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ABSTRACT  
It has been argued that party membership has declined in most 
liberal democracies over the past several decades, and the 
remaining party members are even more committed to party goals 
and policies. If partisanship becomes more of an elite 
phenomenon, it might also become a very effective tool to exert 
political influence. We use Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 
data (1996–2016) to investigate the magnitude of the association 
over time between party identification and political efficacy. The 
results support our main hypotheses that party identification 
remains strongly associated with political efficacy throughout the 
observation period, and that the magnitude of this association has 
increased in recent years. Thus, despite attention in the literature 
to stagnating or declining party identification, we provide new 
evidence that supports expectations in the literature of continued 
and even increased importance of the relationship between party 
identification and political efficacy.
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Traditionally, it is assumed that citizens exert political influence by supporting the political 
party that best reflects their own political preferences. Being close to a political party 
therefore seems to be the most straightforward manner to gain political efficacy: if that 
party does well in elections and can implement its programme, citizen actually do have 
an influence on political decision making. Yet, research indicates that the key institution 
of political parties has become weaker in recent decades. Membership figures have 
declined systematically over several decades, and feelings of partisanship have also 
eroded (Huddy et al., 2015; Scarrow, 2015). While the erosion of traditional, institutiona
lised partisanship has been investigated extensively, there is far less knowledge about 
what this trend implies for the way citizens relate to the political system (Mair, 2014). If 
political parties really are the most crucial linkage mechanism between citizens and the 
political system, they should be a key source for the feeling of political efficacy, while 
their gradual demise should have a detrimental effect on that feeling of efficacy.
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Trends with regard to the connection between party identification and political 
efficacy, therefore, are highly relevant for the broader question about the popular disen
chantment among the public with liberal democracy. First of all, it is important to get the 
trends right. While there is a wide array of studies showing a structural decline in partisan
ship (Dalton, 2002; Katz et al., 1992; Mair & van Biezen, 2001; Scarrow, 2000; Scarrow et al., 
2017; van Biezen et al., 2012; van Biezen & Poguntke, 2014; van Haute & Gauja, 2015; 
Webb et al., 2002; Whiteley, 2011), other authors tend to portray more stability in these 
figures, particularly in recent decades (e.g. Dalton, 2016; Dalton et al., 2011; Lupu, 
2015). It has also been claimed that changes in partisanship are not just quantitative, 
but also qualitative: citizens have developed new means to connect to political parties, 
and this more recent participation pattern might be associated with more political 
power (Scarrow, 2015, 2019; Scarrow & Gezgor, 2010). If that is the case, the effect of par
tisanship on political efficacy should become stronger over time. It is important to ascer
tain the precise relation between partisanship and political efficacy, because efficacy is a 
key requirement for democratic legitimacy.

High levels of political efficacy have been assessed as central to the health of demo
cratic systems (Craig et al., 1990; Oser, 2023). If citizens do not have the feeling that 
their vote makes a difference, and can have an impact on the way their societies are 
being governed, they have far less reason to consider their political system as fair and 
legitimate (Campbell et al., 1954; Oser et al., 2023). Political efficacy is strongly related 
to political participation, not only because feeling efficacious encourages participation, 
but also because participation can boost feelings of efficacy, thus increasing the likelihood 
that participators will continue to participate in the future (Finkel, 1985; Pollock, 1983). As 
such, political efficacy is a crucial resource to ensure both the functioning and the legiti
macy of democratic political systems (Iyengar, 1980) and to enable a chain of responsive
ness between citizens and their elected leaders (Powell, 2004, 2014). It has been well- 
established in the literature that citizens who feel they can influence government out
comes are more likely to support the democratic system as a whole (Easton, 1965). 
While some studies have shown a positive relation between partisanship and political 
trust (Hooghe & Oser, 2017; Whiteley & Kölln, 2019), we do not know all that much 
about (trends in) the relation between partisanship and political efficacy (Mair, 2014; Muir
head, 2006, 2014; Muirhead & Rosenblum, 2020).

