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Abstract 

 

While various authors assume that party choice is primarily determined by individual political 

attitudes and issue voting, other studies have highlighted the impact of structural and network 

positions. In this paper the impact of social position, networks and context on party choice is 

tested in a multilevel model of voting choice for a multi-party system, Flanders (Belgium), 

using the 2009 Social Cohesion Indicators Flanders survey data. Social position is shown to 

be a robust indicator of party choice for Christian-Democrats, Greens and extreme right 

partisans. The contribution of network indicators is modest for all parties, except for the 

extreme right party, where voters are clearly more socially isolated. The analysis 

demonstrates that voting choice still depends to a large extent on structural features of social 

position, network and context, qualifying the current domination of actor-centered approaches 

to the study of voting behavior. These structural determinants proved to be important not just 

for traditional parties, but also for more recent parties like the Greens or the extreme right. 

  

Keywords: party choice, social networks, context, multilevel, social structure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

S U M M A R Y 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Routinely, party preferences are explained by invoking attitudes, individual preferences, issue 

voting and other short term voting motives (Ansolabehere et al, 2008; Petrocik, 2009; 

Walczak et al, 2012). While self-evidently voting is an individual choice, a number of authors 

have highlighted the role of social structure and networks in determining party preferences 

(Zuckerman, 2005; Fitzgerald, 2011). The theoretical assumption is that the presence of 

others, either in one’s geographical context or in one’s social network will have, in a direct or 

indirect manner, an impact on the electoral and political behavior of the actor (Huckfeldt and 

Sprague, 1987). Having relations with people who are socially different can bring actors into 

contact with information and resources beyond the scope of their own background, even if 

these relations are superficial (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Mutz and Mondak, 2006; 

Zuckerman, 2005). The geographical context of an actor, too, can be expected to have a 

strong impact on electoral behavior (Butler and Stokes, 1969; Johnston and Pattie, 2006; 

Fitzgerald and Lawrence, 2011). One common finding from this perspective is that extreme 

right parties are more successful in communities and neighborhoods with a strong immigrant 

population (Coffé et al, 2006; Lubbers et al, 2002). 

 

The theoretical relevance of this kind of research is that it allows us to qualify the emphasis in 

some of the current literature on individual vote decisions. It has been claimed that party 

preference nowadays is less determined by ascribed background variables than it was in the 

past (Dalton, 1984), and that social classes are becoming increasingly similar in their voting 

behavior (Clark and Lipset, 1991; Nieuwbeerta and De Graaf, 1999; Jansen 2011). If this 
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claim is valid, structural determinants of voting behavior would have lost most of their 

explanatory power, and individual preferences explain party choice. While in recent years 

quite some work has been published on ‘the social logic of politics’ (Zuckerman, 2005; 

Zuckerman and Kroh, 2006), most of it is focused on two-party systems like the US or the UK 

(Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1992; Mutz, 2002). In the current manuscript, our ambition is to 

apply the ‘social logic’ model, or the influence of context in the form of social background, 

networks and community (Zuckerman, 2005), to a multi-party system, in our case Belgium. 

The distinction between two-party and mulit-party systems is theoretically relevant since we 

can assume that partisanship and partisan identity acquire a different meaning in a multi-party 

setting than in a potentially polarized two-party system, since a homogenous set of social 

influences becomes less likely in a multi-party system (Thomassen and Rosema, 2009). The 

five traditionally most important parties in the Flemish region of Belgium (Christian-

Democrats, Socialists, Liberals, Greens and the extreme right) can be considered as typical for 

party families of other Western European countries. 

 

Using recent survey data and administrative statistics, the influence of social position, social 

networks and community characteristics on party choice will be examined in a multilevel 

research design. This allows us to separate individual level, composition and contextual 

effects, and hence to avoid ecological fallacy in explaining party preferences. As far as we 

know, this is one of the first attempts to apply the ‘social logic of politics’ framework with a 

valid multilevel design in the context of a multiparty system. 
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2. Theoretical Framework : Social context and voting 

 

The importance attached to context for voting behavior is a recurrent theme in political 

science research. The main question already posed by Lazarsfeld et al (1944) is to what extent 

voting decisions depend on social position, social networks and local community. These three 

groups of explanations provide the structure of our analysis.  

