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Abstract 

While party membership figures are clearly in decline in several Western countries, different 

interpretations have been offered on the likely consequences of this trend. Some authors stress 

that members have lost most of their importance for political parties that increasingly rely on 

professionalized campaign techniques. Other scholars have expressed concern about the decline 

of party membership. They emphasize the fact that party members continue to function as an 

important linkage mechanism providing a structural alignment between the party and society (and 

thus also to potential voters). By means of an election forecasting model for Belgium, we test 

whether party membership figures still can be related to election results. Results show that party 

membership has a strong effect on election results, and furthermore, that this relation does not 

weaken during the period under investigation (1981-2010). The analysis also demonstrates that 

forecasting models can also be used in a complex multiparty system like Belgium. 
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S U M M A R Y 

Introduction 

In almost all Western democracies, political parties are rapidly losing members (Mair and van 

Biezen 2001; Whiteley 2011). The statistical evidence suggests that the phenomenon can be 

documented in most countries, while the various party families all seem to be equally affected 

(Dalton et al. 2000). The decline, furthermore, does not remain limited to passive membership 

but is also clearly present among the formerly active party members (Heidar and Saglie 2003; 

Whiteley 2009). While all the statistical evidence suggests that there is indeed an erosion of party 

membership, there is an ongoing debate within the academic literature about the likely 

consequences of this trend. Some authors assume that this trend is just another indication for the  

structural evolution toward a cartel party or a professional-electoral party. Other authors, 

however, are concerned about the possible consequences of this trend, and they argue that a solid 

membership basis remains an important linkage mechanism for political parties (Scarrow 1996; 

Whiteley 2009). This latter claim, however, often remains unsubstantiated. Whiteley (2009: 254), 

e.g., notes that the percentage of the population that is a member of a political party, is positively 

correlated with government effectiveness in that country. The study, however, does not detail a 

causal mechanism that could help us explain this relation. 

In this article, we propose a much more direct test of the linkage argument. If members really 

present an important social anchorage element for political parties, one should observe a close 

relation between membership trends and electoral outcomes. In that case, the fewer members a 

political party has, the less likely it is that a political party will be able to reach out to society and 

gain votes. If, on the other hand, the professionalization thesis would be correct, we should 
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observe that membership figures lose their predictive power with regard to election results. In 

that case, parties increasingly rely on marketing strategies, professional and personalized election 

campaigns to mobilize voters, and they are no longer in need of having access to a large body of 

party members and supporters. 

In order to test the impact of party membership on electoral outcomes, we will rely on the 

relatively new technique of election forecasting, that, as far as we know, never has been used for 

this purpose (Lewis-Beck 2005; Lebo and Norpoth 2011). More specifically, we will use the case 

of Belgian political parties in this article, first, because Belgium is a rather mainstream European 

country with regard to membership rates and electoral volatility, and second, because for Belgian 

political parties, we have access to three decades of time series on party membership and 

electoral results, and these time series data are essential if we want to use election forecasting as a 

technique. 

In the remainder of this article, we first briefly review the literature on the importance of party 

membership as a linkage mechanism. Subsequently we explain data and methods, where we 

clarify in more detail the still new method of election forecasting. After presenting the results of 

the analysis, we reflect on the relevance of our findings for the debate about the role of party 

members in contemporary political parties. 

 

Do political parties still need members? 

The observation that political parties tend to lose members rapidly, must be considered against 

the background of a structural transformation of political parties in Western democracies. 

Political parties evolve toward a more professionalized political organization, that is aimed 



 
4 

primarily at winning elections and securing elected office. This evolution has been described in 

terms of a cartel party (Katz and Mair 1995, 2009) but also as a trend toward professional-

electoral parties (Panebianco 1988). Although there is a persistent debate within the literature 

about the exact characteristics and consequences of this transformation, most authors agree on the 

fact that political parties gradually move closer to the state apparatus, as parties increasingly 

become dependent on government resources for their day to day functioning. They are therefore 

less dependent on their membership base than in more traditional mass-membership political 

parties. This process also leads to changes within the party organization, as professionals gain 

influence within the party, and the role of volunteers, militants and party members is strongly 

reduced. This trend toward professional-electoral parties, or cartel parties, in the long run might 

even strengthen the structural position of political parties as the parties can consolidate their 

position as power brokers within the political system. Most authors working in this line of the 

literature therefore do not treat the decline of membership figures as something that is inherently 

problematical. In the past political parties developed new organizational forms in order to 

respond to structural changes in society, and it is assumed that the current changes can also be 

regarded as rather functional for the long-term survival of political parties. With regard to 

electoral outcomes, the assumption is that highly professionalized and centralized campaigns can 

be just as effective as traditional grass-roots based campaigning (Farrell 1996). Even if parties 

tend to lose members, new campaign techniques would still enable them to reach out to new 

voters and to win elections. 

 

Rather in contrast with this assumption is the position taken by a number of authors, highlighting 

the continued importance of grassroots membership for the functioning and the legitimacy of 

political parties (Scarrow 1996; Whiteley 2011). According to these authors, members remain an 
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important resource for political parties, with regard to internal decision-making, electoral 

campaigns and by providing a structural linkage mechanism to society in general (Spier and von 

Alemann 2008).  