The goal of the current study is to investigate this relation in a comparative manner, 
over a two decade period. To do so, we analyse all available data on this topic from 
the Comparative Studies of Electoral Systems (CSES) survey between 1996 and 2016, 
focusing on the subset of countries that are included in all four observation periods, in 
order to make a valid over time comparison. The findings show that during this time 
period, party identification is indeed positively associated with political efficacy, and 
the strength of this association increases significantly over time. Feeling very close to a 
political party has an even stronger effect on political efficacy. We close with some obser
vations on what these results imply for the future democratic role of political parties.

Party identification and political efficacy

Party identification is traditionally regarded as an important component in the linkage 
between citizens and the political system (Miller et al., 1999). Therefore it is assumed 
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that those who feel close to a political party will have higher levels of political efficacy, as 
those who do not have a preferred party, indeed have fewer means available to make sure 
their opinion prevails in political decision making (e.g. Almond & Verba, 1963; Banducci & 
Karp, 2009; Karp & Banducci, 2008). Research shows that this effect is very strong, for those 
who are involved in the party organisation as such (Bentancur et al., 2019). However, the 
traditional notion of ‘partisanship’ does not require any formal connection with, or activity 
in a political party: the mere fact that one feels close to a political party, and even identifies 
as being close to that party, is sufficient to be considered a partisan. The question we want 
to investigate is whether this broader, attitudinal measurement of partisanship also has 
effect on political efficacy, even in the absence of any formal engagement within political 
parties.

Political efficacy is a highly important attitudinal measure as it connects individuals 
with the functioning of the state, and is indicative of the health of the democratic 
systems (Oser, 2023). Research shows a positive association between political efficacy 
and political participation, such as election turnout (Abramson & Aldrich, 1982), civic par
ticipation and volunteerism (Verba et al., 1995), including online political participation 
(Oser et al., 2022); all contributing to the legitimacy of democratic systems.

The concept of political efficacy is traditionally defined as: ‘the feeling that individual 
political action does have, or can have, an impact upon the political process’ (Campbell 
et al., 1954, p. 187). Subsequent studies have shown that political efficacy is conducive 
to democratic government, and provides diffuse support for system stability (Almond & 
Verba, 1963; Easton, 1965; Easton & Dennis, 1967; Finifter, 1970; Pateman, 1970; Thomp
son, 1970).

The crucial distinction between internal and external measures of political efficacy was 
introduced early in the literature by Lane (1959) to distinguish between individuals’ feel
ings about their own capacity to participate in the democratic process, versus their assess
ments of external system responsiveness. In the former case, a lack of efficacy is attributed 
to the individual (e.g. ‘not knowledgeable enough’), while in the latter case, the political 
system is to blame for its unwillingness to be responsive to public opinion. Both concepts 
are therefore measured in a different manner. Niemi et al.’s (1991, pp. 84–85) definition of 
the two key dimensions of political efficacy can still be regarded as seminal: internal 
efficacy, defined as ‘beliefs about one’s own competence to understand, and to partici
pate effectively in, politics’, and external efficacy, defined as ‘beliefs about the responsive
ness of governmental authorities and institutions to citizen demand’. External efficacy 
therefore relates to citizens’ beliefs about the consequences of people’s involvement in 
politics (Esaiasson et al., 2015). While both of these dimensions of political efficacy may 
have a relation to party identification, the most relevant dimension for this topic is exter
nal efficacy since party identity should provide citizens with more and more effective 
access opportunities to the political system (Jacobs et al., 2022; Wolak, 2018).

Taken together, this literature supports the expectation that people who feel close to a 
political party are more likely to have higher levels of political efficacy in general, and 
external efficacy in particular. However, we note that this relation between party identifi
cation and political efficacy might be endogenous, as it could be that political efficacy pre
dicts party identification, rather than the other way around. Nevertheless, we believe that 
party identification is the explanatory factor, rather than the outcome. First, the literature 
on economic voting recognises that individual perceptions might be affected by partisan 
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identity (Bartels, 2002).1 In this line of research, partisanship defines attitudes about the 
overall government performance and with that about overall government responsive
ness. Second, party identifiers are more likely to be involved in political parties (thorough 
party membership or participation in meetings) and with that have more channels to 
affect the political system and the general responsiveness of the system, affecting their 
attitudes about external political efficacy. These additional channels are the link we 
believe that makes party identification an explanatory factor of external political efficacy.

