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Abstract 

 

Non-institutionalised forms of political participation are on the rise in Western societies, but 

thus far, we do not know all that much about their effectiveness. In this article we report on 

the perceived efficacy of non-institutionalised forms of political participation, among both 

citizens and Members of Parliament. We draw on data of the ‘PartiRep’ (Participation and 

Representation) project, including both population data (in Belgium) and a comparative 

survey among Members of Parliament in Belgium and seven other European countries. The 

results show that both citizens and politicians still perceive voting as the most effective form 

of political participation. Consumer boycotts and illegal activities, on the other hand, were 

considered to be least effective. There is a rather large gap between politicians and citizens, 

however, with regard to the perceived effectiveness of contacting politicians and signing 

petitions. This mismatch between the perceptions of citizens and professional politicians 

might have important consequences for the legitimacy of the political decision-making 

process. 

 

Keywords: Political participation, effectiveness, Europe, Members of Parliament, PartiRep 

survey 

 

 

 

 

 



S U M M A R Y 

 

1. Introduction 

 

During the past decades, the political participation repertoire of citizens in Western 

democracies has expanded considerably. Much more frequently than in the past, citizens now 

use various forms of non-electoral or non-institutionalised participation to try to get their 

voices heard in the political decision-making process (Henn & Foard, 2012; Hustinx, Meijs, 

Handy & Cnaan, 2012). More people than ever before take part in demonstrations, and the 

background characteristics of protesters gradually have become mainstreamed (Norris, 

Walgrave & Van Aelst, 2005). For petitions and other forms of non-institutionalised 

participation, the same trend can be observed (Marien, Hooghe & Quintelier, 2010). It has 

even been demonstrated that various acts of political consumerism (both buying and 

boycotting products and services for ethical or political reasons), have become a fixed 

element of the political participation repertoire of citizens (Micheletti, 2004), while Internet 

activism too has become an important element of the action repertoire of especially young 

citizens (Oser, Hooghe & Marien, 2013; Lynch, 2011). 

 

The rise of these non-institutionalised forms of participation by itself usually is seen as an 

indicator that democratic involvement of citizens is on the rise, despite the fact that electoral 

turnout and party membership rates are declining in most Western societies. Theoretically this 

is an important consideration, since it already implies that the observed decline in 

institutionalised or electoral participation should not be equated with a general trend towards 

political apathy (Furlong & Cartmel, 2012). If citizens of Western societies indeed would 

show a tendency to withdraw into their own personal private sphere, without paying too much 

attention to what goes on in their communities, they would not be inclined either to participate 

in non-institutionalised methods of participation. However, the ways in which people become 

politically involved has changed. While in the past political parties might have been a 

preferred mechanism to get information across about one’s preferences and interests, 

increasingly citizens have the feeling that parties no longer adequately fulfil this function 

(Fox, 2009). We also know that non-institutionalised forms of participation are not just the 

method preferred by ‘the happy few’. The gender gap that was traditionally observed with 

regard to institutionalised political participation, such as political party membership, has all 

but disappeared with regard to these emerging forms of participation, and in some cases, the 

gap has even been reversed, with higher participation levels for women than for men (Stolle 



& Hooghe, 2011). Non-institutionalised forms of participation have also been shown to be 

able to attract younger persons, while these younger age cohorts have become less inclined to 

engage in political parties and in electoral politics. Only with regard to educational 

stratification, however, problems do persist: both for institutionalised as for non-

institutionalised participation, those with high education levels are much more active in 

politics than those with low education credentials, and this implies that this elite group has 

more possibilities to get its preferences across to the political system than the rest of the 

population (Marien, Hooghe & Quintelier, 2010). In sum, there are a variety of ways for 

contemporary citizens to participate in the political decision-making process and a diverse set 

of people takes up this opportunity.  