 

(…) 

Forecasting model 

 

Estimation 

Having found a macro-economic indicator that is significantly related to the election scores of 

incumbent parties and having established that membership is a good predictor for parties’ vote 

shares, we now proceed with the forecasting model, that takes the form: 

 Vote Share Incumbent Parties = M + (GDP x PM) + error                                   [Eq. 2] 

Where M is the percentage of party members for a particular party on the total number of party 

members within Flanders one year before the election. GDP is the seasonally adjusted GDP 

growth rate from the fourth quarter before the election quarter. PM is a dummy for the position of 

a party within government. Its value is 2 for the party of the prime minister and 1 otherwise. The 

vote shares of incumbent parties in the 1981 to 2010 elections were used for developing the 

model.  

In a next step we estimate the model by means of an ordinary least squares regression. The 

estimates for the coefficients of the variables in the regression are then used to create the 

forecasting equation. The model for forecasting the electoral results of the incumbent parties is:  

Vote Share Incumbent Parties =   2.324    + .475 M***  + 5.063 (GDP*PM)***      [ Eq. 3] 
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                                                         (1.240)      (6.047)              (4.241) 

Adj. r² = 0.813; SEE = 3.103; D-W = 2.018; N = 26; MAE = 2.480 

 
The numbers between parentheses are t-ratios. Sign.: ***=< 0.001; **=<0.01; *= <0.05 (one-tailed test) 

 

Based on the results of Equation 3, we now can predict for every one of our 26 observations the 

vote share of that party (Table 6). In the last column we include standardized residuals, as can be 

noted one prediction lies more than two standard deviations outside the expected value. The 

predictions of the Socialist result of 2003 can thus be considered as an outlier. 
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Table 6. Forecasting Electoral Results of Incumbent Parties 

Date Party Predicted Result (1)–(2) Error Standardized 

residuals 

8 Nov 1981 Chr.Dem.   32.55 32.00 0.55 0.18 

8 Nov 1981 Socialists 24.43 20.60 3.83 1.29 

13 Oct 1985 Chr.Dem. 29.20 34.60 -5.40 -1.82 

13 Oct 1985 Liberals 18.41 17.30 1.11 0.37 

13 Dec 1987 Chr.Dem. 26.36 31.40 -5.04 -1.69 

13 Dec 1987 Liberals 15.64 18.50 -2.86 -0.96 

24 Nov 1991 Chr.Dem. 28.62 26.90 1.72 0.58 

24 Nov 1991 Socialists     19.47 19.40 0.07 0.02 

24 Nov 1991 Nationalists       12.01 9.30 2.71 0.91 

21 May 1995 Chr.Dem. 28.37 27.30 1.07 0.36 

21 May 1995 Socialists 18.78 19.90 -1.12 -0.38 

13 Jun 1999 Chr.Dem.     23.84 22.20 1.64 0.55 

13 Jun 1999 Socialists      16.52 15.10 1.42 0.48 

18 May 2003 Liberals 20.76 24.20 -3.44 -1.16 

18 May 2003 Socialists   17.36 23.53 -6.17 -2.07 

18 May 2003 Greens  5.81 3.85 1.96 0.66 

29 Jun 2004 Liberals   19.76 19.80 -0.04 -0.01 

29 Jun 2004 Socialists   16.35 19.70 -3.35 -1.12 

29 Jun 2004 Greens 5.46 7.60 -2.14 -0.72 

10 Jun 2007 Liberals     21.35 18.80 2.55 0.86 

10 Jun 2007 Socialists   17.73 16.30 1.43 0.48 

7 Jun 2009 Chr.Dem.   27.09 22.90 4.19 1.41 

7 Jun 2009 Liberals     20.15 22.90 -2.75 -0.93 

7 Jun 2009 Socialists     17.64 15.30 2.34 0.79 

13 Jun 2010 Chr.Dem.     19.52 17.30 2.22 0.74 

13 Jun 2010 Liberals    16.97 13.60 3.37 1.13 

Entries are the result of the regression model in Eq. 3. First: election, second column: political party, third: predicted 

result, fourth column: real election result (source: Ministry of the Interior); next column: difference between 

predicted and observed result, all in per cent of the vote, last column: standardized residual. 
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Although the model is based on only two independent variables, the predictions fare quite well. 

The percentage of party members belonging to a certain party informs us quite strongly about the 

likely election results of a political party in the subsequent year. Economic indicators, too, prove 

to have a significant effect on electoral results for incumbent parties, but that effect is clearly 

weaker than the information about the number of party members. The information on these two 

variables is sufficient to arrive at predictions with a mean absolute error of 2.480, which can be 

considered as very convincing. 

(…) 

Nevertheless, we do believe that this approach also has a number of merits. Thus far, election 

forecasting models were dependent on election polls to operationalize the popularity of a political 

party. The current tests suggests that party membership figures are equally appropriate as a test 

for the popularity of a party. Theoretically, this is highly relevant as it indeed suggests that the 

loss of members can be equated with a loss of popularity for a political party. Again, this drives 

home the point that members do remain crucially important for political parties. Furthermore, this 

approach can help us to solve one of the weak points of the forecasting approach, i.e., that 

election polls are used to predict election results. If reliable party membership figures are 

available, these can be easily integrated  in the forecasting models. As such, these findings also 

strengthen the theoretical assumptions of the use of election forecasting models. 


