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1. Introduction 

The present times might seem to be an odd choice to write a thesis about party 

membership. Much has been written about the decline of party membership in Western 

democracies (Katz et al. Mair 1992; Scarrow 2000; Mair and van Biezen 2001; Wiesendahl 

2005 and 2006; van Biezen et al. 2011). But if parties really have to be deemed the 

“dinosaurs” of the political system, as indicated by the former German politician Jürgen 

Rüttgers (1993), then party members might as well be considered a species close to 

extinction. 

In addition to declining membership numbers, the value of members for their parties is 

contested. For instance, it is reported that the former Spanish politician A. Guerra said 

(during the 1979 general election campaign): “I prefer five minutes on television rather 

than ten thousand party members” (cited in Botella, 1989, 2). Consequently, we are able 

to observe several parties that neglect members altogether (e.g., Geert Wilders’ “Partij 

voor de Vrijheid” does not admit any members; see also the so-called “taxi parties” 

[Zagorski 2009, 140]: their members fit in one taxi, join the party only for reasons of 

personal convenience and party membership is, therefore, not volatile). 

Also in scholarly literature, it is contested whether or not party members actually provide 

any valuable benefits for their parties, despite the undoubted economic value of their 

membership fees (Scarrow 1994 and 1996, 27 ff.). Mair (1994, in particular 3 ff.) suggests 

that the party on the ground (i.e., the members and potential [loyal] voters) has 

significantly lost strength in recent decades. Consequently, the age of the mass parties is 

commonly assumed to have ended (see explicitly [“Das Ende der Mitgliederpartei”] 

Wiesendahl 2005; Wiesendahl 2006; Scarrow 1996, 1 ff.). It is further argued that former 

mass parties will be replaced by more modern forms of party organizations, e.g., the 

professionalized voter party (Panebianco 1988, 262 ff.), the professionalized media 

communication party (Jun 1999; Jun 2002; Jun 2004) or the network party (Heidar/Saglie 

2003b). 

But not only parties themselves seem to question the benefits of a strong member base, 

also party members seem to increasingly consider whether active participation in parties 

is still of value to them. Therefore, the decline in membership has been interpreted as a 
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sign that significant parts of the electorate have lost faith in traditional means of political 

participation, i.e., engaging in a political party (Wiesendahl 2006, 62 ff.). Consequently, 

other (less formal) means of political participation are emerging (e.g., citizen platforms, 

online petitions, etc., see Klingemann and Fuchs 1995; Dalton and Wattenberg 2001; 

Dalton 2014; Whiteley 2011 [testing this notion comparatively]). On a more general (and 

normative) level, the decline of party membership and activity is frequently seen as a 

symptom of crisis, both regarding the parties as well as the political system itself 

(Wiesendahl 2006, 11 ff.; Klein and von Alemann 2011, 9 ff.). 

Given these highly unfavorable preconditions, why should anyone bother about party 

members? One renowned scholar chose the easy way and argued that “party members 

are privileged participants in representative democracies and merit attention as such” 

(Heidar 2007, 20). While this claim is undoubtedly supportable, additional arguments can 

be brought forth. 

First, it is frequently stressed in the theoretical discourse that parties and their members 

fulfill several important functions in modern democracies (e.g., organizing civil 

engagement, articulating and representing preferences of main societal groups, selecting 

key state officials and, more generally, linking political elites with the electorate; see 

chapter 2). It is plausible to assume that parties and their members have not simply 

stopped to fulfil these functions despite their undeniable membership loss. It is certainly 

true that the fulfillment of these vital functions of democracy becomes increasingly 

difficult for parties with fewer members. Therefore, it is likely that the activity of party 

members is about to increase, as fewer members have to do the same or even more work 

(Heidar 2007, 11). However, a decline in party members does not necessarily mean that 

parties are unable to fulfil their functions in the democratic process. 

Second, while the decline of party membership is certainly more than evident on an 

aggregated country level, recent studies show that this is not a universal phenomenon 

(Kölln 2016; Kölln 2014): While the overall trend of declining membership is also 

reaffirmed here, it has been shown that 23 percent of parties did not suffer any 

membership loss during the observation period (i.e., between 1960 and 2010). Therefore, 

there seem to be more “success stories” than aggregated data is able to show (in particular 

due to the large losses of other [usually traditional] parties). Hence, while members of 
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certain parties might lose influence, others might gain it, thereby justifying further 

research on the subject. 

Third, even if the pessimistic accounts on the declining importance of party members 

would be true from a comparative point of view, they are certainly not justified to the 

same extent when it comes to the Austrian case, and, therefore, the scope of this thesis. 

Whenever the Austrian case is discussed in comparative literature on party membership, 

it is stressed that Austria constitutes to be an outlier or an exception to an otherwise 

generally applicable rule (Katz et al. 1992; Mair and van Biezen 2001, 8 ff.; van Biezen et 

al. 2011, 28). Austrian parties, in particular the Social Democrats and the People’s Party, 

are still considered as mass parties in the traditional sense of the term (Ucakar 2006; 

Müller 2006).1 Therefore, even if the importance of party members should have vanished 

in other cases, these considerations do not apply to the Austrian case to the same extent. 

Finally, it is not exaggerated to say that we are currently experiencing a certain 

“comeback” of party membership, regarding both the actual membership numbers and 

the attention that party members receive within research. With regard to the former, 

rising party membership numbers are being reported in the United Kingdom2, Germany3 

and Austria4. Several reasons for this rise are usually suggested in the media (e.g., 

increased polarization due to populist parties, the uprising of Donald Trump as President 

of the United States, etc.). Whether or not these analyses are true, the recent trend in 

membership numbers clearly shows that the decline of party membership is not a 

universal, quasi-“natural” phenomenon, and that it therefore can be mitigated or even 

reversed in case certain circumstances are met.   

But also with regard to political research, party membership is currently experiencing a 

“revival”, as this has been expressly suggested by the title of a panel at the 2017 PSA 

(Political Studies Association) Conference (“The Revival of Party Membership”).5 Also in 

                                                           
1 While these assessments are already ten years old, it can be argued that they are still valid as recent studies 
indicate that membership levels in Austria are still significantly above average (see van Biezen et al. 2011, 27 ff.). 
Yet, it has to be admitted that the M/E ratio (party members in relation to the electorate) has slightly (-0,39) 
declined (van Biezen et al. 2011, 32). 
2 http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05125 (accessed 29.6.2017). 
3 https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article163259786/Wo-der-Schulz-Effekt-am-staerksten-wirkt.html). 
4 https://kurier.at/politik/inland/parteimitglieder-sp-legt-zu-oevp-konstant/252.381.785 (accessed 29.6.2017). 
5 http://www.projectmapp.eu/event/political-studies-associations-2017-conference-panel-the-revival-of-party-
membership/ (accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05125
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article163259786/Wo-der-Schulz-Effekt-am-staerksten-wirkt.html
https://kurier.at/politik/inland/parteimitglieder-sp-legt-zu-oevp-konstant/252.381.785
http://www.projectmapp.eu/event/political-studies-associations-2017-conference-panel-the-revival-of-party-membership/
http://www.projectmapp.eu/event/political-studies-associations-2017-conference-panel-the-revival-of-party-membership/
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2017, there has been an ECPR (European Consortium for Political Research) Joint Session 

on “Political Parties as Arena for Descriptive Representation”6, a topic that is also 

discussed in chapter 5.2. of this thesis. Therefore, it is not exaggerated to say that research 

on party membership is currently on the rise again. 

Summing up, there is a growing body of scholars underscoring the notion that political 

parties and their members are still very important actors of the democratic system, both 

from a normative and an empirical point of view (Wiesendahl 2006, 172 ff.; von Alemann 

and Spier 2008, 40; Klein and von Alemann 2011, 9 ff.). Further, and despite the alleged 

growing insignificance of party members, it is quite telling that this supposedly dying 

species is currently still in the focus of scholarly efforts. Therefore, we find several studies 

on party members regarding United States (Aldrich 1995), Canada (Cross and Young 

2004), Germany (Poguntke 1992; Poguntke 1994; Scarrow 1996; Spier et al. 2011), 

Ireland (Gallagher and Marsh 2004), the United Kingdom (Scarrow 1996; Whiteley and 

Seyd 2002; Seyd and Whiteley 2004), Norway (Heidar and Saglie 2003b), and Denmark 

(Hansen 2002; Pedersen et al. 2004). 

However, in case one wishes to examine the Austrian case, there is no sufficient empirical 

evidence. Despite some isolated exceptions (Wagner 2016), the study of party 

membership in Austria has been limited to single case studies focused on party members 

of certain political parties (often the Social Democrats [Müller 1996; Ucakar 2006] or the 

Austrian People’s Party [Müller 2006; Zeller 2006]), some of which might be considered 

outdated already. Further, much of this research is exclusively devoted to the calculating 

or estimating the number of party members. Almost nothing is known about the socio-

economic composition of Austrian party members, their motivations to participate or 

their political preferences, the scope or frequency of their activity within their parties or 

the effects their activity has on themselves, their parties or the political process as a 

whole, to name just a few potential research questions. 

In this master thesis, I therefore intend to partially close this gap and provide an overview 

on Austrian party members based on the data collected by the Austrian National Election 

                                                           
6 https://ecpr.eu/Events/PanelDetails.aspx?PanelID=4832&EventID=104 (accessed 29.6.2017). 

https://ecpr.eu/Events/PanelDetails.aspx?PanelID=4832&EventID=104
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Study (AUTNES) Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013. Based on this data, the following 

research questions shall be answered: 

Frist, I would like to know how Austrian party members are composed regarding their 

age, gender, educational background, class structure and ideological preferences. In a next 

step, these figures will be compared with the party’s supporters in order to answer the 

question whether Austrian party members are representative and, therefore, able to fully 

fulfil their “linkage function” (see chapter 2).  

Second, I would like to explore if and how Austrian party members are active within and 

outside their party. Comparative research suggests that party members are usually quite 

inactive and that just a small fraction of party members is regularly active (Falke 1982, 

73; Spier 2011, 98 ff.; see also Pedersen 2004; Seyd and Whiteley 2004, 358 ff.). In this 

theses, it will be examined whether the same applies to Austria as well, a country with 

two mass parties that are traditionally defining themselves by a high degree of 

membership activity. Further, it shall be shown which activities party members carry out 

within and for their party. These findings are relevant, inter alia, due to the fact that 

previous research has demonstrated that highly active members are less likely to resign 

from their party (Rohrbach 2011). Further, research on party member activity allows us 

to estimate what influence party members are able to exert via their actions. 

Third, I would like to analyze why individuals decide to engage themselves within and for 

a political party. Comparative research indicates that several factors influence the 

decision to become a party member (Whiteley and Seyd 2002; Bruter and Harrison 2009; 

Whiteley 2011; Heidar 2007, 8 f.; Wagner 2016; for further references, see also chapter 

3.1.4.). Therefore, it will be investigated whether these or other factors are also detectable 

regarding Austrian party members. This research question is of particular scholarly and 

practical interest, as it allows us to further examine the reasons for the current 

recruitment crisis of political parties. Based on this research, it might be possible to 

formulate certain strategies and policies to make engagement within parties more 

attractive again. In this context, it will be important to find solutions to reverse or at least 

mitigate the currently perceived “crisis” of political parties. 
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Based on the considerations mentioned above, the thesis is structured as follows: 

Chapter 2 briefly discusses the role of parties and their members from a theoretical point 

of view, further elaborating on the functions that parties fulfill in modern democracies 

and, thereby, elaborating why party members are still an essential object of investigation 

in political research. In the subsequent chapter (3), the current state of research on party 

membership will be discussed from a comparative point of view as well as with regard to 

the Austrian case. In chapter 4, the data that have been used to carry out the research will 

be discussed, i.e., the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013. In the next chapter (5), the 

research questions indicated above will be answered empirically. A conclusion 

(chapter 6) summarizes the main findings of the thesis and discusses further implications 

for the study of party membership and implications on democracy and the linkage 

function of parties in general.  
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2. The Role of Parties and their Members in Democracies 

2.1. Party Functions 

As already pointed out, parties and their members still fulfill several vital functions within 

modern democratic systems (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 12 ff.; Alemann et al. 2010, 

216-217). The following chapter summarizes these functions in order to emphasize that 

political parties and their members (still) play a crucial role in modern democracies and, 

therefore, merit closer scholarly attention. Based on the perspective of this thesis, 

particular focus was put on the way party members contribute to the fulfillment of these 

party functions. However, it has to be noted that the extent to which parties fulfill these 

functions may vary with regard to time, countries, party families and even individual 

parties. 

The participatory function (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 12) of parties refers to the 

observation that party members usually have greater means of participation in the 

political process than the average citizen. In addition to voting in elections, party 

members are, for example, able to influence the nomination of candidates (Schumacher 

and Giger 2017). Further, they are – at least to some extent – able to shape the policy 

preferences of their party (e.g., by way of member surveys, party congress resolutions, 

etc.), thereby potentially shaping the policies implemented when the members’ party is 

in office.  

