between party activism 

and the latent organisational variables would be negative, indicating that involvement 

in say, an environmental organisation, is a substitute for party activism.  On the other 

hand if the process worked by generational replacement, with young cohorts of 

activists opting for these other organisations rather than political parties, the cross-

sectional correlations would not capture this effect, simply because it is dynamic.  

 In the absence of longitudinal data it is hard to identify the replacement 

process of new cohorts opting for different forms of voluntary activity other than 

parties.  It can really only be fully identified with a long-running, longitudinal panel 
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survey.  However, a multi-level analysis can provide insights into the replacement 

process using purely cross-sectional data.  For example, it safe to assume that 

replacement is more likely to occur in countries where these alternative voluntary 

organisations to are particularly strong.  The ‘opportunity structures’, or the 

availability of viable alternatives, is likely to favour recruitment to such groups in this 

situation (Tarrow, 1994).  Equally if such groups are relatively weak then the 

opportunity structures in a country would inhibit such recruitment.  In other words the 

context in which new cohorts find themselves is likely to influence their decisions to 

get involved in single issue pressure groups as opposed to political parties.  This is a 

contextual effect which is not taken into account in the individual level model. 

 Such contextual effects can be examined using a multi-level modelling 

strategy (Snijders and Bosker, 1999; Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002).  The approach 

taken is to estimate a random intercepts model of party activism to begin with by 

including aggregate covariates in the best individual level model of Table 5.  The 

multi-level modelling setup can be described as follows: 

Individual Level Model 

Yij  = β0j  +  β1j X1ij  +   β2j X2ij  + …. +  βkj Xkij  +  r ij 

Yij  is the activism score of individual i in country j  

βij   are the individual level model coefficients  

Xkij  are the individual level predictor variables 

r ij  is an individual level error term 

Aggregate Level Model 

βij    =   γq0  +  γq1 W1j   +  γq2 W2j  +  γq3 W3j …. + γq4 Wsj   +  uqj  

     βij   is the i’th coefficient from the j’th country in the individual level model 

      (For example, β0j  is the intercept coefficient in the individual level model) 

γqj  are the coefficients of the aggregate level covariates 
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Wij  are the aggregate level covariates 

uqj  is an aggregate level error term 

The random coefficients model is the easiest of these models to interpret and this 

defines the intercept, β0j, of the individual level model as the dependent variable in the 

second level model.  A positive impact of an aggregate covariate on the intercept 

means that this contextual effect is boosting party activism and explaining variance 

not explained by the individual level model alone.  To obtain indicators of the 

contextual effects we aggregate the latent variables in Figure 5 by countries.  The 

aggregate scores on parties, trade unions, environmental groups, sports organisations 

and cultural groups provide indicators of the contexts in which individuals choose 

their levels of involvement in each country. 

--- Table 7 about here – 

Table 7 adds the aggregate covariates to the individual level model of activism 

examined in Table 6.  The aggregate model appears in the top part of Table 7 and the 

individual level model below.  The six covariates explain about 50 per cent of the 

variance in the aggregate level model.  The strongest effect is associated with the 

mean party activism score.  This shows, not surprisingly, that political parties find it 

easier to recruit activists in countries where the existing party system is thriving.  

Such party systems stimulate recruitment over and above the effects associated with 

the other predictors in the individual-level model. 

The really interesting finding in the aggregate level model in Table 7 is thriving 

environmental and cultural organisations, together with active trade unions in a 

country serves to inhibit individual party activism.  In a context where the opportunity 

structures make it easy for individuals to join and become active in these rival 

organisations, the party system is deprived of new recruits.  This evidence is 



 22

consistent with a process of activist replacement taking place in European party 

systems, even though we are not observing this directly.  It operates as a contextual 

effect rather than a direct effect of existing party activists switching to other 

organisations.   

