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WHAT DRIVES THE IMPACT OF PERSONALIZATION IN 

WESTERN EUROPE? 

 

ABSTRACT 

The personalization of politics has been widely studied in the past few decades, 

especially in Western Europe, from several viewpoints, from the electoral to the party-

centered one, from the governmental to the media-related one. Nonetheless, very few 

contributions have focused on the determinants of personalization, even if this latter 

process might be linked to more general – and much relevant –societal, institutional, or 

party-related phenomena. 

In this article, we aim to fill this gap by proposing a novel framework to explain the 

evolution of the impact of the personalization of politics – i.e., the fact that 

personalization has had a stronger or weaker influence – in Western Europe between the 

mid-1990s and the mid-2010s. We depart from cross-time and cross-country data 

collected in the first expert survey on the personalization of politics (the PoPES) and 

investigate the effect of three sets of possible determinants: societal changes (the 

decrease in the strength of the class cleavage or the diffusion of TV), institutional 

factors (the presence of presidential elections or personal-vote-driving electoral systems' 

features), and party-related changes (the organizational decline of Western European 
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parties). Regression analyses show that almost none of these determinants have 

influenced personalization's impact in Western Europe. 

 

KEYWORDS: personalization of politics; class cleavage; personal vote; political 

parties 

Introduction 

 

One of the most allegedly pervasive political phenomena in the Western world is 

undoubtedly the personalization of politics, i.e., the fact that ‘individual political actors 

have become more prominent at the expense of parties and collective identities’ 

(Karvonen, 2010, p. 4; see also Balmas et al., 2014, p. 37; Rahat and Kenig, 2018, p. 1). 

Personalization has been widely studied in different political arenas, from general 

elections to parties, from parliaments to governments, up to traditional and new media 

(Mughan, 2000; Caprara, 2007; McAllister, 2007; Blondel and Thiébault, 2010; 

Karvonen, 2010; Balmas et al., 2014; Curtice and Lisi, 2015; Musella, 2018; Rahat and 

Kenig, 2018; Pedersen and vanHeerde-Hudson, 2019; Wauters et al., 2021). According 

to Balmas et al. (2014), the growing prominence of political actors can involve top 

political actors such as party leaders (i.e., the ‘centralized personalization’) or single 

(lower-level) political actors, such as MPs (i.e., the ‘decentralized personalization’). 
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 For instance, on centralized personalization, some attention has been devoted to 

leaders’ effects in general elections (Balmas et al., 2014), with differentiated findings 

(e.g., on the one hand, see Bittner, 2011; Garzia, 2014; Ferreira da Silva et al., 2021; 

Garzia et al., 2022; on the other hand, see Karvonen, 2010; Holmberg and Oscarsson, 

2011; Curtice and Lisi, 2015; Coffé and von Schoultz, 2021; Quinlan and McAllister, 

2022). 

 Moreover, a second area of research is that of institutions, particularly 

parliaments and governments (Balmas et al., 2014). On parliaments, some have focused 

on aspects of decentralized personalization such as MPs’ representation styles (Pedersen 

and vanHeerde-Hudson, 2019) or inside the Parliament, e.g., by focusing on private 

legislative motions (Poyet, 2021) or parliamentary questions and bills’ authorship 

(Wauters et al., 2021). Turning to governments, and here the focus is on centralized 

personalization, Dowding and Dumont (2009) show that the head of the government has 

been acquiring greater importance and that aspirating ministers' personal characteristics 

have been more and more critical for selecting governmental offices (Martocchia 

Diodati and Verzichelli 2017; Witzig and Vatter 2022). 

 A third and final area is that of political parties (Balmas et al., 2014). Here, some 

have tackled the alleged greater importance of party leaders (centralized personalization 

(ibidem)) in different areas – such as candidate selection or policy-making (Blondel and 
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Thiébault, 2010; Schumacher et al., 2013; Frantz et al., 2022) – possibly because of the 

use of more open leader selection methods (Musella, 2018; Stewart, 2018). 

 More generally, some scholars have also explored the difference between 

personalization and personalism, where the former signals the process of increasing 

centrality of political actors at the expense of structures, while the latter is related to the 

level of the centrality of such actors in a given period or moment (Pruysers et al., 2018; 

see also Frantz et al., 2022; Lioy, 2023). 

 In this article, we focus on the second step of the work plan proposed by Adam 

and Maier (2010) on future agendas on personalization, that is, understanding the 

determinants of this phenomenoni. Nonetheless, we do not put forward an analysis 

focusing on the level of personalization in a given country in a given period. Instead, we 

propose an analysis of the impact of personalization in a series of Western European 

countries between the mid-1990s and the mid-2010s.  

Our Research Question (RQ) is understanding the causes of a stronger impact of 

personalization in Western Europe in the last decades. In other words, what factors 

make personalization more impactful in Western European polities? What can explain 

that personalization has had a stronger influence in some contexts and a weaker 

influence in others? 