The linkage function (Lawson 1980; Katz 1990; Heidar/Saglie 2003a; see also Dalton et 

al. 2011) of political parties refers to the notion that parties and their members serve as 

intermediaries between the general electorate and the party elites, who usually are also 

members of the government or the opposition. As outlined graphically by one scholar, 

parties have their roots within the society, but reach with their head up to the state 

(Oberreuter 1990, 24). Despite the fact that there is doubt whether parties are always 

able to live up to this expectation (Katz 1990), linkage nevertheless remains one of the 

most important tasks parties and their members are undertaking in modern democracies. 

A certain notion of the linkage function is sometimes also referred to as the transmission 

function (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 12: “Transmissionsfunktion”), stressing the idea 
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that parties aggregate and bundle the interests of different social groups, enabling them 

to participate as collective actors in the political process. 

Further, the selection function (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 12) describes the idea that 

access to political and public offices is to a large extent controlled by political parties. 

Parties, therefore, usually screen and recruit the (current and future) political elite of a 

country. By fulfilling this function, political parties are also able to offer an incentive for 

joining and actively participating in the party to their members, as such engagement 

might lead to (further) professional advancement. Recent research (Bruter and Harrison 

2009) shows that many young people indeed join parties exactly because of this 

(strategic) reasoning, i.e., because they want to engage in politics professionally. 

The socialization function (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 13) of parties refers to the 

observation that members of political parties are able to learn and practice democratic 

processes and behavior already at a very early stage in their career. Parties are therefore 

also referred to as “schools of democracy” (ibid), as they educate the next generation to 

take public and political offices. Empirical research regarding Belgium, for example, 

indeed showed that a large number of public officials started their engagement in political 

parties at a very early stage of their career (Hooghe et al. 2004). 

The legitimization function (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 13) means that political parties 

also contribute to the legitimization and, therefore, stabilization of the political system as 

a whole. By giving citizens the possibility to participate in the political process and to 

influence it as party members, parties underscore the democratic constitution of a 

political system. However, the legitimization function may also have a downside; that is 

the case if political parties, actually or allegedly, pursue their own (corrupt) interests 

instead of those of the public or their voters (von Arnim 1993 and 2009; Scheuch and 

Scheuch 1992). In these cases, political parties may worsen public disaffection with the 

political process. 

Finally, the self-regulation function (Klein and von Alemann 2011, 13) of parties 

underscores the idea that parties are complex entities, consisting of several sub-

organizations and ideological differences. Therefore, parties also have to allocate some 

time and resources to be able to “deal with themselves”. Another notion of the self-
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regulation function refers to the observation that parties are also able to develop their 

own interests, which might be different from those of the public or the supporters and 

voters of the party. This might lead to undesirable influence by parties in other societal 

spheres, for instance interference with the media or extreme cases of patronage. 

Figure 1 shows the functions of parties as described. It is important to note noted that this 

enumeration is not exhaustive. Furthermore, there also can be some variation in the 

extent that parties fulfill these functions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Party Functions. Compilation by the author, based on von Alemann et al. 2010 

(216 f.) and Klein and von Alemann 2011 (12 ff.) 

2.2. The Role of Political Parties in the Chain of Delegation and 

Accountability 

In addition to the party functions discussed above, parties and their members also play a 

crucial role in achieving policy outputs within the multi-level chain of delegation and 

accountability in representative democracies (Strøm 1997 and 2000; Müller 2000; 

Saalfeld 2000 and 2005; Strøm 2006; Bergmann et al. 2006; see also the summary by 

Senninger 2013).  

Party 

Functions 
Linkage 

Participation Selection 

Socialisation 

Legitimization Transmission 

Self-regulation 
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These accounts are essentially based on principal-agent theory, stating that the principal 

(i.e., the electorate) is not able to decide every issue independently, in particular due to a 

lack of time and information (see, in much further detail, Strøm 2006). Consequently, at 

least four steps of delegation take place: (i) from the electorate to the members of 

parliament (MPs); (ii) from the MPs to the executive, in particular the government; (iii) 

from the government (or the head of government) to the individual ministers; and, finally, 

(iv) from the individual ministers to the civil servants within their ministry (for further 

details, see Bergmann et al. 2006, 129 ff.). 

Evidently, the principal has a genuine interest that the agent respects his preferences and 

acts in accordance with his wishes. Therefore, he has to hold the agents accountable for 

their actions, which is why there have to be sufficient means to control and to sanction 

agents in cases where they do not respect the interests of the principal (as regards the 

underlying theoretical considerations, see Strøm 2006). As a consequence, representative 

democracies have also implemented a multi-level chain of accountability that runs in the 

reverse order of the chain of delegation described above (Strøm 1997 and 2000; Müller 

2000; Strøm 2006; Bergmann et al. 2006, 129 ff.; regarding scrutiny in EU affairs, see Auel 

2007). By implementing this chain of accountability, several mechanisms of control are 

usually being established that allow for scrutiny and, eventually, punishment of the agent 

(e.g., control rights, right to question in Parliament, removal from office, other sanctions, 

etc.; see Bergmann et al. 2006 for an overview empirical analysis of these mechanisms in 

Western democracies). 

Literature shows that that political parties (and, consequently) their members exert a 

significant influence regarding each step of the chain of delegation and accountability 

(Müller 2000; Saalfeld 2000 and 2005; Bergmann et al. 2006, 127 ff.; Senninger 2013, 54 

ff.). Consequently, the chain of delegation and accountability is structured and influenced 

by political parties and their interactions with each other. 

At the first step of the delegation process (i.e., from the electorate to the MPs), it is evident 

that political parties play an important role (see, in this regard, Bergmann et al. 2006, 129 

ff.). In particular, parties choose which individuals are placed at electable positions (i.e., 

the “gatekeeper” function of parties) on electoral rolls. Therefore, the composition of 
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parliament is significantly influenced by political parties and the competition between 

them. 

Second, parties and their members usually exert a significant influence with regard to the 

formation of governments, i.e., the second step of the chain of delegation (see, in this 

regard, Bergmann et al. 2006, 146 ff.). Usually, it is the leader of the most successful party 

who has a dominant position when it comes to negotiating the next (coalition) 

government. Further, it is usually within a party’s discretion to decide who shall be a 

member of government.  MPs will usually support “their” government for both ideological 

and strategic reasons. By the same token, parties and their MPs decide whether a 

government can remain in office or is to be removed by a vote of no-confidence (see, in 

this regard, Bergmann et al. 2006, 157 ff.). 

Regarding the third (i.e., delegation from the government to individual ministers; see 

Bergmann et al. 2006, 177 ff.) and particularly the fourth (i.e., delegation from individual 

ministers to public servants; see Müller 2000; Bergmann et al. 2006, 196 ff.) step of 

delegation, (unilateral) party influence is usually considered to be undesirable or even 

legally impermissible (e.g., corruption, etc.). Members of the government (and, 

particularly, civil servants) should, at least in theory, exert their office in the general 

interest and in accordance with legal rules, and not (only) in line with their party’s wishes 

(Bergmann et al. 2006, 196: “(…) civil servants are the servants of the state, not of the 

political masters of the day”). In this respect, Saalfeld (2000) has demonstrated that the 

performance and actions of ministers are usually closely related to their party 

membership. This appears plausible, as ministers are usually [high] party 

representatives; for a further discussion, see also Bergmann et al. 2006, 177 ff.). 

Direct party influence on civil servants is usually perceived to be not permissible (Müller 

2000; Bergmann et al. 2006, 196). Given the somewhat clandestine nature of such acts, it 

is difficult to assess the scope of such phenomena empirically. It would, however, be naïve 

to assume that there is no party influence on the last step of the delegation chain. 

Another notion involving the influence of parties on the chain of delegation and 

accountability is the already mentioned linkage function (Lawson 1980; Katz 1990; 

Heidar and Saglie 2003a). From this (normative) point of view, it is precisely one of the 
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responsibilities of parties to establish a connection or communication between the 

electorate and political elites. In this sense, party influence is not undesirable, but rather 

one of the most important tasks in representative democracies. Another already 

mentioned function of parties is the selection function of parties, allowing them to identify 

individuals that are suitable for certain positions within the chain of delegation and 

accountability.  By this process, parties may punish deviant members (keep them “in 

line”) and reward those with offices who have shown loyalty in the past. 

Up until now, this overview was focused on the notion that political parties may exert an 

influence on actors within the chain of delegation and accountability. Influence may, 

however, also be exerted in the opposite direction, e.g., when actors in the chain of 

delegation “use” political parties for their own interests (Müller 2000). For example, 

parties may help to facilitate decision and implementation processes (Dahlman 1979; 

several aspects can be mentioned in this regard, including transaction, information, 

bargaining, decision and implantation costs). It is, therefore, reasonable to expect that 

actors within the chain of delegation rely on party resources.  

In sum, parties and their members are important actors when it comes to the chain of 

delegation and accountability, and therefore also for representative democracies as a 

whole. Party members, the selection of suitable actors and party positions usually 

influence each step of the delegation process (however, to a varying extent) and, thereby, 

considerably structure the chain of delegation and accountability. 

2.3. Conclusions 

It has been shown that parties and their members fulfill a variety of different and 

important functions within modern democracies. While the overall decline of party 

membership is an undoubted empirical fact, parties still predominantly structure and 

shape the political process and exert a crucial influence on the selection of high public 

officials, MPs and members of government. As long as the political process in modern 

democracies is still organized as described above, the study of parties and their members 

will remain an important field of research.   
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3. State of Research on Party Members 

3.1. Party Members from a Comparative Perspective 

3.1.1. Introduction 

Before dealing with party membership from a comparative point of view, it might be 

helpful to address the question how party membership can be defined. Heidar (2007, 6) 

suggests that party membership is an organizational affiliation by an individual to a 

political party, assigning obligations and privileges to that individual. Another approach 

applies a more collective notion of party membership, in particular by including concepts 

like “collective membership” (e.g., trade union members affiliated with the Labor Party, 

see also chapter 3.1.4.), thereby not (only) referring to “individual membership”. Such 

phenomena may rather be described as a form of “organizational affiliation” rather than 

party membership (Heidar 2007, ibid). They are therefore excluded from the scope of this 

thesis. 

Comparative research on party membership encounters several theoretical and 

methodological difficulties, starting with the large amount of possible definitions and 

understandings regarding the nature of party membership (von Alemann and Spier 2008, 

29 ff.). In this context, it is often referred to the probably most “extreme” case of party 

membership in the United States, where membership merely means very loose emotion 

of connectedness with a political party. In contrast, there are countries where party 

membership is seen as a rather considerable commitment to engage within a social 

movement, a situation that is certainly the case regarding Austria. It has been shown that 

party membership is usually not without costs (e.g., to pay party fees etc., see Scarrow 

1994; Scarrow 1996, 27 ff.). 

These differences between various countries and their diverging definitions and modes 

of party membership sometimes complicate the already complex discussions. In addition 

to these conceptual difficulties, it has to be noted that most of the existing research 

consists of single case studies involving only one party or, usually at most, one single 

country (Seyd and Whiteley 1992 and 2004; Heidar and Saglie 2003b; Gallagher and 
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Marsh 2004; Hansen 2002). Comparative studies are relatively scarce (notable exceptions 

are, for instance, Widfeldt 1995; Weldon 2006; Whiteley 2011; Kölln 2014 and 2016). 

The comprehensive body of research on party membership cannot be displayed in full 

within this thesis. The following subchapters are rather intended to give a representative 

overview on the current state of research on party members from a comparative point of 

view. 

The structure of this chapter is inspired by a paper by Heidar (2007); the most recent 

research was also taken into account. The following fundamental research questions will 

be addressed in the following: Who are party members, in particular regarding their 

socioeconomic composition? Why do individuals decide to become party members? How 

do party members engage within and for their party? What are the attitudes and 

preferences of party members? Which effects are caused by party membership, both in 

relation to the party and the political system as a whole? Finally yet importantly: What 

are the reasons for members resigning from their former parties? Before answering these 

fundamental questions, the existing evidence on the number of party members and the 

often-invoked decline of party membership in Western democracies will be reviewed. 

3.1.2. How many? Amount and development of party members 

It has been suggested that even the most simple research question regarding the number 

of party members in a given country faces severe methodological challenges, as both 

potential methods of calculating the number of party members are not unproblematic 

(Wiesendahl 2006, 25 ff.; Mair and van Biezen 2001, 6 ff.).  

The first method, relying on party statistics, might be problematic because parties often 

do not have accurate lists of their party members themselves (e.g., because these lists are 

administered decentralized by local party offices, members existing only on paper, etc.). 

However, even if parties are statutorily obliged to have membership lists (e.g., in case that 

state subsidies are based on the number of members), parties tend to over-report their 

members due to several reasons (large numbers of party members as sign of political 

strength, to receive higher state funding, etc.). 
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The second method of assessing membership numbers, extrapolation based on surveys, 

also faces several problems. In addition to the inherent uncertainties of extrapolation, it 

is reasonable to assume that some party members tend to deny their party membership 

when asked about it in a survey.  

