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Abstract

Personalization refers to a shift over time in attention and/or power from collective actors (such as parties) to
individuals. We will focus here on personalization in voting behavior, measured by the use of preference
voting in list-PR systems. We will argue that in a multi-level context this kind of personalization can take place
at different policy levels, which could have an impact on each other. In local elections, voters can be attracted
by the mayor and/or other local figureheads, but also by the national party leader and/or national politicians
figuring on the local list. Therefore, analysts should not only focus on the number of people to which the
process of personalization applies (which is usually, but inaccurately called ‘level’ of personalization), but
also on how processes at one policy level have an impact on other policy levels.

Our focus is on how voters (one of the crucial actors in processes of intra-party competition) deal with intra-
party competition. Based on a combination of the literature on intra-party competition and personalization on
the one hand, and on electoral patterns in multi-level states on the other hand, we aim to engage in a
conceptual discussion about the nature of personalization. We add empirical evidence to this conceptual
discussion by analyzing preference voting patterns in local elections in Flanders (Belgium) since 2006. By
bringing in different kinds of personalization, we gain more insights in the remarkable decline of preference
voting that took place there.
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1. Introduction

Several politicians and observers in Western countries are convinced that politics has become
increasingly focused on individual politicians the last few decades. This evolution is labelled
‘personalization’, which refers to a shift over time in attention and/or power from collective actors
(such as parties) to individual politicians (Karvonen 2010, McAllister 2007). Although
personalization is typically considered a core and undisputable trend in contemporary politics,
scientific evidence on this topic is highly divided.

This ambiguous empirical evidence is partially due to conceptual disagreement, as personalization
is a broad and diffuse concept with several subdimensions (Balmas et al. 2014, Rahat and Sheafer
2007, Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). First of all, personalization might take place in
different arenas. The locus or arena of personalization could refer to parties, government,
parliament, the electorate, the media, or the electoral rules (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012,
Pedersen and Rahat 2019, Aarts and Blais 2011, Cross and Blais 2012). A second distinction is
about the character of personalization (Pedersen and Rahat 2019): it could focus on either
individual politicians or their private life (‘individualization’ versus ‘privatization’), and on positive
features highlighting virtues of individual politicians or on negative features used to attack politicians
from the other side (‘positive’ versus ‘negative’ personalization). A third distinction is based on the
level of personalization: it either involves politicians in general (‘decentralized personalization’) or
just a handful of top politicians, typically party leaders and prime ministers (‘centralized
personalization’) (Balmas et al. 2014, Wauters et al. 2018). These different dimensions are

important as they can occur simultaneously, apart from each other, or not at all.

In this article, we engage in the conceptual discussion on the different types of personalization.
More in particular, we will argue that in a multi-level context, personalization can take place at
different policy levels, which could have an impact on each other. We find inspiration in the literature
on the ‘multi-level election perspective’, that states that campaign behaviour and voting behaviour
at one policy level is influenced by elections and politicians at another policy level (Schakel and
Romanova 2021). Therefore, researchers analyzing personalization should not only focus on the
number of people to which the process of personalization applies (which is usually, but inaccurately
called the ‘level’ of personalization), but also at which policy level it takes place, and how processes
at one policy level have an impact on other policy levels. We propose to distinguish between the
level of personalization, which refers in our conception to the policy level at which politicians are

mainly active, and the focus of personalization, which maintains the old distinction between



personalization around one or a few prominent politicians versus personalization around many
rank-and-file politicians.

As such, we contribute to the conceptual literature on personalization and on elections in a multi-
level context. At the same time, we provide more insights to explain evolutions in preference voting
at the local level in Flanders (Belgium). Preference votes are generally considered a good indicator
to measure personalization of voting behavior (Karvonen 2010, Wauters et al. 2018). More voters
casting a preference vote for one or more individual candidates instead of a list vote for the party,
is an obvious sign of individuals gaining importance at the expense of parties. Despite claims of an
increasing personalization of politics (Poguntke and Webb 2007, McAllister 2007), the percentage
of voters that is casting a preference vote has been declining in recent elections in
Flanders/Belgium. We will focus on the local elections by analyzing the evolution in the use of
preference votes in every municipality in Flanders from 2006 until 2018, which involves in total

4,749 lists over these three elections.

This paper starts with a discussion of the concepts of the ‘multi-level election perspective’ and of
personalization and its different sub-dimensions. Then, we develop our central argument that the
‘level’ of personalization referring to the policy level on which politicians are active is a new
important dimension to understand personalization in a multi-level context. Next, we test this
explanation by conducting an analysis on the decline of preference votes in Belgium’s flexible list
PR-system, which we introduce first. In the methodology section, we present the data we used, i.e.
percentages of preference votes of lists per municipality for three consecutive local elections
between 2006 and 2018, and the control variables we include in the multivariate analyses.

Our results show that the conceptual distinction between the different types of personalization is
helpful in explaining the decline in preference voting at the local level. There is no general decline
in all types of personalization, but decentralized personalization at the local level has especially
declined, while centralized personalization at the local level and national personalization (both
centralized and decentralized) have stimulated list voting when no mayor or MP was on the

candidate list.

2. Multi-level election perspective

The so-called ‘multi-level election perspective’ posits that in a multi-level context, election outcomes
at one policy level cannot be fully understood without taking into account the possibility of horizontal

and vertical spill-over effects from electoral arenas at other policy levels (Golder et al. 2017). Two



types of possible effects can be distinguished: vertical and horizontal effects (Schakel and
Romanova 2021). Vertical spill-over effects are about the relationship between evolutions at a
higher territorial level and a lower one, e.g. between local and national elections, or between
regional and national elections, or between national and European elections (Schakel and
Romanova 2021). They could function top-down, e.g. national elections influencing regional
elections, or bottom-up, e.g. local elections influencing national elections. Horizontal spill-over,
which is less pertinent for our analysis here, happens when developments in one electoral arena
impact on electoral outcomes in another electoral arena of the same policy level, e.g. electoral
evolutions in one region affecting evolutions in another region. Uniform results and/or evolutions
across different regions or municipalities are often caused by national trends or events, a
phenomenon which is labelled the ‘nationalization of politics’ (Caramani 2004, Dodeigne, Close,
and Teuber 2021).