 We acknowledge this is a deviation from existing works on the matter, given, to 

the best of our knowledge, it is the first time that empirical research focuses on the 
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impact of personalization rather than its evolution or the presence of higher (lower) 

personalization in some (more or less specific) contexts. Nonetheless, answering the RQ 

mentioned in some lines above can be of great importance for better understanding the 

personalization of politics. 

Indeed, we have quite some knowledge of a few facets of personalization in 

many countries or, conversely, of several facets of personalization in some countries but 

not for the same period (e.g., see the scheme in Balmas et al., 2014, p. 38; see also 

Rahat and Kenig, 2018, pp. 7-8; 137-170; Garzia et al., 2022, p. 317). In other words, 

most research has focused either on just a few dimensions of this phenomenon or on a 

few countries (or parties)ii. In other words, it has been challenging – if not impossible – 

to study such a phenomenon and its determinants from a synchronic and diachronic 

viewpoint for a relevant number of countries. These shortcomings can be efficiently 

addressed by relying on a specific measure of personalization: the impact of 

personalization in a series of Western European general elections over some 30 years 

according to country experts’ evaluation in the PoPES (Personalization of Politics 

Expert Survey) (Marino et al., 2022; 2023).  

There are two points worth underlining. On the one hand, using this measure 

means using a measure of the perceived impact of personalization, given we are dealing 

with an expert survey. For brevity, we will omit this word when discussing the impact 

of this phenomenon, but, clearly, it is an important issue, because we are not analyzing 
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an objective measure of personalization but a measure of personalization derived from 

experts’ evaluations: we later discuss some reliability and validity tests related to our 

measure. 

On the other hand, focusing not on the level of personalization but on its impact 

seems appropriate to deal with a deeper and more complete understanding of 

personalization in Western Europe in the last decades. Indeed, let us imagine a situation 

where some facets of personalization show an increase in the importance of people vs. 

structures over time while, conversely, some other facets do not show any increase over 

time (or even show a decrease). How could we summarize the weight of personalization 

in such a situation? Notice that such a situation has been quite common in Western 

Europe: at least concerning intra-party personalization, it is very easy to find countries 

showing dissimilar trends of increase (decrease) of personalization for different 

dimensions of such a phenomenon (Marino et al., 2022, pp. 586-587).  

A reasonable solution to overcome these problems is recurring to a measure that 

estimates not simply how much personalization is present in a given country in a given 

moment but summarizes how much impact has personalization produced in such a 

situation. Indeed, analyzing the level of personalization is undoubtedly of great 

importance to understanding the scope of this phenomenon in different countries and 

periods. Nonetheless, a related critical endeavor is to grasping if and to what extent 

personalization has really modified something in the countries under examination. In 
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other words, does personalization really matter for democratic politics? Has 

personalization changed the political landscape of Western Europe? And to what 

extent? Finally – and crucially – why has personalization changed something (more) in 

some countries and not (less) in other countries? Focusing on the impact of 

personalization allows us to answer all these questions. Now, some critics might point 

at certain vagueness of the conceptualization and operationalization of our dependent 

variable. Given the already-discussed multidimensional nature of the concept of 

personalization and our interest in studying personalization from a broad (temporal and 

spatial) comparative viewpoint, we were forced to look for a general operationalization 

of the concept. Obviously, the difference between a general measure and a blurry 

conceptualization and measure is not always easy to depict. Still, we acknowledge that 

using the impact of personalization might be somewhat vague – and this is a point 

worth keeping in mind when discussing this article’s theoretical and empirical parts. Let 

us briefly reply that the operationalization we employ has some advantages that make us 

confident about its use (as discussed in Section 2). 

Second, we were obliged to rely on the existing literature on personalization 

because we employed such an innovative research design concerning the object of 

study,. As it is made evident in the next section, the literature on personalization has not 

focused on the determinants of a higher (lower) impact of this phenomenon but on the 

determinants of a higher (lower) level of personalization. It is, therefore, interesting to 
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understand whether variables allegedly influencing an increase/decrease in a given 

phenomenon can also influence an increase/decrease in the impact of this phenomenon. 

 The article is organized as follows: in Section 1, we discuss the existing 

literature on the determinants of personalization and propose some hypotheses related to 

each country's societal, institutional, and party-related characteristics. Section 2 is 

devoted to the case selection and variables’ operationalization. Then, in Section 3, we 

present the results of the empirical analysis. A concluding section with the main 

implications for future research follows. 

 

1. The personalization of politics and its causes 

 

Let us start from what we (allegedly) know about the possible determinants of some 

personalization aspects. Clearly, as acknowledged before, they are related to the 

presence of higher (lower) levels of personalization. We need to understand whether 

these determinants also influence the more general impact of personalization at the 

country level. This is the first aim of this section. A second aim is to derive some 

hypotheses from the existing literature on the factors behind a stronger impact of the 

personalization of politics in Western Europe. We focus on societal, institutional, and 

party-related determinants.  
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Let us start with societal factors. The literature has mainly focused on two 

important phenomena: the decline of class cleavage and the diffusion of television.  