Despite these methodological problems, there is a vast amount of research showing a 

decline of party membership. In particular, a series of comparative research was 

conducted by Katz et al. (1992), Mair and van Biezen (2001) and van Biezen et al. (2011), 

stating that there is a constant general trend that party membership is in decline both in 

absolute numbers as well as regarding the membership as a percentage of the electorate 

(often abbreviated as “M/E” in English literature, Organisationsgrad in German 

literature). The above studies show that, on average, membership levels across all 

observed polities have nearly halved (in absolute numbers) since 1980. The average 

membership ratio has fallen by nearly five percent in the last thirty years; the average 

membership ratio at the end of the first decade of the 21st century is 4,7 percent (van 

Biezen et al. 2011, 27). 

There seem to be only few exceptions to this general trend of membership decline. For 

example, party membership is on the rise in Spain since its transition from an 

authoritarian regime to democracy (van Biezen et al. 2011). Austria is considered to be 

an exception as well, as the absolute number of party members is still outstandingly high 

(van Biezen et al. 2011, 28 ff.; see also the summary regarding Austria below). 

In addition to the trend observed in Western democracies, the authors cited above also 

show a consistent trend, namely that newer democracies in Eastern Europe have lower 

M/E scores than longer-established Western democracies. This observation can only 

partially be attributed to the fact that these countries had less time to establish democratic 

institutions and functioning party organizations, as party membership is, at the beginning 

of the 21st century, even further in decline in Eastern democracies (van Biezen et al. 2011: 

not all losses in Eastern Europe may be attributed to the continuing erosion of former 

Communist parties). The Southern democracies (Greece, Spain, and, to a lesser degree, 

Portugal) are generally an exception to the commonly perceived decline of party 

membership (van Biezen et al. 2011, 35). 
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Further, there is a significant difference between larger (over 20 million inhabitants) and 

smaller countries, in the sense that smaller countries have consistently higher M/E rates 

than larger countries (van Biezen et al. 2011, 27 and 29 ff.). Probably as a consequence 

thereof, smaller countries also suffer from relatively higher membership losses, as they 

have “started” from an initially higher level of party membership. 

Based on these findings, the authors argue that party membership has now reached such 

a “low ebb” that it no longer constitutes a relevant indicator of a party’s organizational 

capacity (van Biezen et al. 2011, 24). Even if party membership should still be regarded 

as a meaningful tool to assess a party’s strength, the authors argue that party 

organizations have reached such a low point that the formal organization level is, in itself, 

no longer a relevant indicator of a party’s capacity. If this assessment should be true, this 

would have severe normative implications, as parties without sufficient members would 

probably not be able to comprehensively fulfill the linkage function (see chapter 2.1.) 

between the elites and the general population any more. 

Regarding Austria, however, the authors explicitly state that political parties tend to 

maintain very large membership numbers, setting the Austrian case “ever more evidently 

as being at one remove from the normal patterns of party organizational development in 

contemporary Europe” (van Biezen et al. 2011, 42). Therefore, even if the (pessimistic) 

assumptions regarding the vanishing influence of party members should be true, it can 

nevertheless be stated that party members continue to be a significant factor regarding 

the Austrian case. Therefore, it appears justified to study Austrian party members in 

further detail (in addition, party members in Austria are somewhat understudied, see 

chapter 3.2.). 

There is, however, research that completes and, in part, also corrects the picture 

illustrated by the above-cited authors. In this respect, Kölln (2016) criticizes that most 

existing studies on party membership decline report figures aggregated to the country 

level and/or use only a few time-points. Consequently, such research designs hide major 

differences at the party level and short-term fluctuations.  

Kölln (2016) therefore reviewed 1653 observations across 47 parties in six Western 

European countries between 1960 and 2010. Using multilevel modelling and time-series 
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analyses, it was possible to show that the decline of party membership is, by far, not a 

universal phenomenon. While the overall trend of declining membership is obviously 

reaffirmed, it could be shown that 23 percent of parties did not suffer any membership 

loss during the observation period. Kölln therefore concludes that there seem to be more 

“success stories” than the aggregated data is able to tell (in particular due to considerable 

membership losses of other parties). She further argues that membership decline may be 

part of a party’s life circle, in the sense that more consolidated parties usually also have 

fewer members. Parties founded before 1945 are, on average, more affected in their 

membership growth rate than parties founded after 1945. There are, however, no 

considerable differences between party families. 

Therefore, as the above research suggests, there are also counter-examples that show that 

the decline of party membership is not a law of nature, but may be reversed (or at least 

mitigated) under certain circumstances. Regarding the United Kingdom, for example, it 

has been reported in 2016 that the number of party members actually rose for all three 

major parties.7 Other examples of increasing party membership are the already 

mentioned younger democracies of Southern Europe in the time after their transition to 

democracy (van Biezen et al. 2011, 35). This increase may, however, be attributed to the 

exceptional circumstances after the turn of these regimes to democracy. 

Regarding the German case, it has been argued that the decline of party membership can 

also be interpreted as a “normalization”, because the absolute number of current party 

members is comparable to the number shortly after World War II (Wiesendahl 2006, 25 

ff.). The peak of party membership in Germany in the 1960s and 1970s might, according 

to this argument, be explained by the extraordinary circumstances of that time (e.g., turn 

to democracy, polarization of the political landscape). Nowadays, party membership 

seems to be on the rise again in Germany as well.8 

Regarding potential reasons for the declining party membership levels depicted above, 

several competing explanations are offered in the literature (Wiesendahl 2006; Whiteley 

                                                           
7 http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05125 (accessed 29.6.2017). 
8 See the figures reported in Die Zeit, 23.3.2017, 13. See also 
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article163259786/Wo-der-Schulz-Effekt-am-staerksten-wirkt.html 
(accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05125
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article163259786/Wo-der-Schulz-Effekt-am-staerksten-wirkt.html
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2011; Wagner 2016; see also 3.1.8.). Yet, empirical evidence is relatively scarce (notable 

exceptions are, e.g., Whiteley 2011; Rohrbach 2011; Wagner 2016). 

On a very basic level, a general trend can be observed that fewer individuals are willing to 

join a party (i.e., a decline of membership applications). On the other hand, parties suffer 

from high numbers of former members leaving the party (Rohrbach 2011; Wagner 2016). 

Further, as party members are usually older than the general population (see chapter 

3.1.3.), parties suffer from a “natural” decimation, as former party members pass away. 

This particularly applies to the cohorts that joined mass parties after 1945 (Wiesendahl 

2006, 25 ff.). What is yet not sufficiently examined is the relative importance of these 

factors to one another (Wagner 2016). 

Fewer people joining parties and (voluntary or involuntary) resignations of former party 

members are, obviously, only the visible symptoms, but not the underlying reasons for 

the decline of party membership. Scholars frequently invoke the declining cohesion of 

traditional political milieus and growing individualism as reasons for declining party 

membership (e.g., Rohrbach 2011, 177). Further, it might be the case that individuals do 

not expect to obtain the same degree of (material) benefits via party membership as they 

used to do in the period after 1945. While party members usually report that material 

benefits are not the (main) reason for joining a party (see chapter 3.1.4. and 5.4.), it might 

nevertheless be the case that such answers are socially more acceptable and do not depict 

the “real” motivation of members for joining their party. 

There are, however, rarely any comparative studies on the reasons for the membership 

decline described above. One notable exception was provided by Whiteley (2011). Based 

on cross-sectional multi-level analysis of data from the International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP) Citizenship survey 2004, he tested two hypotheses offering potential 

explanations for membership decline. The first hypothesis argues that excessive state 

regulation (“state capture”) causes an ever-closer relationship between parties and the 

state, thereby reducing voluntary membership activity at the grassroots level. This 

hypothesis draws on literature suggesting that, in many countries, parties have become a 

state-sponsored “cartel” (Detterbeck 2005). According to this argument, party leaders 

have little incentives to recruit party members if the costs of political contestation are 

borne by the taxpayer anyway. 
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The second hypothesis argues that parties are suffering from competition of new forms 

of political participation, an argument that is frequently put forth by scholars to explain 

the widely perceived membership decline (Whiteley 2011; Dalton and Wattenberg 2001; 

Dalton 2014). According to this argument, it has been suggested that alternative 

environmentalist groups are more attractive to young activists than the more established 

parties (Lawson and Merkl 1988; Heidar 2007). Further, citizens might be discouraged 

from engaging in formal parties if they think that the actual influence of a party member 

is insignificant. Finally yet importantly, informal participation in alternative political 

activities may be seen as more attractive than “formalized” party membership (regarding 

the “costs” that a membership in a party triggers, see Scarrow 1994 and 1996).  

The multinomial logistic regression specification conducted by Whiteley (2011) provides 

support for the first of the abovementioned hypotheses (i.e., the state-capture argument), 

but not for the second (i.e., importance of alternative forms of participation). 

3.1.3. Who? Socio-Economic background of Party Members 

There is a considerable amount of research on the socio-economic and cultural 

background of party members (Rokkan and Campbell 1960; Lawson and Merkl 1988; 

Widfelt 1995; Sundberg 1995; Pedersen et al. 2004; Scarrow and Gezgor 2006; Spier 

2011; see also Heidar 2007). Heidar (2007) argues that the question who party members 

actually are is important in two ways: First, it informs the political analyst which 

individuals are integrated into party politics at the grass roots level and which kind of 

groups and types of members do exist within parties. Here, the notion is stressed that 

representative democracy is affected by the ties political parties have with the civil society 

(Heidar 2007, 9). Second, party members may directly or indirectly influence decision-

making processes within parties. 

One branch of literature argues that the probability of party membership increases with 

the amount of resources that are available to the individual (Verba et al. 1995; Brady et 

al. 1995; Whiteley and Seyd 2002; regarding the necessary resources for joining a party, 

see Scarrow 1994 and 1996). This is because party membership usually comes with a 

variety of obligations, among them party meetings, the support of candidates in upcoming 

elections, and many more. These tasks cannot be performed by anyone. First, party 



24 
 
 

members need to have a set of cognitive skills, allowing them to follow and participate in 

the rather complex political process. Second, knowledge about the basic functioning of a 

polity and the party system is needed (Brady et al 1995; Norris 2000; Whitley 2011; 

Wagner 2016). 

Due to the above-mentioned factors, individuals with relatively high scores on education, 

income and social statues are disproportionally represented among party members 

(Widfelt 1995; van Bietzen et al. 2011, 38). In their classic account, Rokkan and Campbell 

(1960) stressed that individuals with lower scores are more likely to be engaged in 

countries where these societal groups are mobilized by strong collective organizations 

(e.g., representations of farmers, religions and ethnic minorities; see also Heidar 2007). 

Regarding Germany, Spier (2011) has shown that active party members are more likely 

to be young, higher educated and perceive themselves belonging to the middle or upper 

class. A study of Danish party members showed that party members are representative 

regarding their educational status when compared with the party’s voters (Pedersen et 

al. 2004). 

Further, party members are usually predominantly male (Heidar 2007). A study 

(Sundberg 1995) from regarding Norway and Denmark, however, showed that the 

number of female party members increased from one-third to approximately one-half of 

the total membership in the period from the 1970s to the 1990s. A more recent study, 

however, found out that Danish parties are, in relation to their voters, not gender 

representative (Pedersen et al. 2004). 

Furthermore, party members are, on average, older (Scarrow and Gezgor 2006; Pedersen 

et al. 2004; Wiesendahl 2006; see also the results presented in chapter 5.2.) and more 

likely to be associated with “collateral organizations”, such as churches or unions (van 

Bietzen et al. 2011, 38). Further, party members are more likely to be connected with the 

public sector than non-party members (Epstein 1967; Seyd and Whiteley 2002, 40-45; 

Spier et al. 2011, 50; Wagner 2016, see also the corresponding findings in chapter 5.2. and 

5.4.). 

Given the above-mentioned disproportionalities within parties (e.g., regarding resources, 

gender and age), parties often try to recruit members among certain societal groups. 
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European social democratic parties, for instance, focused on acquiring working class 

members at the beginning of the 20th century (Heidar 2007, 7). Further, especially women 

and younger citizens are frequently “targeted” by parties, as the existence of special sub-

organizations for these groups shows. Parties pursuing religious, ethnic or agrarian 

politics particularly aim at enlisting individuals from these groups (ibid). Having a 

diversified and appropriate member structure clearly appears to be an important goal for 

parties in order to raise their internal and external legitimacy. 

3.1.4. Why? Motivation for Membership and Party Engagement 

There is an extensive body of research regarding the individual motivations and reasons 

for joining a political party (Barnes 1967; Conway and Feigert 1968; Ware 1987; Seyd and 

Whiteley 1992; Bruter and Harrison 2009; Wagner 2016). It has to be noted that this 

question is only relevant if membership requires an active choice of the individual party 

member (Heidar 2007). In the United Kingdom, for example, when norms for trade union 

membership (regarding the Labor party) were changed from “opt in” to “opt out”, the 

number of trade union members affiliated with the party exponentially rose from 49 to 

91 percent (von Beyme 1985, 175). Such “collective” phenomena are out of the scope of 

this thesis. 