 Table 8 about here – 

Additional insights into the replacement process can be obtained from Table 8.  In 

this case we are modelling both the intercept of the individual level model and the 

slope coefficient of the voluntary activity variable.  The intercept effects are in the 

first column and the slope effects in the second.  Strikingly, the intercept effects 

almost disappear, with the exception of a weak effect associated with mean party 

activism, when the slope effects are taken into account.  The slope effect means that 

in countries with strong cultural, trade union and environmental organisations, the 

relationship between voluntary activity and party activism is significantly weakened.  

Individuals are less likely to be party activists if they are already involved in these 

rival organisations in countries where they are strong.  This strongly suggests that the 

replacement process is influencing the decline of party activism across Europe. 

Discussion and Conclusions    

Research shows clearly that party membership and party activism has been 

declining across most European democracies in the long run.  However, there has 

been little in the way of explanation of this phenomenon.  This is partly because a 

definitive explanation of these trends requires a long-run longitudinal study with a 

panel sample, which is simply not available.  The present paper uses cross-sectional 

data which suggests that part of the reason for the decline in activism is competition 

from alternatives.  This means that when cultural organisations, environmental groups 

and trade unions are strong in a given country, activism in political parties is 
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weakened.  This is consistent with a process in which new cohorts of volunteers are 

opting for alternative forms of voluntary activity rather than for political parties.   

 What are the implications of these developments for political parties in 

general?  The first point is that if party organisations become denuded of voluntary 

activists, then they are likely to become more or less wholly dependent on the state.  

In effect they will become part of the state bureaucracy.  It is possible that such a 

development will feed anti-party sentiment and further weaken partisanship, although 

we cannot be certain of this.   A more likely development is that single-issue pressure 

groups, whether in environmental policy, human rights policy or welfare provision 

will grow stronger and more influential.  Such groups might bolster civil society, but 

some researchers have pointed to the undesirable consequences of a governing 

process dominated by single-issue interest groups.  Mancur Olson has suggested that 

such a development can lead to policy gridlock and institutional sclerosis in 

government and low economic growth (Olson, 1982).  If so, this is a development 

which has wide implications for society in general not just political parties.  More 

generally, since parties greatly assist the process of aggregating diverse political 

interests and also in getting losers in the political process to accept democratic 

decisions, a weakening of parties is likely to make governance more difficult in the 

future. 

                                                 
Endnotes 
 
1  There are twenty-one European countries in the survey plus Israel. 
2  There are a number of other models which can be used to explain party activity, but which cannot be 
tested with the European Social Survey data.  See Whiteley and Seyd, 2002. 
3  Another question in the survey asked if they were members of political parties, but it had no time 
frame attached, so we use the items which relate to the previous twelve months. 
4 Note that this is 5.4 percent of those who are eligible to vote. 
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Figure 1 Citizen Voluntary Relationships with Political Parties in Europe, 2002 
 
 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Party Member  Participated  Donated Money Volunteered

P
er

ce
nt

ag
es

 
Source:  European Social Survey, 2002 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 25

                                                                                                                                            
Figure 2 Variations in Party Memberships across 

European Democracies, 2002 
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Figure 3 Variations in Activism in Political Parties 

Across European Democracies, 2002 
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Figure 4 A Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the  
Four Indicators of Party Activism 

 

Note:  
prtymmb – party member 
prtyptp  -  participant 
prtydm  - donate money 
prtyvw  -  volunteer
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Figure 5 The Relationship between Party Activism and Voluntary Activities 
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Table 1  Indicators in the Civic Voluntarism Model 

 
Highest level of Education (EDUC) 
 
 Percentages 
Not completed primary  4.8 
Primary  12.5 
Lower secondary 27.5 
Upper secondary 30.3 
Post secondary 6.7 
First stage tertiary 13.9 
Second stage tertiary 4.4 
  
 
 
Occupational Status (OCCUP) 
 Percentages 
Professional occupations 10.4 
Managers 6.3 
Technicians 13.8 
Clerical and routine administrative workers 23.8 
Skilled workers 35.5 
Semi-skilled and unskilled workers 10.2 
  
 
Time – Number of hours worked in a week  
 
Mean = 40.6  standard deviation = 13.4 
 
(a) Efficacy Indicator – Is politics too complicated to understand? 
 