Concerning the first phenomenon, we focus on the decline of class cleavage, 

which significantly contributed to the stabilization of Western European party systems 

(Rokkan, 1970; Bartolini and Mair, 1990; Emanuele, 2018)iii. Indeed, many have 

questioned whether the classical ideological cleavage is still electorally decisive or 

whether the relationship between parties and citizens could still be efficiently 

represented by (solely) recurring to the left-right dimension of party competition (Fuchs 

and Klingemann, 1990; Manin, 1997, pp. 193-235; Dalton and Wattenberg, 2002; 

Blondel and Thiébault, 2010, pp. 15-28; Mair, 2013).  

This does not mean that all cleavages – or even less structured societal divisions 

– have become irrelevant (e.g., see Hernández and Kriesi, 2016; Hooghe and Marks, 

2018; Hutter and Kriesi, 2019), but simply that the class cleavage might have lost the 

importance it once had in Western Europe. According to Poguntke and Webb (2005, pp. 

15-16), this long-term change has also impacted the importance of the so-called 

‘presidentialization of politics’, a concept that bears some resemblance to 

personalizationiv: changes such as the declining relevance of specific social classes for 

political parties have brought about a noticeable increase in the importance of leaders’ 

personalities and features. Concerning personalization, Barisione (2009, p. 477) posits 

‘[it] is not by chance that the themes of personalization and “leaderization” of politics 
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began to develop in the democracies of Western Europe in the 1980s, during a period 

marked by the progressive erosion of traditional ideological cleavages, and accelerated 

in the 1990s after the collapse of communism’. In a nutshell, Adam and Maier (2010, p. 

218) support the idea that the loosening role of ‘traditional partisan cleavages or strong 

ideologies’ could have increased party strategies in favor of more robust personalization 

strategies.  

The decline in class cleavage and a higher impact of the personalization of 

politics might be connected by a relatively simple explanation, as shown above (and 

also in McAllister, 2007, pp. 582-283; Garzia, 2011, pp. 705-706): if this cleavage 

strongly stabilized party competition and voting decisions in past decades, there was 

less room for something which builds on politicians’ features, like the personalization 

of politicsv, while, when such a stabilizing factor declines (bringing with it an increased 

fluidity of allegiances and voting decisions), the impact of personalization could be 

stronger. In other words: 

 

H1. The weaker the class cleavage, the higher the impact of the personalization of 

politics 

 

The second determinant is related to television. It is common knowledge that the 

widespread use of TV is one of the most critical changes for political parties, electoral 
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campaigns, general elections, and societies at large. Such a diffusion has had a relevant 

impact on fostering the centrality of leaders and candidates for political communication, 

political campaigns, and voting behavior (e.g., see McAllister, 2007, p. 578; Rahat and 

Kenig, 2018, pp. 127-128)vi.  

A general argument is that the diffusion of the TV has played a central role in 

the rise of personalization (Garzia, 2011, pp. 698-699) precisely because of the so-

called ‘’logic’ of the medium of television’ (Ohr, 2011, p. 13; see also McAllister, 2007, 

p. 579): the way in which the TV transmits information to the audience (especially 

through non-verbal communication) increases the impact of (leaders’ and candidates’) 

bodies at the expenses of social structuresvii.  

More into detail, the growing importance of television brings parties to focus not 

just on positional issues but also on the suitability of their candidates and leaders, 

especially when TV debates are central events (e.g., see Gong and Bucy, 2016). Such 

relevance of the TV medium seems to resist even with the birth of Web 2.0. Indeed, if 

the internet has a non-clear conditioning effect on the relevance of the leadership effect, 

exposure to TV is one of the key variables fostering the impact of leadership on voting 

behavior (e.g., see Garzia, 2017). Also in this case, all these transformations might have 

had an influence on the impact of personalization as well. Summing up, our second 

hypothesis posits: 
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H2 A higher consumption of the TV increases the impact of the personalization of 

politics 

 

Let us now move to the second set of determinants, the institutional ones: the 

direct election of the Head of State and the presence of incentives for personal vote. 

As for the former, McAllister (2007) and Barisione (2009) have underlined that 

a presidential system should increase the importance of leaders’ features and traits in 

general elections, and Adam and Maier (2010) discuss how it might be the case that 

presidential system’s features favor a stronger focus in general elections on candidates 

and leaders rather than parties. Other studies (e.g., see Curtice and Hunjan, 2011) have 

indeed confirmed that presidential systems do have an impact on the effect exerted by 

leadership on voting behavior. More into detail, Curtice and Lisi (2015) have shown 

that the vote in a presidential system is related to an increase in the impact of leadership 

effects on voting behavior and a parallel decrease in the importance of partisanship, 

while the opposite effects are detectable in parliamentary regimes. Despite the absence 

of ‘pure’ presidential systems in Western Europeviii, it might be the case that voters, 

when faced with an institutional system having the direct election of the Head of State, 

might attribute greater importance to personal features and traits (of leaders or 

candidates) over ‘structures’, be them parties or party allegiances in general elections 
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(Rahat and Kenig, 2018, pp. 202-203). So, also in this case, ‘people’ might have a 

stronger impact than ‘structures’. Our third hypothesis states: 