Most existing research draws on the “classic” distinction proposed by Clark and Wilson 

(1961) between material (e.g., career benefits, material rewards), social (e.g., family 

traditions, social norms) and purposive incentives (e.g., political motives, fight for or 

against certain policies and/or politicians). 

Several studies show that party members usually express political (purposive) motives 

for joining their party (Seyd and Whiteley 1992; see also Heidar 2007). It has been argued 

that political incentives are particularly important in newly-formed parties (Clarke et al. 

2000). Other empirical results are, however, more ambiguous. Regarding Denmark, one 

study argued that party members predominantly join their parties due to ideological 

reasons and policies of that party (Pedersen et al. 2004). However, another study 

regarding Denmark only reported a weak connection between the degree of ideology and 

the level of activity within the party (Hansen 2002, 191). 
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The abovementioned ideological/purposive incentives for joining a political party are in 

line with the so-called “commitment theory” proposed by Sabatier (1992). In this line of 

argument, people engage in parties due to their ideological agreement with the policy 

goals of the organization. It is important to note that the importance of purposive 

incentives for joining a political party is compatible with rational choice approaches. In 

this sense, preferred policies and issues can be seen as a collective good that is 

accomplished when such policies are implemented by the party (Whiteley and Seyd 

1996). Another (comparable, yet not identical) theoretical approach argues that party 

members, or at least some of them, are driven by political ambition (Schlesinger 1991). 

This political ambition might have two distinct forms. On the one hand, the political 

ambition might be to improve the individual’s own welfare and social status. On the other 

hand, a party member may also decide to join a political party in order to improve the 

welfare of other people.  

Other studies have shown the already mentioned importance of social factors for 

individual party engagement (see the overview provided by Heidar 2007). Barnes (1967), 

for example, showed that approximately one-third of the members of the Italian Socialist 

Party in the 1960s reported the influence of family and friends as the most important 

reason for their membership. The importance of social factors for the decision to become 

a party member is consistent with the so-called “Expectations-Values-Norms-theory”; 

according to this approach, individuals are influenced by and embedded in a complex 

network of beliefs and social norms, which “provide internal and external motivations to 

behave in certain ways” (Whiteley and Seyd 2002, 45). To put it more simply, individuals 

are more likely to become and stay party members if they are part of a social network that 

supports this engagement. The influence of social factors has, however, also been 

challenged in the literature (Ware 1987), suggesting that the importance of this approach 

is more and more decreasing, as “social elements” within parties have become weaker 

over time.  

Yet other authors stress the importance of material benefits (e.g., jobs in public or private 

sector) for becoming a party member (Beck and Sorauf 1992; Daalder 1987; see also the 

case of patronage reported by Heidar 2007 regarding a civil service job in Illinois, where 

reportedly applicants had to get approval from the county party chairman). Regarding 
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Austria, it is reasonable to assume that that material benefits (in particular regarding 

career prospects and allocation of public housing [Gemeindewohnungen]) might be one 

reason for the above-average degree of organizations of Austrian parties. Current surveys 

of European party members usually show that only few members express career benefits 

or material rewards as their motives for joining (Heidar 2007, 9). However, it has to be 

noted that joining political parties for material benefits might be considered as socially 

less acceptable and might, therefore, be underreported (ibid). 

Most of the explanatory factors described above have been merged into one overarching 

“general incentives model” by Whiteley and Seyd (1992 and 2002 regarding the British 

case). In sum, three types of incentives are incorporated in their broad model (see the 

summary by Klein and Spier 2011), i.e., (i) outcome incentives (e.g., public offices or other 

benefits), (ii) process incentives (i.e., participating in politics due to enjoyment of the 

political process, meeting like-minded people, etc.), and (iii) ideological incentives. It is 

not particularly surprising that Whiteley and Seyd found their “general incentives model” 

to be successful in a number of studies regarding the British case (1992 and 2002). The 

approach was also tested successfully in Ireland (Gallagher et al. 2002) and Denmark 

(Hansen 2002, 251 ff.). 

Other scholars are more critical regarding the general incentives model. Heidar (2007, 

13) argues that other models perform “no better or worse than the general incentives 

model”. Further, it is likely that different parties are attracting different kinds of members, 

and to shape them by different party cultures (Heidar 2007, 13 f.). For example, the 

German Greens attracted politically highly active members in the 1980s (Poguntke 1992), 

which is rather the exception than the norm when it comes to party member activity (see 

also chapter 5.3.). 

Another branch in the literature suggests that engagement within a party (or within a 

social institution in general) generally requires several resources on part of the potential 

party member, such as time, money and “civic skills”, i.e., the means that are necessary to 

understand and participate in the highly complex environment of politics and political 

parties (Verba et al 1995; Brady et al 1995, Whiteley and Seyd 2002; Wagner 2016). 
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Further, it has been shown that motivations for joining a party might be different for 

young party members. Bruter and Harrison (2009) examined the motives to join a party 

of 2,919 young party members (aged 18-25) of 15 parties in six European countries. They 

argue that there are three types of young party members, i.e., party members that are (i) 

professionally minded and predominantly interested in future career prospects, (ii) 

moral-minded activists pursuing ideological goals, and (iii) social-minded party members 

that predominantly join the party for social contacts and exchange. 

Bruter and Harrison report that there is a small minority of professionally-minded party 

members who already act as “mini-leaders” and prepares for their future political career 

(Bruter and Harrison 2009, 1284). Some of these young professionals are indeed inclined 

to become “tomorrow’s leaders”, as the title of the study suggests. They try to remain close 

to the median voter and try to maximize the votes for their party in order to pursue their 

own office-seeking goals. They are highly involved into activities of their party, but do not 

engage in overly radical modes of political participation that might hamper their further 

career prospects. 

The morally-minded activists, on the other hand, do not join parties for career prospects, 

but rather to answer a moral duty. This group of young party activists is reported to be 

the largest; these young members are more likely to engage in ideological debates, 

activism, but also other (alternative) forms of political participation. Morally-minded 

party members are, therefore, motivated and dedicated, but also potentially troublesome 

for the party (establishment), due to their extreme ideological positions and enthusiasm.  

Finally, socially-minded young party members join in order to make like-minded friends, 

enjoy discussions and meet interesting people. They are the least dedicated and active 

group of young party members. In addition, their loyalty towards the party and its goals 

is rather limited. 

In sum, it has to be noted that that motivational research is, in general, particularly 

difficult, as motives are usually be complex, vague, volatile, and overlapping (McCulloch 

1990; Heidar 2007). Even the short depiction of the currently available empirical studies 

above suggests that a number of factors are relevant in explaining the level and scope of 

individual party activism. In addition, there might be significant variance between 
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countries, party families, and the individual members themselves, making general 

observation even more complicated. 

3.1.5. How? Scope and Extent of Party Member Activity 

Another important line of research deals with the question what party members are 

actually doing in and for their parties (Heidar 2007, 9 ff.). There seems to be a general 

trend that a significant part of party members “only” pays the (usually annual) 

subscription fee as a sign of political support, but do not engage in any further activities 

(Falke 1982, 73; Seyd and Whiteley 2002, 95 ff.; Heidar and Saglie 2003a; Spier 2011). 

These members see their party membership as an expression of political support (Heidar 

2007, 9).  

Given these prerequisites, several studies have found out that a significant part of party 

members is relatively passive. For example, regarding the United Kingdom (Whiteley and 

Seyd 2002, 95-97), half of Labour members stated that they are inactive. Regarding the 

Tories, the numbers are even clearer: Here, up to three quarters of party members 

reported the same. Regarding Germany, Falke (1982, 73) found out that approximately 

one third of party members of the Christian Democrats in the 1970s attended at most one 

party event per year. Furthermore, three quarters of party members classify themselves 

as little active or not active at all (Spier 2011); the problem of inactivity within in parties 

is here particularly present regarding the three “people’s parties” SPD, CDU and CSU. The 

German Left party, on the other hand, is reported to have more active members. According 

to Spier (2011), there is, however, a “silver lining” for German parties on the horizon, as 

the activity levels of their member slightly rose in the first decade of the 21st century. 

A similar picture emerges in Scandinavia. Regarding the Danish case, Pedersen et al. 

(2004, 373 ff.) showed that even during election times parties could only rely on one-fifth 

to one-fourth of their members for support. Approximately half of the party members 

were not active at all (Pedersen et al. 2004, 374). Generally, financial contributions (i.e., 

membership fees) and informal campaign support (discussions with family, friends or at 

the workplace) are reported to be important party member activities. Regarding Norway, 

it has been shown that roughly half of the party members did not participate in party 
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activities in the last year before the examination; approximately 20 percent reported that 

they do not intend to be active party members (Heidar and Saglie 2003a, 770).  

Less is known about the reasons for this passivity. In particular, long-term data is scarce. 

Some of the notable exceptions state that levels of party member activity may have 

decreased over time (Zielonka-Goei 1992, 108; Pedersen et al. 2004). No changes 

regarding party member activity were reported regarding Norway (Heidar and Saglie 

2003a; Heidar 2007). On the other hand, it is also reasonable to assume that the activity 

of party members is likely to increase in the future due to the overall declining of party 

membership numbers (because less members have to do the same amount of work, see 

Heidar 2007, 11).  

Yet, there are also more positive examples in the literature. Cross and Young (2004) 

showed, for example, that approximately 80 percent of Canadian party members attended 

meetings the year before the examination. Further, more than 70 percent were active in 

electoral campaigns. The intensity of scope of party member activity is certainly also 

subject to certain variations, depending on the organization and “culture” of the party 

under observation (Heidar 2007, 11). 

With regard to comparative research on party member activity, usually a methodological 

problem arises regarding the classification of “active” and “inactive” party members. In 

this regard, it is rather difficult to assess what these categories actually mean, which 

hampers the comparability of the available studies. Scarrow (2000, 95), for example, 

showed that the percentage of “active” party members participating regularly in activities 

varies from ten to 45 percent. Again, different scholars might have different 

understandings as to what is classified as “regular” participation (Heidar 2007). A study 

of Danish Christian and liberal parties classified roughly eight percent of members as 

“active” (Petersen et al. 2004, 375: defined as dedicating more than five hours per month 

to the party). 

In terms of actual member activities (Heidar 2007, 10), a broad spectrum can be 

identified, taking place inside (e.g., attending meetings, organization of party events 

and/or engaging in internal discussions) or outside (e.g., discussions with family, at the 

workplace or elsewhere, activity in electoral campaigns, writing articles, running for 
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office and/or canvassing; regarding the latter, see Seyd and Whiteley 2004, 359-360) the 

party. 

There are attempts in the literature to identify certain types of party members according 

to the types and levels of their activity (see Heidar 2007, 11): The “party builder” is 

characterized by a high intensity of party work and a focus on internal activities; the 

“party supporter”, on the other hand, is characterized by occasional activity, mostly 

among his friends, neighbors or workmates. Empirical evidence on such classifications is, 

however, scarce. One notable exception in this regard would be the already mentioned 

article by Bruter and Harrison (2009), arguing that young party members can be classified 

as either career-, ideology- or socially-driven. Further, it is reasonable to assume that 

party member activity may be subject to changes due to the ever-growing importance of 

new technologies (Römmele 2003) and social media. 

Finally yet importantly, party members exert a (growing) influence on the selection of 

party leaders (Cross and Blais 2012). Cross and Blais argue that, in recent years, there is 

a general, yet not universal, trend towards a greater influence of party members on the 

selection of party leaders. They observed that most parties in the United Kingdom, Canada 

and Ireland decided to broaden the electorate of the party leaders, while parties in 

Australia and New Zealand refrained from such reforms. Further, Cross and Blais show 

that the growing influence of party members on candidate selection is frequently adopted 

by parties in opposition, after an electoral loss or, generally, by new parties. 

Interestingly yet not rather intuitively, Schumacher and Giger recently (2017) found out 

that widening the selectorate of party leaders (e.g., by letting members elect the party 

leader) actually increases leadership domination (in contrast to theoretical 

considerations and practical goals; Schumacher and Giger 2017). What is, however, 

unclear is the direction of this effect: Therefore, the interpretation could be that 

leadership-dominated parties were forced to balance that by widening the selectorate, or 

that by widening the selectorate parties became more leadership-dominated. Whatever 

the truth in this regard might be, Schumacher and Giger conclude that “the antidotes 

against leadership domination do not work” (Schumacher and Giger 2017, 162). 
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3.1.6. What do they think? Preferences and Opinions of Party Members 

Another important line of research wants to examine the opinions and preferences of 

party members (Heidar 2007, 14 ff.). Usually, this is done by comparing the opinions and 

preferences with those of party leaders, party supporters or the electorate. Several rather 

broad theoretical approaches may be identified. One account argued that, usually, party 

leaders will adopt ideologically more extreme positions than their supporters (McClosky 

et al. 1960).  