The vertical dimension of the ‘multi-level election perspective’, which will be further elaborated here,
can be linked to two theoretical approaches: the theory on respectively second-order elections, and
the theory on coattails (Schakel and Romanova 2021). The literature on second-order elections
(Reif and Schmitt 1980, Marsh 1998) argues that voters usually pay less attention to either regional,
local or European elections than to national elections because there is less at stake. They use their
vote at these elections to protest against (or to support) the government (or parties) at the national
level, which is deemed to be the most important policy level. In other words, votes for elections at
other policy levels than the national one, are mainly used to send a signal to politicians, parties and
policy at the national level.

Secondly, the literature on coattails has initially focused on how elections at one policy level have
an impact on other kinds of elections at the same policy level. The typical example is the impact of
presidential elections on parliamentary elections at the same policy level (Borges and Lloyd 2016).
On the ‘tails of the coat’ of a successful presidential candidate, candidates for the parliamentary
elections of the same party can gain votes more easily. More recently, it has been argued that this
argument can also be applied to a multi-level context: successful candidates at national elections
can also have an impact on their party’s fate in elections at other policy levels (Schakel and
Romanova 2021, Borges and Lloyd 2016). Voters use the qualities and/or positions of well-known
national candidates as an information shortcut to gauge qualities and/or positions of less well-
known politicians of the same party at other policy levels (Lupia 1994, McDermott 2009). Evidently,
local or supra-national candidates belonging to a party with a popular national candidate benefit

electorally more than candidates without such a national candidate in their party ranks.



The two theoretical approaches discussed above posit that the national level is the most important
one, which has spill-over effects on elections at other policy levels in terms of the stakes guiding
the vote choice (second-order elections) and the figureheads used as a shortcut to evaluate
qualities and/or positions of less well-known candidates or of the party as a whole (coattails). While
these approaches (and especially the latter one) focus on the effect of one election on another, we
are here mainly interested in what happens when politicians from the national level participate to
elections at another level. Our focus is thus on elections at one policy level, i.e. the local level,
rather than on the link between elections at different policy levels. We investigate how national
politicians impact on voting behaviour in elections at the local level in which they themselves
participate. A national mandate in local elections could be considered as a ‘personal vote earning
attribute’ (PVEA), i.e. a personal trait of a candidate that yield him/her more votes (Shugart, Valdini,
and Suominen 2005, Put, von Schoultz, and Isotalo 2020). It has indeed been demonstrated that
candidates in local elections holding a higher office receive more votes than candidates without
such elected mandate at a higher level (Put, Maddens, and Smulders 2015, Van de Voorde 2019).
The opposite is also true: local office-holders receive more votes in national elections than
candidates without such a mandate (Tavits 2010, Put and Maddens 2015), but this is less pertinent

for our purposes here.

It is our aim to take the literature on the ‘multi-level election perspective’ one step further, while at
the same time also contributing to the personalization literature. We do not focus on the effect of
national politicians on the vote shares of local parties or politicians, but on the kind of (preference)
voting behaviour that voters adopt: voting for a candidate or for a party list. This brings us to the
personalization literature. As indicated above, this literature has been largely blind to a multi-level
context and spill-over effects from one policy level to another. Apart from the analysis of Helboe
Pedersen and Vanheerde-Hudson (2019) who consider constituency (i.e. local) orientation of
national MPs as a form of personalization, the relationship between personalization at different
policy levels has been underexposed. While the analysis of Helboe Pedersen and Vanheerde-
Hudson (2019) was focused on the behaviour of MPs, we concentrate on behaviour of voters in
local elections, and more in particular to what extent they make use of a preference votes (instead
of a list vote), which is a straightforward indicator to measure personalization (Karvonen 2010,
Wauters et al. 2018). In the next section, we explain the dimensions of personalization and propose

a new approach incorporating the multi-level aspect into this framework.



3. Personalization in a multi-level context

Personalization refers to a shift over time in attention and/or power from collective actors (such as
parties and institutions) to individuals (Karvonen 2010, Cross, Katz, and Pruysers 2018, Rahat and
Kenig 2018, Rahat and Sheafer 2007). There are some good reasons to expect a trend of
personalization over time: the socio-economic and technological modernization of society, the
diminishing relevance of classic social structures based on class or religion, and the increased
impact of (social) media (Karvonen 2010) are believed to be drivers for personalization.

Although it is often stated that personalization is a core and undisputable trend in contemporary
politics, scientific evidence is highly divided on this topic, and not all empirical results point in the
same direction (Wauters et al. 2018). Studies are divided between those who prove that politics
has been personalized over the last decades (Garzia 2012, Renwick and Pilet 2016, McAllister
2007), and those demonstrating that there is no clear evidence of such an evolution (Aarts, Blais,
and Schmitt 2011, Karvonen 2010, Kriesi 2012). These contradictory results could be linked to the
fact that personalization is a broad concept covering a wide variety of practices and evolutions. A
distinction can be made between the arena, the level and the character of personalization
(Pedersen and Rahat 2019). This distinction is important as different dimensions can occur

simultaneously, apart from each other, or not at all.

As for the arena (or locus) of personalization, different arenas in which personalization could take
place can be distinguished: in the media, in parliament, in institutional rules, and in electoral
behaviour (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012, Balmas et al. 2014). It could refer to behaviour
of either voters or politicians (Pedersen and Rahat 2019, Rahat and Sheafer 2007). We will focus
here on electoral behaviour of voters. The share of preference votes that are casted (compared to
the share of list votes) is a good indicator of personalization among voters in the electoral arena.