 

However, some authors have also pointed at negative consequences of this expansion of 

political participation repertoires. These newer forms of participation are often seen as less 

demanding and more individual which could lead to the expression of ill-considered and 

predominantly self-interested demands (Esaiasson, 2010). Moreover, Van Deth (2003; 2009) 

has formulated the argument that stretching the definition of participation in order to include 

all forms of non-institutionalised participation leads to the risk that the label loses its 

meaning, and that almost all forms of involvement can be considered to be political. Another 

related problem is the question whether non-institutionalised forms of participation actually 

succeed in providing a linkage mechanism between citizens and the political system. This 

linkage would require that citizens can use these forms a) to get information across to 

politicians about their preferences and demands, and b) that they can also exert pressure on 

those political decision-makers to take these preferences into account (Verba, Schlozman & 

Brady, 1995). If there is a ‘democratic deficit’ in contemporary societies, as Norris (2011) has 

argued, this might be due not to the fact that citizens opt out of politics but that they 

increasingly opt for forms of political participation that do not allow them to establish an 

effective linkage with the political system.  

 

Therefore, the aim of this article is to investigate the quality and effectiveness of the linkage 

mechanism that is provided by non-institutionalised forms of political participation in 

comparison with institutionalised forms of participation. Which forms of participation do 

citizens perceive as effective in influencing political decisions? And how effective do 

professional politicians assess various forms of institutionalised and non-institutionalised 

participation? In this article, we first briefly review the literature on non-institutionalised 



participation acts. Subsequently we present the data, and we present the results of the research 

among citizens and among Members of Parliament. We close with some observations on the 

effect non-institutionalised participation could have on the linkage between citizens and the 

political system. 

 

(...) 

 

 

 

3. Results: Population (Belgium) 

 

First, we investigate what citizens themselves consider to be effective forms of political 

participation. In the 2009 PartiRep Election Survey, respondents were asked to rate the 

effectiveness of twelve different political participation acts, on a 1 to 7 scale. The text of the 

question was: “Citizens can do different things in order to try to have an impact on political 

decisions. Could you rate the following acts on how effective they are in order to influence 

political decisions?” This question clearly tries to tap the instrumental function of political 

participation: does participation have an impact? 

 

The results show clearly that taking part in elections is still considered to be the most effective 

form of political participation (Table 1). Despite the fact that participation repertoires have 

expanded considerably, and despite the importance of non-electoral forms of political 

participation, Belgian citizens still consider taking part in elections as the single most 

effective form of political participation they have access to. Various social-movement 

oriented forms of participation, however, follow quite closely, and they obtain high levels of 

perceived effectiveness. Discussions on the Internet, and taking part in illegal activities, on 

the other hand, clearly are not seen as effective at all. It can also be noted that writing a letter 

is still considered to be slightly more effective than writing an e-mail to a politician.  

 

Further, we investigate whether there are differences between various groups in their opinions 

on the effectiveness of these activities. Previous research has shown substantial differences in 

the political participation of men and women (Burns, Schlozman & Verba 2001). Therefore, 

in Table 1 we look into the perceptions of men and women separately to investigate whether 

these groups have different opinions about the effectiveness of the various forms of 

participation. The results show that gender differences in perceived effectiveness of 



participation acts remain very limited, although it has to be noted that in general women have 

a slightly more optimistic view on the effectiveness of participation acts than men. Comparing 

the two language communities of Belgium, one notices that French-speaking respondents 

expect more from demonstrations and boycott campaigns, while the Dutch-speaking 

respondents believe more strongly in the effect of joining a political party. This might be 

related to a preference for a more confrontational participation repertoire in the French-

speaking community of the country (Norris, Walgrave & Van Aelst, 2005). 

 

The results in Table 1 also show that the respondents who are engaged in various forms of 

non-institutionalised political participation believe quite strongly in the effectiveness of these 

acts. Activities such as demonstrations, boycotts or illegal acts are seen as an ineffective way 

to influence political decisions by the general population, however, participants in these 

activities do perceive these activities as highly effective. There is a strong relation between 

the perceived effectiveness of non-institutionalised participation, and taking part in these 

participation acts. This strong relation suggests that this kind of participation is not just based 

on expressive motivations, but also should be related to instrumental motivations. However, 

we are unable to demonstrate this causal claim. It might also be that the experience of the 

participants in these activities makes them believe these activities are effective ways of 

influencing political decisions.  

