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Abstract:

Party identification, concept coined for Political Science by the scholars of 

the Michigan School in the 1950s, is one of the most successful ones in the 

electoral  behavior  field.  However,  its  theoretical  underpinnings  are  hotly 

disputed and empirical studies have not solved the debate yet. Moreover, 

there  is  a  controversy  over  its  existence  in  Europe  as  a  different 

phenomenon than vote preference. Here a convincing answer has not been 

provided either. This work, using the British Election Panel Survey (1997-

2001)  tries  to  shed  light  to  both  open  questions.  The  results  obtained 

suggest that, at least in Great Britain, party id has an independent entity 

from short-term political preference. Additionally, conducting an individual 

level analysis of the dynamics of party attachment for the first time with 

European data, it seems that certain political factors systematically affect 

party identification stability and change.

1.- Introduction

The literature on voting behavior has traditionally distinguished two types of 

factors that influence vote choice, long-term and short-term forces1. The former refers 

to enduring predispositions of the individual, whereas the latter includes evaluations 

about incumbent performance or candidate characteristics, the effect of campaigns 

and that of political conversation with discussants. Several long-term determinants of 

1 This distinction is already present in the works of the Columbia and Michigan schools (Lazarsfeld et al., 
1948; Campbell et al., 1960)
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the vote have been identified by the literature on electoral  behavior: social  class, 

region, religiosity, ideology and others. 

Party identification belongs to this second group of determinants. In fact it is 

among the most successful ones. Since the beginning of its usage, back in the 1950s 

in the United States, party id has been widely employed in models of vote choice. 

Paradoxically, its diffusion in the political behavior literature has not been matched by 

a consensus as to what exactly it means and how it should be measured. As I will try 

to  show  below,  two  main  conceptualizations  of  party  identification  can  be 

distinguished. The first one is that associated with the original theorization and defines 

it  as a psychological  orientation towards a party (see particularly Campbell  et  al., 

1960). The second, conversely, approaches the concept as a rational shortcut that 

indicates  which party  is  in  general  more beneficial  for  the citizen (among others, 

Fiorina, 1981; Achen, 1992).

This theoretical debate has spawned numerous empirical studies that have tried 

to elucidate whether party identification is an affective attachment to a party –mainly 

lacking political content- or a belief about the virtues and faults of each party. These 

studies  have  tried  to  solve  the  enigma  by  focusing  on  the  dynamics  of  party 

identification over time, both at the aggregate and the individual level. Despite the 

abundance of empirical work, no clear consensus seems to come out of the literature. 

In fact, opposite conclusions are often found in different articles tackling the same 

problem. Some scholars defend that party allegiance is  continuously updated with 

political information and therefore is endogenous to short-term political assessments 

(Mackuen et al., ; Fiorina, 1981; ) or that it is very much contingent on the distance 

between the citizen and the party in issue preferences (Abramowitz and Saunders, 

1998). Others, on the contrary, contend that party identification is a very stable trait 

of  individuals  in  the  sense  that  only  under  extraordinary  circumstances  their 

attachment changes (Carsey and Layman, 2006; Green, 1990; Green and Bradley, 

1994; Green et al., 2002; Schickler and Green, 1997), be it as a result of government 

performance or changes in the distance in policy preferences.

The  dynamics  of  party  identification  are  also  highly  relevant  for  another 

controversy, the one related to the applicability of the concept of party identification 
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to European political settings (for a review, see for instance Johnston, 2006). The core 

of the disagreement refers to the theoretical and empirical possibility of distinguishing 

party identification and vote choice in Europe. In fact,  several  scholars claim that 

party identification in Europe is nothing but a mere reflection of short-term political 

preference, just like vote choice. That is why one of the arguments to defend the non 

exportability of the concept to Europe is that party identification is not more stable 

than vote choice. According to Thomassen (1976) it  would even be more volatile. 

Others,  on the contrary,  contend that this  is  not  the case (Berglund, 2000).  This 

dispute is extremely important because if it were the case that party id is not distinct 

from the vote, it would lose its theoretical relevance and cease to be interesting for 

the analysis of electoral behavior.

Both open questions  –the one about  the most  appealing definition  of  party 

identification theoretically and empirically, and the other regarding the autonomy of 

party attachment from vote choice- are linked to each other but are independent at 

the same time.  It  would be tempting to  consider  that  the interpretation of  party 

allegiance  as  measuring  the  same thing  as  vote  preference  is  compatible  with  a 

definition of party identification as a rational belief about the parties. I do not agree, 

however.  In  my  opinion,  thinking  of  party  identification  as  a  belief  does  not 

necessarily  imply  equating  it  with  vote  choice.  Actually,  the  preference  that  this 

perspective of party attachment designates is more long-term and more general than 

the preference expressed when casting a ballot. It is more long-term because it is a 

belief about the parties that has formed over the years thanks to the accumulation of 

experience with the parties. It is more general because it tries to capture the relative 

merits and faults of each party as such, not what to expect concretely from each party 

at  present  given  the  particular  conditions  of  the  moment2.  In  other  words,  party 

identification would express the belief about the party that, on average, provides the 

highest utility. However, under certain conditions, the citizen may expect a higher 

utility  from another  party  and  thus  vote  for  it  without  significantly  changing  her 

beliefs.

2 In fact, it should be noted that Thomassen hypothesis states the following: “party identification and vote 
preference are measuring one and the same phenomenon: the preference for a particular party at a 
certain moment” (Thomassen, 1976: 69).
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In this work I am going to analyze the dynamics of party identification in order 

to try to enlighten both questions: first, the theoretical status of party id in Europe –

distinct or not from vote choice-. Second, what is its most adequate definition. In 

what concerns the former, I have replicated the analysis done by Thomassen (1976), 

Holmberg (1994) and Berglund (2000)  trying to  evaluate the stability  of  party id 

compared to that of vote choice. In what concerns the second purpose of this study, I 

have assessed the influence of short-term factors such as leader evaluations, issue 

distances and performance appraisals on the dynamics of party id. Several different 

possible  dynamic  processes  related  to  party  identification  can  occur  across  time: 

stability of the attachment, its disappearance, its emergence, its change from one 

party to another and stability in the lack of party identification. What I would like to 

clarify is whether those factors mentioned above have a significant influence in the 

occurrence of certain processes vs. the others. If I found that certain evaluations of 

the performance of the government or distances in issue preferences systematically 

affect party id dynamics, particularly in those cases where I have been better able to 

control for endogeneity, the results would provide evidence in favor of the rational 

approach to party attachment. The data I have employed here is the British Election 

Panel Study carried out between the general elections of 1997 and 2001.

The empirical  analyses that  I  have carried  out  in  this  article  might  provide 

several added values. First, although this is not the first individual-level study of the 

determinants of party identification dynamics (just to give an example, Fiorina, 1981; 

Carsey and Layman, 2006), to my knowledge no work before has undertaken at the 

same time  an assessment  of  the  impact  of  retrospective  evaluations  and  that  of 

distances in issue preferences. In this sense, the British Panel Study has been very 

useful, for it includes a very rich questionnaire. Second, I reckon this is the first study 

of this sort that is done with European data. Third, the evidence gathered so far about 

the relative stability of party id and vote choice in Europe is unsatisfactory. Barely 

three studies have been done –the three mentioned in the previous paragraph-, only 

one uses data from more than two countries (Holmberg, 1994) and only Berglund 

(2000) takes independence into account as a possible value of the party identification 

variable.  Even  more  so,  they  reach  divergent  conclusions,  as  I  will  show  later. 

Through this work, using British data and specifying independence as a possible point 

of departure and outcome in the dynamics of party id, I will try to provide evidence in 
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favor or against the hypothesis that party identification and vote orientation reflect 

the same phenomenon in European political systems.

In the first two sections of this paper I present the two different conceptual 

definitions  of  party  identification,  the  social-psychological  and the  rational  ones.  I 

review their respective definitions of party attachment and their propositions about its 

dynamics. I also include an examination of the studies that have tried to establish 

which definition has better empirical foundations. Next, I go over the caveats raised 

with  regard  to  the  pertinence  of  party  identification  in  Europe,  paying  particular 

attention to the discussion about the autonomy of attachment from vote choice. Third, 

I  present  the  characteristics  of  the  empirical  analyses  I  include  in  this  study, 

describing  the  dataset  and  the  kind  of  tests  that  I  have  conducted,  as  well  as 

advancing  some hypotheses.  In  the  fourth  place  I  offer  the  results  obtained and 

comment them. This article ends up with some conclusions and some remarks about 

possible ways to improve it.

2.- Party identification according to the Michigan school

a) The Michigan school’s definition of the concept:

The concept of party identification was first proposed by several scholars from 

the University of Michigan in the 1950s (Belknap et al. 1952; Campbell et al., 1954, 

1960, 1966). The term was elaborated as a result of the research that they were 

conducting on electoral behavior in Presidential elections through the nowadays well-

known Survey Research Center studies with the aim of  explaining the stability  of 

attitudes  and  vote  choices  within  the  citizenry.  They  define  it  as  an  “affective 

orientation to an important group-object in [the citizen’s] environment” (Campbell et 

al, 1960: 121). Put it another way, it indicates the presence in a citizen of an affective 

attachment  with  a  political  party.  In  elaborating  the  meaning  of  the  term,  these 

authors  were  very  much  influenced  by  social-psychological  theories  about  the 

attitudes of individuals towards groups –reference-group theory (Hyman, 1959)-. In 

this sense, the political party is understood by them as a social group towards which 

the  individual  can  develop  positive  or  negative  attitudes.  They  resort  to  social-

psychological theories to try to explain two phenomena: the high number of people 
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that declared to have a party identification in their surveys (Campbell et al., 1960: 

see  table  6.1),  and  most  importantly,  the  effects  that  party  identification  had 

according to their empirical results3.  In fact, in what concerns the spread of party 

identification, reference-group theory and more recent developments of the field –the 

minimal group paradigm-, argue that the emergence of a sense of belonging with a 

group is a quite frequent phenomenon. More specifically, the minimal group paradigm 

contends  that  such  affective  attachments  with  a  group  (in-group)  can  happen in 

minimal settings (Brewer, 1979). Regarding the effects of party identification, both 

reference-group theory and the minimal group paradigm claim that the identification 

generates positive bias towards the in-group and sometimes negative bias towards 

the out-group (the “others”).