Secondly, the character of personalization refers to how this phenomenon manifests itself. Two
distinctions are relevant in this perspective. The first is between individualization and privatization,
with the former referring to an increased focus on individual politicians in general, and the latter to
an increased focus on the private life of politicians including their family and personal life (Van
Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). The second distinction concerns the tone and direction of
personalization and is especially relevant in a media context: either positive personalization
highlighting the own personal attributes, or negative personalization according to which other
individual politicians and their individual traits are attacked (Pedersen and Rahat 2019, Garzia and

Ferreira da Silva 2021, Pruysers and Cross 2018). For our purposes here, these (sub-)dimensions



are less relevant, as we are not focussing on privatization nor on negative accounts of
personalization.

The final distinction is made by the level (or focus) of personalization. This distinction refers to the
number of people the process of personalization applies to: either politicians in general, including
also backbenchers for instance (‘decentralized personalization’) or a handful of top politicians,
typically party leaders and prime ministers (‘centralized personalization’) (Balmas et al. 2014,
Wauters et al. 2018). Here again, these two dimensions could occur simultaneously, one at the

time, not at all, or they could, as Wauters et al. (2018) demonstrated, hinder each other.

We posit here that in a multi-level context, the ‘level’ of personalization could refer to yet another
aspect than only the number of people it applies to. In a context of voting behaviour in local
elections, ‘centralized personalization’ could refer (just as in the context of national elections) to the
national party leader, but also to the local party leader (the incumbent mayor, or the head of the list
in a municipality). Following the ‘coattails’ literature (see above), personalization at a higher policy
level can have repercussions on other (lower) policy levels, while at the same time, also
personalization at the lower policy level itself could have an impact. Therefore, in our view, the level
of personalization is not the most appropriate term to refer to ‘centralized’ versus ‘decentralized’
personalization. We propose to use (again) the term ‘focus’ for these phenomena, and to reserve
the term ‘level’ for the distinction between ‘national personalization’ versus ‘local personalization’.
This brings us to four combinations of personalization: centralized national personalization (national
party leader), decentralized national personalization (MPs, prominent national party figures),
centralized local personalization (local party leader or (candidate) mayor) and decentralized local

personalization (local candidates).

Table 1 Conceptual framework on multi-level personalization in an electoral context

Policy level (‘level’) Number of people (‘focus’)

One or a few Many individual people

e.g. (candidate) mayor

National ‘Centralized national’ ‘Decentralized national’
e.g. party leader e.g. incumbent MPs
Local ‘Centralized local’ ‘Decentralized local’

e.g. local councillors

The question that comes to fore is how these combinations relate to each other and impact on each

other. To these ends, we will conduct a study on the use of preference votes in local elections in




Flanders which we will be introduced in the next section. As it is not always easy to disentangle in
this context ‘centralized national personalization’ from ‘decentralized national personalization’ and
as the number of observations of ‘centralized national personalization’ (induced by national party
leaders) is low, we often merge these two categories into one, i.e. ‘national personalization’. We
assume that for lists in municipalities where no national politician figures on the candidate list,
voters will be more likely to cast a list vote, as a surrogate for the absent national politician. ‘National

personalization’ leads in these municipalities to a lower number of preference votes.

4. Preference voting in flexible list PR-systems

Based on the electoral formula, electoral systems can be divided into three broad groups:
majoritarian systems, systems of proportional representation (PR) and mixed systems (Farrell
2011, Reilly, Ellis, and Reynolds 2005). In majoritarian systems, typically a candidate who obtains
most votes in an electoral district is elected, while in PR-systems, the aim is to provide equivalence
between the share of votes of parties and their share of seats in parliament. In PR-systems, seats
are first distributed among parties. How these seats are then divided between candidates of the
same party, is another crucial question. There are three possible variations: an open list PR-system
in which seats are entirely distributed based on preference votes, a closed list PR-system in which
seats are entirely distributed according to a list order determined by the party, and a flexible list
PR-system which combines elements of both open and close list systems (Carey and Shugart
1995).

Precisely flexible list PR-systems are the major focus of our attention here. More in particular, we
will focus on Belgium’s flexible system, in which voters have the choice between casting a list vote
(for the party) or one or more preference votes (for candidates on the same party list). All candidates
reaching the eligibility number on the basis of their preference votes automatically obtain one of
the party seats. In general, however, only a handful of candidates reach that number. For all other
candidates, list votes are added to their preference votes until they reach the eligibility number. But
here, the order of the list is followed: the first candidate on the list receives as much list votes as
needed to reach the eligibility number, then the remaining list votes are given to the second
candidate, and so on. This is repeated until all list votes are used. If all list votes are exhausted and
if not all seats for the list are yet assigned, then (and only then) the remaining seats go to the
candidates with the largest number of preference votes. In that case, candidates are elected on the

basis of their preference votes only, and ‘jump over’ higher listed candidates. This only happens



sporadically in national elections, but is common practice in local elections (Put, Smulders, and
Maddens 2014, Wauters, Thijssen, and Van Erkel 2020).

The extent to which the order of the candidate list is decisive depends upon the number of list
votes. If voters make extensively use of the possibility of preference voting, then there are not many
list votes to distribute and hence, the list order is less decisive. In this situation, the electoral system
resembles an open list PR-system, in which preference votes have a large impact on who will
become elected. If, on the contrary, not many voters cast a preference vote, the number of list
votes is high and the list order highly decisive. Then this looks like a closed list PR-system in which
parties decide who obtains a seat (Crisp, Olivella, and Potter 2012). Therefore, it is highly relevant

to investigate to what extent voters make use of the possibility to cast a preference vote.

Apart from the formal role that preference votes play in the distribution of seats among party
candidates (see above), they are relevant for yet two other reasons.