 Percentages
Never 8.3 
Seldom 18.2 
Occasionally 36.0 
Regularly 22.0 
Frequently 15.5 
  
 
(b) Efficacy Indicator – Could the respondent take part in a political group? 
 
 Percentages
Definitely Not 43.5 
Probably Not 23.2 
Not sure 12.4 
Probably 14.7 
Definitely  6.3 
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(c) Efficacy Indicator – Is it easy to make up your mind about political issues? 
 
 Percentages
Very difficult 10.5 
Difficult 25.6 
Neither 31.7 
Easy 25.9 
Very easy 6.3 
  
 
 
Partisanship – How close is the respondent to a party? 
 
 Percentages
Very close 4.9 
Quite close 27.0 
Not close 14.5 
Not at all close 1.1 
No partisanship 52.5 
  
 
 
Participation in Voluntary Organisations – number of organisation 
 
 Percentages
None 64.4 
One 14.9 
Two 9.9 
Three     4.4 
Four or more 6.5 
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Table 2 Indicators in the Cognitive Engagement Model 
 
 
Media Exposure to Politics 
 
Hours exposure to news and politics in the average weekday 
 0 <0.5 0.5-1.0 1.0-1.5 1.5-2.0 2-2.5 2.5-3.0 >3.0 
Television 
 

5.6 29.4 40.4 14.0 5.6 2.3 1.3 1.4  

Radio 
 

20.2 41.4 21.7 7.2  3.7 1.7 1.2 2.9 

Newspapers 
 

15.2 60.7 18.6 3.4 1.2 0.4 0.2 0.2 

         
 
 
Interest in Politics 
 
(a) Level of Interest in Politics 
  
Very Interested 11.0 
Quite Interested 34.6 
Hardly Interested 35.2 
Not at All Interested 19.2 
  
 
(b) Importance attached to politics 
 
Politics                                                                                                                Politics 
Extremely                                                                                                         Extremely 
Unimportant                                                                                                      Important 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
11.3 6.7 10.5 10.7 9.8 19.8 10.9 9.1 7.0 1.8 2.4 
 
(c) Involvement in Discussions about Politics 
 
Discuss Politics 
  
Every Day 14.3 
Several Times a Week 21.3 
Once a Week 13.4 
Several Times a Month 11.6 
Once a Month 6.7 
Less Often 19.2 
Never 13.5 
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Civic Norms  
 
Extremely                                                                                                     Extremely 
Unimportant to                                                                                             Important to 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Vote 
 

3.0 1.3 2.3 2.8 2.9 9.4 6.5 10.9 17.3 12.6 31.0 

Have an 
Opinion 

0.6 0.2 0.7 0.8  1.5 7.1 6.2 11.1 20.3 16.7 34.8 

Be Active 
in Politics 

13.4 6.8 11.9 12.0 9.6 21.1 8.7 6.8 5.4 1.8 2.5 

To 
Volunteer 

5.9 3.1 6.1 7.4 7.3 21.4 11.9 12.4 12.7 4.5 7.3 

            
 
 
Policy Satisfaction 
 
(a) 
Extremely                                                                                                      Extremely 
Dissatisfied                                                                                                    Satisfied 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Economy 
 

8.9 5.5 11.4 15.6 14.5 17.4 11.4 8.8 4.7 1.1 0.7 

Government 
 

9.5 6.2 11.2 14.9 13.6 18.6 11.6 8.2 4.4 1.0 0.9 

            
 
(b) 
Extremely                                                                                                      Extremely 
Bad                                                                                                                 Good 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Education 
 