Moreover,  these  scholars  were  the  first  to  suggest  that  party  id  is  two-

dimensional: first there is a directional aspect –the party to which the individual is 

attached- and second the intensity of the same attachment (Campbell et al, 1960: 

122-3). In fact, the party id question in the SRC questionnaire, widely used in the US, 

is  “Generally  speaking:  do  you  consider  yourself  as  Republican,  Democrat, 

Independent  or  what?”.  Those  that  declared  themselves  as  either  Republican  or 

Democrats were then asked “Would you call yourself a strong Republican (Democrat), 

or a not very strong Republican (Democrat)?” and Independents answered this one: 

“Do you think of yourself as closer to the Democratic or the Republican party?”. With 

this  first  question and the two follow-up ones,  these scholars constructed several 

measures of party id, a three, a five and a seven-point scale, the latter two to grab 

the  “continuum  in  partisanship  extending  from  strongly  Republican  to  strongly 

Democratic” (Campbell et al., 1960: 123)4.

b) The dynamics party identification: intergenerational transmission, positive 

feedback and critical junctures:

3 In a later section I will try to explain in detail the impact the Michigan scholars attributed to party 
identification.
4 The seven point scale of party id is the continuum that takes fully into account both direction and 
intensity of party id. It is applied to bipartisan contexts. For the US case, it ranges from strong republican 
to  strong  democrat.  The  five  point  scale  covers  direction  and  intensity  for  partisans  but  does  not 
distinguish independent leaners from pure independents., The three-point scale, in turn, only considers 
direction: republican, independent or democrat.
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The data Campbell et al. gather from their surveys seem to indicate that party 

attachment is a long-lasting characteristic of the individual (1960: table 7.2)5. That is 

what motivated these scholars to place party identification in a privileged place in 

their causal story. In fact, party id is for them an unmoved mover, a basic social trait 

of the individual that accounts for important patterns in attitudes and behavior, as will 

be explained below. But, where does party identification come from? According to 

them,  this  affective  attachment  has  in  many  cases  its  roots  in  the  parental 

transmission of positive and/or negative predispositions towards the political parties 

during the pre-adult  years6.  Those predispositions, they argue, are not political  in 

content,  in the sense that the object  of  intergenerational  transmission are not so 

much  issue  positions  and  policy  preferences,  but  a  certain  attitude,  positive  or 

negative,  toward  a  party  per  se.  It  should  be  noted,  however,  that  parental 

socialization is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for party id to develop. 

Even in the absence of intergenerational transmission of predispositions, party loyalty 

can  emerge,  this  time  due  to  political  experiences.  Nonetheless,  as  the  Michigan 

scholars repeatedly show, in these cases, the attachment is less frequent and tends to 

be less intense (Converse and Dupeux, 1962: 14; Converse 1969: 145)

The  predispositions  towards  political  parties,  either  originated  in  the 

socialization process or stemming from other circumstances, may crystallize in party 

identification with the acquisition of political experience by the citizen, mainly through 

vote choices. The empirical evidence that motivated them to formulate that thesis is 

the existence of a positive linear relationship between age and intensity of partisan 

loyalty  (Campbell  et  al  1960:  see table  7.5;  Converse  1969).  They  interpret  this 

correlation not as the expression of a period effect or the direct consequence of life-

cycle events, but as an indicator of the number of years the citizen has identified with 

the party –learning process-.  The longer the time a citizen has felt attached to a 

party, the stronger the sense of attachment, because the bias that party identification 

introduces is self-reinforcing7. This correlation is nuanced by one factor: the older the 

citizen  is  in  the  moment  of  acquisition  of  the  identification,  the  slower  is  the 

intensification of it (Campbell et al. 1960: table 7.6; Converse 1969). This is what 
5 It should be noted that stability is inferred from a recall question in which the interviewee has to declare 
whether in the past he has hold a different position in the three-point scale of party id.
6 In fact, in their data there is an important correlation between the party id of the father and that of the 
children (Campbell et al., 1960: 147)
7 I will deepen later into the biases that party identification introduces according to the Michigan school.
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Converse calls  resistance effect. Entering in more specific considerations, Converse 

argues that during periods of  authoritarianism, the strengthening process of  party 

identification through voting experiences obviously interrupts and there is a forgetting 

phenomenon characterized by a progressive erosion of loyalties. Also, what appears in 

this  kind  of  political  contexts  is  a  weakening  of  parental  transmission  of  party 

attachments8.

The metaphor of crystallization is not superfluous. For them, party id is a very 

stable characteristic of the individual: it changes very seldom. In fact, the “learning 

process” that Converse describes suggests a self-reinforcing dynamic typical of path-

dependence accounts, in which there is a critical juncture that is followed by positive 

feedback (Pierson, 2004: ch. 1). In these contexts, nothing but a new critical juncture 

can break the previous path. Not surprisingly,  the authors of  The American Voter 

claim that  only  two kinds of  processes can drive modifications  of  party  id  at  the 

individual level: changes in the social position or the social milieu of the citizen and, 

more  importantly,  critical  and  deep  national  crisis  that  induce  changes  in  party 

identification across important segments of a society. 

Consistent  with  their  notion  that  the  stronger  the  attachment,  the  more 

impervious  it  is  to  change,  these  scholars  contend  that  in  cases  of  “political 

earthquakes” there are two groups that are especially vulnerable to change in party 

id. First, the young, which having no previous party loyalty or a weak one –the initial 

predispositions-,  develop  an  identification  with  one  of  the  parties.  Second,  those 

groups  that  are particularly  touched by  the  crisis9.  The quintessential  example  of 

these “political earthquakes” would be the post-1929 crisis and the subsequent New 

Deal  policies,  which  pushed  substantial  numbers  of  citizens  to  identify  with  the 

Democratic Party and generated an advantage for the Democrats in the number of 

identifiers that seems to have endured, though reduced, until today (Abramowitz and 

Saunders, 1998 and 2006). That is the reason why the realignment of the 1930s has 

been extensively studied in the literature on party identification and in the American 

Politics field in general (among many others: Andersen, 1976 and 1979; Campbell et 

8 See Converse (1969) for an elegant description and argumentation of these processes.
9 The authors of the Michigan School provide examples of minorities (Jews, Catholics and Afro-Americans) 
and segments of the working class that switched loyalties in favor of the Democratic Party in the New 
Deal realignment (Campbell et al 1960: 156-160).
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al. 1960). These deep national crises are much more interesting for scholars than 

changes in the social position or milieu of the individual because they are more likely 

than the latter to change the aggregate distribution of partisans, as was the case with 

the  New Deal.  What  is  more,  these  critical  junctures  tend  to  extend  their  effect 

through time: the increase in the number of identifiers of one party, all else equal, will 

increase the proportion in the next generation that enters adult life with favorable 

predispositions towards that party.

c)  The effects of party identification

Party identification plays a decisive role in the theoretical story of the Michigan 

school. It should not be surprising, if we bear in mind that for them it is a very stable 

affective orientation towards political parties. According to these scholars, the lion’s 

share of  the theoretical  importance of  party identification would rest  in its  strong 

indirect and direct influence over party choice. The former type of impact would derive 

from the connections citizens establish between political objects. To the extent that 

political parties are among the more stable ones compared to candidates, issues, etc., 

they work as shortcuts that provide information about them. More importantly, the 

positive  and negative  views about  parties  that  party  identification  entails  tend to 

translate  to  the  political  objects  to  which  parties  are  linked.  Therefore,  party 

allegiance  would  introduce  systematic  biases  in  the  perception  and  evaluation  of 

political  phenomena,  such  as  governmental  performance,  candidate  characteristics 

and  issue  differentials  between  parties.  In  so  doing,  it  would  also  boost  attitude 

consistency.  Moreover,  as  those  kinds  of  attitudes  are  very  close  to  the  voting 

decision, the formation of such consistent and partisan-biased evaluations would have 

a strong impact over vote choice. Furthermore, it has also been pointed out that party 

attachment  has  an  indirect  impact  over  party  choice  by  significantly  influencing 

individual’s issue positions, pushing them towards congruence with those of the party 

the citizen identifies with (Campbell et al., 1960; Carsey and Layman, 2006; Green et 

al., 2002; Layman and Carsey, 2002; Miller and Shanks, 1996; Zaller, 1992).

A recent example of empirical research on the spread and relevance of partisan 

bias is an article by Bartels (2002) in which he provides evidence of the existence of 

these biases. He runs several analyses with panel data for the United States whose 
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results  show  that  there  is  a  partisan  bias  in  perceptions  of  presidential  job 

performance, evolution of the economy and candidate traits, among others. Taking an 

unbiased Bayesian learning model  as  the benchmark,  he argues that  partisanship 

exerts in most cases a significant influence over belief formation that compensates for 

the trend towards convergence proper to unbiased learning10. Put it another way, he 

claims  that  if  there  were  no  partisan  bias,  people’s  beliefs  about  performances, 

candidate  abilities  and  many  other  items,  would  tend  to  converge  to  the  same 

position, irrespective of the prior belief each citizen had. But this convergence is not 

empirically  confirmed.  Instead,  what appears is  a  persistent evaluation differential 

between those that identify with the Republican Party and those that are attached to 

the democrats. He alleges that this bias cannot be attributed to differences in social 

and political values between groups of partisan loyalists because it is also present in 

perception of  value-neutral  events  such as  economic  growth  (Bartels,  2002: 132-

138). In the same vein, other scholars have also reported that party identification has 

a non-negligible impact on perceptions and evaluations, thus agreeing with the theses 

of the American Voter (Goren, 2002; Stokes, 1966; Zaller, 1992). 