A first point of interest is the impact of social position on voting behavior. The idea 

underlying the cleavage model of Lipset and Rokkan (1967) was that social position largely 

determines voting behavior. This sociological approach, however, has been questioned in 

much of the recent research (Andersen et al, 2006; Dalton 1984; Evans 1999; Nieuwbeerta 

and Ultee 1999). A second important consideration is that networks too have a direct impact 

on party identification and voter behavior.  In the work of Zuckerman (2005), Huckfeldt and 

Sprague (1992) and Mutz (2002) a two-step political communication flow model, with 

political information distributed through opinion leaders in one’s personal network, affects the 

direction and the strength of party preferences. The local community serves as a third element 

of social structure. Despite a tendency toward stronger mobility in some European countries 

and a reduced importance of geographical context, it can still be assumed that the community 

one resides in has a direct impact on one’s personal networks, by rendering some network 

positions structurally available (Fischer et al, 1977; Vanhoutte and Hooghe, 2011).   

In the following section an overview of the literature on the electoral outcomes of social 

position, social networks, and local community is provided. 
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(…) 

 

3. Data and Methods 

3.1 Data  

We use data from the Social Cohesion Indicators Flanders (SCIF) Survey to test these 

hypotheses. This a representative survey of respondents in the Flemish region of Belgium 

between 18 and 85 years old. The SCIF survey was conducted in the northern autonomous 

region of Flanders, with 6,162,000 inhabitants or 58 per cent of the total Belgian population. 

A face-to-face interview methodology was chosen since this method of interview allows for 

longer interviews and more reliable answers on complicated measurement instruments. The 

interviews were carried out between April and July 2009, with a satisfactory response rate of 

54 per cent. 

 

 A response analysis indicated that there are no significant differences between participants 

and the population with regard to age and gender (Hooghe et al, 2009).The resulting dataset 

includes information on 2,080 respondents, nested in 40 distinct municipalities which allows 

us to test the impact of community level variables on individual outcomes.  

 

3.2 Socio-demographic background measures 

As one of the key points of the analysis will be the impact of social position on party choice, 

it is crucial to adequately describe which variables will be taken into account (Table 1). Age is 

entered as a continuous variable, but a categorical approach leads to similar results. To 

investigate gender differences men are taken as the reference category. Three educational 

levels are distinguished: lower than a higher secondary diploma, secondary education and 

higher education. Information on the economic status of the respondent is included. Students, 
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retired respondents and people who are not in paid employment are distinguished from the 

employed. A final control variable is religious affiliation. We asked our respondents if they 

see themselves as Roman Catholic, Christian, non-believer, or as belonging to a different 

religion. The distinction between Roman Catholic and Christians is important in the Belgian 

context, as a majority of the population only attends church for a number of ‘rites de passage’ 

such as baptism, marriage and funeral, and as such the influence of the Church is limited. In 

the Belgian context, this group most often prefers the label of ‘Christian’, rather than the 

stricter label of ‘Roman Catholic’ (Botterman and Hooghe, 2012). In our sample the 

respondents belonging to a different religion are mainly Muslims.  

 

***Table 1 about here*** 

 

3.3 Network measures 

To assess the influence of social network measures in a general population sample, egocentric 

network measures are used. This means that information is used, obtained from the 

respondent, about the relations ego has to alters, how many alters there are etc. It has been 

shown that egocentric network measures in surveys can provide robust and representative 

information (Marsden, 1990). 

The size of the network is measured through the number of strong ties. The respondents 

provided the number of people they talked about personal matters with in their family and 

among their friends, which is a reliable estimate of the size of one’s close social network 

(Marsden, 1990). The size of the close network can be seen as an indicator for emotional 

social support (Pugliesi and Shook, 1998), and it is a common measure for core discussion 

networks (Mollenhorst et al, 2008). To avoid unrealistic outliers, we limit the maximum 

number of friends and family one talks to about personal matters to 30 by allowing a 
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maximum of 15 friends and 15 family members as core discussion members. On average, 

respondents indicate they have 7 family members and close friends with whom they talk to 

about personal matters, and this is in line with other surveys using a similar question. 

 

The diversity of one’s network is probed in a more direct way, by asking the respondents if in 

their wider social network, they have friends who are different with regard to political ideas, 

religious convictions, or with a different sexual or ethnic identity (Table 2). 

 

***Table 2 about here*** 

 

 

Since diversity in networks tends to accumulate, and people who have a friend with a 

different ethnic background also tend to have friendship networks with other forms of 

diversity, not all forms of diversity were included to avoid multicollinearity. We limited 

ourselves to the forms of network diversity that are essential for this study, namely political 

diversity, sexual diversity and ethnic diversity. 