External efficacy has been the focus of concerns due to documented trends of decline 
in U.S. data (Chamberlain, 2012), and also due to the relevance of this attitude for connect
ing individuals with democratic processes (Henderson & Han, 2021). A potential expla
nation for the expected positive association between party identification and external 
political efficacy is that individuals who are close to a political party have invested time 
and effort to gather knowledge about the political party they support. This investment 
could be driven by expected benefit, as those who are close to a political party may 
have more incentives to believe that the act of voting has beneficial political conse
quences. In line with previous research, we first expect a positive relation between parti
sanship and political efficacy, as our baseline hypothesis. Despite the fact that in 
numerous countries there are indications about a decline of levels of partisanship, as a 
baseline hypothesis we have no reason to assume that this positive association would 
have disappeared in the more recent period. Thus, we first expect that 

Baseline hypothesis: party identification will be positively associated with political efficacy in 
general.2

While this baseline hypothesis draws on established expectations in classic social 
science literature, we are unaware of any empirical study that has rigorously tested 
whether these expectations are supported by an analysis of recent, high-quality cross- 
national data.

Our further theoretical expectations build on the concept developed by Whiteley and 
Kölln’s (2019) about changing forms of partisanship, where party identifiers are divided 
into two types. Type-I partisanship is stable in nature, where party identifiers always 
vote for the same party. Type-II partisanship is performance based and party identifiers 
calculate the perceived effectiveness of policy output, i.e. the running tally model 
(Fiorina, 1981). A large body of literature suggests that the electorate is a mixture of 
the two types, and depending on the time-period the pool of partisans might shift in 
dominance, thus affecting accountability function (Whiteley & Kölln, 2019). We aim to 
study this time shifting trend, as the type of party identifiers in our sample might also 
influence the level of external political efficacy. For example, if party identifiers are gen
erally more satisfied with the overall party performance, this might produce an increased 
level of political efficacy (that who is in power can make a difference, and whom people 
vote for makes a difference), although the overall level of partisanship remains stable. 
However, if this satisfaction with the general policy output of the party they support is 
declining, this could lead to a decline in external political efficacy as well. Unfortunately, 
we can only partially test this mechanism, as the CSES data use questions regarding the 
evaluation of government performance only in half of our sample (i.e. in Modules 2 and 3 
only). Yet, the results suggest that indeed a positive evaluation of government perform
ance is positively associated with both measures of external political efficacy (see 
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Appendix A3.7), suggesting that this mechanism about the source of partisanship might 
be present here as well.

This connects to an important line of literature stating that while partisanship might 
have declined in a quantitative manner, qualitative changes imply that those who 
remain partisan will become more highly motivated, and are more likely to make a 
strong, reasoned choice for being close to a political party (Scarrow, 2015, 2019; 
Scarrow & Gezgor, 2010). This line of reasoning leads to the expectation that the relation
ship between party identification and political efficacy should have strengthened in 
recent years. In contrast to our baseline hypothesis, this is not a widespread expectation 
in the literature, as it focuses attention on the attitudinal connection of those citizens who 
maintain identification with parties, despite negative trends with regard to the occurrence 
of partisanship. While the theoretical reasoning of this expectation is appealing, we are 
unaware of any empirical tests of this hypothesis: 

H1: The association between party identification and political efficacy strengthens over the 
1996–2016 observation period.

To the extent that partisanship becomes more a scarce phenomenon across demo
cratic societies, one can expect that the remaining partisans indeed feel very close to a 
political party. A standard assumption in organisational research is that those who feel 
only lukewarm towards the organisation, will be first to jump ship, thus leaving a 
smaller group of highly motivated hardcore supporters within the organisation. To the 
extent that there are fewer ‘leaning’ or ‘moderate’ partisans, and therefore the proportion 
of ‘strong’ partisans is increased, this gradation, too, should become more important in 
the recent period: 

H2: The association between the level of party identification and political efficacy strengthens 
over the 1996–2016 observation period.