This indirect effect of party identification, the Michigan scholars claim, would be 

more  intense  the  lower  the  level  of  political  sophistication  of  the  individual.  The 

rationale behind this hypothesis –a functional one- is that for them politics is more 

complex and therefore more difficult to understand and evaluate. As a result, they 

would rely more on cognitive shortcuts such as party id. This point is also suggested 

in Popkin (1991). However, this hypothesis is very controversial and has been widely 

discussed: Bartels (2002) finds no conclusive evidence of significant differences in the 

degree of  partisan  bias  across  levels  of  political  information.  More  decisively,  the 

empirical work in Zaller (1992) points even to a relationship in the opposite direction: 

the  “resistance  effect”  –partisan  bias-  increases  with  the  level  of  political 

sophistication. This result appears to be in line with the conclusions of recent social-

psychological work that suggests that even cues such as party id and ideology require 

a certain level  of  political  knowledge to be used and to have an impact (Lau and 

Redlawsk, 2006).

10 “Parallel opinion shifts turn out to be produced by marked Bayesian convergence in combination with 
considerable  offsetting  divergence attributable  to  the  partisan  bias  in  political  perceptions”  (Bartels, 
2002: 129).
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In addition to the indirect effect of party attachment on vote choice, there is 

also a direct one. According to the founding-fathers of the concept, this direct impact 

applies basically to a minority of individuals that have developed few or low-intensity 

attitudes towards the political objects of their environment. In such cases, attitudes 

do not form the kind of strong “field of forces” that the Michigan scholars have in mind 

for the rest of the citizenry. In the absence of intense attitudes, party identification 

exerts a decisive direct influence over party choice at the voting booth (Campbell et 

al., 1960: 139-42. See in particular Table 6.6).

Consequently,  if  we were to  give a summary sentence of  the role of  party 

identification, it would be that it is potentially decisive in citizens’ vote choices, either 

through indirect or direct means. Only in cases of strong short-term opposite pressure 

would party identification fail to predict the orientation of the vote11. This argument 

has not gone unquestioned, though. In fact, several articles have indicated that the 

capacity of party allegiance as a predictor of party choice is weakening (Burnham, 

1970;  Wattenberg,  1984,  1998).  Others,  on  the  contrary,  assert  that  the  strong 

relationship found in the United States between party attachment and vote choice 

doesn’t seem to be weakening over time (Bartels, 2000; Hetherington, 2001; Miller, 

1991; Miller and Shanks, 1996), not even in Congressional elections (Bartels, 2000). 

Europe doesn’t seem to be an exception to this linkage between attachment and party 

choice  at  all.  In  fact,  as  I  will  try  to  point  out  below,  the  correlations  between 

identification and vote in European countries are even higher than in the United States 

(Berglund,  2000;  Holmberg,  1994;  Thomassen,  1976)  and  do  not  seem to  fade 

(Berglund et al., 2006).

3.- The revisionist approach to party identification

a) A new theorization of party id

During the sixties and until the mid-seventies, the canonical, made-in-Michigan 

conceptualization of party id went unchallenged, although the data that supported 

their  claims was rather  meager (Fiorina,  1981: 86; Johnston,  2006: 332).  In  the 

11 This argument is related to the concept of “normal vote” developed by Converse (Campbell et al., 
1966).
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1970s, however, a new wave of research started to question the main claims of the 

original  definition  of  party  identification.  Increasingly,  several  political  scientist 

influenced by the rational choice approach that was settling down in the discipline 

were not willing to assume without criticism the propositions of the Michigan school. 

They  were  not  convinced  by  a  theoretical  frame  that  placed  a  long-lasting 

psychological orientation as the key element in the explanation of political attitudes 

and behavior.

Nonetheless,  the  initial  attacks  to  the  original  approach  to  party  id  were 

indirect. They were mainly empirical studies that tried to assess the stability of party 

identification. Their  aim was to show that party attachment was not as stable as 

stated  and  that  it  was  influenced  on  an  ordinary  basis  by  political  events  and 

evaluations. They doubted that party id was an unmoved mover: instead, they wanted 

to prove that it was subject to change and that those changes could be predicted. 

That is why they proposed non-recursive models in their empirical analysis (two of the 

most influential were, Jackson, 1975; Page and Jones, 1979). It was not until later 

that a specific theorization of party allegiance was advanced. Fiorina’s model is the 

most important contribution in this direction (Fiorina, 1981: ch. 4). With the aim of 

giving party id a political content he proposes to considerate party id as a sort of party 

satisfaction  differential.  This  differential  would  be  the  result  of  both  a  pre-adult 

predisposition  and  a  “running  tally”  of  weighted  and  cumulative  retrospective 

evaluations of  each party’s performance in government and party promises. Being 

attached to a particular party would then mean to be relatively more satisfied with it 

than with the other.

Achen, in a 1992, provides a more elegant version of this approach to party 

attachment.  For  him too, party identification is  a belief  about the expected utility 

differential  to be derived from the government of  one party instead of the other. 

Citizens, as rational actors, update their beliefs about the benefit that can be expected 

from each party out of the retrospective evaluation of the performance of each of 

them. Parental socialization, in the same vein as Fiorina, is considered as a prior belief 

about it. The main value added of Achen’s article are the propositions he derives from 

the theoretical model. The first one is that the effect of parental socialization on party 

id is most relevant in the early adult years, and that it decreases with time. Second, 
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that the effect of present retrospective evaluations over beliefs decreases along with 

the accumulation of past experiences with parties, because with the accumulation of 

information about the parties, the beliefs the individual holds about them are closer to 

reality12.  Third,  the  probability  of  defection  is  lower  at  high  and  low  levels  of 

information and is highest at the intermediate levels. Another relevant point in Achen 

that is absent in Fiorina is the inclusion in the calculus of expected utility from each 

party  not  only  of  retrospective  performance  assessments,  but  also  of  policy 

preferences. Therefore,  Achen considers that party id as a belief  also stems from 

information about the distance in the policy continuum between each party and the 

individual.

What I would like to stress here is a common trait of both Achen and Fiorina’s 

models: for them party identification is not anymore a non-rational explanation of 

certain patterns of attitudes and behavior. Much to the contrary, following Downs’s 

insights about rationality in gathering information (Downs, 1957), they consider party 

identification  as  an  information-saving shortcut.  Given  the  high costs  of  acquiring 

political information, rational voters form and make use of beliefs about the utility that 

each party is likely to provide in case of electoral victory. In so doing, they are able to 

make  decisions  that,  even  if  not  as  perfect  as  in  the  case  they  had  complete 

information, they present a better cost-benefit relationship. As a consequence, party 

attachment is approached as a means for a rational vote instead of a source of affect-

based decisions. 

b) A new vision of the dynamics of party id

With their new definitions of party identification, both Fiorina and Achen try to 

grab the long-term character of party identification as originally stated –for it would 

be the result of evaluations that go deep into the past- and at the same time break 

with the notion of the strong immunity of party id to governmental outcomes and 

parties’ issue positions. In fact, what they strive to show is that party id is not only 

vulnerable  to  extraordinary  political  events,  but  that  it  is  subject  to  frequent 

retrospective evaluations as well:

12 This is true as long as the “real” nature of the party is considered a constant. If it is the case, the role 
of political experiences is to progressively get the individual belief closer to reality.
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“The traditional conception of party ID suggests that change in identification 

is a step function of political evaluations: up to a certain severity they have 

no impact on party ID, while beyond that they shake an individual loose from 

an  existing  identification.  Clearly,  the  model  we  are  using  allows  party 

identification to vary continuously. As new evaluations form, an individual’s 

identification may wax and wane” (Fiorina, 1981: 90)

 Therefore, at the individual level, the dynamic of party id needs not be one of 

increasing intensity due to learning –as Converse says-. Instead, it will strengthen or 

erode as a result of evaluations of recent political experiences. At the aggregate level, 

the picture is not anymore characterized by persistent stability interrupted by sudden 

realignments as a result of political earthquakes or by progressive changes as younger 

cohorts –with a different partisan composition- substitute the older ones. According to 

Fiorina, the distribution of partisans can be much more volatile, especially if we are 

dealing with the seven-point scale of party ID13. The reason would that short-term 

forces affect basically the intensity of party identification. Changes in the direction 

component are to be expected then mostly among those whose party id is already 

rather weak (see also Brody, 1977). Achen is more sophisticated in this sense: he 

acknowledges that party identification is continuously subject to change as the citizen 

obtains information about the parties. However, he asserts that the magnitude of the 

impact  of  that  information  is  conditional  on  individual  characteristics:  the  more 

experiences a citizen cumulates with a certain party, the smaller the impact on party 

id of current experiences with it14.

The empirical studies about the dynamics of party identification inspired by the 

revisionist conceptualization have split into two groups. One of them has focused on 

the impact of retrospective evaluations. The other, in turn, has privileged the effect on 

party attachment of the distance between the citizen and the party in issue positions. 

A good example of the first option is precisely Fiorina’s empirical analyses (1981: ch. 

5). Working with two panel studies for the United States, he finds that present party 

identification is not only a function of past loyalty –two year lagged-, but that present 

retrospective evaluations, particularly presidential job approval, significantly influence 

13 Remember that this scale takes into account the intensity dimension of party identification.
14 “The effect of lagged PID on current PID increases with time; relative to lagged PID, the effect of 
current benefits diminishes with time” (Achen, 1992: 205)
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it as well. This focus on the influence of retrospective evaluations on party attachment 

is present also in aggregate-level research such as the work of Mackuen, Erikson and 

Stimson (1989), and their study of what they call  macropartisanship. They analyze 

the dynamics of the aggregate distribution of partisans across time, thus the term 

macropartisanship, as a function of economic conditions and incumbent popularity. 