 

To measure the linkage of respondents with different social circles in society, we used the 

position generator. The position generator is an instrument to grasp the network of an 

individual based on the occupations of the network contacts, first used in the Albany study 

(Lin and Dumin, 1986). We use a shortened version of the position generator that was 

developed and used by Boxman et al (1991), Moerbeek (2001), Völker (1995) and Völker and 

Flap (1999). More detailed information on the items and coding of the position generator can 

be found in Appendix 1. 
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Since we are most interested in the socio-economic composition of the network, we classified 

these occupations in working class, middle class or high class, based on the EGP class schema 

(Erikson et al, 1979). This approach has been successfully shown to pick up access to 

different resources present in different social classes (Lin and Dumin 1986; Verhaeghe et al, 

2012; Völker and Flap, 1999) (Table 3). 

 

 

***Table 3 about here*** 

 

In summary, three different aspects of social networks are included: the number of close 

network contacts; the diversity with regard to identity and preferences, and the diversity with 

regard to occupational class within one’s network. 

 

3.4 Community context 

For the community context, a limited number of key indicators can be considered to offer a 

reliable indicator for the socio-economic structure of a local municipality (Botterman et al, 

2012). The natural log of these indicators was used to normalize their distribution. Population 

density is used as a robust measure for differences between rural and urban municipalities. 

The proportion of non-EU residents taps the number of immigrants in a municipality. The 

Gini coefficient is chosen as a measure of income inequality, since it provides an overall 

estimate of income inequality. The Gini coefficient can range between 0.00 (everyone in the 

population has exactly the same income) and 1.00 (one person earns 100 percent of the 

income in the community) (Stuart and Ord, 1994). The mean age in the community is an 

indicator for the age profile of a municipality (Table 4). 
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***Table 4 about here*** 

 

3.5 The Belgian political context 

In the elections closest to the time of data-collection, the regional elections of 2009, seven 

parties were represented in the Flemish region, making it an obvious example of a multi-party 

system. In our analysis, we will take into account the five largest parties in our survey, given 

the small number of observations for the smallest two parties. These parties are the centre-

oriented Christian-Democrats (CD&V), the centre-left Socialist party (sp.a), the centre-right 

Liberal party (Open VLD), the progressive ecological green party (Groen!) and the extreme 

right anti-immigrant party Vlaams Belang (VB).  

 

The Christian-Democrats (CD&V) can be seen as one of the parties that has decisively shaped 

post-war Belgium (Kalyvas and Van Kersbergen, 2010). Although Christian-Democracy is 

often seen as the middle-of-the-road, pragmatist label, it has been shown that it rests on two 

pillars: a catch-all, compromising, reconciling profile and an ability to retain and tone down 

its religious identity (Kalyvas and Van Kersbergen, 2010). An example of this adaptive 

religious tone is the emphasis put on the family as the cornerstone of society. A recent 

analysis of the relevance of religion for a Christian-Democratic party preference illustrated 

that traditional religious participation remains an important factor (Botterman and Hooghe, 

2012). Therefore we can expect more traditional, family-oriented voters for the Christian-

Democrats, with a network oriented more towards close family and friends.  

 

Socialists in Flanders, as in the rest of Europe, were traditionally supported by workers and 

the lower educated. Simultaneously, however, the party has stressed liberal positions with 

regard to ethnic and cultural diversity, not always appreciated by its traditional working class 
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voters. We can expect therefore that social position and having diverse networks will have an 

impact on an electoral preference for the Socialists (Houtman et al, 2008). 

 

The ideology of the Liberal party Open VLD can be seen as a mixture of economically right 

and ethically progressive viewpoints. Therefore the liberal vote is rather hard to explain. 

Historically the party was born out of the conflict between church and state, choosing the side 

of the latter, and it represented the upper class rather than the working class. There is not all 

that much recent research however, that would provide an answer to the question whether this 

still is the case in contemporary society. 

 

The Green party usually attracts young and highly educated voters that are employed in the 

services or the public sector (Popkin, 1991; De Graaf et al, 1995). Previous studies have also 

shown a strong gender effect, with female voters far more likely to cast a Green vote 

(Kitschelt and Hellemans, 1990; Knutsen, 2001). On the contextual level, McDonald (1980) 

has found that Green preferences will be more prevalent in urban and suburban areas, as there 

is a scarcity of unpolluted and green surroundings. People living on the countryside take these 

natural resources for granted, and hence put them lower on their political agenda. A second 

interpretation of geographical influences on the green vote is that it is an expression of the 

interests of suburban elites, who are less concerned with working class living conditions 

(Cotgrove and Duff, 1981; Hooghe et al, 2010). Hence we can assume that green parties will 

be more successful in communities where their core constituency lives, and there is a 

compositional rather than a contextual effect. 