First, even if candidates are not elected on the basis of their preference votes, they still can benefit
from obtaining many preference votes. It has been demonstrated that candidates with many
preference votes have a higher chance to appear again on the candidate lists at the next elections,
and to obtain a high list position (increasing the chance to become elected) (André et al. 2017).
Second, preference votes are an important criterion when executive mandates are distributed
among elected politicians (Folke, Persson, and Rickne 2016). This is particularly the case at the
local level, where mayors and aldermen are often the ‘vote champions’ of their party. Local party
sections can decide quite autonomously who will become mayor and alderman, and it has been
demonstrated that they look first and foremost to the number of preference votes of a candidate as
a criterion to decide who will be selected (Olislagers and Steyvers 2013).

Apart from research on who casts a preference vote (e.g. André, Wauters, and Pilet (2012),
Thijssen, Wauters, and Van Erkel (2018)) and which candidates obtain (more) preference votes
(than others) (e.g. Marien, Schouteden, and Wauters (2016), Put and Maddens (2015), Maddens
and Put (2013), Schoultz and Papageorgiou (2019), van Erkel, Van Aelst, and Thijssen (2018)),
also the extent to which preference votes are cast (and variation therein) has been a major focus
of research attention (Thijssen, Wauters, and Van Erkel (2018), Wauters, Thijssen, and Erkel
(2020), Gendzwitt and Marcinkiewicz (2019)). This last element will also be our focus here, and
more in particular the surprising decline in the use of preference votes that has taken place the last
few local elections. Table 2 shows the percentage of voters casting a preference vote in local

elections in Flanders (Belgium). This percentage has decreased over the last few local elections:



from 83% in 2006 to 77% in 2018. This evolution is clearly at odds with the often assumed general
personalization trend (McAllister 2007): there is a decline in preference voting instead of an

increase.

Table 2: Percentage of voters casting a preference vote in local elections in Flanders, 2006-2018

% of voters casting a

Election year
preference vote

2006 83,31
2012 78,84
2018 77,72

Source: own calculations based on the official results of the local elections, all voters

As an explanation for this rather surprising evolution, we can point to a similar evolution at the
national level. Indeed, also for recent parliamentary elections in Belgium, the share of preference
voting has been decreasing. This has been explained by distinguishing between centralized and
decentralized personalization (Wauters et al. 2018). The analysis demonstrated that in electoral
districts where the party leader is a candidate, the share of casted preference votes increased,
while in the other districts (where other candidates are on top of the list), this share declined
(Wauters et al. 2018). Voters cast a vote for the party leader when (s)he is a candidate in their
district (‘centralized personalization’). If they are living in another district, however, they cast a list
vote, as a sort of surrogate vote for the leader who is not on the ballot list in their district.
Consequently, the share of preference votes in these districts decreases. In sum, the strong effect
of centralized personalization has a negative impact on decentralized personalization, causing a
decline in the total percentage of preference votes.

For local elections, this explanation is less easy to apply, however. Local elections are held in one
single electoral district per municipality, so negative effects on preference voting by a local leader
elsewhere could not occur. And if there would be a negative effect of the personalization around
the national party leader, then we can expect this effect to occur in all municipalities. But as outlined
above, we believe that by bringing in the multi-level dimension, according to which national
politicians (also including MPs) impact on voting behaviour in local elections, and by combining the
focus (centralized-decentralized) and the level (national-level) of personalisation, new insights can
be gained.

This brings us to the central research question of this paper: Why is there a decline in the use of
preference voting at the local level? And what is the role of different forms of personalization in this

perspective?



5. Methodology

This paper studies the dynamics of preference voting in the local elections of Flanders, a region in
the northern part of Belgium. Flanders consists of 300 municipalities. Every municipality holds its
local elections every six years except for some special cases, such as Herstappe and Zuienkerke
(who did not hold an election in respectively 2012 and 2018, because only one party presented a
list of candidates). This paper focuses on three consecutive local elections, namely, 2006, 2012
and 2018.

In order to keep the data consistent over time, Herstappe and Zuienkerke are excluded from the
study. In 2018, there were a handful mergers of municipalities: 15 municipalities merged into 7 new
merged municipalities. Because we have data on all these municipalities (albeit for 2018 only on a
higher level together with the municipalities they merged with), we decided to keep all these
municipalities in our sample. For 2018, we take for every (old) municipality the share of preference

votes in the new, merged municipality.

For each of the elections in the research period, we calculated the percentage of casted preference
votes per party per municipality. We have 1,467 party lists from the 2006 local elections, 1,658 from
the 2012 elections and 1,624 from the 2018 elections in our research population, which counts in
total 4749 party lists.

We first conduct a descriptive analysis, in which we distinguish between three types of ballots (and
corresponding voters): voters casting a list vote (which is the opposite of voters casting one or more
preference votes, presented in Table 2 above), voters casting a preference vote for the head of list
(capturing ‘centralized local personalization’) and voters casting one or more preference votes for
candidates lower down the list (which refers to ‘decentralized local personalization’). Together they
make 100 % of all voting ballots for a party.

We assume that the share of list votes is also partially driven by personalization from the national
level. A similar reasoning as for national elections is made: voters voting for a party out of sympathy
for the national party leader and/or national party figures (typically MPs) cannot vote for these
national politicians if they do not live in the same municipality as these politicians and therefore opt
for a list vote as a surrogate. In order to test this, we additionally run linear regressions with the
three types of voting ballots as dependent variables, and with the presence of a national MP as

independent variable. Given the small number of national party leaders (6 or 7 depending on the
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delineation, which means that less than 0,5 % of all lists have a national party leader on it), we
focus on lists with MPs (which generally also include national party leaders) to capture ‘national
personalization’. Respectively 160, 155 and 155 party lists comprised at least one national MP in
the local elections of respectively 2006, 2012 and 2018. We included MPs from both the national
and the regional parliament. In order to keep the number of observations high enough, no further
sub-analyses, distinguishing between for instance national and regional MPs, were conducted.
We add to these analyses a number of control variables that have proven to affect the use of
preference voting. First of all, we add a variable indicating whether or not the incumbent mayor was
on the list. Previous research has shown that mayors obtain more preference votes than other
candidates on the list (Put and Maddens 2015), which leads us to the expectation that lists with
mayors will attract more preference votes. Next, since established parties with many well-known
figures attract more preference votes than newer parties (Wauters, Thijssen, and Erkel 2020), we
also add party dummies to these models. Finally, some specific factors for preference voting in
local elections are added: population density (more preference voting in rural areas), electronic
voting (more preference voting if electronic voting instead of voting by paper and pencil is used),
and number of parties (more preference voting if number of parties is limited) (Wauters, Verlet, and
Ackaert 2012).