Their dependent variable is the percentage of Democratic partisans with respect to the 

total number of party identifiers, measured on a quarterly basis. They find that the 

balance  of  partisans  is  systematically  affected  in  the  very  short-term  by  the 

independent variables mentioned above15. This finding was confirmed in the study of 

Weisberg and Smith (1991).

Nevertheless,  there is  not a consensus in the scholar  community about  the 

degree to which partisanship is endogenous to this kind of short-term forces. Green, 

Palmquist and Schickler, in several papers, claim that the findings of both Fiorina and 

the macropartisanship literature “stem from methodological artifacts of various kinds” 

(Schickler  and  Green,  1997:  451)16.  They  argue  that  the  results  obtained  by 

revisionist accounts do not consider measurement error of party id, which, according 

to them, represents one ninth of the total variance of the variable. If measurement 

error is controlled for, they say, short-term forces fail to show any appreciable effect 

on party id, in the United States (Green and Palmquist, 1990, 1994; Palmquist and 

Green, 1992) and also in other countries (Schickler and Green, 1997)17. In conclusion, 

it seems that the effect on individual or aggregate party attachment of short-term 

political evaluations is not clear.

As I  have mentioned above, another possible source of endogenous shift  in 

party identification is policy preferences.  This was first pointed out Jackson (1975; 

see also Page and Jones, 1979), and was fully developed later by Abramowitz and 

Saunders (1998, 2006). What Jackson proposes is a model of vote choice in which he 

allows  for  individual  issue  positions  and  issue-based  evaluations  of  parties  and 

candidates  to  be  affected  by  previous  party  identification  and  at  the  same  time 

influence  present  party  identification.  According  to  him,  citizen’s  assessments  of 

15 They say: “We assert that party balance varies over time, that it has electoral consequences and that it 
can be explained” (MacKuen et al., 1989: 1125)
16 Green et al. methodological criticism applies both to individual and to aggregate-level studies.
17 This claim is proposed for both individual and aggregate-level analyses.
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parties  and  candidates  consist  basically  of  identifying  the  one  with  the  closest 

preferences to the individual. Party identification would have an impact in this domain 

through a projection effect: the citizen tends to attribute his own preferences to the 

candidates  and parties  he  identifies  with.  In  turn,  the  assessment  of  parties  and 

candidates has implications for the party identification of the citizen.

The results of his analysis of the 1964 elections seem to privilege one of the 

causal relationships: it appears that party identification is not a powerful predictor of 

vote choice if  issue-based party evaluations are included in the equation and that 

party id does not significantly influence those evaluations either –there is no trace of 

projection effects-. What is more, issue-based appraisal of parties seems to have a 

strong impact on party attachment. Consequently, he concludes, party identification 

would simply indicate the party whose proposals are closest to the policy preferences 

of the individual18.

This  idea  from  Jackson  is  incorporated  in  the  argument  Abramowitz  and 

Saunders defend: changes in the issue positions of the parties or alterations in the 

salience  of  some  issues  over  others  can  generate  ideologically-driven  partisan 

realignments  in  the  long-term.  This  is  to  say,  whenever  relevant  inconsistencies 

appear between the preferences of the party and those of a party identifier, it is party 

attachment what adjusts to overcome the incongruence. A necessary condition of this 

realignment is that citizens be able to identify the differences in the issue positions of 

the parties. In this sense, the more intense the degree of polarization, the easier this 

task becomes. 

Precisely the context in which they write is one of increasing party polarization 

in  the  US  along  the  conservative-liberal  continuum  since  the  Reagan  presidency 

(Stone  et  al.,  1990;  Rohde,  1991;  Quirk  and  Hichliffe,  1996).  Abramowitz  and 

Saunders claim that party polarization has progressively induced a change in the party 

id of substantial numbers of citizens and that this has altered the relative strength of 

both  Republican  and  Democratic  parties:  the  advantage  in  the  number  of  party 

identifiers  that  the democrats  had enjoyed since the New Deal  years  would have 

18 “[results] imply that party identifications are primarily derived from issue considerations. […] people’s 
party affiliations are subject to change if their positions on various issues change, if the parties modify 
their positions, or if new issues arise that divide the existing party coalitions” (Jackson, 1975: 181).
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significantly  shrunk.  The  reason  of  this  movement,  they  argue,  is  that  citizens, 

provided they perceived issue differences, adapted their party identification to their 

own policy preferences and not the other way round, therefore breaking to some 

extent  the  inheritance  of  party  identification  from  parents  to  children.  Thus, 

conservatives  among  those  with  Democratic  parents  turned  their  loyalty  to  the 

Republican Party, as well as liberals with Republican parents tended to move to the 

Democratic  camp.  However,  due  to  the  much  higher  prevalence  of  conservative 

democrats,  the secular  aggregate gap in  the number  of  partisans in  favor  of  the 

Democratic Party substantially vanished. Therefore, what is stable in their model is 

the  policy  preference  of  the  individual,  and  what  changes  instead  in  case  of 

dissonance is precisely party identification.

Other authors (Layman and Carsey, 2002; Carsey and Layman, 2006) have 

introduced important nuances to the ideological realignment thesis. They contend that 

whether party identification or policy preferences are the unmoved mover over time is 

conditional on two aspects: awareness of policy differences and salience of the issue 

for the individual. They assert that only those individuals that are able to perceive 

party  differentials  and also  attach  importance  to  the  issue  will  adjust  their  party 

identification to their prior policy preference. If the issue is instead not salient for the 

citizen, the preference will move in the direction of the party platform. Obviously, if 

the  individual  fails  to  notice  the  policy  preference  of  the  party,  there  will  be  no 

change, either of the party attachment or the preference of the individual, because no 

dissonance will appear in that case.

b) Divergence in the empirical results

So far the empirical evidence about the dynamics of party identification is not 

unambiguous. The point of view of different groups of scholars appears to be quite 

distant  from  each  other.  If  we  look  at  the  potential  influence  of  retrospective 

evaluations of incumbent performance, we find authors that claim that party loyalty is 

systematically affected by short-term evaluations such as presidential job approval or 

the perception of the economic situation. Others, on the contrary, contend that party 

id is a very stable characteristic of the individual and that the findings of the former 

scholars are a mere artifact. If we focus instead on the discussion about the mutual 
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influence of party identification and policy preferences, we find non consensus either: 

some specialists argue that policy preferences are the most stable characteristic of the 

individual, and that party identification adapts to it. Conversely, others suggest that 

while this may be true in some cases, most of the time what happens is the reverse: 

preferences modify in the direction of the changes party attachment. On the whole, 

this  lack  of  consensus  seems  to  indicate  that  the  debate  about  the  conceptual 

definition  of  party  identification  is  far  from  closed.  While  part  of  the  literature 

seemingly finds that party attachment is influenced by assessments and evaluations 

of performances and issue positions, thus pointing to party id as a belief about the 

relative virtues of each party, other contributions suggest that party identification is 

not only extremely impervious to change but that it is  a moving force of political 

evaluations (see respectively Schickler and Green, 1997; Bartels, 2002). And it is not 

easy to conjugate a description of party id as a source of bias in perceptions and 

evaluations and at the same time argue that party identification designates a rational 

belief about the relative goodness of each party.

4.- Party identification in Europe

Soon  after  the  construction  of  the  concept  of  party  identification  by  the 

Michigan school, its applicability outside the United States was seriously questioned. 

One point that has been raised concerning the exportation of the concept of party id 

to European political science is the relatively higher importance of social cleavages in 

Europe,  interacting  with  proportional  electoral  systems  that  foster  multipartyism. 

Several  scholars say that it  is  often the case in these countries that citizens feel 

attached to a social group. In such a setting, there would be no need for the citizen to 

develop  attachments  to  the  parties  for  social  background  becomes  the  main  cue 

(Shively, 1972: 1222)19. Even in the case that high levels of party identification were 

to be found, they would be deceptive, for the main object of allegiance would be the 

group, not the party per se (Johnston, 2006). The problem of this criticism is twofold. 

First, all analysis of the relevance of social cleavages in European countries agree that 

their political importance is decreasing (Oskarson, 2006). Second, time-series data on 

19 Shively puts in a clear-cut way: “If the social or economic conflicts in which a voter is involved are 
sufficiently clear; and if  the position of parties or groups of parties with regard to these conflicts is 
sufficiently clear; then there is no need for the voter to develop lasting ties to any party per se, and he 
will not do so” (Shively, 1972: 1222)
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aggregate levels of party identifiers have never consistently shown higher levels in the 

US than in Europe (see Bartels, 2000 for the US and Berglund et al., 2006 for several 

European countries). A second caveat raised is that multiparty systems allow for the 

possibility that more than one party represent a certain interest or social group. In 

such a case two phenomena might arise: either the lack of party identification due to 

frequent vote changes between ideologically adjacent parties or the development of 

identification with more than one party, in the sense suggested by Weisberg (1980).

But the main concern that has been advanced, and the one I am going to tackle 

empirically,  is  that,  when  answering  questions  about  their  party  identification, 

European  citizens  were  actually  indicating  their  short-term  political  preference. 