 

If we, furthermore, compare the scores of those who are actively involved in non-

institutionalised forms of participation, and those who are not, we can observe that active 

citizens in general are much more optimistic about the effectiveness of participation acts than 

those who are not engaged. Self-evidently, non-institutionalised participation was measured 

here with exactly the same items as in the battery on perceived effectiveness. This optimistic 

assessment, however, is being applied to every form of participation, including the 

institutionalised acts, so that the ranking of the various acts does not differ between those who 

participate and those who do not. Even among those who are very actively involved in non-

institutionalised forms of political participation, it does remain clear that taking part in 

elections is considered as the most effective form of political participation. The assumption 

that non-institutionalised forms of participation are being preferred by citizens who no longer 

believe in the potential of the electoral process, therefore, is clearly not supported by the 

results of this survey. Respondents that were not engaged in either non-institutionalised or  



institutionalised forms of participation gave the lowest effectiveness scores (42.8% of the 

sample).  

 

(...) 

 

4. Results: Members of Parliament (Belgium) 

 

The unique design of the PartiRep surveys enables us to compare the opinions of citizens with 

the opinions of Members of Parliament. In Belgium both surveys were conducted with exactly 

the same measurement scale (See Appendix for question wording).
 
Only ‘supporting a good 

cause’ was not included in the survey to MPs, and therefore this item was left out of the 

comparison. In Table 3 the results of the Belgian Members of Parliament and citizens are 

outlined. If we compare the attitudes of citizens and politicians, the first thing to be noticed is 

that Members of Parliament in general give much higher scores to the effectiveness of 

participation acts than citizens do. Apparently politicians do believe in the fact that citizens 

have quite some possibilities available to influence political decision-making. The ranking, on 

the other hand, to a large extent overlaps. Both citizens and Members of Parliament seem to 

agree with the fact that taking part in elections is by far the most effective manner to influence 

decision making. They also seem to agree on the fact that Internet discussion and illegal 

protests do not contribute all that much to political decision-making.  

 

There are, however, also some highly interesting differences between both rankings. 

Politicians attach much more importance to what appears in the media. Previous studies have 

already shown that professional politicians assume that mass media have an enormous impact, 

both on their own functioning as on public opinion in general (Van Aelst et al., 2008). The 

MPs are also much more strongly inclined to believe in the effectiveness of writing a letter to 

a politician. While citizens do not pay all that much attention to writing letters to politicians, 

apparently politicians still assume this is an important input mechanism. Signing petitions, on 

the other hand, is considered as relatively less effective by Members of Parliament than by 

citizens.  

 



Table 3. Average Effectiveness of Participation Acts: Citizens and MPs (Belgium) 

  Belgian 

Citizens 

Belgian MPs Rank MPs Difference in Rank 

Taking part in elections 5.05 6.02 1 0 

Membership voluntary 

associations 

3.91 4.74 5 -3 

Signing petitions 3.76 3.69 9 -6 

Active in a political party 3.68 5.38 3 1 

Media attention 3.67 5.59 2 3 

Demonstration 3.52 4.64 6 0 

Boycotting 3.31 3.41 10 -3 

Letter to politician 3.04 4.82 4 4 

E-mail to politician 2.89 4.52 7 2 

Internet discussion 2.57 3.75 8 2 

Illegal acts 2.35 2.88 11 0 

Perceived effectiveness of participation acts (1-7 scale). Source: PartiRep Election Survey 2009 and MP survey 

Belgium, 2010. Citizen survey data are weighted to correct for slight differences in age and gender distributions 

 

 

5. Putting the opinions of the Belgian MPs into perspective 

 

The comparison between citizens and Members of Parliament in Belgium showed several 

mismatches in the activities that are perceived as effective. Particularly noteworthy, is the 

relatively low evaluation of several non-institutionalised forms of participation compared to 

institutionalised forms. A counter-argument of course might still be that Belgian Members of 

Parliament could be highly exceptional in this regard. In order to investigate whether the 

opinions of Belgian Members of Parliament can be generalised towards other countries, we 

compare the opinions of Belgian MPs to the opinions of MPs in seven other European 

countries. Do Members of Parliament pay more attention to petitions, boycotts and other non-

institutionalised forms of participation in these countries or do they also pay most attention to 

more traditional institutionalised forms such as elections and writing a letter to a politician? 