 

H3 The direct election of the Head of State increases the impact of the personalization 

of politics 

 

 Moving to personal vote, some features of electoral systems should push 

candidates toward more personalized electoral campaigns (Carey and Shugart, 1995; 

Shugart et al., 2007). Focusing on the effects of electoral systems on personalization, 

McAllister (2007, p. 576) has prudently posited that it might be difficult to precisely 

grasp whether electoral systems make a difference concerning 'political leadership'. On 

the contrary, a more optimistic yet just theoretical account is that by Adam and Maier 

(2010, pp. 235-236), according to whom some ‘personalized modes of election’ 

(allegedly, an STV system) should foster personalization. Compatible results have also 

been found in studies on voting behavior: ‘majoritarian electoral systems’ foster 

leadership effects (Curtice and Hunjan, 2011)ix. All in all, our fourth hypothesis reads: 

 

H4. The higher the electoral system’s incentives to foster a personal vote, the higher the 

impact of the personalization of politics 
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Moving to the final set of determinants, let us focus on parties’ organizational 

decline. It is widely known that the mass party model has experienced a deep crisis, and 

Western European party organizations have undergone a marked decline. After having 

represented the chains of communication between civil society and the state, parties 

have been loosening their societal ties (Katz and Mair, 1995; 2009; Mair, 1994, 2013). 

If such an important structure is in disarray, there might be more room for maneuvering 

for political personalities, be they leaders or candidates for general elections. This 

argument has already been partially put forward in different fashions (e.g., see 

McAllister, 2007, pp. 582-583; Katz and Mair, 2009), and our fifth and final hypothesis 

states that: 

 

H5. The stronger the organizational decline of parties, the higher the impact of the 

personalization of politics 

 

 After having presented our hypotheses to be tested in the empirical analysis in 

Section 3, we now move to the case selection and variables’ operationalization in 

Section 2. 

 

2. The case selection and variables’ operationalization 
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Let us start with the selection of cases. This article tackles the transformations in 

Western Europe between 1994 and 2016. While the period allows for grasping the 

possible long-term effect exerted by our societal, institutional, and party-related 

determinants on the impact of personalization, the geographical focus allows us to study 

a series of countries where much data on the impact of personalization and its 

determinants are available to researchers.  

To operationalize our dependent variable (DV), IMPACT OF 

PERSONALIZATION, we rely on the already-mentioned expert survey PoPES. The 

survey included a question that asked experts: ‘How would you evaluate the overall 

impact of the personalization of politics in each of the following General Elections? 

Please rate such impact on a 1-10 scale, where 1 means “very low impact” and 10 

means “very high impact”’. The average of experts’ scores for each general election 

under examination constitutes our dependent variablex. Trivially, given that PoPES 

experts answered a question about personalization, we treat the (average of experts') 

answers to this question as operationalizing the concept of the impact of personalization 

rather than the impact of personalism.  

Clearly, employing data derived from an expert survey means considering the 

possible limitations of such a tool (see Appendix A for more details). Still, using the 

PoPES measure has some important pros to be mentioned. First, it provides researchers 

with temporal and spatial variability and much detailed information, given data are 
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available at the general election level in the countries considered. Second, it is much 

more suitable for comparative analyses across countries because the same question has 

been asked to all experts. Third, even though experts have been asked questions about 

personalization and its impact in different contexts and for a substantial number of 

general elections, reliability tests have shown good results concerning PoPES data, as 

shown in Marino et al. (2023) (see also Appendix A). 

Clearly, the PoPES measure is not the only one we could have used. In 

Appendix A, we lengthily tackle the decision to rely on the PoPES variable vis-à-vis 

other measures (the ones by Rahat and Kenig, 2022; Frantz et al., 2022; Lindberg et al., 

2022). 

Going back to our analysis, we focus on 16 Western European countries 

(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom). 

Such a case selection allows us to have wide variability from different viewpoints. To 

the best of our knowledge, it is the first time that an analysis of the determinants of the 

impact of the personalization of politics has been performed on such a vast number of 

cases and for such a long period. 

 

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE  
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Let us now explore our DV in Figure 1xi. As already stated, the unit of analysis 

is the country in the electoral year (e.g., United Kingdom 1997, then United Kingdom 

2001). There are countries in which the impact of personalization has substantially 

increased since the mid-1990s (Italy, Switzerland, Finland, Belgium, and Denmark). 

However, in other countries, such an impact has decreased over time (Greece and 

Ireland). Finally, other countries are characterized by more erratic trends (e.g., Portugal, 

Spain, or Sweden). All in all, there is a satisfactory level of variability in the data, as 

shown by the SD for the DV (see Table 1 below), which is higher than 1 (for a variable 

having a 1-10 range). 