6. Results

6.1 Descriptive analysis of trends in preference voting

We will start with a descriptive analysis of the evolution of the use of preference votes. In Table 2
(see above), we already gave the general evolution of preference voting over time. Here, we make
a distinction between three kinds of voting ballots: those with list votes, those with preference votes

for the head of list, and those with preference votes for candidates lower down the lists.

Table 3: Percentage of voters casting a preference vote in local elections, 2006-2018

: % of voters casting % of voters casting
: % of voters casting :
Election year : a vote for head of list a vote for other
a list vote ,
candidates
2006 14,52 43,89 41,59
2012 19,66 43,34 37,00
2018 20,68 44,28 35,04

Source: own calculations based on the official results of the local elections, all voters
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Table 3 and Figure 1 clearly show that voting ballots with a preference vote for the head of list, and
ballots with preference votes for other candidates outnumber voting ballots with list votes. While
the former two categories each count separately about 40 % of all ballots, ballots with list votes

only amount to 20 % or less of all ballots.

Figure 1: Percentage of voters casting a preference vote in local elections, 2006-2018
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At the same time, Table 3 and Figure 1 also give nice insights on the evolution over time. We
already knew that the percentage of list votes (the inverse of the general percentage of preference
votes reported in Table 2) has increased from about 14 % in 2006 to more than 20 % in 2018. The
distinction we made between the kind of preference votes points us to possible explanations for
the rise in list votes. The percentage of ballots with a preference for the ‘list puller have remained
quite stable over time: 43,89 % in 2006 hardly differs from 44,28 % in 2018. Conversely, for the
percentage of ballots containing preference votes for other candidates than the head of list, a
marked decline can be noted. Whereas in 2006 still 41,59 % of all ballots contained a preference
for these rank and file candidates, this percentage was only 35,04 % in 2018 anymore. If we
translate this in personalization terms, it seems that the general decline in preference voting is
rather due to (local) decentralized personalization (or the lack of it) than to (local) centralized

personalization (that remained remarkably stable).
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6.2 Explanatory analyses of preference voting

Up to now, the focus has been mainly on explanations based on personalization at the local level.
But as indicated above, we expect also the national level to have an impact on the use of preference
voting in local elections. In this part, we will test whether the presence of MPs (who are by definition
active on the national or regional level) has an impact on the use of preference voting, and whether
a change over time has taken place.

Table 4: Linear regression explaining resp. percentage of list votes, percentage of preference
votes for head of list and percentage of preference votes for other candidates on the list, for the
2018 local elections

List votes Pref votes for list puller Pref votes for other candi
B sign B sign B sign

Constant 19,075 44,532 36,393
Party (ref= OVLD)

Sp.a 3,244 ok -2,415 ° -,830 (ns)

N-VA 11,431 rokx -4,247 HA -7,184 kK

CD&V -5,161 *xk 2,004 ° 3,157 ok

Groen 15,369 ok k -11,041 * ok -4,328 *k

VB 23,697 rokx -5,365 HA -18,332 *Ak

Local party 2,680 ok 1,930 ° -4,610 ok
Population density ,001 ** -,002 ** ,001 (ns)
Electronic voting -5,785 *okk -,754 (ns) 6,540 ok
No of lists ,759 *okok -,707 *okk -,052 (ns)
MP on list / head of list -4,650 ok k 10,477 * ok -5,828 ok
Mayor on list / head of list -6,597 *okx 12,017 *E* -5,420 *okk
Adjusted R? 0,56 0,29 0,25

***p<0.001;**p<0.01;*p<0.05;°p<0.1

First, we investigate whether the presence of national politicians on local lists has an impact on the
use of preference voting. Table 4 clearly shows that this is indeed the case. We report the results
for the most recent local elections (those of 2018), but similar patterns appear for the previous two
local elections. When it comes to the percentage of voters casting a list vote (first two columns),

we see that the presence of an MP on the list has a significant negative effect (coefficient of -4.650).
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This means that in municipalities with an MP on the candidate list, the percentage of voters casting
a list vote is about 4,6 % lower than in municipalities without an MP (everything else equal).

For the analysis of the two different types of preference votes (columns 3 and 4, and 5 and 6 in
Table 4), we refine the variable to a variable indicating whether or not an MP was head of list, since
it matters here which position on the list the MP occupies (head of list or not). Here again, we find
significant effects for the presence of a national MP. When an MP is on top of the list, the
percentage of voters casting a preference vote for this top candidate is 10% larger (compared to
party lists without an MP). Conversely, the percentage of voters casting a preference vote only for
other candidates than the head of list is significantly lower for party lists with an MP as head of list
(compared to party lists without MP on top).

This proves that national actors (MPs in this case) have an impact on the use of preference votes
in local elections. This is not an entirely new finding (Put, Maddens, and Smulders 2015), but it is
striking to note that their presence could both have positive effects (on the general use of
preference votes and on preference voting for heads of list) as well as negative effects (on

preference voting for other candidates than the head of list).