In contrast, John D. May (1973) postulated in his seminal contribution “Opinion Structure 

of Political Parties. The Special Law of Curvilinear Disparity” that “sub-leaders” will 

usually adopt ideologically more extreme views than both “normal” party 

followers/voters on the one hand, and the party leaders on the other hand. In contrast to 

ordinary party supporters, “sub-leaders” are particularly politicized and, therefore, hold 

more extreme positions. Party leaders, on the other hand, have to appear more moderate 

in order to attract also less extreme voters. Further, they must be able to achieve certain 

compromises, thereby requiring them to adopt a certain pragmatism (see also Heidar 

2007, 14).  

The empirical evidence regarding May’s theory (which he self-confidently called a “Law”) 

is mixed. There are several scholars that doubt the general applicability of this approach 

(Norris 1995; Herrara and Taylor 1994; Heidar 2007, 14 f.). One study regarding the 

British case found that members of both Labour and Tories adopted views located 

between the more radical leaders and the moderate voters (Norris 1995). Norris 

concluded that intra-party preferences and attitudes seem to be more complex than 

presented in the theory proposed by May (i.e., that the motives of sub- and top-leaders 

were more varied, that there were more ideological motives of party leaders, incentives 

to moderation for sub-leaders; see also Heidar 2007, 15). Gallagher and Marsh (2004) 

showed that Irish Fine Gael members cannot be classified as particularly extreme. 

Regarding the Norwegian case, May’s theory was confirmed in one third of the cases; in 

the other cases, no clear curvilinear pattern could be found (Narud and Skare 1999). 

Kitschelt (1989) concludes that May’s theory seems to be empirically valid only under 

specific preconditions.  
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Given these results, there currently seems to be no definite consensus on the empirical 

merits of May’s theory in the literature. Heidar (2007, 15) nevertheless stresses the fact 

that May’s approach still triggers a lot of valuable empirical research that increases our 

understanding of party members’ preferences and opinions. 

3.1.7. Does it matter? Effects of party member engagement 

It is not surprising that another question is of constant interest in the scholarly literature, 

namely regarding the consequences or effects of party membership and partisan 

engagement (Heidar 2007, 16 ff).  Party membership may exert influence on several 

levels, namely influence on their parties (e.g., in terms of electoral success), influence on 

the party members themselves or influences on the political system and democracy as a 

whole (Heidar 2007, 17 f). The following subchapter is structured in accordance with 

these levels of influence. 

In political practice, the value or impact of party members is sometimes challenged.9  This 

alleged irrelevance of party members is, at least in parts, also mirrored in political science 

literature. According to Robert Michels’ classical account (1911 [1925]) on the oligarchic 

tendencies of parties (often referred to as the “law of oligarchy”), party members are, in 

general, without any significant influence on their parties. Rather, parties are usually 

governed by a centralized party leadership that controls the decision-making process 

(e.g., by controlling the distribution of information, manipulating “ordinary” party 

members). According to this notion, party members are reduced to “empty rituals of 

formal democratic policy-making processes” (Heidar 2007, 16). 

When tested in empirical studies, it appears that Michaels’ account on the predominance 

of oligarchical structures is overly pessimistic (Heidar 2007). It is certainly true that the 

influence of party members may be limited under certain circumstances. For example, 

there may be parties and party leaders that allow for more or less influence of ordinary 

party members (Schumacher and Giger 2017). Further, it is reasonable to assume that the 

size of the party organization also influences the scope and extent of party member 

participation (Tan 1998). In addition, the extent of institutionalization (Panebianco 1988) 

                                                           
9 See, for example, the quotation of the Spanish politician A. Guerra already cited in the introduction of this 
thesis. 
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and the members’ resources and background (see, inter alia, Barnes 1967) will also 

influence the level of influence that party members will be able to exert. As already 

mentioned above (see chapter 3.1.5.), party members exert a growing influence on the 

leadership selection in recent days (Schumacher and Giger 2017). 

Other than that, it is not surprising that the influence of members is subject to significant 

variations (Heidar 2007, 17 ff.). The German Greens, for instance, tried to limit the 

influence of the party elite on the party organization. Therefore, means of direct 

democracy, restrictions regarding party leaders and mandatory rotations were 

implemented (Poguntke 1994). On the other hand, one can certainly think of several 

potential examples where parties are organized in a more top-down-fashion. There also 

seems to be variance regarding the influence of party members in different regions. In 

Eastern Europe, for example, the influence of party members within their parties is 

reported to be rather insignificant (van Biezen 2000). Further, it is argued in the literature 

that the degree of state subsidies may reduce incentives for parties to take the interests 

of their members into account (Pierre et al. 2000; see also Whiteley 2011). Schumacher 

and Giger (2017) showed that widening the selectorate of party leaders paradoxically 

decreases grass-root influence. 

Studies regarding the influence of party membership on the level of individual members 

often focus on (material) benefits of party membership (e.g., allocation of public sector 

jobs, patronage, Gosnell 1937; Crotty 1986; Daalder 1987; Heidar 2007; Ennser‐

Jedenastik 2014). Another scholar stressed the importance of access to social prestige and 

friendship among party elites within the French political system (Kadushin 1995). For 

Belgium and Austria, it has been shown that party membership was a decisive factor for 

the allocation of public service jobs (Daalder 1987). It has been argued that such 

phenomena may be in decline due to changes and better quality management in public 

administration (Heidar 2007, 19). Recent research on (party) patronage indicates that 

this assessment might have been premature (Ennser‐Jedenastik 2014). A special branch 

of research examines the influence of party membership in communist regimes (Fox 

1993; Bian 1995). 

Another research question that is of particular interest relates to the effect of party 

membership (number) on electoral success (Botella 1989). There are studies arguing that 
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active party members have a positive effect on electoral outcome (Carty and Eagles 2003). 

Regarding the United States, it has been argued in several studies that up to five percent 

of the electoral outcome may be caused by local membership action (Cutright and Rossi 

1958; Cutright 1963). Other researchers even suggest that this percentage might even rise 

to ten percent if the contesting parties differ in their local membership activity (Katz and 

Eldersveld 1961). These studies are, however, problematic in their assumption of a causal 

effect between member activity and electoral success. With regard to the United Kingdom, 

it has been suggested that electoral losses may partly be attributed to a reduction of party 

membership and activity (Seyd and Minkin 1979). Yet other studies emphasize the 

importance of party members for the mobilization of voters, particularly in local elections 

where the turnout is usually lower (Bochel and Denver 1971). Scarrow (2000) concludes 

that it is difficult to establish a clear effect between the amount of party members and 

electoral success on the aggregate level. 

By using an election forecasting model, Hooghe and Dassoneville (2014) showed for 

Belgium that party membership still has a strong effect on election results, at least for 

incumbent parties. As Hooghe and Dassonville examined the period from 1981 until 2010, 

they were able to demonstrate that this effect has not weakened over time, i.e., that – 

despite declining membership in absolute numbers – party membership still has a rather 

strong effect on election outcomes. Despite the fact that the authors included several 

caveats into their analysis (e.g., results only applicable to parties in government, 

peculiarities of the political system), this study clearly shows that party membership may 

have an effect at least in some instances. 

3.1.8. Why do they quit? Reasons to leave party 

While the overall decline of party membership is empirically well-observed, relatively 

little is actually known about the reasons why party members decide to leave their 

parties; it has, however, been noted that the theoretical approaches developed to analyze 

the motivations for joining a party (see chapter 3.1.4.) may also be applied to the analysis 

of the decision to leave the party (see Wagner 2016).  

One of the notable exceptions in this regard is a study conducted by Rohrbach (2011), 

who has analyzed the reasons for leaving a party in Germany.  Rohrbach has shown that 
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older party members tend to be more loyal towards their party; the younger a member, 

the more likely is the chance of leaving the party. Members participating in party activities 

are, on the other hand, more likely to categorically rule out a resignation from their party. 

Consequently, inactive party members are particularly likely to leave their party, which is 

a somewhat worrying finding, as most party members are usually reported to be inactive 

(see chapter 3.1.5.). 

According to self-reports, party members think about leaving their party in particular 

after unwanted policy decisions and in case of disaffection with processes within their 

party. Regarding former members, Rohrbach shows that socio-economic variables do not 

have a significant effect on the decision to leave a party. Socio-psychological reasons are 

more likely to explain resignations from the party, in particular whether or not the 

(former) member believed that there was no possibility to actively influence decisions 

within the party. The more powerless the individual felt, the more likely is the resignation 

from the party. Further, social expectations (e.g., from the relevant peer group) and 

perceived (material and ideal) benefits increased the likelihood of a resignation. 

In a recent examination regarding the Austrian case, Wagner (2016) tested five potential 

explanations for declining party membership (i.e., civic resources, cognitive engagement, 

alternative forms of political participation, ideological preferences and material benefits 

of party membership) by using data from a 2013 face-to-face probability-based survey in 

Austria. 

Self-reports of party members and a regression analysis indicate that two reasons for 

leaving parties are particularly important, i.e., (i) disengagement with politics and 

political engagement through parties and (ii) that party leavers are more likely to hold 

moderate ideological believes (ideologically more extreme individuals are more likely to 

remain a party member, but only if they do not think that their party is distant from them). 

Individuals who perceive an increased policy distance between them and their party are, 

therefore, more likely to leave their party. The other three potential reasons to leave a 

party (i.e., civic resources, material benefits and other forms of political participation) are 

reported by former members themselves, but are not supported by the regression 

analysis. 
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3.2. Party Members in Austria 

3.2.1. Introduction 

What do we know about party members in Austria? A short answer could be: “not much”. 

Until the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013, systematic quantitative data was non-

existent. Scholarly efforts, therefore, were predominantly aimed at assessing the overall 

number of party members. Almost nothing is yet known, for example, about the 

composition, motivations, and the scope of activities of Austrian party members. 

In contrast to the widespread non-observation of party members in Austria, the country 

has gained some “prominence” in the recent international literature (Mair and van Biezen 

2001; van Biezen et al. 2011). Whenever the Austrian case is discussed comparatively 

regarding party membership, it is almost always stressed that it constitutes an “outlier” 

(van Biezen et al. 2011) or an “exception” to an otherwise generally applicable rule (i.e., 

the decline and/or insignificance of party membership). This is due to the fact that 

Austrian parties traditionally have high numbers of party members, both regarding 

absolute number as well as a percentage of the general electorate (Organisationsgrad; 

members in relation to electorate = M/E). 

In the following, all information on Austrian parties that have no connection to the scope 

of this thesis, i.e., party members, will be omitted. Because of the lack of sufficient data, 

the following subchapters may only serve as an incomplete overview. 

3.2.2. The Austrian Social Democrats (SPÖ) 

The Austrian Social Democratic Party (SPÖ) is one frequently cited example of a (former) 

mass party and is still perceived as such (Ucakar 2006, 331). The SPÖ consists of 3,589 

basis organizations (“Basisorganisationen” or “Sektionen”, see ibid). According to the 

party’s statute, everybody who agrees with the principles laid down in the party program 

is allowed to join the party. As of 2017, the membership fee amounts to 72 Euros per year 

(i.e., six Euros per month).10 In its prime (regarding the following figures, see Ucakar 

2006), the SPÖ counted 721,262 members (in 1979) and its members made up 37,84 

                                                           
10 https://spoe.at/page/mitglied-werden (accessed 29.6.2017). 

https://spoe.at/page/mitglied-werden
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percent of its electorate (in 1949). Until 1994, the percentage of party members in relation 

to its electorate continuously amounted to roughly 33 percent (Müller 1996). 

Starting in the 1990s, a persistent decline of party members started. As of yet, there is no 

end in sight: As of 1995, the ME (as indicated and calculated above) dropped to slightly 

more than 25 percent, and to less than 20 percent (18,34) in 2002. Since 1990, the SPÖ 

has lost over two thirds of its members in absolute numbers (1990: 620,141; 2014: 

205,224 [Zirnig 2014; Wineroither and Kitschelt 2012]). It has been reported that the SPÖ 

loses around 10,000 members per year.11 Ucakar (2006, 332) argues that this decline of 

party membership is caused by changes in the working life, lifestyles, loss of importance 

of organized political movements and disillusion with political parties. 

There are some (older) studies on the motives of party members for joining the SPÖ that 

indicate that the motives are not always political in nature (Müller 1996; Ucakar 2006). 

For instance, it has been argued that some individuals only became members in order to 

increase their chances of receiving a publically sponsored apartment 

(“Gemeindewohnung”). 

3.2.3. The Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) 

Of all Austrian parties, the People’s Party (ÖVP) has the densest network of local 

organizations and is represented almost nationwide with local bureaus, sections and city 

organizations (Müller 2006, 345: 2,072 city and municipality organizations in 2005). 

There is, however, variance between the federal provinces regarding the organizational 

strength. It is argued that this also depends on individual activity and performance 

(Müller 2006). Also when compared with other conservative parties, the ÖVP performs 

exceptionally well (Mair and van Biezen 2001, 17-19). At its peak in 1970, 720,000 

members were counted, which amounted to 14.3 percent of the general electorate (Müller 

2006, 347). 