Data and methods

We analyse data from the Comparative Studies of Electoral Systems Integrated Module 
Dataset (CSES).3 The CSES surveys are conducted after general elections, and cover a 
period of 20 years, from the CSES Module 1 in 1996 to Module 4 in 2016. The CSES 
data structure is a repeated cross-section, and therefore cannot shed light on causal 
relations over time. However, CSES provides high-quality cross-national data for the theor
etical focus of our study. The Appendix includes additional information about the data 
and methods described in this section, including variable descriptions (Appendix 
Section A1), descriptive statistics (Section A2), and supplementary analyses (Section 
A3). The analyses were conducted in R 4.0.4, and data, code, and replication files are avail
able from the authors.

The full CSES dataset for Modules 1 (1996) through 4 (2016) includes data on 53 
countries and 276,968 individuals.4 The dataset includes cross-national data from a 20- 
year observation period that can contribute to making valid inferences regarding over- 
time changes in the relation between the key concepts of party identification and political 
efficacy. Since we are interested in over-time trends, our analyses focus on only those 
countries that participated in all four CSES modules, i.e. a sample of 20 countries and 
most of them can be regarded as stable democracies.5 The CSES survey includes two 
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questions on political efficacy that are included with similar question wording in all 
modules: (a) respondents’ perception of whether who is in power makes a difference, 
which we will refer to as ‘efficacy power’; and (b) respondents’ perceptions of whether 
who people vote for can make a difference, which we refer to as ‘efficacy vote’. Taken 
together, these two indicators measure citizens’ perceptions of whether elections have 
consequences. Both measures are important indicators of external efficacy, and unfortu
nately the CSES cumulative file does not include measures of internal efficacy. However, 
for the purpose of testing our hypotheses regarding the relationship between party 
identification and political efficacy, external efficacy is the more theoretically relevant 
of the two measures.

The CSES includes two main levels of data, with respondents (micro-level observations) 
nested in countries (macro-level observations). The clustered structure of the data violates 
the assumption of independence of observations, and failure to account for this data 
structure could lead to incorrect estimations of standard errors (Gelman & Hill, 2006). 
As the CSES surveys are conducted in each country in coordination with the timing of 
national elections, another relevant level for research that focuses on over-time change 
is the time period of survey implementation in each country. We therefore estimate a 
three-level model with individuals (level 1) nested in survey module country-years 
(level 2) in a given country (level 3). We estimate OLS models with year and country 
dummies to account for this nested structure. As robustness tests, we also employ multi
level models with random intercepts by year and by country. Further, we analyse the full 
sample of 53 countries, and these findings do not deviate from those reported in the 
manuscript (see Appendix).

Independent variables

The key independent variables in the analysis are identification with a political party (PID), 
and the closeness of this identification (PID level). Party identification is a binary measure 
of whether respondents considered themselves as close to any political party (0 = no; 1 =  
yes). For all 20 countries in the dataset, 47% of all respondents reports being close to at 
least one political party, and the results in Figure 1 indicate that this proportion remained 
relatively stable across all four survey modules. However, variations across countries 
clearly exist, with the largest percentage of reported partisans in Australia (85.4%) and 
U.S.A. (60.0%) across the CSES modules, while Peru and Slovenia report the lowest 
percent of respondents identifying as close to a political party, with 36.0% and 20.1% 
respectively.6

Respondents who reported being close to a political party received a follow-up ques
tion that asks how close respondents felt to this party, ranging from 1 = not very close; 2 =  
somewhat close; to 3 = very close. Figure 2 shows that the mean point estimate increased 
in each observation period,7 with significant but modest increases in the two most recent 
modules. So while the total proportion of partisans is rather stable, within this group there 
seems to be a trend to report being closer to the preferred party over time.

Taken together, the trends for both the PID and PID level measures are consistent with 
findings in the literature that show stability in PID in the most recent decades: the CSES 
data show that the proportion of respondents that identified with at least one party 
(response options: 0 = no; 1 = yes) remained fairly stable, with almost half (0.47) of the 
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population reporting closeness to any political party. The level of reported closeness 
among those with a party identification (response options: 1 = not very close; 2 = some
what close; 3 = very close) increased modestly, supporting the observation in the litera
ture that those who report a partisan identity have increased their commitment to that 
party.