This is only one part of the story. The central argument we tried to make (see above) is that there
has taken place an evolution over time: we hypothesize that the influence of national MPs on local
preference voting has become stronger over time, which we label ‘national personalization’. We
will now discuss the results of these analyses.

In Table 5, we include all observations for the three consecutive local elections in our analysis, and
we add interaction terms between the presence of an MP and the election year in order to check
whether the effect of the presence of MPs has changed over time.

Table 5: Linear regression explaining resp. percentage of list votes, percentage of preference
votes for head of list and percentage of preference votes for other candidates on the list, for the
2006, 2012 and 2018 local elections (with interaction terms)

List votes Pref votes for list puller Pref votes for other candi
B Sign B sign B sign
Constant 18,004 45,448 36,599
Party (ref= OVLD)
Sp.a 2,671 *kk -1,402 (ns) -1,215 °
N-VA 13’077 * %k % _5,308 %k %k % _7,658 * %k %k
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CD&V -4,298 HkE 1,932 ** 2,753 *okk

Groen 14,738 *okk -10,220 *okok -4,647 *okok

VB 22’897 * %k _4,258 * % % _18,793 * % %

Local party 2,776 ok ok 2,183 ok ok -5,015 ok ok
Population density ,003 *kk -,003 * ok ,001 (ns)
Electronic voting -6,914 *h* ,089 (ns) 6,811 ok
No of lists ,886 ok ok -,823 ok ok -,041 (ns)
MP on list / head of list -5,248 * ok 11,212 *ok ok -5,954 ok
Mayor on list / head of list -6,111 *okk 11,065 * ok -5,063 * ok
Year (ref = 2018)

2006 -5,331 *xx -,934 * 6,223 *k ok

2012 -777 * -,796 o 1,528 ok
MP on list/head * 2006 2,526 * -3,283 . 1,024 (ns)
MP on list/head * 2012 ,234 (ns) -1,423 (ns) 1,528 (ns)
Adjusted R? 0,61 0,28 0,30

*#% 5 <0.001; **p<0.01;*p<0.05;°p<0.1

Both for the percentage of list votes and the percentage of votes cast for the head of list (colums

1-4 in Table 5), significant interaction effects can be noted, but only for the 2006 elections. The

negative effect of MPs on list votes was less strong in 2006 (positive interaction term), and the

positive effect on preference votes for the list puller was less strong in 2006 (negative interaction

term). This suggests that the effect of national personalization (presence of a national MP on a

local list) has increased over time. We should make two nuances, however. First, our results only

shows a significant difference between the situation in 2006 and that in 2018, and not between

2012 and 2018. Apparently, the evolution has either taken place earlier in time (end of the first

decade of 2000) or needs time to fully realize its potential. Secondly, no significant differences over

time could be noted for preference votes for candidates lower down the list.

Below, we plot the interaction terms for each of the three dependent variables we investigate.
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Figure 2: Plot of interaction terms MP on list and election year; for percentage of list votes
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Figure 3: Plot of interaction terms MP as head of list and election year; for percentage of preference

votes for head of list
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Figure 4: Plot of interaction terms MP as head of list and election year; for percentage of preference
votes for other candidates than the head of list
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Figures 2 and 3 clearly demonstrate that the effect of the presence of an MP becomes stronger
over time. The gap between the confidence interval of having an MP on (top of) the list versus not
having an MP on (top of) the list grows election after election. For the percentage of preference
votes for other candidates than the list puller, the gap remains more or less constant through time,
when it comes to the effect of national MPs. Earlier in this article, however, we demonstrated that
the evolution of this kind of preference votes could be linked to increasing preference voting for

(local) heads of lists.

7. Conclusion

Empirical evidence around personalization of politics is mixed, and this is partially due to conceptual
confusion. Personalization has several sub-dimensions, and for some a trend over time can be
noted, while for others, this is not the case. In this paper, we introduced a multi-level election
perspective in relation to personalization of voting behavior. We argued that in a multi-level context,
analyses on personalization should look beyond the number of politicians this phenomenon applies
to (centralized versus decentralized personalization) (Balmas et al. 2014). In a context of voting

behaviour in local elections, ‘centralized personalization’ for instance could refer (just as in the
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context of national elections) to the national party leader, but also to the local party leader (the
incumbent mayor, or the head of the list in a municipality). As such, personalization at a higher
policy level (national figureheads) can have repercussions on other (lower) policy levels, while at
the same time, also personalization at the lower policy level itself could have an impact. Therefore,
in our view, the level of personalization is not the most appropriate term to refer to ‘centralized’
versus ‘decentralized’ personalization. We propose to use again the term ‘focus’ for these
phenomena, and to reserve the term ‘level’ for the distinction between ‘national personalization’
versus ‘local personalization’. This brings us to four combinations of personalization: centralized
national personalization (national party leader), decentralized national personalization (MPs,
prominent national party figures), centralized local personalization (local party leader or (candidate)

mayor) and decentralized local personalization (local candidates).

This newly developed framework appeared to be useful to explain for the remarkable decline in
preference voting in the local elections in Flanders. The share of casted preference votes is
generally considered to be a good indicator of personalization trends. While one would expect an
increase due to often claimed trends of personalization, we see a clear decline in this form of
personalized voting behavior from 2006 onwards. More in particular, we analyzed the evolution in
the use of preference votes for all party lists in every municipality in Flanders from 2006 until 2018.
The aim was to detect patterns in the evolution of preference voting in Flemish municipalities. We
have two main explanations for the remarkable overall decline in preference voting, which could
both be linked to concepts of personalization.

First, not all kinds of preference voting ballots have declined in number. While the percentage of
ballots containing a preference for the head of list has remained constant over time, we could note
a clear decline in the percentage of ballots with only preference votes for candidates lower on the
list. This means that ‘local centralized personalization’ (focussing on personalization around local
leaders) remained constant over time (or even slightly increased), while ‘local decentralized
personalization’ (centring around local rank and file candidates) has declined. We witness not so
much a general depersonalization at the local level, but a depersonalization of candidates lower
down the list.