It has to be noted, however, that the membership count regarding the ÖVP is particularly 

difficult, in particular due to multiple memberships in sub-organizations and varying 

                                                           
11 http://www.vienna.at/die-spoe-verliert-pro-jahr-rund-10-000-mitglieder/4154663 (accessed 29.6.2017); 
http://derstandard.at/2000008511948/SPOe-verlor-in-zwei-Jahren-20000-Mitglieder (accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://www.vienna.at/die-spoe-verliert-pro-jahr-rund-10-000-mitglieder/4154663
http://derstandard.at/2000008511948/SPOe-verlor-in-zwei-Jahren-20000-Mitglieder
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definitions of “membership” (Müller 2006, 346: self-reports of the sub-organizations 

would add up to completely unrealistic membership figures of 1,2 million members). 

Realistically, the ÖVP had around 630,000 members in 2005 (Müller 2006). In 2008, the 

ÖVP itself reported a member count of 700,000 members (Zirnig 2014). Due to multi-

memberships and other difficulties in measurement (Müller 2006, 346), this figure seems 

rather unrealistic as well. The party’s youth organizations (Junge ÖVP, JVP), for example, 

has a very low-threshold definition of a “member” (Kofler 1988), counting every 

registered interested person, sometimes without their knowledge. Similar problems arise 

regarding the party’s senior citizen organization and the federation of farmers 

(Bauernbund) (Müller 2006). In particular, family members are often counted as party 

members, which further biases the official membership figures. 

3.2.4. The Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) 

If we assess the number of party members of the far-right Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ), 

two general considerations have to be borne in mind. First, compared to the SPÖ and the 

ÖVP, the FPÖ is far away from being a mass party. In 2004, the FPÖ counted 44,959 

members (Luther 2006, 374). Recent figures indicate that the FPÖ has now roughly 

50,000 members.12 The FPÖ may, therefore, rather be characterized as a voter party. 

Second, it is interesting to note that the party has witnessed an almost continuous growth 

of party members since the mid-1980s, with only a small exception in the aftermath of the 

troublesome participation in government after 2000 (Luther 2006, 371-372; Luther 

2003; Ender 2004). From 1986 until 2000, the member count rose by 39 percent. The 

succession and foundation of a new party, namely the Allegiance Future Austria (Bündnis 

Zukunft Österreich [BZÖ], see also below), led by the former governor of Carinthia and 

party leader Jörg Haider, temporarily harmed the FPÖ (Luther 2006). This trend is, 

however, already reversed as the BZÖ collapsed after the sudden death of its leader, Jörg 

Haider, in 2008. 

                                                           
12 http://www.wienerzeitung.at/nachrichten/oesterreich/politik/713051_Immer-weniger-Oesterreicher-
werden-Parteimitglieder.html (accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://www.wienerzeitung.at/nachrichten/oesterreich/politik/713051_Immer-weniger-Oesterreicher-werden-Parteimitglieder.html
http://www.wienerzeitung.at/nachrichten/oesterreich/politik/713051_Immer-weniger-Oesterreicher-werden-Parteimitglieder.html
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Therefore, the FPÖ is a good example for the argument brought forth by Kölln (2016), 

namely that the aggregated country data on membership decline hides several “success 

stories”, as gains by smaller parties are more than overcompensated by the loss of 

(former) larger parties. It remains to be seen how the current (and commonly predicted) 

electoral success of the FPÖ will relate to the development of membership figures. 

Regarding the FPÖ, there is some (yet incomplete) data available on the age, sex and 

occupations of its members. The members of the FPÖ are predominantly male (Luther 

2006, 372); in 2000, only 25 percent of the party members were female. Further, there 

has been a slight tendency towards a rejuvenation of the party in the 1990s. In October 

2000, one sixth of the registered members were workers, eleven percent each were 

farmers and business owners, and two percent were students (Luther 2006, 373).  The 

organizational strength of the FPÖ varies significantly between the nine federal provinces 

(Luther 2006, 374). In 1990, Vienna was the “weakest” federal province with an M/E of 

1,9 percent, while Vorarlberg was the “strongest” province with 8,4 percent. It has been 

further noted that the organization of the FPÖ and its party members are not as 

heterogeneous as this is the case regarding the SPÖ and the ÖVP (Reiter 1982; Luther 

2006, 373). 

3.2.5. The Greens and other Parties 

If we say that little is known about the three above-mentioned parties and their members, 

this assessment is even more applicable regarding other parties that were able to 

successfully be elected into parliament in recent years. For decades after the Second 

World War, Austrian parliament only consisted of delegates of the SPÖ, the ÖVP and the 

FPÖ. The first party that was able to break this dominance was the Green Party, which got 

elected into parliament first in 1986 and remained there ever since.  

In line with the tradition of other green-alternative parties (Poguntke 1992 and 1994) 

and “Green” political theory (Goodin 1992), the Austrian Greens put an emphasis on 

inner-party democracy, thereby enabling their members to influence the candidate 

selection for regional and federal elections (regarding the internal dynamics, see 

Straubinger 1995; Stefou 2001). Regarding party members, the Green party is 

traditionally rather weak. In 2004, 3,700 party members were counted (Dachs 2006, 395). 
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Until 2014, this figure increased to approximately 6,500 members (Zirnig 2014). Yet, 

compared to the established parties, this number is still tremendously low. Due to the 

small amount of party members, the party predominantly finances itself through public 

subsidiaries (Sickinger 2003), and not member fees. 

In 2017, the BZÖ is already in decline again,13 as it is neither represented in federal 

parliament nor in any provincial parliament (any more). Initially, the BZÖ started out as 

quite a success, also with regard to the recruitment of new members (Luther 2006, 372-

373), as a significant number of former FPÖ members followed their former party leader 

Jörg Haider to the newly founded party. In 2008, at the peak of its success with the entry 

into parliament, the party reported 10,000 members,14 a figure which dropped to 8,500 

in 2011 (Zirnig 2014). There are no recent numbers available. However, it can be 

reasonably assumed that membership numbers have and will significantly decrease as 

the party is practically not active any more. 

The same (negative) assessment applies to the Team Stronach (TS), a party formed by 

entrepreneur Frank Stronach. Though formally represented in parliament after its 

electoral success in 2013, several delegates of the TS have left the party to join other 

fractions.15 Additionally, party leader Frank Stronach has declared his retreat from 

politics.16 Available polls predict unanimously that the party will fail to reenter Austrian 

parliament after the 2018 elections. This decline will most certainly also have negative 

effects on the number of members, though the TS was also initially never particularly 

strong in this regard, as it focused predominantly on the major influence of its founder, 

Frank Stronach. According to the latest numbers, the party had 350 members (Zirnig 

2014), a figure that is likely to drop even further once the party fails to reentry into 

parliament. 

                                                           
13 The same holds true for the 1994 founded Liberales Formum (Liberal Forum, LIF) which successfully entered 
in parliament in 1994, was, however, not successful in 1999. Due to the fact that the departure of the LIF is now 
almost 20 years in the past, it has been excluded from this overview.  
14 http://derstandard.at/1224776617579/Wieviele-Mitglieder-haben-die-oesterreichischen-Parteien-jeweils 
(accessed 29.6.2017). 
15 http://www.nachrichten.at/nachrichten/ticker/OEVP-Klub-waechst-um-weitere-Team-Stronach-
Mandatare;art449,1931752 (accessed 29.6.2017). 
16 http://orf.at/stories/2342995/2342996/ (accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://derstandard.at/1224776617579/Wieviele-Mitglieder-haben-die-oesterreichischen-Parteien-jeweils
http://www.nachrichten.at/nachrichten/ticker/OEVP-Klub-waechst-um-weitere-Team-Stronach-Mandatare;art449,1931752
http://www.nachrichten.at/nachrichten/ticker/OEVP-Klub-waechst-um-weitere-Team-Stronach-Mandatare;art449,1931752
http://orf.at/stories/2342995/2342996/
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Finally, the liberal party NEOS (formed in 2012) currently reports 2,582 members.17 

Similar to the Austrian Greens, the party stresses the influence of its members, e.g., 

regarding candidate selection. The party, for example, allows even non-members to vote 

for candidates at a preliminary state of the pre-selection process (so-called “Vorwahlen”) 

via an internet-based voting.18 In addition, the current party leader, Matthias Strolz, had 

to “apply” for another term in office by handing in a “letter of motivation”.19 

  

                                                           
17 The number of members is available online at https://partei.neos.eu/wer-wir-sind/ (accessed 29.6.2017). 
18 See https://vorwahl.neos.eu/ (accessed 29.6.2017). 
19 https://www.vn.at/politik/2017/01/10/mit-motivationsschreiben-um-parteivorsitz-beworben.vn (accessed 
29.6.2017). 

https://partei.neos.eu/wer-wir-sind/
https://vorwahl.neos.eu/
https://www.vn.at/politik/2017/01/10/mit-motivationsschreiben-um-parteivorsitz-beworben.vn
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4. Data and Methodological Approach 

4.1. Data: AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013 

The data used in this thesis is derived from a large-scale survey conducted in Austria; the 

face-to-face survey was conducted in 2012 and 2013 by the Austrian National Election 

Study (AUTNES, Kritzinger et al. 2014; see also Wagner 2016). This survey had 3266 

respondents, which amounts to an American Association for Public Opinion Research 

response rate of 61.8 percent (Wagner 2016). The survey also included the questions 

whether the respondents were current or former party members (see Appendix 1). The 

survey also contained questions regarding the reasons for joining or, respectively, for 

leaving the party. It has to be noted that the AUTNES data set is not a party member survey 

as known from other countries, but rather a general election survey. 

Of the 3266 respondents, 361 (eleven percent) were a current party member at the time 

of the survey. 187 (six percent) used to be a party member but had left the party. 2,670 

reported that they had never been a member of a political party, 38 rejected to answer 

the question, and ten respondents10 reported that they did not know. 

As Wagner (2016) has already stated, an ideal research design would additionally consist 

of a long-term panel of a sufficient number of party members. Thereby, long-term effects 

of party membership could be examined. This would further allow for scrutiny regarding 

changes and developments among party members. However, as such long-term panel 

studies are not available, this thesis takes advantage of the best data currently available. 

4.2. Methodological Approach 

The methodological approach which was used to answer the three research questions is 

described in further detail in the chapters 5.2. to 5.4. Regarding the first two research 

questions, descriptive statistical methods and SPSS were used; regarding the third 

research question, a logistic regression in STATA has additionally been employed to 

enhance the robustness of the findings. For details, please refer to the chapters below.  
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5. Empirical Findings 

5.1. How Many? A Short Note on the Number of Party Members in Austria 

As the number of party members in Austria is not the predominant focus of this master 

thesis, only a short note is given in this context: As already noted by Wagner (2016), the 

observed number of party members in the survey is significantly lower than usually 

presented in comparative research (Mair and van Biezen 2001; van Biezen et al. 2011); it 

seems that political parties in Austria are likely to over-report their membership 

numbers. This is a fairly common problem also observed in other countries (Wiesendahl 

2006, 25 ff.; Mair and van Biezen 2001, 6 ff.).  

In addition, some specifics of Austrian parties have to be taken into consideration. The 

ÖVP, for example, counts an individual to be a member of the whole party if that individual 

is a member of one of the party’s sub-organizations (e.g., the farmers’ association). It is, 

however, reasonable to expect that members of the farmers’ association might not 

identify themselves as ÖVP members, as membership in this organization might not be 

perceived as a part of ÖVP membership.20 

In the light of these considerations, the classification of Austria as an “outlier” with 

particularly high membership numbers should be considered with caution; the actual 

membership numbers might be less impressive than reported in the comparative 

literature. 

5.2. Who? The Representativeness of Austrian party members 

5.2.1. Parties, Members and Representativeness 

What is representativeness and why should we care about it when it comes to parties and 

their members? Representativeness studies were originally focused on the repre-

sentation function of elected MPs (Holmberg 1974; Eulau and Wahlke 1978; Converse and 

Pierce 1986; Holmberg and Esaiasson 1988 and 1996). In this context, researchers 

wanted to find out how representative MPs were in relation to the population they were 

                                                           
20 It is, in my opinion, highly doubtable whether all members of the Bauernbund are in fact aware of the fact that 
membership within this association automatically leads to a membership within the ÖVP.  
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supposed to represent. Therefore, such studies (Converse and Pierce 1986; Holmberg and 

Esaiasson 1988 and 1996) predominantly focused on the concept of descriptive 

representation (i.e., whether the representatives share certain common characteristics 

with their principals, such as age, gender, social status, political beliefs and opinions) 

rather than substantive representation (i.e., whether MPs actually represent certain 

societal groups in specific situations, e.g., when casting their vote on certain issues). For 

this notion of descriptive (formal) representation, the term “representativeness” was 

coined (Widfeldt 1995). 