Therefore, in those contexts, allegiance and vote choice would not be distinguishable 

(there are several contributions in this sense in Butler and Stokes, 1969; and Budge 

et al, 1976; more recently, Brynin and Sanders, 1997). This challenge is very serious, 

for an important part of the interest of the concept of party identification rests in its 

distinctiveness with regard to vote orientation. Precisely its success in the American 

Politics literature stems to a large extent from its  strong capacity to predict  vote 

choice without overlapping with it  completely. In fact, the same Michigan scholars 

(Campbell et al., 1960) and, more recently, other researchers (Bartle, 2002) have 

accurately  specified  the  distinction  between  them.  Their  point  is  the  following: 

conceptually,  party id  is  a  predisposition,  an attitude,  whereas party choice is  an 

action. Thus, the former is more stable. As a psychological tie, and contrary to vote 

choice,  party  id  is  not  directly  observable and varies  in  intensity.  That is  why all 

measures of party identification rest on self-classification. Therefore, on theoretical 

grounds it  cannot be equated with a behavioral pattern such as voting regularity. 

Furthermore, empirically, identification and vote do not always go together, although 

in most cases they do. Even more so, when there is no congruence between party id 

and vote choice, the citizen tends to retain its allegiance and still  identify with the 

same party. Thus, on both theoretical and empirical grounds, they argue, the two 

elements should not be conflated. Even from a revisionist perspective vote and party 

id should be distinguished theoretically. It is true that we can think that the revisionist 

conceptualization of party attachment is closer to the vote because it is the result of 

factors –policy distances, performance evaluations- that are known to affect  party 

choice. However, party id, as a belief about the utility that in general can be expected 
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from  each  party,  does  not  determine  vote  choice:  short-term  factors  such  as 

candidates or  other  considerations can influence the voter calculus  and make her 

deviate  from  her  party  identification.  The  rationale  would  be:  “the  party  that  is 

considered  the  best  for  me  in  general  needs  not  be  the  one  I  choose  at  every 

election”. Therefore, the debate about the autonomy of party id from vote choice does 

not overlap with the controversy about the theoretical definition of party attachment. 

They constitute separate problems.

The seminal work in the discussion about the distinction between identification 

and vote is the chapter by Jacques Thomassen in  Party Identification and Beyond 

(Budge et al., 1976). Jacques Thomassen questions the usefulness of the directional 

component  of  party  identification,  but  he  attributes  relevance  to  the  strength 

dimension20. He claims that party identification, at least in the Dutch context, doesn’t 

have the meaning that the Michigan scholars had attributed to it.  As I mentioned 

above, party id was defined as a stable psychological predisposition towards a political 

party  with  important  influences  over  attitudes  and  vote  choice  but  different  and 

independent from them. Thomassen, using panel data of the beginning of the 1970s, 

asserts instead that party attachment cannot be distinguished from vote preference 

and that, what is more, it is a mere reflection of it. To support his hypothesis, he 

provides several pieces of evidence. First, he shows that party identification and vote 

choice are much more closely correlated in the Netherlands than in the United States, 

and that the tiny levels of no correspondence between them that are found in his data 

can be attributed to unreliability of measurement. This leaves much less room for 

short-term factors to have an impact. And it was precisely the high, but not too high, 

correlation between allegiance and vote what had made party id a very useful variable 

in  the  study  of  elections  in  the  US  –the  correlation  there  was  around  .70;  in 

Thomassen’s data it is close to .90-. Consequently, party identification, in European 

contexts,  would be a less  theoretically  interesting variable  to  explain vote choice. 

Second, he finds that vote choice and party attachment change in conjunction very 

often over time, more frequently than what would have been expected. Thus party id 

did not seem as stable as it was thought. Furthermore, party attachment appeared to 

20 Although Thomassen claims that party identification in Europe does not fit with the Michigan definition, 
he says that the strength dimension can be useful because it has influence over turnout levels and vote 
choice consistency through time.
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be  even  less  stable  than  vote  preference21.  Finally,  Thomassen  argues  that  data 

support  the  hypothesis  that  vote  preference  is  even  causally  prior  to  party 

identification. That is why he contends that party id is nothing more than a reflection 

of vote choice and that the strength dimension of the former is in fact capturing the 

intensity of the vote preference.

Thomassen’s  chapter  was  quite  influential.  In  fact,  it  has  given rise  to  the 

publication  of  several  articles  discussing  the  usefulness  of  the  concept  of  party 

identification  in  the  European  framework.  In  one  of  the  most  important  ones, 

Holmberg (1994) reassesses the problem and finds that, effectively, party attachment 

and party choice are very closely related in Sweden since the 1950s, to a much higher 

extent  than  in  the  US.  However,  he  does  not  reach  the  same  conclusions  as 

Thomassen in what concerns the relative stability of party identification compared to 

that  of  vote  choice.  Analyzing  panel  data  for  Sweden,  Britain,  Canada,  the 

Netherlands and the US, he shows that party id is more stable than vote preference in 

every country but in the Netherlands. In a clear replication of Thomassen’s analyses, 

he finds that in those same countries the number of those who changed identification 

without changing vote choice is lower than that of those for which party id was stable 

and party choice changed. In any case, the US appears as a deviant case in the sense 

that party id is there far more stable than vote choice. In other words, the stability 

differential is much higher there than in Britain, Canada or Sweden22. Furthermore, in 

every country but the United States, “double variability” –the simultaneous change of 

party  id  and  party  choice  between  two  panel  waves-  is  rather  frequent.  The 

explanation provided by Holmberg for the higher correlation between identification 

and vote  and  the  frequency  of  “double  variability”  in  Europe  is  that,  due  to  the 

characteristics of the electoral and party systems of Europe, citizens vote for parties –

not  for  candidates-  and  that  short-term  forces  have  more  impact  on  party 

identification because they touch parties more directly than in systems like the US, 

where the candidates are the principal actors. In this respect his view comes close to 

that of the revisionists, because he depicts party id as susceptible to change as a 

result of short-term evaluations. 

21 There were more cases of party id change with stable vote choice between two waves than vice versa.
22 In Britain, Canada and Sweden, vote choice and party id stability rates are very similar, with a small 
advantage for party id.
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The work  of  Berglund (2000)  provides  a  more  categorical  defense  of  party 

identification as a more stable characteristic than vote preference. Berglund argues 

that the main problem is not whether party identification and party choice overlap too 

much.  Indeed,  they  do  (see  Berglund  et  al.,  2006:  120-21).  That  makes  party 

identification  not  interesting  for  explaining  vote  choice  (Berglund,  2000:  44). 

Nevertheless, if it can be shown that party identification is a long-term predisposition 

and  therefore  that  it  is  qualitatively  different  from  the  vote  then  it  will  still  be 

theoretically  interesting.  The novelty  of  his  empirical  work,  compared to  those of 

Thomassen and Holmberg is that he takes into account independence and movements 

from and towards it. Using several panel waves from Norway and the Netherlands, he 

finds that party identification is more stable than party choice in both countries: the 

basic result is that increases in volatility are not matched by higher levels of change in 

party id direction (renegades23 and new independents). Moreover, he shows that the 

degree of double variability and, more important, the numbers of those who change 

party identification without changing vote choice are rather low.

5.- Data and type of analysis

The data used in the empirical part of this work comes from the British Election 

Panel  Survey conducted by the National  Centre for Social  Research24 between the 

British General Elections of 1997 and 2001. A total of eight waves were completed 

beginning with a post-electoral survey in 1997 and ending with the same kind of poll 

right after the general elections of 2001. It is a very useful dataset for the purpose of 

this work because of several reasons. First, the sample size is quite large –as much as 

2333 respondents in the last wave-. Second, it includes questions capturing party 

identification in almost every wave. Moreover, the wording of the question is very 

similar  to  that  of  the  Michigan  SRC  questionnaires.  Third,  several  of  the  wave 

questionnaires contain very interesting questions. There are some items addressing 

retrospective evaluations of the performance of the economy, of the policies of the 

government and some others. Furthermore, there are several questions concerning 

assessment of leaders’ capacities. There is also data about policy preferences of the 

individual –position in a continuum- and the preferences attributed to each party.

23 “Renegades” are those individuals who change the party they identify with between two panel waves.
24 The principal investigators were A. Heath, R. Jowell and J.K. Curtice.
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In the first part of the empirical analysis I study the relative stability of party 

identification and vote choice between the two general elections of 1997 and 2001. 

Thus I replicate the tests done by Thomassen, Holmberg and Berglund. Consequently 

I present the percentage of respondents with a stable party id and with a stable vote 

choice, first separately and afterwards in a contingency table. This has allowed me to 

assess  the  amount  of  double  variability  as  well  as  the  frequency  with  which 

asymmetric changes occur –stable party attachment with variable vote choice and 

stable vote choice with changing party identification-. Furthermore, I have elaborated 

another contingency table in the same vein as Berglund (2000: 57) so as to analyze 

with more precision the linkages in the dynamics of both party id and vote choice.

Secondly, I have run several regression analyses concerning the dynamics of 

party identification between 1997 and 2001. I have used two dependent variables, 

one addressing the question for the Labour party and the other doing the same for the 

Conservative one. In each case, the variable is a nominal one that takes different 

values according to the type of dynamic outcome that occurs between both dates. To 

give an example –fictitious-, the variable for the dynamics of Labour identification can 

take the value 1 if the individual identified with the Labour in 1997 and still does it in 

2001, the value 2 if she had no identification in 1997 and considered herself as Labour 

in 2001, and so on25. Taking into account the nature of the dependent variables –

nominal-, the kind of statistical analysis that I have carried out is a multinomial logit, 

with which I have estimated the effect of the independent variables on the probability 

of one outcome occurring relative to another one.