 

A large research literature investigating determinants of a vote for the extreme right exists, 

following its electoral rise since the 1980’s. While some authors point out that attitudes are 



 12 

the most important factor in explaining a vote for the extreme right (van der Burg et al, 2000), 

others have highlighted the importance of social determinants of an extreme right preference. 

Empirical studies show that lower social strata, especially manual workers and the 

unemployed vote extreme right more frequently (Kitschelt, 1995; Lipset and Clark, 2001). 

This is explained by economical interest theory as most likely these groups feel threatened by 

immigrants, competing for jobs or other scarce resources. On the macro level research has 

pointed out a significant relation between extreme right parties and economic conditions, 

immigration, crime and social capital (Kitschelt, 1995; Coffé et al, 2007; Lubbers et al, 2002; 

Fitzgerald & Lawrence, 2011).  

 

Party preference will be analyzed as a dummy variable, with a preference for one party 

against all the others, looking only at the respondents who have a party preference, which is 

85% of the sample. The question we used to measure party preference is “Which party would 

you vote for if a regional election were to be held on Sunday?” 

 

***Table 5 about here*** 

 

The results of the survey in comparison with the 2009 election results (Table 5), illustrate that 

for most parties the party preference based on the survey is not too far away from the actual 

share of the vote. Only two parties differ significantly from the vote share, the Vlaams Belang 

and the Nationalist N-VA. The voters of the Vlaams Belang are known not to disclose their 

party affiliation easily, while the background characteristics of the Vlaams Belang electorate 

render them less likely to participate in population surveys. The Flemish nationalists of N-VA 

did not compete independently in the 2007 electoral campaign, while they gained strongly in 

the 2009 elections, and this might explain the fact that they are but weakly represented in the 

survey that took place well ahead of the elections.  
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4. Analysis 

 

To disentangle individual and community level influences, multilevel regression is used in a 

random intercept model. A multilevel model, also named hierarchical model or random 

effects model, renders it possible to assess community level influences apart from individual 

level influences. The form we use, complementary log log regression, is similar to logistic 

regression, but it provides better estimates in the case of smaller probabilities as is the case 

here (Agresti, 1990). For the convenience of the reader the coefficients have been 

exponentiated, so that they are easier to interpret than unexponentiated coefficients. Looking 

how much of the total variance is explained on each level is done by using a threshold model. 

In practice this means we constrain the individual level variance to 1 (Goldstein et al, 2002). 

As a measure of fit we use McFadden’s pseudo R square measure based on the log likelihood.  

 

In the analysis variables are added step by step, starting with a null model that only has a 

random intercept. This first model gives us an idea of how important the community context 

is. By adding information about the social position, the social networks and the community, 

we will explain the propensity to support the party under study over other parties, not taking 

into account the respondents that did not answer on the voting question. We first examine the 

preference for the largest party, the Christian-Democrats, and subsequently analyze the 

Socialist, Liberals, extreme right and Green party preference. 

 

The analysis of Christian-Democratic party supporters (Table 6), illustrates that the individual 

level already explains a substantial amount of variation: respondents who are older, female or 

students more frequently would vote for the Christian-Democrats. Respondents not in paid 
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employment, or not identifying as Catholic, clearly vote less often for this party. Social 

background already explains 11 percent of the variation in voting for CD&V. 

Including the measurements on social networks does not alter the picture much, although it is 

clear that Christian-Democrat voters have larger, and more middle class social networks than 

other voters. The rise in explained variance however remains very limited. On the community 

level, living in a rural area is clearly an incentive to prefer Christian-Democrats over other 

parties. This explains about half of the community level influence on voting for this party.  

It is clear from this analysis that social background is an important predictor of voting for the 

Christian-Democrats. The importance of religious affiliation underlines that religion is still an 

important divide in Flemish society when it comes to voting (Botterman and Hooghe, 2012).  

 

***Table 6 about here*** 

 

***Table 7 about here*** 

 

The figures in Table 7 show that supporters of the Socialist Party do not have a clear socio-

demographic profile. Again religious affiliation has the strongest effects, with nonreligious, or 

non-Christian voters preferring the Socialists. It has to be noted that the ‘other’ category 

mainly consists out of Muslims, who clearly show a preference for the Socialist party. 

Socialists have significantly less connections with higher socio-economic positions.  

On the community level, supporters tend to live in more diverse, more unequal communities, 

with more elderly. This community context plays a significant role in predicting a Socialist 

vote. 