Outcome measures

As noted, we analyse two measures of external political efficacy in the CSES data, based on 
the items: (a) who is in power can make a difference, and (b) whom people vote for makes 
a difference. This in particular measures respondents’ attitudes towards the external pol
itical system, not their own belief of individually being capable to influence the system. 
Response categories are measured on a 5-point scale where 1 refers to ‘it does not 

Figure 1. Proportion respondents with party identity for 20 countries, 1996–2016.
Notes: Entries are the proportion of respondents (ranging from 0 to 1) that is close to a political party. Times spans are as 
follows: Module 1 (1996–2001), Module 2 (2001–2006), Module 3 (2006–2011), and Module 4 (2011–2016). Standard 
deviation for party identity = 0.50.
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make any difference’ and 5 refers to ‘it makes a big difference’. Higher scores thus imply a 
higher level of external political efficacy. Figure 3 displays the mean efficacy scores for 
respondents in the 20 countries that participated in all four CSES modules (see Appendix 
for means by country). The figure shows that throughout the observation period, average 
efficacy levels are relatively stable and high: efficacy-power ranged from 3.62 to 3.96, and 
efficacy-vote ranged from 3.76 to 3.96.

Control variables

We control for variables that are expected to affect the relationship between partisanship 
and efficacy (Hayes & Bean, 1993; Wolak, 2018). Therefore, we include controls for age 
(measured in continuous years); gender (0 = male; 1 = female); and socio-economic 
status, measured by level of education (1 = none; 5 = university) and income (1 = lowest 

Figure 2. Party identification level for 20 countries, 1996–2016.
Notes: Entries are ‘degree of closeness to a political party’, for partisans only, ranging from 1 (not very close) to 3 (very 
close). Times spans are as follows: Module 1 (1996–2001), Module 2 (2001–2006), Module 3 (2006–2011), and Module 4 
(2011–2016). Standard deviation for level of party identification = 0.69.
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quintile; 5 = highest quintile). The literature reports mixed findings regarding the associ
ation of political efficacy with gender and age, while the association with socio-economic 
status has generally been found to be positive. Following concerns that missing data on 
the income variable may not be missing at random, we include income in the model as a 
supplementary analysis reported in full in the Appendix.

We also control for respondents’ political ideology to account for whether political 
efficacy is more closely related to one end of the political spectrum than the other (left 
or right). This variable is based on a standard ideology survey question, in which respon
dents were asked to place themselves on an 11-point scale with 0 indicating left and 10 
indicating right. As recent research has identified a right-wing bias in government pos
itions (Blais et al., 2022; Dassonneville et al., 2021), it is plausible that those on the right 
may have higher efficacy levels than those on the left.

As a robustness test, we also control for electoral participation, measured as self- 
reported voter turnout. The analyses include a binary measure based on respondents’ 
report of whether they voted in the last election (0 = no; 1 = yes). We expect that those 
who participate in elections will have higher levels of political efficacy, but self-evidently 
we do not wish to make any claim about the causal relation involved (Abramson & Aldrich, 
1982; Banducci & Karp, 2009; Karp & Banducci, 2008; Shaffer, 1981). Similar to the reason
ing underlying the expected relation with party identification, we expect that individual 
decisions to invest time and effort to vote are driven by the expected political benefit, i.e. 
incentives based on the belief that the act of voting or those who are in power can make a 
political difference. However, research has also shown evidence that political efficacy can 
come first in the equation, meaning that political efficacy can have a causal influence on 
voter turnout (Finkel, 1985; Quintelier & van Deth, 2014). We therefore conduct sup
plementary analyses that include electoral participation (see Appendix), and the 
findings are consistent with those presented in the results section.