3.5 2.6 6.5 11.1 13.1 18.6 14.7 14.9 10.4 3.0 1.7 

Health 
 

4.6 3.8 7.8 11.3 13.1 15.9 13.1 13.3 11.1 3.7 2.2 
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Table 3 Indicators in the Social Capital Model 
 
 
Interpersonal Trust 
 
(a) 
Can’t be too careful                                                      Most people can be trusted                                        
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
6.6 4.1 7.7  12.0 10.5 23.0 10.9 13.2 8.3 2.1 1.6 
           
 
 
(b) 
Most people would take advantage                              Most people would be fair      
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
3.5  2.8 5.8 8.9  9.5  22.1 12.0 15.9 12.9 3.8 2.8 
           
 
 
(a) 
Most people look out for themselves                        Most people try to be helpful                            
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
5.4 4.9 9.8 13.4 11.6 22.1 10.8 11.5 6.9 1.9 1.6 
           
 
 
Social Ties 
 
(a) Frequency of meeting friends, relatives or workmates 
  
Never 2.5 
Less than once a month 6.7 
Once a month 8.2 
Several times a month 19.0 
Once a week 18.4 
Several times a week 28.7 
Every day 16.5 
  
 
(b) Anyone to discuss personal matters with? 
  
Yes 90.1 
No 9.9 
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(c) Extent of participating in social activities compared with others 
 
  
Much Less than Most 11.9 
Less than Most 26.0 
About the Same 46.0 
More than Most 13.2 
Much More than Most 2.9 
  
 
 
Geographical Ties 
 
Mean Years lived in the same community = 24.8 
Standard Deviation = 18.9 
 
 
Community Size 
 
  
Big City 16.7 
Suburbs of a city 12.2 
Town or small city 36.0 
Country village 31.0 
Farm or countryside home 4.1 
  
 

 
Hours exposure to television in the average weekday 
 
 0 <0.5 0.5-1.0 1.0-1.5 1.5-2.0 2-2.5 2.5-3.0 >3.0 
Television 
 

2.7 4.8  13.8 14.0 16.9 13.6 12.9 21.4 
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Table 4  Models of Party Activism 

Predictors 
 

Civic 
Voluntarism 

Cognitive 
Engagement 

Social 
Capital 

Highest Educational Attainment  
 

 -0.04*** 
  (6.9) 

   -0.002 
    (0.3) 

 

Occupational Status 
 

  0.004 
  (0.7) 

  

Hours Worked in Average Week 
 

  0.03*** 
  (4.9) 

  

Efficacy Scale 
 

  0.13*** 
  (22.3) 

  

Partisanship 
 

  0.14*** 
  (26.2) 

  

Voluntary Organisational Activity 
 

  0.20*** 
  (39.1) 

   0.24*** 
 (48.3) 

Interest in Politics Scale 
 

     0.16*** 
   (24.8) 

 

Media Consumption of Politics 
 

     0.01* 
   (1.9) 

 

Policy Evaluations Scale 
 

   -0.008 
   (1.5) 

 

Civic Norms 
 

    0.07*** 
  (12.3) 

 

Interpersonal Trust Scale 
 

   -0.002 
 (0.4) 

Social Ties 
 

    0.04*** 
 (7.8) 

Geographical Ties 
 

    0.03*** 
  (5.2) 

Size of Community 
 

    0.01*** 
  (2.5) 

Time Spent watching Television 
 

  -0.004 
  (0.8) 

Gender 
 

   0.01* 
   (1.7) 

   0.03*** 
  (6.5) 

 0.05*** 
 (9.7) 

Age 
 

   0.02*** 
   (4.2) 

   0.03** 
  (5.7) 

 0.04*** 
 (7.6) 

Ethnicity 
 

  -0.01***  
   (3.0) 

 -0.01*** 
  (2.4) 

-0.004 
 (0.8) 

 
 
Akaike Information Criterion 

 
 
-193358 

 
 
-191280 

 
 