The  hypothesis  that  guides  both  empirical  exercises  is  that  party 

identification is a rational belief about the parties and the utility the can provide to 

the individual. I have opted for testing this hypothesis because I do not find very 

convincing the claim that party attachment is simply an affective orientation with a 

party  that  is  substantially  independent  from evaluations  of  political  events  or  the 

ideological  differences  with  the  party.  What  this  hypothesis  predicts  is  that  party 

identification exists in Europe as a separate phenomenon from vote choice26 and that 

25 See the Appendix for a detailed description of the variables of the model.
26 The rationale for the existence of party identification –cost-saving device- is tout à fait applicable to 
European settings.
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it is more stable. In what concerns the second part of the empirical work, if party id is 

indeed a Bayesian belief, then we can expect that party identification will modify as 

new  relevant  information  is  processed  by  the  individual.  Therefore,  I  expect  the 

dynamics of  party identification to  be significantly  affected by the changes in  the 

distance over issue preferences, by changes in opinions about the party leaders and 

by retrospective evaluations of the economy and other policy areas. I have also tested 

the influence of age, following Converse’s insight that the older the citizen,  ceteris 

paribus, the more difficult it is for her to develop a new party identification. Moreover, 

I have included in the equations, whenever possible, the variable strength of party 

attachment, under the intuition that the stronger it is, the more resistant to change it 

becomes.

6.- Results

a) The relative stability of party attachment and vote orientation

In the first place, I have calculated separately the percentage of respondents 

that maintained the same party identification between 1997 and 2001 and that of 

those  who  voted  for  the  same  party  in  both  elections.  This  is  something  both 

Thomassen (1976) and Holmberg (1994) do. I have used two criteria for calculating 

the amount of over-time stability. The vote stability data of  table 1 calculate the 

percentage of respondents that voted in 1997 who decided to vote for the same party 

in 2001. I have counted as non-stable those who voted in 1997 and abstained in 

2001. In what concerns party identification, I considered as stable identifiers those 

who declared to have an attachment in  1997 and kept it  in 2001.  The “variable” 

category includes those who changed their  allegiance to another party or became 

independents.  Table 2  has been elaborated with a more restrictive criterion: in the 

vote analysis, only those who voted both in 1997 and 2001 are included. Therefore, 

abstainers (in 2001) are excluded this time from the variable category. Regarding 

party attachment, I have limited the analysis to respondents who had an identification 

both in 1997 and 2001. Consequently, in table 2, the variable category refers in the 

vote part to those who changed over time their vote in favor of another party and in 

the identification domain to those who identified in 2001 with a different party than in 

1997.
GRUPO DE TRABAJO 12
Comportamiento político, información y control de los gobiernos en nuevas 
Democracias



VIII Congreso Español de Ciencia Política y de la Administración
Política para un mundo en cambio

Table 1

Vote 1997-2001 Party id 1997-2001
Stable 63,5%a 81,1%b

Variable 36,5% 18,9%
Total 100 100

a) percentage of those who voted both times for the same party, having 

voted in 1997.

Note: abstentionist in 2001 are included as variable vote 1997-2001.

b) percentage of those who kept the same party id, among those that 

had an id in 1997.

Note: those who lost their pid (new independents are included as variable 

pid 97-01.

Source: BEPS 1997-2001 data

Table 2

Vote 1997-2001 Party id 1997-2001
Stable 75,65%a 83,8%b

Variable 24,35% 16,2%
Total 100 100

a)  Percentage voting for the same party among those who voted in both 

elections

b) Percentage keeping the same party id among those who had one in 

both points in time.

Source: BEPS 1997-2001 data

We can see that in both tables  party identification appears as clearly more 

stable than vote choice, particularly in table 1. These results obtained from the UK are 

the opposite of those found by Thomassen (1976)27. It should be taken into account 

that the kind of restriction that Thomassen does is that of table 2, not of table 1. In 

any case, my results clearly diverge from his. The data in Holmberg (1994) point in 

the same direction as the results of table 1 and table 2: in Sweden, Britain (1970-74) 

and Canada, party attachment is more stable than vote choice. Nevertheless, I have 

to say that the differential is more acute in the tables I have presented than in those 

shown by Holmberg.  Curiously,  the results  of  table  2 resemble closely those that 

27 Thomassen finds that, between 1970 and 1972, vote is stable in 71,1% of cases and party id is so only 
in a 62,6% (Thomassen, 1976: 68).
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appear in Butler and Stokes (1969: 42): they find that party id is stable in 83% of 

cases and vote choice in 79%. In any case, a more appropriate test to assess the 

relative  stability  of  party  identification  and  vote  choice  is  to  calculate  conditional 

probabilities through a contingency table (see table 3 and 4). Again, two tables are 

presented, each one calculated with one of the criteria mentioned before. These tables 

provide several pieces of information: the percentage of interviewees that maintain 

vote choice as well as party identification; the degree of double variability –changes in 

both vote choice and party attachment- and the amount of those that change one 

characteristic but not the other.

The  two  main  findings  in  Thomassen  were  that  double  variability  in  the 

Netherlands was much higher than in the United States and that the percentage of 

those who change party id without modifying their vote choice was actually higher 

than vice versa. The first finding is also present in other studies (Butler and Stokes, 

1969; Holmberg, 1994). My results point in the same direction: in table 4 –the one 

with restrictions closest to those in other studies-, 10% of respondents changed both 

vote orientation and party identification between 1997 and 2001, instead of a 3% in 

the US between 1972 and 1976 (see Holmberg, 1994: 99). Even more importantly, 

changes in party identification with stable vote are less numerous than vice versa -4,8 

vs. 11,75%-. The ration is more than 2:1, in table 4. Interestingly again, this ratio is 

very close to that found by Butler and Stokes (1969: 42). Moreover, this difference 

between  both  types  of  dynamic  outcomes  is  much  larger  than  that  of  Sweden 

according to Holmberg’s data. It has to be acknowledged, though, that the ratio is 

much higher in the US than in the UK. In the former is more than 5:1.
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Table 3

Party identification

Vote Variable Stable Total

Variable 13,1 21,5 34,6

Stable 4,2 61,2 65,4

Total 17,3 82,7 100

* Conditions for considering party id as stable or variable are the 

same as in table 1.

** Conditions for considering vote as stable or variable are the 

same as in table 1.

Source: BEPS 1997-2001 data.

Table 4

PARTY 

IDENTIFICATION
VOTE Variable Stable Total

Variable 10 11,75 21,8

Stable 4,8 73,4 78,2

Total 14,8 85,7 100

* Conditions for considering party id as stable or variable are the 

same as in table 2.

** Conditions for considering vote  as stable or variable are the 

same as in table 2.

Source: BEPS 1997-2001 data

A more detailed analysis of the relative variability of both variables is shown in 

table 5. There I introduce no restrictions –therefore I include all possible dynamic 

processes-. This permits us to observe with more precision what is happening when 

either one of both variables is not stable between both points in time.
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Table 5

Party id dynamics

Vote Dynamics Stable 

partyid

changeid Stableinde

p

Newpartisan lostpartyid Total 

Stable vote 47,25a 3,1 0,3 2,15 0,6 53,3

Changed vote 7,6 6,4 0,7 1,3 0,9 16,9

Abstained 97 or 01 17,7 4,4 2,15 3,1 2,3 29,75

Total 72,5 14 3,15 6,6 3,8 100

a.- Cell percentages

Source: BEPS 1997-2001 data

This contingency table seems to indicate again that in Britain, at least for the 

1997-2001 period, party identification is a more stable characteristic of citizens than 

vote choice. Several pieces of evidence point to it.  First of all,  whereas 72,5% of 

respondents had a party identification in 1997 and kept it until 2001, only 55% of 

them voted and did it for the same party in both general elections. It could be argued 

that this is because important numbers of people abstained in any of both elections–

more than those who did not have a party id- and therefore are not counted as stable 

voters.  To  overcome  that  objection,  we  already  had  a  look  in  table  2  at  the 

percentage of stable voters over all voters –those who voted in both elections- and at 

the percentage of those with a stable party attachment over all those who had such 

an allegiance in 1997 and 2001.

Other  results  seem  to  reinforce  the  hypothesis  that  party  identification  is 

something more than short-term political preference: very importantly, looking at the 

column of stable party identifiers, one can see a pattern that seems quite compatible 

with the traditional conceptualization of party id: we find relatively high percentages 

of stable party identifiers that change their vote choice or, even more remarkably, 

that do not vote in either of the two elections (33% of stable party identifiers). This 

may indicate that party identification and vote choice are independent phenomena. 

Thus, in both two cases, deviations in the vote orientation between 1997 and 2001 did 

not question party identification. It might be said that abstention does not necessarily 
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have a political meaning. No doubt about it. But even if only a proportion of abstainers 

are  reflecting  a  change  in  political  preference,  we  can  conclude  that  a  stable 

attachment has allowed for certain deviations from stability in vote choice. Moreover, 

among those cases of stable vote and changes in party identification, we see that 

almost  half  of  them  cannot  be  considered  as  attachment  changers:  there  is  a 

substantial proportion of them who are newpartisans.

All  the evidence presented so far rejects Thomassen’s hypothesis  about the 

impossibility of distinguishing party identification and vote choice. Thus it seems that, 

at least for Great Britain in the period studied here, we cannot support the idea that 

identification and vote preference are mere reflections of the same thing, short-term 

party  preference.  Consequently,  it  would  appear  that  we  are  dealing  with  two 

separate phenomena. This conclusion warrants an examination of party identification, 

of  its  determinants,  with  the  explicit  aim of  clarifying  whether  we are  before  an 

affective orientation or, on the contrary, a rational belief about what can a citizen 

obtain from each party. That is what I plan to present in the following section.

b) The determinants of the dynamics of party identification

In  this  part  of  the  empirical  work  I  have  conducted  several  multinomial 

regression analyses in  order  to  identify  the determinants  of  the different possible 

dynamic processes that can occur over time to party identification. I have used two 

categorical  dependent variables,  one for the dynamics of  Labour identification and 

another for that of Conservative attachment. In tables 6 and 7 I present the values 

they take and the respective frequencies. The value other refers to any other possible 

process involving any party28.