In recent years, the concept of representativeness was also applied on party members in 

relation to the party’s supporters (see, in particular, Widfeldt 1995; see also Scarrow et 

al. 2016). In April 2017, an ECPR Joint Session exclusively on representativeness and 

party members was held in Nottingham (United Kingdom). The name of the workshop 

was “Political Parties as Arena for Descriptive Representation”.21 For example, Cross 

examined the descriptive representativeness of several layers of Canadian parties. Spier 

presented a paper on attitudinal representativeness regarding the German case. He found 

that party members tend to be ideologically more pronounced than their electoral base. 

In general, the attitudinal representativeness of nearly all parties had improved between 

1998 and 2009. Socio-demographic groups that are underrepresented in party 

memberships tend to hold left-right positions that are diverging from their parties’ voters. 

Also, members of “ideological parties” tend to be closer to the position of their voters than 

those of catch-all parties. 

The concept of representativeness has also been criticized in the literature (Andeweg 

2003) for assuming the existence of stable and meaningful social or political collectivities 

that can be reflected by the representatives. Further, Andeweg argues that the trend 

towards individualization causes a need for a conceptualization of political 

representation not as a static, but as a dynamic relationship between the citizen and the 

representative. In sum, it is called into question whether (descriptive or static) 

representation regarding certain variables (e.g., age, gender, social-economical 

                                                           
21 For an overview, see https://ecpr.eu/Events/PanelDetails.aspx?PanelID=4832&EventID=104 (accessed 
29.6.2017). 

https://ecpr.eu/Events/PanelDetails.aspx?PanelID=4832&EventID=104
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background) really says something about the actual representation of interests within a 

given body (be it the parliament, political parties or something else). 

While this critique certainly expresses legitimate restrictions of the concept of 

representativeness, it is, however, no reason to abandon the concept as a whole. It is 

correct that a “static” or descriptive concept of representation is not able to predict if the 

interests of the represented societal groups are always being properly represented. The 

basic notion of the concept, i.e., that representatively composed bodies will usually be 

more inclined to represent the interests of their followers, is nevertheless theoretically 

convincing. 

Further, the concept of representativeness is particularly suited to the application on 

party members (instead of MPs) for one crucial reason. With regard to MPs, it is usually 

possible to measure substantive representation as well, i.e., whether the actual behaviour 

of the MP actually reflects the interests of the voters or the general electorate or not. This, 

however, is not possible with regard to party members, as intra-party processes are 

usually not transparent and cannot be measured empirically. Therefore, it is particularly 

convincing to apply the concept of representativeness to the relationship between party 

members and party supporters (Widfeldt 1995 and the papers presented at the ECPR 

Joint Session cited above). 

While there are certainly differences between representativeness studies on MPs and 

party members, there are also several similarities (Widfeldt 1995, 143: taking part in 

decisions affecting the general public, democratic influence in almost all European parties, 

etc.) that allow for an application of the concept also to party members. In particular, the 

concept of representativeness is one possible way to measure the linkage function 

(crisis?) of parties and their members. As already indicated in chapter 2, party members 

serve as important intermediaries between the governing elites and ordinary citizens. 

This notion is commonly referred to as the linkage function of parties (Lawson 1980; Katz 

1990; Heidar and Saglie 2003a). According to this notion, a high representativeness of 

parties may be one approach to mitigate the currently often-identified “linkage crisis”. 

It has been noted in the literature that there is yet no universal definition of linkage 

(Widfeldt 1995). While this is certainly true, it is commonly accepted that one dimension 
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of this concept may be described as representative linkage. In contrast to participatory 

linkage (which focused on getting ordinary people interested or actively involved in 

politics), representative linkage is established by a composition of the members of a given 

body that is as close as possible in relation to the people that it shall represent. It is, 

therefore, closely related to the concept of representativeness or descriptive 

representation as described above. The underlying theoretical notion is that the 

representativeness of party members makes a difference when it comes to the question 

of how well the party represents ordinary citizens in the political system (see also 

Widfeldt 1995). It is assumed that party members that share certain characteristics of 

groups within the party’s supporters (such as age, gender, social-economical background) 

will be more likely to actually represent the interests of these groups within the party and, 

more broadly, within the political process itself. 

Following examples found in the literature (Dalton 1988, 206; Widfeldt 1995, 143), 

representativeness is measured here by assessing the similarities/differences between 

party members, on the one hand, and the party’s supporters on the other. Specifically, the 

similarities/differences are measured with regard to two dimensions, i.e., social 

representativeness on the one hand and opinion representativeness on the other hand. In 

the following, the analytical framework suggested by Widfeldt (1995) will be applied, 

which combines these dimensions into the figure depicted below. 

 

                                                                                            Social representativeness 
 
 Low High 
 
 High 1 2 
 
 Idealistic Parties     Representative Parties 
Opinion Representativeness 
   3  4 
 
 Low          Unrepresentative      Demographic 
                                                                                              Parties Parties 
 

Figure 2: Models of representativeness of party members (Widfeldt 1995) 
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Parties located in cell 1 have good scores regarding opinion representativeness and low 

ones regarding social representativeness. The party members share the same views as 

their supporters; they are, however, different in their social composition. In other words, 

the opinions of party members are congruent with those of their supporters, but the two 

groups are composed differently. According to the terminology proposed by Widfeldt, 

these parties can be called idealistic parties. Members of parties in cell 2 are 

representative concerning both their opinion as well as their social composition. These 

parties can be called representative parties. In total contrast, party members in cell 3 have 

low scores regarding both opinion and social representativeness. Therefore, such parties 

can be labelled as unrepresentative parties. Party members located in cell 4 are 

representative regarding social indicators, however, not with regard to their opinions. 

This means that party members are recruited from the same social segments as the 

party’s supporters, but the member have different views (either they already had 

different views before joining the party or they changed their views in the course of their 

party membership). As the party members in this model mirror the public 

demographically, Widfeldt suggested to label such parties as demographic parties. 

Again, it has to be noted that this approach only employs indirect indicators of 

representativeness, i.e., it is not measured how party members are actually acting and 

representing the party’s supporters (Widfeldt 1995, 145). This thought is based on the 

assumption that these indirect indicators, in general, also reflect the capability of party 

members to represent their supporters. It is certainly true that more direct measures of 

the behaviour of the party members would allow for a further in-depth analysis. The 

indicators of representativeness as presented above are, however, analytically convincing 

and provide a valid measure of party representativeness in lack of any more direct data 

(which will be, as already mentioned above, hard to obtain, in particular as party member 

behaviour within parties will usually not be subject to empirical observations). 

Research regarding Western democracies has shown that representativeness, in general 

terms, is relatively low (Widfeldt 1995, 146 ff.). In particular, parties are usually not 

socially representative in relation to their supporters; men are usually significantly 

overrepresented, irrespectively of the ideological stance of the parties (Widfeldt 1995, 

147: overrepresentation of ten percent or more in every country except Norway). 
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Generally, elderly citizens are better represented than younger ones; consequently, the 

youngest age group is represented the least. In addition, workers are usually 

underrepresented. Party members, however, have usually a higher degree of formal 

education than party supporters (Widfeldt 1995). Regarding opinion representativeness, 

party members tend to be ideologically (slightly) more extreme than their average 

supporters (which is in line with the theory suggested by May 1973, see above). 

In the following subchapter, the analytical framework presented above will be applied to 

the Austrian case in order to determine the representativeness of Austrian parties and 

their members in relation to party supporters. 

5.2.2. Empirical Findings 

5.2.2.1. General remarks and Expectations 

In existing research (in particular Widfeldt 1995), parties were only included in the 

analysis if they reached a minimum of 30 party members in the (merged) dataset. 

Regarding the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013, three parties matched this 

criterion, i.e., the SPÖ (120 members in the survey), the ÖVP (136 members in the survey) 

and the FPÖ (40 members in the survey). The Greens are included in this analysis for the 

purpose of completeness, even though they had only 21 members in the survey. It has to 

be borne in mind that figures reported with regard to the Greens are, therefore, of limited 

use. 

The party members of these four parties were compared with supporters of the same 

party. “Supporters” are defined as respondents who gave a positive answer to the party 

identification question, i.e., the question whether they feel closer to a specific party than 

to any other party (questions 42 and 43 of the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013).22 

Another approach would have been to compare the party members with voters (and not 

supporters) of the same party. It has to be noted, however, that party supporters may, for 

several reasons (tactical voting, dissatisfaction with the current party elite, etc.) not vote 

for “their” party, even though they are considered party supporters (Widfeldt 1995). In 

                                                           
22 Q42: „Stehen Sie denn einer bestimmten Partei ein wenig näher als den anderen Parteien?“. Q43: „Um welche 
Partei handelt es sich dabei?“. 
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order to capture also these phenomena, the approach described above (comparison with 

party supporters) is being employed. 

All respondents with affirmative answers regarding party identification were included in 

the analysis, irrespectively of their degree of identification with the party (which would 

be available according to Question 44)23 or whether they also reported to be a party 

member or not. This means that party members were considered twice in this chapter, on 

the one hand in their capacity as party members, on the other hand as party supporters. 

This approach was applied in order to increase the number of respondents included it the 

examination. A comparison between party members, on the one hand, and party 

supporters without party members, on the other hand, may be found in Appendix 2. The 

results do not significantly vary in comparison to the numbers presented in this chapter 

(if anything, parties fare slightly worse according to the alternative calculation, see 

Appendix 2). 

Based on the state of research depicted in chapter 3, it is possible to formulate certain 

expectations regarding the Austrian case. It can be expected that the SPÖ, the ÖVP, and 

(potentially to an even higher extent) the FPÖ are dominated by men, as these parties 

represent the traditional type of male-dominated parties. This disparity may, however, 

have a distinct influence on the representativeness of parties, as, for example, FPÖ 

supporters are probably also predominantly male whereas SPÖ supporters could be pre-

dominantly female. Regarding the Greens, it may be expected that the gender 

representativeness is more balanced compared to the more established parties. 

It can further be expected that the parties are fairly representative when it comes to the 

educational status of their party members. Based on membership statistics from Germany 

(Wiesendahl 2006), it can be expected that party members of the established parties (in 

particular the SPÖ and the ÖVP) are significantly older than their voters. In particular, 

young citizens can be expected to be underrepresented as parties are no longer able to 

recruit the same amount of members as they were able to at their peak in the sixties and 

seventies of the 20th century. 

                                                           
23 „Stehen Sie dieser Partei sehr nahe, ziemlich nahe oder nicht sehr nahe?“ 
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5.2.2.2. Social representativeness 

In the following, four indicators were used to measure the social discrepancies between 

party members and party supporters, i.e., gender, age, class and educational status. The 

direction of these discrepancies was not decisive for this measure, i.e., both 

overrepresentation and underrepresentation led to decreased representativeness scores. 

The overall measure of social representativeness consists of the combined scores 

regarding the four indicators. 

The gender representativeness is measured by a comparison of the percentage of men 

and women among the party members and the party supporters, respectively.24 The same 

calculation has also been used for the other indicators. Regarding the age structure,25 the 

respondents were divided into three categories, i.e., young (16-30 years), middle-aged 

(31-60 years) and old (over 61 years). The representativeness of class was measured by 

a comparison of the current occupational status (categories as depicted below),26 the 

educational representativeness by comparing party members and supporters regarding 

their highest achieved formal educational level (i.e., compulsory school or lower, 

apprenticeship, degree from higher school [Matura] or university).27 In the following, the 

results are reported and discussed, first independently, then together. 

 Members                                    Supporters         
 
  Male      Female         N               Male         Female         N         Diff.  chi² 
 
SPÖ   66.7      33.3      120         52.5           47,5          710 14.2  8.269 
 
ÖVP         72.8         27.2         136             51.1           48.9          569       21.7            20.819 
 
FPÖ         92.5          7.5            40               58.2           41.8         294        34,3            17.67 
 
Greens    57.1        42.9           21               44.1           55.9         340       13.0               n.a. 

Table 1: Gender representativeness 

                                                           
24 According to the evaluation of the pollster. 
25 Q2: „Wann sind Sie geboren? Bitte nennen Sie mir Ihr Geburtsjahr und Ihr Geburtsmonat.“ 
26 Q96: „Wie ist zurzeit Ihre berufliche Stellung?“ 
27 Q88: „Was ist der höchste Schul- oder Bildungsabschluss, den Sie erreicht haben?“ 
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The difference column is the average between the difference between men as party 

members and in the electorate and women as party members and in the electorate (i.e., 

the sum of the percentage point differences divided by two). 

The results of the gender representativeness measure (see table 1) are in line with 

evidence from other European democracies (Widfeldt 1995, 147-154). Men are 

consistently overrepresented in all four parties, in particular with regard to the FPÖ 

(mean difference: 34.3 percentage points; this number exceeds all numbers reported by 

Widfeldt in the study cited above). In two cases, the underrepresentation of women 

exceeded 20 percent. Even within the traditionally egalitarian Green party (which has 

implemented the principle of alteration, according to which every second place on the 

party list has to be filled by a woman), women are still underrepresented. 