So, Figure 1 shows that a general trend of the impact of personalization of 

politics in Western European general elections cannot be detected (as already shown by 

Marino et al., 2022). This makes the Research Question of this article even more 

relevant. What can explain such a variation in Western Europe if there is not a 

temporally (or spatially) homogeneous trend? In other words, if we cannot say that, in 

Western Europe, the impact of personalization has generally increased or decreased 

(i.e., we cannot say that personalization has had a stronger or weaker impact 

everywhere), why do we find such a differentiated picture? Why has personalization 

had a stronger influence in some Western European polities and a weaker one in others? 

Moving to operationalizing the independent variables, let us start with the social 

determinants. To test H1, we have considered Bartolini and Mair's seminal definition of 
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cleavage (1990), which involves three elements: an empirical one, a normative one, and 

an organizational one. Following Emanuele (2021, p. 15 fn. 6), we have focused on the 

two measurable elements of the class cleavage: the empirical and the organizational 

ones. Specifically, the empirical element is operationalized via the size of the industrial 

working classxii, while the organizational one is operationalized via the organizational 

density of left-wing parties and trade unionsxiii. The standardized scores of the size of 

the industrial working class, the membership/electorate (M/E) ratio of left-wing parties, 

and the trade union density are then summed in a composite index called CLASS 

CLEAVAGE. Data on all these elements are taken from Emanuele (2021).  

Then, to test H2, we have created the variable TV VIEWING, measuring the 

‘average television viewing per person’ (number of minutes) in each Western European 

country under examination (European Audiovisual Observatory, 2009; 2010; 2011a; 

2011b; 2017)xiv. This measure is not free from shortcomings (as we discuss in Appendix 

A), but it constitutes the richest data source (to our knowledge) on this matter and, 

consequently, an indispensable tool for comparing TV viewing across Western Europe. 

In this way, it will be possible to gauge the effect of this phenomenon on the impact of 

personalization in the general elections under examination. 

We now focus on the institutional determinants. To test H3, we have created the 

dichotomous variable PRESIDENTIAL, whose value 1 is given to those countries where 

there is the direct election of the President of the Republic (Austria, Finland, France, 
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Iceland, Ireland, and Portugal). We have decided not to limit ourselves to the existence 

of a (semi-)presidential regime (thus only including France) but to enlarge the set of 

cases to include all the countries where citizens directly elect the Head of State (see 

Rahat and Kenig, 2018, p. 202). 

Then, to test H4, we have built the variable PERSONAL VOTE, starting from the 

work by Johnson and Wallack (2010) and taken data from Emanuele (2018). It ranges 

from 1 to 10, where lower values correspond to electoral systems with fewer incentives 

for a personal vote and vice versa. 

 Finally, for the party-related determinant, to test H5, we have created the 

variable M/E, measuring the country-level party membership/electorate ratio. Party 

membership figures represent one of the most important indicators of parties’ 

organizational structures (e.g., see Mair, 1994, pp. 1-3; see also Van Biezen et al., 2012; 

Van Biezen and Poguntke, 2014; Van Haute et al., 2018). Data for party membership 

until the early 2010s mainly come from the MAPP dataset (version 2.0) (Van Haute and 

Paulis, 2016)xv, while data for the electorate are taken from Nohlen and Stöver (2010) 

and, for the most recent elections, from each country’s electoral authorityxvi. 

 Finally, we have added a time-related variable YEAR. 

 Table 1 below shows descriptive statistics for the dependent and the independent 

variablesxvii. 
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TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE  

 

 The following section presents the empirical analysis and discusses its results.  

 

3. Empirical analysis and discussion 

 

 Let us start by focusing on the regression model we have employed. First, as 

mentioned, the unit of analysis is the country in the electoral year (e.g., United 

Kingdom 1997, then, United Kingdom 2001). Second, the peculiar structure of the 

dataset (16 countries and an average of 5.7 general elections considered per country) 

tells us that we are faced with a ‘short panel’, having a higher number of country-related 

observations and a more limited number of time-related observations (e.g., see Cameron 

and Trivedi, 2009, p. 230). Third, because of the first two points, such a dataset 

structure might hide problems of autocorrelation and heteroskedasticityxviii. We have 

therefore performed a series of tests: an autocorrelation of residuals (5 periods) 

(Cameron and Trivedi, 2009, pp. 245-247), returning an average of 0.4. Then, to reach a 

clearer conclusion, we have also performed a Wooldridge autocorrelation test (p-

value<0.01) (Drukker, 2003; Chiaramonte and Emanuele, 2019). Finally, concerning 

heteroskedasticity, we have performed a likelihood-ratio test for panel 

heteroskedasticity (p-value <0.001) (ibidem). 
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 All in all, we have opted for a generalized estimating equation regression model 

with a first-order autoregression structure and semi-robust standard errors (e.g., see 

Mainwaring et al., 2016; Chiaramonte and Emanuele, 2019). The results of the 

empirical analysis are shown in Table 2 below: Model 1 shows all the independent 

variables minus CLASS CLEAVAGE, Model 2 instead excludes M/E, while Model 3 

presents the full set of independent variablesxix. 