Second, we have also clearly demonstrated that national figureheads have an impact on the use
of preference votes at the local level. When national MPs are on the (head of the) list, the
percentage of list votes and the percentage of preference votes for other candidates than the head
of list is lower, while the percentage of preference votes for the head of list is higher. Moreover, we

have demonstrated that this effect becomes stronger over time. If an MP is on the list, voters
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increasingly cast a preference vote for that MP (who is often at the head of the list) and not for
other candidates. If the MP is not on the list, voters increasingly cast a list vote, as a surrogate for
the national figureheads of the party who are not on the candidate list in that particular municipality.

These findings point us to the necessity to reconceptualise the personalization concept, more
particularly to distinguish between the level of personalization (national-local) and the focus of

personalization (centralized-decentralized).

Future research on local elections in other contexts and countries should further elaborate and test
the interaction between these kinds of personalization. Moreover, following the ‘multi-level election
perspective’, also interactions between other policy levels than the national and the local one could
be relevant for personalization trends. These include for instance interactions between the national

and the European level, or between the national and the regional level.

19



List of references

Aarts, Kees, and André Blais. 2011. "The Relative Impact of Positive and Negative Leader Evaluations on
Vote Choice." In Political leaders and democratic elections, edited by Kees Aarts, André Blais and
Hermann Schmitt, 165-186. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Aarts, Kees, André Blais, and Hermann Schmitt. 2011. Political leaders and democratic elections. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

André, Audrey, Sam Depauw, Matthew S Shugart, and Roman Chytilek. 2017. "Party nomination strategies
in flexible-list systems: Do preference votes matter?" Party Politics 23 (5):589-600. doi:
10.1177/1354068815610974.

André, Audrey, Bram Wauters, and Jean-Benoit Pilet. 2012. "It's not only about lists: explaining preference
voting in Belgium." Journal of Elections, Public Opinion & Parties 22 (3):293-313.

Balmas, Meital, Gideon Rahat, Tamir Sheafer, and Shaul R Shenhav. 2014. "Two routes to personalized
politics: Centralized and decentralized personalization." Party Politics 20 (1):37-51. doi:
10.1177/1354068811436037.

Borges, André, and Ryan Lloyd. 2016. "Presidential coattails and electoral coordination in multilevel
elections: Comparative lessons from Brazil." Electoral Studies 43:104-114. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1016/].electstud.2016.05.009.

Caramani, Daniele. 2004. The nationalization of politics: The formation of national electorates and party
systems in Western Europe: Cambridge University Press.

Carey, John M, and Matthew Soberg Shugart. 1995. "Incentives to cultivate a personal vote: A rank
ordering of electoral formulas." Electoral studies 14 (4):417-439.

Crisp, Brian F., Santiago Olivella, and Joshua D. Potter. 2012. "Electoral contexts that impede voter
coordination.” Electoral Studies 31 (1):143-158.

Cross, William, and André Blais. 2012. "Who selects the party leader?" Party Politics 18 (2):127-150. doi:
10.1177/1354068810382935.

Cross, William Paul, Richard S Katz, and Scott Pruysers. 2018. The Personalization of Democratic Politics
and the Challenge for Political Parties: Rowman & Littlefield International, Limited.

Dodeigne, Jeremy, Caroline Close, and Ferdinand Teuber. 2021. "Nationalisation of local party systems in
Belgium (1976-2018): the combined effects of municipality size and parliamentary parties’
dominance." Local Government Studies 47 (1):100-125. doi: 10.1080/03003930.2020.1802251.

Farrell, David. 2011. Electoral Systems. A comparative introduction. 2nd edition ed. New York: Palgrave
MacMillan.

Folke, Olle, Torsten Persson, and Johanna Rickne. 2016. "The primary effect: Preference votes and
political promotions.” The American Political Science Review 110 (3):559.

Garzia, Diego. 2012. "Party and leader effects in parliamentary elections: Towards a reassessment.”
Politics 32 (3):175-185.

Garzia, Diego, and Frederico Ferreira da Silva. 2021. "Negative personalization and voting behavior in 14
parliamentary democracies, 1961-2018." Electoral Studies 71:102300. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2021.102300.

Gendzwitt, Adam, and Kamil Marcinkiewicz. 2019. "Interventionism of voters: district size, level of
government, and the use of preference votes." Acta Politica 54 (1):1-21. doi: 10.1057/s41269-017-
0069-6.

Golder, Sona N, Ignacio Lago, André Blais, Elisabeth Gidengil, and Thomas Gschwend. 2017. Multi-level
electoral politics: Beyond the second-order election model. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Helboe Pedersen, Helene, and Jennifer Vanheerde-Hudson. 2019. "Two strategies for building a personal
vote: Personalized representation in the UK and Denmark." Electoral Studies 59:17-26. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2019.02.010.

Karvonen, Lauri. 2010. The personalisation of politics: a study of parliamentary democracies. Colchester:
Ecpr Press.

Kriesi, Hanspeter. 2012. "Personalization of national election campaigns." Party Politics 18 (6):825-844.

Lupia, Arthur. 1994. "Shortcuts versus encyclopedias: information and voting behavior in California
insurance reform elections.” American Political Science Review 88 (01):63-76.

20


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2016.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2021.102300
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2019.02.010

Maddens, Bart, and Gert-Jan Put. 2013. "Office effects and campaign spending in a semi-open list PR
system: The Belgian/Flemish federal and regional elections 1999-2010." Electoral Studies 32
(4):852-863. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2013.02.008.

Marien, Sofie, Anke Schouteden, and Bram Wauters. 2016. "Voting for Women in Belgium's Flexible List
System." Politics & Gender 13 (2):305-335. doi: 10.1017/S1743923X16000404.