Figure 3. Political efficacy means for 20 countries, 1996–2016.
Notes: Entries are mean scores on two items on external political efficacy, ranging from 1 (low efficacy) to 5 (high 
efficacy). Time spans are as follows: Module 1 (1996–2001), Module 2 (2001–2006), Module 3 (2006–2011), and 
Module 4 (2011–2016). Standard deviation for efficacy-power = 1.29; Standard deviation for efficacy-vote = 1.24.
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Finally, we include a supplementary analysis that controls for respondents’ assessment 
of government performance, which asks respondents to assess how good or bad a job the 
current government has done (1 = very bad job; 4 = very good job). Based on recent 
research on the relationship between policy processes and political efficacy (Wolak, 
2018), we expect that citizens’ positive assessment of their governments’ performance 
will also be positively associated with their sense of political efficacy. As the government 
performance question was not asked in CSES Modules 2 and 3, and therefore has a large 
number of missing observations (n for missing observations = 94,944), we briefly summar
ise the findings from these models to inform future research, and report on the findings in 
more detail in the Appendix.

Results

As noted, our empirical approach separately investigates the two dependent variables 
measuring political efficacy, namely, efficacy-power and efficacy-vote. As we only have 
two items to measure the concept, we cannot meaningfully conduct any factor analysis 
on these items. This section documents the coefficient plots of the key variables from 
the multilevel regression models, and the fully specified regression tables are documen
ted in the Appendix.

In Figure 4, the baseline models present the results in relation to our baseline hypoth
esis that party identification is positively associated with efficacy. As expected, the 
findings support this hypothesis as party identification is strongly associated with both 
survey items for political efficacy (Figure 4(a) Model 1 for efficacy-power, and Figure 4
(b) Model 3 for efficacy-vote). These results affirm established findings in prior research 
by showing that party identification is still closely linked with efficacy in the 1996–2016 
observation period of the current study, as those who reported being close to at least 
one political party reported higher levels of political efficacy than those who lacked a con
nection to any party. Figure 4 also plots the coefficient for left-right ideology, which aligns 
with our expectations of a positive coefficient informed by scholarship showing that those 
on the right may have higher efficacy levels than those on the left due to right-wing bias 
in government positions. The findings for all additional control variables are consistent 
with expectations in the literature (see Appendix).

To test our expectation that party identification has become more strongly associated 
with political efficacy in recent years (H1), we test for an interaction effect between party 
identification and CSES module. In Figure 4, the coefficient plots for the interaction effects 
support this expectation (Figure 4(a) Model 2 for efficacy power, and Figure 4(b) Model 4 
for efficacy vote). The findings show that the magnitude of the association of party 
identification with efficacy in Module 2 is not significantly different from that in 
Module 1, but that the interaction term has significantly increased in Modules 3 and 4, 
compared to Module 1. Taken together, these findings confirm that party identification 
has become more strongly associated with political efficacy in recent years.

The predicted values in Figure 5 provide an alternate visualisation of the over-time 
trend of the interaction by plotting the predicted values of efficacy by party identification 
and CSES module. The findings demonstrate that regardless of the average levels of 
efficacy in society as a whole, the gap in predicted values of efficacy between those 
who lack identification with a party (Party identification = 0) and those who report a 
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positive identification with at least one party (Party identification = 1) has increased over 
time. In other words, those who report feeling close to at least one party have increasingly 
higher levels of efficacy in recent years in comparison to those who lack any party 
identification.

The next stage of the analysis tests the second and final hypothesis regarding whether 
levels of party closeness (PID level) have a stronger positive association with efficacy over 
time. The findings in Figure 6 indicate that party identification level indeed has a modestly 
increased association with both types of efficacy over time. Taken together with the 
findings related to Hypothesis 1, the results of testing Hypothesis 2 indicate that although 

Figure 4. The relation between party identification and political efficacy over time.
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the societal proportion of those who identify with at least one party has generally 
remained stable in the CSES data between 1996 and 2016, the modestly increasing pro
portion of those who report a higher level of closeness with a party is characterised by 
increased levels of efficacy over time. This relation holds for both indicators for efficacy.