Interestingly, almost no hypothesis has found empirical confirmationxx. Indeed, 

only does CLASS CLEAVAGE show a negative and significant effect on the IMPACT 

OF PERSONALIZATION. More specifically, when M/E is not included in the 

regression (Model 2), the p-value of CLASS CLEAVAGE is smaller than 0.10. Its effect 

is quite noticeable from the magnitude viewpoint: a 1-point decrease in the strength of 

the class cleavage brings about a decrease in the impact of personalization of about 0.47 

points. However, when M/E is included (Model 3), the p-value of CLASS CLEAVAGE 

does not reach any conventional level of statistical significance.  

 

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

In a nutshell, Table 2 shows that a stronger class cleavage has a detrimental 

effect on the impact of personalization in Western Europe. However, when we consider, 

alongside this cleavage, also parties' organizational decline (i.e., a decreasing M/E), the 



 

 23 

effect of CLASS CLEAVAGE becomes non-detectable, at least from the statistical 

significance viewpoint, as shown by the comparison of Models 2 and 3 above. 

Conversely, the coefficient’s magnitude is only 10 percent smaller in the model 

including M/E compared to the model without M/E. All in all, H1 finds only partial 

empirical confirmation. 

 Notice that while CLASS CLEAVAGE exerts a negative and significant effect 

when M/E is absent, the effect of M/E on the dependent variable is never significant, 

even by excluding the class cleavage. So, a declining (or increasing) party membership 

ratio at the party system level does not significantly influence the impact of 

personalization in Western Europe. Therefore, H5 does not find empirical confirmation. 

 Then, higher TV consumption is not associated with a stronger impact of 

personalization in a statistically significant way: H2 does not find empirical 

confirmation. This is surely a surprising piece of evidencexxi. 

 Being faced with unexpected findings continues when we move to the 

institution-level hypotheses: having a directly elected Head of State or having stronger 

‘incentives to cultivate a personal vote’ (Carey and Shugart, 1995) does not have any 

statistically significant effect on the dependent variable: neither H3 nor H4 can be 

empirically confirmed. 

 Before commenting on the results of the analysis, let us focus on some 

robustness tests. First, our results might be driven either by some specific variable 
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operationalization or the exclusion of some other variables. So, Tables B1 and B2 in 

Appendix B present some robustness tests where we have either replaced some of the 

variables shown in Table 2 with other ones presenting different operationalizations or 

added new variables to Model 3 in Table 2 (e.g., the different Western European media 

systems, electoral volatility, polarization, or the effective number of parties). Second, 

the results shown in Table 2 might be influenced by the specific regression 

specification: Table B3 in Appendix B employs alternative specifications of the full 

model presented in Table 2. 

  To summarize the results of all these tests, the results shown in Table 2 do not 

substantially change. As shown in Tables B1 and B2, in most cases, the coefficient of 

CLASS CLEAVAGE does not reach any conventional level of statistical significance. In 

contrast, in some other occurrences, the coefficient’s p-value becomes smaller than 

0.10. Also, almost all the additional variables added to the original Model 3 do not have 

a statistically significant effect on the dependent variable. A similar discourse can be 

made concerning Model 3’s alternative specifications in Table B3.  

 There is an important exception, however. Model 1 in Table B3 (adding country 

fixed effects to our Model 3 in Table 2) shows that the coefficient of CLASS 

CLEAVAGE is negative and significant with a p-value smaller than 0.05. Moreover, the 

coefficient’s magnitude significantly increases compared to that shown in Model 3 in 

Table 2. In other words, when we exclude the variation between countries, a decline in 



 

 25 

CLASS CLEAVAGE is negatively and significantly associated with an increase in the 

within-country IMPACT OF PERSONALIZATION. Given the (almost) time-invariant 

nature of some of our independent variables (e.g., PRESIDENTIAL or PERSONAL 

VOTE), this is not an unexpected result. So, our model (read: our hypothesized effect of 

a decline in the strength of the class cleavage on the dependent variable) does a better 

job in explaining why the impact of personalization changes over time within countries 

than explaining why such an impact changes across countries. 

 

Conclusion 

 

One of the most interesting recent trends in political science research deals with null 

findings: social science research containing null findings is less likely to be submitted to 

academic journals and published (Franco et al., 2014), but more and more scholars 

acknowledge the importance of presenting and publishing such results – provided the 

solidity of the research design and the empirical analysis (e.g., see Troeger, 2019). The 

reason is that such findings can be beneficial to increase our theoretical or empirical 

understanding of a given phenomenon (e.g., see Mehler et al., 2019; Alrababa’h et al., 

2022). 