Marsh, Michael. 1998. "Testing the Second-Order Election Model after Four European Elections." British
Journal of Political Science 28:591-607.

McAllister, lan. 2007. "The personalization of politics.” In The Oxford handbook of political behavior, edited
by R.J. Dalton and H.D. Klingemann. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McDermott, Monika L. . 2009. "Voting for myself: Candidate and voter group associations over time."
Electoral Studies 28:606-614.

Olislagers, Ellen, and Kristof Steyvers. 2013. "One Size Fits all? The role of Size in Coalition Formation and
Portfolio Allocation after the Local Elections of 2006 in the Flemish Region in Belgium." Lex
localis-Journal of local Self-Government 11 (4).

Pedersen, Helene Helboe, and Gideon Rahat. 2019. "Introduction: Political personalization and
personalized politics within and beyond the behavioural arena.” Party Politics. doi:
10.1177/1354068819855712.

Poguntke, Thomas, and Paul D Webb. 2007. The presidentialization of politics: A comparative study of
modern democracies. Oxford: Oxford University Press

Pruysers, Scott, and William Cross. 2018. "Personalism and Election Campaigning.” In The Personalization
of Democratic Politics and the Challenge for Political Parties, edited by William Cross, Richard Katz
and Scott Pruysers, 57-77. London: ECPR Press.

Put, Gert-Jan, and Bart Maddens. 2015. "The Effect of Municipality Size and Local Office on the Electoral
Success of Belgian/Flemish Election Candidates: A Multilevel Analysis." Government and
Opposition 50 (4):607-628. doi: 10.1017/gov.2014.36.

Put, Gert-Jan, Bart Maddens, and Jef Smulders. 2015. "Buying local votes: The effect of individual
campaign spending under a semi-open pr system in the Belgian local elections.” Local
Government Studies 41 (1):137-155.

Put, Gert-Jan, Jef Smulders, and Bart Maddens. 2014. Een analyse van het profiel van de Vlaamse
verkozenen bij de Kamerverkiezingen van 1987 tot en met 2014. Leuven: KU Leuven.

Put, Gert-Jan, Asa von Schoultz, and Veikko Isotalo. 2020. "Fighting over friends and neighbors: The effect
of inter-candidate geographic distance on intra-party competition." Political Geography 81. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1016/].polgeo.2020.102219.

Rahat, Gideon, and Ofer Kenig. 2018. From party politics to personalized politics? Party change and
political personalization in democracies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rahat, Gideon, and Tamir Sheafer. 2007. "The Personalization(s) of Politics: Israel, 1949-2003." Poalitical
Communication 24 (1):65-80. doi: 10.1080/10584600601128739.

Reif, Karlheinz, and Hermann Schmitt. 1980. "Nine Second-Order National Elections — A Conceptual
Framework for the Analysis of European Election Results." European Journal of Political Research
8 (1):3-44.

Reilly, Ben, Andrew Ellis, and Andrew Reynolds. 2005. Electoral system design: The new international
IDEA handbook. Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance.
Renwick, Alan, and Jean-Benoit Pilet. 2016. Faces on the Ballot: The Personalization of Electoral Systems

in Europe. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Schakel, Arjan H., and Valentyna Romanova. 2021. "Horizontal and vertical spill-over in multilevel electoral
systems." Regional & Federal Studies 31 (3):299-311. doi: 10.1080/13597566.2021.1934455.

Schoultz, Asa von, and Achillefs Papageorgiou. 2019. "Policy or person? The electoral value of policy
positions and personal attributes in the Finnish open-list system." Party Politics 0
(0):1354068819891048. doi: 10.1177/1354068819891048.

Shugart, Matthew Sgberg, Melody Ellis Valdini, and Kati Suominen. 2005. "Looking for Locals: Voter
Information Demands and Personal Vote - Earning Attributes of Legislators under Proportional
Representation." American Journal of Political Science 49 (2):437-449.

Tavits, Margit. 2010. "Effect of Local Ties On Electoral Success and Parliamentary Behaviour: The Case of
Estonia." Party Politics 16 (2):215-235. doi: 10.1177/1354068809341053.

21


http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2013.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2020.102219

Thijssen, Peter, Bram Wauters, and Patrick Van Erkel. 2018. "Preferential voting in local versus national
elections: The role of proximity revisited." In Mind the gap. Political participation and representation
in Belgium, edited by Kris Deschouwer, 275-294. London: Rowman & Littlefield.

Van Aelst, Peter, Tamir Sheafer, and James Stanyer. 2012. "The personalization of mediated political
communication: A review of concepts, operationalizations and key findings." Journalism 13
(2):203-220.

Van de Voorde, Nicolas. 2019. "Does multiple office-holding generate an electoral bonus? Evidence from
Belgian national and local elections.” West European Politics 42 (1):133-155. doi:
10.1080/01402382.2018.1498218.

van Erkel, Patrick FA, Peter Van Aelst, and Peter Thijssen. 2018. "Does media attention lead to personal
electoral success? Differences in long and short campaign media effects for top and ordinary
political candidates." Acta Politica:1-19.

Wauters, Bram , Peter Thijssen, and Patrick Van Erkel. 2020. "Preference voting in the Low Countries. A
research overview." Politics of the Low Countries 2 (1):77-107

Wauters, Bram, Peter Thijssen, Peter Van Aelst, and Jean-Benoit Pilet. 2018. "Centralized personalization
at the expense of decentralized personalization. The decline of preferential voting in Belgium
(2003-2014)." Party Politics 24 (5):511-523. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068816678882.

Wauters, Bram, Dries Verlet, and Johan Ackaert. 2012. "Giving More Weight to Preferential Votes:
Welcome or Superfluous Reform? The Case of the Local Elections in Flanders (Belgium)." Local
Government Studies 38 (1):91-111. doi: 10.1080/03003930.2011.629193.

22


https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068816678882