Following the coefficient plot of the interaction effects in Figure 6 to test H2 (‘The 
association between the level of party identification and political efficacy strengthens 
over the 1996–2016 observation period’), we again focus exclusively on the over-time 
interaction relations between the key variables of the study – now plotting in Figure 7

Figure 5. Predicted value of efficacy by party identity and CSES module.
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the interaction of PID level with CSES module on both types of efficacy. Figure 7 displays 
predicted values, which show a greater gap between those with different levels of PID 
over time, thereby supporting H2. Thus, for PID level the findings are consistent with 
the explanation that levels of closeness to a party contribute to the strengthened 
linkage between PID and efficacy over time.

The findings to this point are consistently similar for the two key outcome measures of 
efficacy power and efficacy vote. Our final analysis adds the variable of citizens’ percep
tion of government performance to the model, with the noted caveat that this variable 
has a high proportion of missing data, as it was not included in all four CSES modules 

Figure 6. Level of party identification and political efficacy.
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(see Appendix for multilevel regression tables). The findings show that the association 
between government performance and efficacy is the only coefficient that shows mean
ingful difference in the magnitude of the coefficient for efficacy power and efficacy vote, 
and the coefficient for efficacy vote is more than twice as large as the coefficient for 
efficacy power. This finding indicates that citizens’ perception of good government per
formance is more closely linked to their perception that voting makes a difference than 
their perception that the specific people in power is what matters. This finding points 
to an important area of future research on political efficacy that assesses the direction 

Figure 7. Predicted value of efficacy by party identity level and CSES module.
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of causal relations to identify whether improved government performance motivates citi
zens to vote, or whether higher levels of citizen voting is what leads to improved govern
ment performance.

Discussion

At a time when the phrase ‘elections have consequences’ has become a slogan for motiv
ating disaffected voters, the current study examines how citizens’ party identification 
relates to their sense of political efficacy in recent years. The results of the analysis indicate 
that party identification is positively associated with political efficacy, and that the 
strength of this association increased over the 1996–2016 observation period. Further, 
the findings on the connection between PID level and efficacy show that the association 
between citizens’ level of closeness to a party and their political efficacy has become 
stronger in recent years. The results do not indicate a linear trend, but instead show 
that the strength of the connection between party identification and political efficacy 
is greater in the two most recent modules of the CSES. In sum, the findings clarify that 
party identification remains strongly linked with efficacy – but only for those who identify 
with at least one party. This means that for those who lack identification with any party, 
their sense of political efficacy increasingly lags behind party identifiers in recent years. 
This finding has important implications for understanding the role of political parties in 
contemporary democracies. Even as their membership is stable or worse, our findings 
show that those who are closely identified with parties in recent years report even 
higher levels of self-perceived efficacy in the political system compared to those who 
lack this connection.

As noted, an important limitation of the current study is that the CSES cross-sectional 
data do not allow the assessment of causal relationships. We noted the common theor
etical approach in the literature of presuming that feeling close to a political party 
leads to stronger feelings of political efficacy, even though the reverse causal logic is 
also plausible. Future research analysing panel data is therefore needed to determine 
the direction of causality. Another caveat is that the concept of ‘feeling close’ to a political 
party might have changed during the observation period due to party organisational 
changes or changing ideologies among the population (Scarrow, 2019). This shift 
might mean that those who reported that they felt ‘very close’ to a specific political 
party 20 years ago used the concept differently in comparison to contemporary respon
dents. Finally, variation across countries exists. The proportion of respondents that ident
ify with being close to a political party differs substantially across the 20 countries. This 
suggests that different patterns might exist in relation to political efficacy when studies 
focus on a single case (or cluster of similar cases) with high or low levels of party identifiers 
nationally. Yet, the cross-sectional cross-time analysis provided here indicates that party 
identification, has stronger effect on attitudes of political efficacy.

Keeping these limitations in mind, the findings of the current study highlight that an 
important democratic linkage mechanism is still being offered by political parties, which is 
often overlooked due to the literature’s attention to long-term trends in the decline of 
party membership and party identity reaching back several decades. The findings of 
the present study show that citizens who do not feel that there is at least one political 
party that represents their interests and preferences increasingly lag behind those who 
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identify with at least one party in their sense of political efficacy. For those who lack an 
identification with a party, even when they do vote, they may feel that their vote does 
not really make a difference, as they lack a sense of closeness with the offer they 
receive from the party system. Party identification, therefore, remains an important 
linkage mechanism, and our findings suggest that between 1996 and 2016 the strength 
of this identification became even more important in relation to citizens’ beliefs about 
whether elections have consequences.