 

In line with the Belgian MPs (and citizens), also these politicians consider taking part in 

elections as by far the most effective means to influence political life. The values are even 

higher than in Belgium as the average in all other countries is above 6 (on a 1-7 scale). This 

might be related to specific characteristics of the Belgian electoral system. The federal 

country of Belgium is divided in two distinct electoral systems, with as an effect that Dutch-

speaking citizens cannot vote for French-speaking parties, and the other way around. As such, 

it could be argued that the effect of the vote is indeed diluted, as citizens can only have an 



impact on half of the composition of parliament (and subsequently also of the ruling majority 

and the government). Further, we can see that similar to the Belgian MPs, the other Members 

of Parliament also consider institutionalised activities such as party activism, writing letters 

and emails to politicians as highly effective means to influence political decisions. Likewise, 

several forms of non-institutionalised activities are seen as relatively less effective. In all 

countries (except Portugal), politicians tend to hold on to the notion that political parties play 

a crucial important role in the process of interest mediation, despite the fact that within the 

population the motivation to become a member of a political party has continuously declined, 

especially among younger age cohorts (Dalton, Farrell & McAllister, 2011; Whiteley, 2011). 

 

More generally, we can observe that the activities that are on the rise in Western societies are 

in general seen as relatively less effective. However, these emerging forms of participation 

have been claimed to have a strong impact on the way democratic societies will function in 

the future (Earl et al., 2010; Lusoli, Ward & Gibson, 2006; Micheletti & Stolle, 2008; Shah et 

al., 2007). Various authors have claimed that political consumerism and the Internet offer a 

new and potentially powerful tool for political participation, but apparently Members of 

Parliament still consider this to be of marginal importance for participation. To the extent that 

Members of Parliament function as gatekeepers to the political system (and are less inclined 

to allow information in that is based on these forms of participation), this could imply that 

citizens that are engaged in these forms will only have a limited influence on political 

decisions. If we are indeed experiencing a ‘democratic deficit’, this might be due to the fact 

that citizens use methods that are not very effective for establishing a linkage between citizens 

and the political system. 

 

 



Table 4. Means and Ranking of the Perceived Effectiveness of Participation 

 

All 
Austria Belgium Germany Hungary Italy Portugal 

Switzer- 

land 
UK 

Taking part in 

elections 

6.27 

(1) 

6.32 

(1) 

5.99 

(1) 

6.4 

(1) 

6.23 

(1) 

6.07 

(1) 

6.3 

(1) 

6.37 

(1) 

6.13 

(1) 

Active in 

political party 

5.58 

(2) 

5.61 

(3) 

5.35 

(3) 

6.05 

(2) 

5.02 

(3) 

5.62 

(2) 

4.61 

(6) 

5.88 

(2) 

5.52 

(2) 

Media attention 5.35 

(3) 

5.77 

(2) 

5.56 

(2) 

5.1 

(3) 

5.77 

(2) 

4.95 

(4) 

5.27 

(2) 

5.44 

(3) 

5.00 

(5) 

Letter to 

politician 

4.73 

(4) 

5.06 

(5) 

4.77 

(4) 

5 

(5) 

4.23 

(4) 

3.85 

(8) 

4.46 

(7) 

4.3 

(5) 

5.26 

(3) 

 E-mail to 

politician 

4.68 

(5) 

5.2 

(4) 

4.51 

(6) 

4.86 

(6) 

4.17 

(5) 

3.95 

(7) 

4.62 

(5) 

4.36 

(4) 

5.06 

(4) 

Demonstration 4.61 

(6) 

4.62 

(6) 

4.56 

(5) 

5.04 

(4) 

3.92 

(7) 

5.2 

(3) 

5.09 

(3) 

3.99 

(8) 

4.45 

(6) 