The (mainly) null findings of the empirical analysis presented in this article can 

be of great interest from many viewpoints. We put forward some hypotheses related to 
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the determinants of the impact of personalization derived from a thriving literature: 

societal (the decline of class cleavage and higher TV consumption), institutional (the 

presence of presidential elections and a more personal-vote-driving electoral system), 

and party-related ones (parties’ organizational decline).  

To our surprise, many alleged determinants did not show a statistically 

significant effect in the regression models. The presence of presidential elections, higher 

use of television, parties’ organizational decline, or the presence of more personal-vote-

driving electoral systems have not acted as boosters of the impact of personalization in 

Western Europe.  

Only did the decline of class cleavage appear as a factor pushing for a stronger 

impact of personalization in Western Europe. However, such an effect is conditional 

upon excluding a phenomenon correlated with class cleavage demise: parties' 

organizational decline. Moreover, the influence of class cleavage did not pass almost all 

our robustness tests. Clearly, one of the reasons for the lack of effect of these 

independent variables might also be related to two limitations of this article, that is, on 

the one hand, the conceptualization and operationalization of the dependent variable 

and, on the other hand, its limited timespan.  

As for the first one, in the article, we have already discussed the pros and cons 

of using the impact of personalization and the data derived from the PoPES. However, it 

is possible that using other conceptualizations or operationalizations might produce 
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different results than ours. Let us delve deeper into this matter: despite the lack of effect 

of the independent variables employed in our analysis, we cannot simply conclude that 

they are irrelevant to our understanding of personalization.  

Indeed, the existing literature has studied the determinants of the level of 

personalization, not the determinants of its impact. So, was it the case that phenomena 

having an effect in the former case have also an influence in the latter one? Our answer, 

based on the empirical analysis we have presented, is negative: we now have solid 

knowledge that the variables allegedly impacting personalization do not have an 

influence on the impact of personalization in Western Europe. Nonetheless, other 

analyses using a different conceptualization or operationalization of the personalization 

of politics might come to different conclusions.  

Indeed, we know personalization is a compound process (Balmas et al., 2014; 

Rahat and Kenig, 2018; Marino et al., 2022). It is therefore possible that– say – a higher 

TV consumption or the presence of stronger incentives for casting a personal vote have 

a substantial effect concerning personalization at the individual (voter) level, even if 

such an effect cannot be detected at the country level. Moreover, some alleged 

personalization determinants might work well in some areas of this multifaceted 

phenomenon (e.g., leaders’ control of parties) but not in others (e.g., on TV and 

presidential elections, see Curtice and Lisi (2015) and Garzia (2017); on party 

membership, see Schumacher and Giger (2017)). Rather than being a problem, this 
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might actually bring about a fertile comparison between our analysis and others that 

could enrich our understanding of such a complex phenomenon like personalization. 

Moving to the second limitation, because of the lack of available data (most 

noticeably, of TV viewing data), we could go back in time just up to 1994 and not up to 

1985, as PoPES data would have allowed us to. Consequently, the empirical analysis 

may have not captured relevant changes (happened between the 1960s up to the 1980s) 

that were related to the dependent or the independent variables and might have modified 

the results of the analysis. Indeed, many studies (to name a few: McAllister, 2007, 

Barisione, 2009; Garzia, 2011; Rahat and Kenig, 2018) discuss the importance of a 

series of social and political phenomena of interest for the personalization of politics 

that were (starting to) taking place before the mid-1990s. 

As a final note, we can imagine many research questions for future studies on 

personalization. For instance, could some other phenomena than the ones presented in 

this article have an effect on (the impact of) personalization? To begin with, borrowing 

from the existing literature on technocracy (e.g., Wratil and Pastorella, 2018; Emanuele 

et al., 2023), does it make a difference for personalization having a more (less) powerful 

Head of the State? Then, as argued by many scholars (e.g., Rahat and Kenig, 2018, pp. 

129-130), the progressive individualization of society might have also pushed for more 

personalization and, therefore, it might be useful to investigate the role of this critical 

societal change vis-à-vis personalization. Moreover, it is also possible to use this article 
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as a starting point to explore other research questions: why is there such a differentiated 

influence of the institutional, media, and party-related variables on personalization at 

the country and individual levels? Are there specific country cases that can be analyzed 

in-depth to fully understand the (lack of) effect of some of the variables we have used in 

this article? All these questions are just some examples of research that can stem from 

the theoretical and empirical discussion we have put forward in this article.  

 
i The first step is improving the description of personalization, and the third is grasping its consequences 

(Adam and Maier, 2010). 

ii Some exceptions exist (Rahat and Kenig 2018) but see Appendix A. 

iii See Lipset and Rokkan (1967) for a seminal introduction to cleavages. 

iv Nonetheless, presidentialization and personalization are not entirely overlapping concepts (Balmas et 

al., 2014; Cross et al., 2018; Poguntke and Webb, 2018). 

v On this specific point, see the discussion in Karvonen (2010, pp. 23-40) and Balmas et al. (2014). 