-211895 

 
Schwarz Bayesian Criterion 

 
-193273 

 
-191204 

 
-211809 

R-squared     0.10   0.04   0.07 
 

Standardised regression coefficients,  *** = p<0.01; ** = p<0.05; * = p<0.10
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Table 5  The Best Individual Level Model 

 
Predictors 

 
 

Highest Educational Attainment  
 

 -0.05*** 
  (8.6) 

Efficacy Scale 
 

  0.09*** 
  (15.7) 

Partisanship 
 

  0.12*** 
  (24.2) 

Voluntary Organisational Activity 
 

  0.21*** 
  (43.9) 

Interest in Politics Scale 
 

   0.06*** 
  (10.2) 

Civic Norms 
 

   0.04*** 
  (7.4) 

Geographical Ties 
 

   0.04*** 
   (8.3) 

Gender    0.01*** 
   (2.5) 

 
 
Akaike Information Criterion 
 

 
 
-213823 

 
Schwarz Bayesian Criterion 
 

 
-213745 

R-squared     0.11 
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Table 6 Correlations between Party Activism and Latent Measures of Voluntary 
Activity and Political Participation 

 
Correlation between Parties and: 
 

 

Sports Activities 
 

0.32 

Cultural Activities 
 

0.43 

Trade Union Activities 
 

0.51 

Humanitarian Activities 
 

0.46 

Environmental Activities 
 

0.44 
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Table 7 The Multi-Level Intercept Models 
 
 
 

Aggregate Level Predictors 
 

  

Mean Parties Scale 
 

    0.45*** 
   (3.7) 

    0.50*** 
    (4.7) 

Mean Sports Activity Scale 
 

  -0.01 
   (0.2) 

      ___ 

Mean Cultural Activity Scale 
 

  -0.07** 
   (2.1) 

   -0.06*** 
    (3.5) 

Mean Trade Union Activity Scale 
 

  -0.09*** 
   (4.2) 

   -0.06*** 
    (4.2) 

Mean Humanitarian Organisation Scale 
 

   0.17* 
   (1.8) 

     ___ 

Mean Environmental Organisation Scale 
 

  -0.18** 
   (2.7) 

   -0.12*** 
    (3.4) 

 
R-squared 

 
    0.50 

 
    0.50 

______________________________________ ___________ ___________ 
Individual Level Predictors 
 

  

Highest Educational Attainment  
 

 -0.002*** 
  (4.7) 

 -0.002*** 
  (4.7) 

Efficacy Scale 
 

  0.01*** 
  (5.6) 

   0.01*** 
  (5.6) 

Partisanship 
 

  0.01*** 
  (5.2) 

   0.01*** 
  (5.2) 

Voluntary Organisational Activity 
 

  0.01*** 
  (6.3) 

   0.01*** 
   (6.3) 

Interest in Politics Scale 
 

   0.01*** 
  (8.7) 

   0.01*** 
   (8.7) 

Civic Norms 
 

   0.003*** 
  (2.8) 

   0.003*** 
   (2.8) 

Geographical Ties 
 

   0.0001*** 
   (4.5) 

  0.0001*** 
    (4.6) 

Gender 
 

   0.002* 
   (1.8) 

   0.002* 
    (1.8) 

 
R-squared 

  
   0.10 

  
   0.10 
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Table 8 The Multi-Level Intercept and Slope Aggregate Model 

 
 
 

Aggregate Level Predictors 
 

Intercept 
coefficients 

Voluntary 
Activity slope 
Coefficients 

Mean Parties Scale 
 

    0.12* 
   (1.7) 

    0.50*** 
    (4.2) 

Mean Cultural Activity Scale 
 

  -0.02 
   (0.8) 

   -0.05** 
    (2.0) 

Mean Trade Union Activity Scale 
 

  -0.01 
   (0.9) 

   -0.07*** 
    (4.3) 

Mean Environmental Organisation Scale 
 

  -0.03 
   (0.7) 

   -0.10** 
    (1.9) 

 
R-squared 

 
    0.50 

 
    0.50 
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