Social position plays a role in predicting a Socialist vote, but mainly because of the negative 

relation with religiosity.  Again, network indicators contribute marginally to predicting a 

preference for the social democrats. The community does seem to influence Socialist voting: 
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poorer, more diverse and older communities create a context where the Socialist party obtains 

more votes. 

 

(…) 

 

5. Discussion 

 

This analysis illustrates that party preference is influenced by different levels of social 

structure, although the influence does vary significantly depending on the party. Social 

background in the form of gender, economical status and educational attainment predicts 

political preference, but not for Socialists and Liberals. Religious affiliation, on the other 

hand, remains an important predictor of party choice, both in a positive and a negative 

direction. It is important to note that religious affiliation in our study also captures ethnic 

background. 

The relevance of network indicators is limited. It has to be acknowledged, however, that only 

structural features of networks, such as size and composition were used. More in-depth 

knowledge about the ideological and political preferences of the network members, would 

most likely show stronger effects. Another possible explanation that needs to be investigated 

is that in multi-party systems, networks simply will play a more limited role. Two party 

systems are more easily associated with social polarization, and one can imagine social 

networks that are quite homogeneous with regard to support for one party. In a complex 

multiparty system as Belgium, on the other hand, it is hardly feasible to develop social 

networks according to political party lines. In a complex party system, it is almost 

unavoidable that everyone will know someone who tends to vote for another political party. 

The community level captures a significant part of the variation of about 7 to 9 percent for 

most party preferences we investigated, except for the extreme right, where it was 
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significantly less with about four percent, and there were no significant relations with 

community level indicators. For most of the political parties in the Flemish region of 

Belgium, the community level has to be considered as relevant. The only exception to this 

pattern is the extreme right party, and this comes as a surprise. Indeed, in the earlier literature 

it has been suggested that an extreme right vote can be explained by invoking the presence of 

immigrants in a community, or by referring to the crime level in the municipality (Coffé et al, 

2007; Lubbers et al, 2002). A number of potential causes could explain the fact that our 

results do not support this claim. First, in contrast to earlier studies we used multilevel 

techniques that avoid ecological fallacy by looking at both individual and community level 

explanations simultaneously. Controlling for composition effects and individual 

characteristics is of crucial importance, and this has not always been done in an adequate 

manner in some of the earlier research. Secondly different levels and outcomes are 

investigated than in the earlier literature. Here party preference for regional elections is 

investigated, while Coffé et al (2007) studied local election results, where there might be 

more local variation, and Lubbers et al studied countries, while here communities are studied. 

A third explanation could be that there is a selection effect in our survey. Extreme right voters 

are less educated, and these groups tend to participate less in surveys. In a similar vein, voting 

for the extreme right carries a strong social stigma. As such it could be that extreme right 

voters did not always want to disclose their party preference. A fourth reason lies in the time 

of data collection. While Coffé et al and Lubbers et al investigated the extreme right vote in a 

period when their vote share was at its top, respectively 2000 and the mid nineties, our data 

was collected during a period of loss of support. A significant share of the voters switched 

from the extreme right Vlaams Belang to the moderate rightwing Flemish Nationalists (NVA) 

in the elections of 2009. 
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In conclusion, it can be noted that our hypotheses received at best lukewarm support. In 

alignment with hypothesis 1, social background remains an important predictor, except for the 

traditional left and the liberals. Age, gender and religious affiliation on the other hand seem to 

determine the vote for about every party. Of course, individual political preferences most 

likely play an even more important role, but this analysis certainly does not offer support for 

the more extreme variations of the individualization thesis, arguing that social background has 

lost its meaning for electoral behavior. Network position, on the other hand, did not prove to 

have a strong effect on party preferences. Only extreme right voters are exceptional because 

they are more often socially isolated. Similarly, socialist supporters seem to be less connected 

to the upper classes. While network characteristics have strong effects in two-party systems, it 

remains to be investigated whether a similar effect could be found in multi-party systems. 

Third, it has been shown that community characteristics play an important role for almost 

every party, with the notable exception of the extreme right. All in all, our results provide 

support for the claim that party preferences in the Flemish region of Belgium still follow a 

‘social logic’: if we know what is the social background of a voter, and his or her community 

of residence, we can still predict a substantial part of his/her voting preferences. The idea that 

there is a total dealignment between social structure and party preference, therefore, is clearly 

not supported. The limits of the current analysis, of course, are that this is purely a cross-

sectional observation. Whether or not the social logic of party politics is rendered weaker over 

time, will have to be investigated using time series or panel data. 

 