28 For instante, among the other category in the dynamics of Labour identification variable we find cases 
of stable conservative loyalists, of independents that become liberal-democrats, liberal-democrats that 
become conservative. This is to say, any process that does not involve Labour as either the point of 
departure or of arrival. “Other” in the dynamics of Conservative identity has the same meaning, but with 
regards to that party.
GRUPO DE TRABAJO 12
Comportamiento político, información y control de los gobiernos en nuevas 
Democracias



VIII Congreso Español de Ciencia Política y de la Administración
Política para un mundo en cambio

Table 6.- Frequency table of dynamics of labour identification

Frequency Percentage
Stable labour id 841 36,9
Change from labour to another party 94 4,1
Change from another party to labour 129 5,7
Acquisition of labour identity 73 3,2
Labour identity lost 39 1,7
Absence of party id in 1997 and 2001 71 3,1
Other 1031 45,3
Total 2278 100

Table 7.- Frequency table of dynamics of conservative identification

Frequency Percentage
Stable conservative id 524 23
Change from conservative to another party 99 4,35
Change from another party to conservative 60 2,6
Acquisition of conservative identity 35 1,5
Conservative identity lost 24 1,05
Absence of party id in 1997 and 2001 71 3,1
Other 1465 64,3
Total 2278 100

Because of the categorical nature of the dependent variables, I have opted for a 

multinomial regression model, comparing pairs of outcomes. Nonetheless, I have not 

presented the results obtained for each pair of outcomes. Instead, I have selected 

those that I consider more relevant: for both parties I have compared the process of 

giving up a previous identification with the stability of that identification29. Also, I have 

compared the phenomena of acquiring a party attachment with the stable absence of 

any identification30. Several clusters of variables have been included: some variables 

address the change between 1997 and 2001 in the preference distances between the 

citizen and the party with regard to several relevant issues; another cluster includes 

the change in the evaluation Blair and the Conservative leader (Major in 1997, Hague 

in 2001) as Prime Ministers (prospective in the cases of Major and Hague in 1997 and 

29 I have considered both the processes of moving from identification to independence and that of moving 
from an id to another different allegiance.
30 I mean by acquisition of an identification both the cases of moving from independence to attachment to 
a certain party and that of changing from one party to another (the alter being the one for which I study 
the dynamics).
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2001; prospective in the case of Blair in 1997 and retrospective for Blair in 2001); 

third,  I  have  introduced  several  items  referring  to  performance  assessments:  the 

NHS, the educational system and the evolution of the economy; finally I have included 

a  variable  about  age  and  –in  some  models-  another  about  the  strength  of 

identification in 1997.

It  could  be argued that several  of  the independent  variables  of  the models 

suffer  from  endogeneity  problems.  It  could  be  said,  in  fact,  that  opinions  about 

leaders or about policy performances are systematically affected by previous party 

allegiances (Campbell et al., 1960). Also, it could be denounced that the subjectively 

perceived distance between party and citizen is substantially influenced by projection 

effects: she tends to perceive the party she is attached to as closer than what it really 

is.  That  is  why  I  have,  whenever  it  has  been  possible,  calculated  the  difference 

between the evaluation in 2001 and that of 1997 or the difference in the distance in 

2001 and 1997. The logic of  this variable construction is that calculating changes 

cancels out the potential effect of previous predispositions on present evaluations. I 

have been able to construct independent variables this way for policy distances and 

also for the opinions about Labour and Conservative leaders as Prime Ministers. 

Tables 8 and 10 report  the results  for  the impact of  the variables  on the 

relative probability of giving up a party identification –in favor of independence or 

another  party-  instead  of  keeping  it.  In  what  concerns  table  8,  I  expect  the 

coefficients  indicating  change  in  distance  with  respect  to  the  Labour  party  to  be 

positive and those with regard to the Conservative one to be negative. The rationale is 

that increases in the distance over issue preferences with the party the citizen was 

identified with increase the probability that this party ceases to be the closest one and 

therefore favors the loss of the identification. Conversely, in what concerns distance 

with the Conservative party  I  expect  the  opposite  signs,  negative,  for  this  would 

reflect the idea that the more distant the other main party, the more likely it is that 

the  party  –Labour  in  this  case-  remains  the  closest  one.  With  respect  to  leader 

evaluations, I hypothesize that the change between 1997 and 2001 in the assessment 

of Blair as Prime Minister will have a negative coefficient and that of the Conservative 

Leader  a  positive  one.  Referring  to  the  evaluations  of  the  evolution  of  NHS and 

educational standards in the last year –measured in 2001-, the theory would predict 
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that  they  be  positive  for  the  dummies  than  indicate  that  those  standards  have 

worsened and positive for the others. The reason is that the better we judge the 

performance of a party, the less likely it is that it stops being the one we think is the 

best  for  us  in  the  long  run.  Moving  to  economic  evaluation,  I  expect  last-year 

retrospective judgment of the evolution of the economy to have a positive sign31: the 

worse the assessment, more probable it is that the citizen moves to independence or 

begins to feel attached to another party. Moreover, I guess the coefficients of the 

prospective economic assessments in case of  Labour or Conservative victories will 

have a positive and a negative sign respectively: the worse the economic expectation 

in case of Labour triumph, the higher the likeliness of loosing a Labour identification 

and vice  versa  with  regard  to  the  expectation  if  the  Conservatives  came to  win. 

Moving to table 10, due to the fact that now the dependent variable are processes of 

change or stability in Conservative identitity, my hypotheses about the sign of the 

coefficients are just the opposite of those for table 8.

31 Higher values of the “Retrosp Econ Situat” indicate worse judgments.
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Table  8.- Multinomial  logit.  The  determinants  of  the  dynamics  of  Labour 

identification (i)

Dependent Variable: Dynamics of labour 
identification
From Lab to other party vs. 
Lab stable

Lab id lost vs Lab stable

Coefficient Coefficient
dist job Labour 0.1* -0.11*
dist job Cons -0.07 0.02
dist equality Labour 0.12** 0.1
dist equality Cons 0.05 -0.31***
dist EUnion Labour -0.03 0.19***
dist Eunion Cons -0.01 -0.1
dist Privatiz Labour 0 0.19***
dist Privatiz Cons 0.01 -0.04

Blair as PM -0.56** -0.62
Cons. Leader as PM 0.03 -0.61*

NHS standard better -0.48 -0.2
NHS standard worse 0.69 0.01
Educ standard better 0.63 -0.07
Educ standard worse 0.86** -0.31
Retrosp Econ Situat -0.16 0.11
Prospec Econ Labour 0.89*** 1.03**
Propec Econ Conserv -0.54*** -0.58*

Age -0.01 -0.03
Strenght party id 97 -0.66** -1.63***
Intercep -2.09* -1.76

Pseudo-R2 .27 .27
N 1509 1509

***: p<0.01  **:p<0.05  *:p<0.1
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Table 10.- Multinomial logit. Determinants of the dynamics of Conservative 

identification (i)

Dependent Variable: Dynamics of Conservative 

identification
From Cons to other party vs. 

Cons stable

Cons id lost vs Cons stable

Coefficient Coefficient
dist job Labour -0.03 -0.18
dist job Cons 0.07 0.22**
dist equality Labour 0.04 0.19
dist equality Cons -0.02 -0.19
dist EUnion Labour -0.14*** -0.19**
dist Eunion Cons 0.09 -0.23***
dist Privatiz Labour 0.14** 0.23**
dist Privatiz Cons -0.06 0.17**

Blair as PM 0.21 0.61
Cons. Leader as PM -0.56*** -1.09

NHS standard better 0.14 -30.44***
NHS standard worse -0.66 2.09***
Educ standard better 0 0.65
Educ standard worse 0.12 0.84
Retrosp Econ Situat -0.09 -0.03
Prospec Econ Labour -1.05*** 0.74
Propec Econ Conserv 1.09*** 0.98**

Age -0.01 -0.05***
Strenght party id 97 -0.88*** -1.24**
Intercep -0.28 -7.41***

Pseudo-R2 .32 .32
N 1509 1509

***: p<0.01  **:p<0.05  *:p<0.1

Both in table 8 and 10, several coefficients for changes in distances in the issue 

preference turn out to be statistically significant. Most of them, moreover, present the 

correct signs. Those that show a sign opposite to the hypothesized one are “Dist job 

labour” in the second column of table 8; “Dist provatiz Labour” in the first column of 

table 10; “Dist EUnion Cons” en la segunda columna de la table 10 y “Dist privatiz 

Labour” also in the second column of table 10. At the same time, it should be noted 

that no single item related to changes in distances performs much better or much 

poorly than the others. There is no single issue that is never significant nor any other 

that is so always. Changes in the evaluation of leaders, in turn, show in all cases but 

one the expected sign, and they are statistically significant in three of them. However, 
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one  of  these  significant  coefficients  -that  of  the  change  in  the  evaluation  of  the 

conservative leader for the pair of outcomes Labour id lost vs. Stable Labour- has 

opposite  sign  of  what  was  hypothesized:  the  result  indicates  that  the  better  the 

opinion about Hague as PM relative to that about Major, the less probability that the 

citizen loses a Labour identity instead of keeping it.

The variables addressing retrospective evaluations perform more poorly. Among 

the  eight  coefficients  for  the  assessments  of  change  in  the  NHS and educational 

standards,  only  three  are  distinguishable  from  zero,  and  one  of  them  has  an 

unexpected sign. Moreover, the variable of retrospective appraisal of the evolution of 

the  economy  in  the  last  year  “retrosp  econ  situate”  is  never  significant.  A  very 

different  picture  comes  out  from the  look  at  the  impact  of  prospective  economic 

performance by party. In all but one cases the coefficient has the correct sign and is 

statistically significant. The age variable, in turn, has always the sign hypothesized –

the older the individual,  the more prone to attachment stability- but only once it 

becomes distinguishable from zero: the older the citizen, the less likely it is to lose a 

conservative identification instead of keeping it. In what concerns the strength of the 

identification in 1997, it has always the expected sign and is significant in every case: 

the stronger the attachment in 1997, the less probability there is that the individual 

changes it for another or becomes independent.