An important implication of these findings is to consider the societal effects of the 
increased gap in efficaciousness between party identifiers and those who lack a sense 
of connection to any party. This finding highlights the potential that this increased gap 
over time between party identifiers and non-identifiers may also contribute to a 
greater gap in their support for democratic legitimacy in general. These findings also 
raise questions regarding the relevant pathways for contributing to citizens’ sense that 
their vote and who governs make a difference for democracy if they do not identify 
with even a single political party in their political system. A first path could be to 
strengthen the party system and its structures – a path that has received considerable 
attention in the literature over time (e.g. Gauja, 2015). A second path is to identify alter
nate mechanisms, organisations, or institutions through which people can gain a sense 
that their voice makes a difference to democratic governance. For example, Rasmussen 
and Reher (2019) found that civil society engagement is strongly related to policy rep
resentation in Europe. Similarly, Henderson and Han (2021) investigated the underlying 
mechanisms that may enhance political efficacy among state-level civic organisations 
in the United States, and their longitudinal evidence indicated that organisation 
members who develop relationships with association leaders have a strengthened 
sense of political efficacy. The current study suggests the importance of conducting 
further research on the viability of these and related paths in order to identify effective 
ways to strengthen citizens’ sense of connection to the political system.

Finally, the findings of this study highlight the importance of advancing research on pol
itical efficacy as part of a broader effort to investigate changing trends in democratic legiti
macy. While political efficacy was a central topic in the classic early survey-based research 
on political attitudes, more recent literature tends to focus on related attitudes like political 
trust or satisfaction with democracy. The current study, however, suggests that political 
efficacy is an important attitudinal measure for the study of contemporary democratic func
tioning, as discussed in some of the earliest studies on voter attitudes (Campbell et al., 
1954). An attitude like political trust may emphasise the allegiant side of political culture, 
while the findings of the current study confirm that political efficacy is clearly related to citi
zens’ political agency in terms of the strength of their connection to the political system. 
Thus, for both empirical and normative considerations, the findings of the current study 
emphasise the importance of future research on political efficacy.

Notes

1. For alternative views, see Lewis-Beck et al. (2008), Okolikj and Hooghe (2022), and for an over
view of this topic, see Okolikj (2023).

2. We use a baseline hypothesis to establish the overall association between partisanship and 
political efficacy, although we acknowledge that this association is to be expected.
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3. We use phase 3 data released on 8 December 2020, The Comparative Study of Electoral 
Systems (www.cses.org). CSES Integrated Module DATASET (IMD) [dataset and documen
tation]. 8 December 2020 version. doi:10.7804/cses.imd.2020-12-08. url: https://cses.org/ 
data-download/cses-integrated-module-dataset-imd. The time periods of the four modules 
in the integrated dataset are Module 1 (1996–2001), Module 2 (2001–2006), Module 3 
(2006–2011), and Module 4 (2011–2016).

4. We exclude Hong Kong and Kyrgyzstan because of high rates of nonresponse on key demo
graphic variables. The 53 countries included in the full CSES sample are: Albania, Argentina, 
Australia, Austria, Belarus, Belgium, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, 
Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Kenya, Latvia, Lithuania, Mexico, Montenegro, Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Norway, Peru, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Republic of Korea, Romania, Russian 
Federation, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thai
land, Turkey, Ukraine, United States of America, and Uruguay.

5. The 20 countries in the main analytic sample are: Australia, Canada, Czech Republic, Germany, 
Iceland, Israel, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, Peru, Poland, Portugal, Republic of 
Korea, Romania, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, and United States of America.

6. This variation is however smaller within countries. For full descriptive results on this see Table 
A4.1 and Figure A4.1 in Appendix.

7. For cross country and within country variations in level of partisanship see Table A4.2 and 
Figure A4.2 in Appendix.
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