vi On the link between TV and ‘presidentialization’ see Poguntke and Webb (2005, pp. 14-15). 

vii See also Barisione (2009, pp. 478-479) and Adam and Maier (2010, pp. 218-220) 

viii See the related discussion later when operationalizing the variable to test H3. 

ix But see Rahat and Kenig (2018, pp. 202-203). 

x As already stated, the empirical analysis covers the 1994-2016 period. Notice that PoPES data could 

have allowed us to go further back in time up to the mid-1980s (see Marino et al. 2022), but the lack of 

data for the TV viewing variable made it impossible to cover the entire timespan included in the expert 

survey. Then, Belgian data are only available from 1999 onwards: PoPES experts were asked to 

separately rate the Flemish and the Walloon polities and parties, but, up to 1995, only data about the 
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Flanders have been collected while, from 1999 onwards, data for both Flanders and Wallonia have been 

gathered. Therefore, we have decided to analyze the Belgian case only from 1999 onwards. 

xi As it can be noticed by looking at the figure, the study period is shorter for some countries than for 

others (see footnote x). Footnote x also deals with the Belgian case. Finally, a handful of cases (Belgium 

2014; Ireland 2016; Portugal 2015; Switzerland 2011 and 2015) have been excluded because of a lack of 

available data for the variable M/E. 

xii That is, ‘[f]ollowing international standards and previous literature (e.g., Mainwaring and Zoco, 2007), 

we define industrial workers as those dependent laborers employed in mining, manufacturing, 

construction, and transport’ (Emanuele 2021, p. 7). 

xiii See Emanuele (2021, pp. 6-7) on the definition and inclusion of left-wing parties. 

xiv See Appendix A for more information on this variable’s operationalization. 

xv For Greece and more recent years, data have been retrieved from multiple party-related sources. 

xvi Apart from Italy, whose electorate data come from the Ministry of the Interior. 

xvii To avoid time inconsistency problems, we have decided to lag the CLASS CLEAVAGE, TV VIEWING, 

and M/E variables. Trivially, a time inconsistency problem would stem from using data for an 

independent variable which are (partly or totally) collected after the event related to the dependent 

variable (here, the general election) takes place. 

xviii On autocorrelation and heteroskedasticity in panel data, see Stimson (1985), Steenbergen and Jones 

(2002), and Cameron and Trivedi (2005, 705-715). For a treatment of such problems in short panels, see, 

for instance, Chiaramonte and Emanuele (2019). 

xix The reasoning behind such a presentation is the correlation coefficient between CLASS CLEAVAGE 

and M/E (0.57, p<0.001). This is not surprising per se, given that one of the constituent parts of CLASS 

CLEAVAGE is made of two components, one of them being the M/E ratio of left-wing parties (see 
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above). Therefore, to fully gauge the effect of CLASS CLEAVAGE and M/E, we have decided to present 

them separately (Models 1 and 2) and then insert both in the final Model 3. 

xx This result is reflected in the Chi-Squared values of Models 2 and 3 in Table 2. 

xxi In Appendix B, Model 1 of Table 3 shows a replication of Model 3 by adding country fixed effects. 

The results of this robustness test show that, also in this case, a higher (or lower) TV consumption does 

not affect the impact of personalization. Moreover, we have also tested whether the interplay between TV 

VIEWING and M/E could have influenced our dependent variable. The results of this additional test (not 

shown but available upon request) indicate a lack of a statistically significant effect of the two variables 

(taken separately) and of the interaction between them. 
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Table 1 – Descriptive statistics 
 

MEAN SD MIN MAX N 

IMPACT OF 

PERSONALIZATION 

6.32 1.08 3.33 8.46 91 

CLASS CLEAVAGE -0.16 0.76 -1.58 2.36 91 

TV VIEWING 188.34 36.01 125 268 91 

PRESIDENTIAL 0.27 0.45 0 1 91 

PERSONAL VOTE 4.09 2.98 1 10 91 

M/E 5.56 4.21 1.11 21.91 91 

YEAR 2004.66 6.41 1994 2016 91 
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Table 2 – Determinants of Impact of Personalization 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
  b se b Se b se 
Class Cleavage     -0.468+ 0.256 -0.402 0.289 
TV Viewing 0.009 0.007 0.006 0.007 0.006 0.007 
Presidential 0.224 0.338 0.179 0.332 0.273 0.371 
Personal Vote 0.006 0.03 0.012 0.027 0.003 0.028 
M/E -0.059 0.037     -0.032 0.049 
Year 0.008 0.018 0.002 0.022 0.001 0.021 
Constant -10.5 36.015 0.448 43.628 3.659 40.63 
Chi-squared 8.288 9.11 8.656 
N 91 91 91 
N countries 16 16 16 
 Note: semi-robust standard errors in parentheses; +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < 

.001. 
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Figure 1 – IMPACT OF PERSONALIZATION in Western Europe (1994-2016) 
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