Tables 9 and 11 present the estimated effect of the same variables –except 

for strength of party identification- on the probability that the individual identifies with 

the  party  of  interest   –Labour  or  Conservative-  in  2001  having  declared  herself 

independent or attached to another party in 1997 compared to those who are stable 

independents. In what concerns table 9, the hypothesis predicts that the coefficients 

for the change in the distances in issue preferences with respect to Labour party be 

negative and those for the distances with the Conservatives be positive: decreases in 

the distance with Labour would increase the probability of having it in 2001 compared 

to  stable  independents,  and  conversely,  decreases  in  the  distance  with  the 

Conservatives would reduce that probability. In the same table, I expect positive signs 

for the changes in the evaluation of Blair and negative for those of the Conservative 

leader. I also expect positive coefficients for the dummy variables that indicate that 

the NHS and or the educational system has increased its standards and the contrary 
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for  those  that  capture  a  negative  opinion  about  the  evolution  of  both  standards. 

Positive should be the effect of the retrospective evaluation of the general economic 

conditions as well. With regard to the prospective appraisals of the economy I predict 

that  the  variable  for  the  case  of  Labour  victory  will  be  negative  and  that  for  a 

Conservative triumph, positive. The age variable, with the same rationale mentioned 

earlier, should have a negative coefficient.
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Table  9.- Multinomial  logit.  The  determinants  of  the  dynamics  of  Labour 

identification (ii)

Dependent Variable: Dynamics of labour 

identification
From other id to lab vs. stable 

independ

From indep to Lab vs. Stable 

indep
Coefficient Coefficient

dist job Labour 0.04 0.17*
dist job Cons 0.16** 0.17**
dist equality Labour -0.17** -0.2**
dist equality Cons -0.17** -0.25***
dist EUnion Labour 0.02 0.07
dist Eunion Cons 0.09 0.02
dist Privatiz Labour -0.06 -0.19**
dist Privatiz Cons -0.06 -0.01

Blair as PM 0.03 0.34
Cons. Leader as PM -0.65** -0.34

NHS standard better 0.63 1.01
NHS standard worse 0.49 0.34
Educ standard better 1.29** 1.23*
Educ standard worse -0.38 0.11
Retrosp Econ Situat -0.18 0.05
Prospec Econ Labour -0.56* -0.92***
Propec Econ Conserv 0.87*** 1.01

Age 0.01 0.01
Intercep -0.97 -1.52

Pseudo-R2 .23 .23
N 1584 1584

***: p<0.01  **:p<0.05  *:p<0.1

Table 11.- Multinomial logit. Determinants of the dynamics of Conservative 

identification (ii)

Dependent Variable: Dynamics of Conservative 

identification
From other id to Cons vs. stable 

indep

From indep to Cons vs. Stable 

indep
Coefficient Coefficient

Dist job Labour 0.2** 0.16*
Dist job Cons -0.01 0.11*
Dist equality Labour -0.05 -0.13
Dist equality Cons -0.2** -0.08
Dist EUnion Labour 0.1 0.15*
Dist Eunion Cons 0.04 0.15
Dist Privatiz Labour -0.19** -0.1
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Dist Privatiz Cons 0.09 -0.12

Blair as PM -0.39 0.03
Cons. Leader as PM 0.17 -0.12

NHS standard better -0.7 -1.07
NHS standard worse 0.37 0.27
Educ standard better 1.35* -3.24***
Educ standard worse 0.61 0.94
Retrosp Econ Situat -0.61 0.14
Prospec Econ Labour 0.58* 0.2
Propec Econ Conserv 0.18 0.38

Age 0.03 0.03**
Intercep -2.56 -4.4***

Pseudo-R2 .28 .28
N 1584 1584

***: p<0.01  **:p<0.05  *:p<0.1
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The regression results presented in tables 9 and 11 show again that changes in 

distances in issue preferences have quite often an effect in the probability of moving 

from independence  to  identification  with  one  party  or  from one party  to  another 

relative to staying independent. On the whole, 14 coefficients of those variables go 

beyond the threshold of significance. Among them, 10 present the correct sign. It 

seems thus that changes in the distance between the preferences of the citizens and 

those  of  the  parties  are  an  important  factor  in  these  kind  of  dynamics  of  party 

attachment. The changes in the opinions about the leaders do not appear to have any 

effect. We could have expected that positive assessments of the leader of a party 

could  promote  the  emergence  of  identification  of  that  party,  especially  when  the 

citizen is previously independent. The data do not confirm this.

In  what  concerns  retrospective  evaluations  of  both  health  and  educational 

services I have found that opinions about the NHS seem to be irrelevant. This is not 

the case, however, with regard to education: declaring that the educational system 

has  improved  its  standards  increases  the  probability  of  acquiring  a  Labour 

identification,  no  matter  whether  the  respondent  was  previously  independent  or 

identifier  of  another  party.  Also,  those  that  have  that  opinion  are  less  prone  to 

developing a conservative identity than remaining as independents. Nevertheless, the 

coefficient when the pair of outcomes is from other party to the Conservatives versus 

staying  independent  has  not  the  expected  coefficient.  Besides  that,  retrospective 

appraisals of the recent –last year’s- evolution of the economy are no relevant at all. 

On the contrary, opinions about the future developments of the economy in case of 

victory of one party or the other affect significantly the relative probabilities in several 

cases.  The expectation about  the performance  of  the  economy in  case  of  Labour 

success seems to be particularly relevant. Concerning age, it is only significant in one 

case, but it has the opposite sign of what was expected: the older the citizen the 

higher the probability that she is going to develop a Conservative identification instead 

or remaining independent.

7.- Conclusions

Party  identification  is  one  of  the  most  successful  concepts  in  the  field  of 

electoral behavior. Since the 1950s it is frequently used in predictive equations of 
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electoral behavior. However, there is not yet a consensus over the most adequate 

theoretical definition for it. Two alternative propositions appear: the one originated in 

the  Michigan  school  and  that  proposed  later  by  Fiorina  and  Achen.  Moreover, 

European political scientists are still debating about the applicability of the concept of 

party identification to European political systems.

The  analyses  conducted  here,  in  what  concerns  the  second  debate,  clearly 

suggest that party identification has an autonomous entity from vote choice. They 

cannot be conflated because party attachment is more stable than vote preference. It 

is true, however, that double variability is higher than in the United States, indicating 

maybe that considerations that affect vote choice influence party identification more 

often in Europe than in the United States.

Regarding  the  discussion  about  party  id  as  psychological  predisposition  or 

Bayesian belief, our results show how the experiences with parties and leaders have 

sometimes a significant impact on the probability of certain dynamic processes instead 

of the others. The variables that seem to be more relevant are the changes in the 

distances over  issue preferences.  The evaluation of  leaders  appears  as  somewhat 

important. However, the retrospective evaluations of the economy or the performance 

of  government  in  health  and education  present  very  poor  results.  They  are  very 

seldom significant. This is most curious, because these were the kind of variables that 

were  suspect  of  endogeneity  problems,  and  thus  we  could  expect  them  to  be 

statistically  significant  precisely  because  of  this.  Nonetheless,  the  prospective 

judgments about the economy in case of Labour victory or a Conservative one show 

frequently significant coefficients, and these variables are also suspect of endogeneity 

problems. On the whole, it seems that the dynamics of party identification is affected 

by certain political factors, particularly preference closeness.

This work could be enhanced with the extension of the empirical analyses to 

panel data from other countries. To my knowledge, there are available data for the 

Netherlands, Sweden and Norway, at least. This enlargement could provide a broader 

view of the dynamic of party identification, of its linkage with vote preference and the 

degree to which it is modified by political experiences. Moreover, conducting a panel 
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type statistical analysis could provide a more elegant view of the effect of time and 

changes in other variables on party identification.

8.- Appendix

Table 12.- Description of variables employed in the multinomial regression 

analysis

Variable name Variable label Min 
value

Max 
value

Dynamic labour id Dynamics of labour identification (1997-2001) 1 7
Dynamic conservative id Dynamics of Conservative identification (1997-2001) 1 7
Dist job Labour Change in the distance between respondent and  the labour party 

over employment and inflation (1997-2001)
-10 10

Dist job Cons Change in the distance between respondent and  the conservative 
party over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Dist equality Lab Change in the distance between respondent and  the labour party 
over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Dist equalit Cons Change in the distance between respondent and  the conservative 
party over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Dist EUnion Lab Change in the distance between respondent and  the labour party 
over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Dist EUnion Con Change in the distance between respondent and  the conservative 
party over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Dist Privat Lab Change in the distance between respondent and  the labour party 
over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Dist Privat Cons Change in the distance between respondent and  the conservative 
party over employment and inflation (1997-2001)

-10 10

Blair as PM Change in opinion (1997-2001); evaluation of Blair as Prime 
Minister

-3 3

Conservative Leader as PM Change in opinion (1997-2001) in the evaluation of how good 
would be the conservative leader as PM (Major in 1997 and Hague 
in 2001)

-3 3

NHS standard better Dummy variable: the NHS standard has improved (2001) 0 1
NHS standard worse Dummy variable: the NHS standard has worsened (2001) 0 1
Educ standard better Dummy variable: the educational  standard has improved (2001) 0 1
Educ standard worse Dummy variable: the educational standard has worsened (2001) 0 1
Retrosp Econ Situat Opinion about evolution of the general economic conditions in the 

last year (1=A lot better) (2001)
1 5

Prospec Econ Labour Opinion about future general economic conditions in case of 
Labour victory  (1=A lot better) (2001)

1 5

Propec Econ Conserv Opinion about future general economic conditions in case of 
Conservative victory (1=A lot better) (2001)

1 5

Age Age of the respondent 1 96
Strenght party id 97 Strenght of party identification as measured in 1997 (3=very 

strong)
1 3
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