Signing 

petitions 

4.26 

(7) 

4.24 

(9) 

3.65 

(8) 

4.79 

(7) 

3.99 

(6) 

4.18 

(6) 

4.97 

(4) 

4.27 

(6) 

3.79 

(7) 

Internet 

discussion 

4.01 

(8) 

4.33 

(8) 

3.74 

(7) 

4.38 

(8) 

3.36 

(8) 

4.25 

(5) 

4.12 

(8) 

3.78 

(9) 

3.29 

(9) 

Boycotting 3.82 

(9) 

4.48 

(7) 

3.41 

(9) 

4.28 

(9) 

3.12 

(9) 

3.45 

(9) 

3.26 

(9) 

4 

(7) 

3.75 

(8) 

Illegal acts 2.43 

(10) 

2.4 

(10) 

2.86 

(10) 

2.34 

(10) 

2.02 

(10) 

3.36 

(10) 

2.41 

(10) 

2.44 

(10) 

1.97 

(10) 
Note: Perceived effectiveness of participation acts by Members of Parliament. Source: PARTIREP MP survey 

2009-2010. The figures in the second column (all) are weighted by Parliamentary Party Group in each parliament. 

The weight coefficient also corrects for the substantial overrepresentation of Swiss MPs in the total sample. 

 

 

(...) 

 

6. Discussion 

 

We know from previous research that non-institutionalised forms of political participation are 

clearly on the rise in Western societies. Thus far, however, we know far less about the 

effectiveness of these participation acts. In the current article, we have used new survey 

material to investigate whether participants and professional politicians (in this case, 

Members of Parliament) have the same opinion on the perceived effectiveness of these forms. 

To some extent, opinions indeed converge. Despite the fact that non-institutionalised forms 

have become more popular, and that various authors have questioned the importance of 

elections in order to change political systems, both politicians and citizens firmly agree that 

elections are still the most powerful means that citizens have available to exert pressure on the 

political decision-making process. Despite the fact that the electoral process can convey just a 

limited amount of information to the political system, there is no reason to doubt the primacy 

of the electoral system as such. These figures already allow us to qualify to some extent the 

optimism about new and emerging action repertoires. Like it was already noted in the Barnes 



and Kaase (1979) volume: these new action repertoires do not replace the more conventional 

manner of practicing politics, but they rather should be seen as a further extension of the 

participation repertoire. Ultimately, the power of citizens continues to depend on the fact that 

during elections, they can express their approval of political decision makers, or send them 

home. When they want to send more detailed information about their preferences to the 

political system or other decision-makers, however, they have to use a more extended action 

repertoire (Stolle, Hooghe & Micheletti, 2005). Political participation might also have other 

motivations (e.g., expressive or cultural motivations) and/or other targets (e.g., cultural elites, 

international companies), but investigating whether considerations of efficacy also play a role 

in this regard, and if so how this efficacy could be operationalised falls outside the scope of 

the current article. 

 

There also seems to be a consensus on the actions that do not work, or are seen as least 

effective: illegal protest, Internet discussions and political consumerism. Again, both citizens 

as politicians seem to be inclined to attach the lowest levels of efficacy to these acts. This is 

rather sobering with regard to the theories that predict that these activities would become a 

central focus of citizens’ involvement and protest (Bennett, 2003; Jackson, 2008). However, 

within theories on social movements and protest behaviour it has often been noted that the 

impact of protest behaviour is largely dependent on its disruptive potential: protests will 

mainly have an effect if the activities have the potential to disrupt the social or economic 

status quo (Piven & Cloward, 1979; McAdam, 1983). For Internet activism, this disruptive 

potential remains very limited. Self-evidently, Internet activism can have an indirect effect, as 

it e.g., renders it more easy and quickly to mobilise for forms of protest. Anecdotal evidence 

indeed suggests that during the current uprising in the Arabic world, Facebook and other 

social networks, have been used intensively to mobilise for demonstrations and protests. But 

in that case too, the effect of the Internet is, at best, indirect, as the main push and the most 

effective weapon of the demonstrators, clearly was their mass presence on the streets.  

 