Also regarding age (see table 2 and figure 3), there is evidence of a trend that has also 

been reported in other European democracies, namely, that older people are consistently 

overrepresented within Austrian parties, while young supporters are dramatically 

underrepresented among all parties (mean underrepresentation of 14.7 percent). While 

the overall representativeness scores of Austrian parties (see chapter 5.2.2.4.) are within 

the European mean and, in general, indicate a rather high level of representativeness, 

figures regarding the (under)representation of young supporters are alarmingly low. 

This is not only unsatisfactory from the (isolated) perspective of representativeness, but 

also shows that Austrian parties clearly have to deal with recruitment problems. 

Especially the large (former) people parties SPÖ and ÖVP are not able to attract a 

sufficient number of young party members to replace the older cohorts (share of 5.8 and 

7.4 percent of members under 31). The FPÖ and the Greens have a higher share of “young 

people” among their party members; younger supporters of these parties are 

nevertheless underrepresented (partly because these parties also have higher shares of 

young supporters than the SPÖ and the ÖVP). 
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                                                           Members       N             Supporters        N             Difference 

 
 Young 5.8 22.2  
SPÖ Middle-Aged 46.7 120 41.0 710 10.028 
 Old                              47.5 36.8 
 
 Mean Age 57.8                                    50.9 6.9 
 
 Young                          7.4 17.7 
ÖVP Middle-Aged             45.6 136 44.8 569 6.7 
 Old                               47.1 38.1 
 
                      Mean Age                   56.9  52.2  4.7 
 
 Young                         17.5 33.7 
FPÖ Middle-Aged             47.5 40 48.6 294 11.5 
 Old                               35.0 17.7 
 
                      Mean Age                   51.8                                      42.5 9.3 
 
 Young                          23.8 39.4 
Greens Middle-Aged              66.7 21 50.6 340 10.7 
 Old                                9.5 10.0 
 
                      Mean Age                    40.2  37.8 2.4 

Table 2: Age representativeness 

Consequently, middle-aged and older supporters are better represented among party 

members than their younger cohorts (average difference in representativeness of 5.9 

percent [middle-aged] and 8,9 percent [older]). Middle-aged supporters are nearly 

perfectly represented within the ÖVP and the FPÖ, to a lesser degree within the SPÖ. 

Within the Green party, middle-aged supporters are significantly overrepresented 

(difference of 16.1 percent), as this age group also is the party’s most successful regarding 

party members. Older supporters are overrepresented in all parties except the Greens, 

where the ratio is almost matching (difference of 0.5 percent). 

                                                           
28 Note: Due to the small number of cases within each sub-group, no significance test was conducted in this 
table.  
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Figure 3: Age representativeness (Histogram) 

Regarding class representativeness (see table 3), there is once again a trend, which can 

be observed in other European democracies (see Widfeldt 1995, 155-156), i.e., that blue-

collar workers are considerably underrepresented (to a varying degree) within all four 

parties. Interestingly, blue-collar workers are better represented within the FPÖ and the 

Greens than they are within the SPÖ. It has to be borne in mind that party members are 

compared with the party’s supporters (and not with the general electorate), which means 
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that the underrepresentation of blue-collar workers is also of interest with regard to 

parties that otherwise attract (relatively) more middle-class supporters. 

                         Members           N             Supporters           N          Difference 

 Blue-Collar 12.7 19.7 
 White-Collar 39.7 50.6 
SPÖ Public Sector 23.8 63 14.6 356 6.0 
 Entrepreneur 11.1 8.7 
 Freelancer 9.5 4.5 
 Farmer 3.2 2.0 
 
 
 Blue-Collar 2.6 14.4 
 White-Collar 35.1 45.9 
ÖVP Public Sector 26.0 77 14.1 320 8.0 
 Entrepreneur 13.0 14.4 
          Freelancer 1.3 1.3 
  Farmer  22.1 10.0 
 
 
 Blue-Collar 30.4 33.1 
 White-Collar 39.1 50.6 
FPÖ Public Sector 8.6 23 7.3  178 5.1 
 Entrepreneur 17.4 6.2 
                       Freelancer 0     1.1 
          Farmer 4.3 1.7 
 
 
 Blue-Collar  6.3 7.3 
 White-Collar  37.5 55.5 
Greens Public Sector 12.5 16 12.8 220 6.7 
 Entrepreneur 31.3 17.8 
          Freelancer 12.5 5.9 
                      Farmer                           0                                            0.9 
 

Table 3: Class representativeness 

However, blue-collar workers are not the only group that is consistently underre-

presented. The same applies to (private-sector) white-collar workers across all parties. 

Individuals working in the public sector, on the other hand, are consistently 

overrepresented within all parties with the exception of the Greens (a finding that is also 

paralleled by the regression analysis in chapter 5.4. below). Entrepreneurs are also 

overrepresented within three of the four parties, interestingly with the exception of the 
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ÖVP. In accordance with expectations, farmers are overrepresented within the ÖVP, but 

also within the FPÖ, while they play only a minor role within the SPÖ and the Greens. 

Freelancers are overrepresented both within the Greens and the SPÖ. 

Overall, class representativeness scores of Austrian parties are relatively low (when 

compared with other countries), indicating a generally high level of representativeness 

regarding the current occupational status. The overall figures should, nevertheless, not 

cover up the fact that certain occupational groups are consistently underrepresented 

within (nearly) all parties under observation. 

                       Members           N            Supporters             N           Difference 

                    Compulsory 19.2 35.9 
SPÖ            Apprenticeship 50.0 120 40.0 708 9.0 
                    Matura 22.5 14.4 
       University  8.3 9.7 
 
                    Compulsory 28.9 30.8 
ÖVP            Apprenticeship 35.6 135 36.1 565 1.2 
                    Matura 18.5 18.2 
       University  17.0 14.9 
 
                    Compulsory 15.0 27.6 
FPÖ            Apprenticeship 57.5 40 57.5 294 6.3 
                    Matura 20.0 10.2 
       University  7.5 4.8 
 
                    Compulsory 9.5 18.8 
Greens      Apprenticeship 14.3 21 16.6 338 5.8 
                    Matura 33.3 30.8 
       University  42.9 34.0 
 

Table 4: Educational representativeness 

Regarding educational representativeness (see table 4), findings indicate that individuals 

who have (at least) a degree from a compulsory school are underrepresented throughout 

all parties. Only the ÖVP nearly matches this group, as the party has an almost completely 

matching educational structure between their members and their supporters. Individuals 

with a completed apprenticeship are generally well represented within Austrian parties; 

within the SPÖ, they are overrepresented (which is in line with reasonable expectations). 
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Similarly, individuals with a tertiary degree are overrepresented in all parties, with the 

exception of the SPÖ. Similarly, individuals with a higher school degree are also 

overrepresented in all parties, but to a varying degree. 

Based on the representativeness scores of the individual indicators (as presented above), 

it is possible to rank the four observed parties from the most representative to the least 

representative in terms of social composition (see table 5). This was accomplished on 

base of the relative size of the percentage differences between members and supporters 

regarding gender, age, class and educational status (Widfeldt 1995). The differences 

between members and supporters of all four parties were compared and the parties were 

ranked according to the relative size of these differences; an overall score for 

representativeness was obtained by adding the individual scores.  

 Gender                  Age               Class                Education                 Overall 

Greens  13.0                   10.7                 6.7                   5.8                         36.2 
 
ÖVP   21.7         6.7                 8.0                   1.2                        37.6 
 
SPÖ   14.2        10.0                  6.0                   9.0            39.2 
  
FPÖ   34.3                    11.5                 5.1                        6.3                         57.2 

Table 5: Overall Social Representativeness  

Based on the results above, it can be concluded that the Greens can be considered to be 

the most representative party, followed closely by the ÖVP and the SPÖ (in fact, the three 

parties can be considered almost equally representative). Only the FPÖ has a considerable 

distance to the other three parties, however, it should be noted that this is almost only 

because of their extraordinarily high score on gender representativeness. Concerning the 

other three indicators, the FPÖ performed equally or even better than the other parties. 

Regarding the Greens, it has to be taken into account that the number of party members 

(21) in the sample was very low, so the significance of this finding may be doubtable. The 

ÖVP performed particularly well regarding the representativeness of education, while 

having particularly high scores regarding gender. SPÖ followers are particularly well 

represented regarding class, but not regarding gender. 
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5.2.2.3. Opinion Representativeness 

After identifying the social representativeness of Austrian parties, it is now time to 

examine the second dimension identified above, i.e., opinion representativeness 

according to the self-placement of party members and party supporters on the left-right 

scale (from 0 to 10; 0 is defined as the "left end" of the spectrum, 10 as the "right end").29 

Clearly, it would also be possible to assess the opinion representativeness regarding all 

or selected individual issues. Ideological self-placement, however, allows analyzing an 

aggregate of several opinions in conjunction with a more general political outlook (Fuchs 

and Klingemann 1989; Dalton 1988; Widfeldt 1995). Given the aggregate level of this 

analysis, it is justified to use the self-placement on the left-right-scale in the following. 

Further analysis regarding the representativeness of specific issues may be accomplished 

in additional research. The opinion representativeness scores of Austrian parties are 

displayed in table 6. 

           Members          N                     Supporters            N               Difference 
 
SPÖ              3.3                  116                          3.8                 710                 0.5 
 
ÖVP                                   5.9                  135                          5.7                 548                 0.2 
 
FPÖ                                   7.0                   40                           6.7                  287                 0.3 
 
Greens                             1.9                   21                            3.0                 340                  1.1 
 

Table 6: Opinion representativeness  

Once again, these findings mirror comparative evidence from other European 

democracies (Widfeldt 1995). On the left side of the political spectrum, we find members 

and supporters of the Greens and the SPÖ, on the right side, members and supporters of 

the ÖVP and the FPÖ. In every case, party members have ideologically (slightly) more 

extreme positions than party supporters, which would be in line with the theoretical 

approach proposed by May (1973 [May’s law]; see also Norris 1995). With the exception 

                                                           
29 Q11: „Man spricht in der Politik immer wieder von "links" und "rechts". Wenn Sie jetzt an die Parteien in 
Österreich denken: Wo würden Sie die folgenden Parteien auf einer Skala von 0 bis 10 einordnen, wobei 0 "links" 
und 10 "rechts" bedeutet. Mit den Werten dazwischen können Sie Ihre Einschätzung abstufen.“ Q12: „Und wo 
würden Sie sich selbst auf einer Skala von 0 bis 10 einordnen?“ 
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of the Green party (discussed below), all opinion distances are relatively small and do not 

vary significantly. 

The difference between members of the Green party and its supporters can be considered 

as an outlier, both within this inquiry as well as from a comparative perspective: Widfeldt 

reports that the distance between party members and supporters in his study (using the 

same methodology) never exceeded 1 (distance regarding the Greens: 1.1). However, it 

has to be noted that Widfeldt excluded all Green parties from his study due to the small 

number of respondents, a problem that is also present regarding this dataset. As there are 

no comparable figures regarding other Green parties, it is not possible to definitively say 

whether the Austrian Greens constitute an outlier also from a comparative point of view 

(as Greens might have extremer members also in other countries). 

5.2.2.4. Overall Representativeness and Conclusions 

Based on the results of both social and opinion representativeness, it is now possible to 

place Austrian parties in the dimension proposed by Widfeldt (see chapter 5.2.1). The 

positions of Austrian parties are presented in figure 4. 

 

Figure 4: Overall Representativeness 
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For an interpretation of the individual scores on social and opinion representativeness, 

see the chapters above. In the following, only the overall representativeness scores will 

be discussed. In case one would like to adopt the categorization proposed by Widfeldt 

(1995), one could say that the SPÖ and the ÖVP can be considered representative parties, 

the Greens are a demographic party, and the FPÖ is classified as an idealistic party. 

However, several additional aspects have to be considered when interpreting these 

results. 

First, the relatively negative scores of the FPÖ are related to the extraordinarily high (i.e., 

negative) scores on gender representativeness. With regard to the other indicators, the 

FPÖ performs equally well or even better than the other parties. Based on this notion, the 

FPÖ might be considered a representative party (with the exception of gender 

representativeness).  

Second, the classification of the SPÖ and the ÖVP as representative parties is in line with 

theoretical expectations, given the fact that these parties are considered to be among the 

last mass parties that somewhat equally represent the composition of the public. The 

overall representative scores, however, cover up for certain misrepresentations on the 

level of individual indicators, such as the obvious misrepresentation of younger citizens, 

women or the (formally) lower educated. Secondly, it has to be considered that the 

parties, regarding social representativeness, are only marginally above the border to 

idealistic parties. If the misrepresentation of certain societal groups increases even 

further, the SPÖ and the ÖVP risk turning from representative to idealistic parties (when 

compared with the figures reported by Widfeldt 1995).  

Regarding the Greens, we first have to bear in mind the low number of respondents that 

were party members, rendering the results not particularly strong. Second, it has to be 

considered that the party has the best scores regarding social representativeness, 

however the worst scores regarding opinion representativeness, both regarding the other 

Austrian parties as well as from a comparative point of view. As already mentioned above, 

there are no comparative figures regarding the opinion representativeness of other 

European green parties. Compared with traditional socialist, conservative, centrist or 

liberal parties, the Austrian Greens have the worst results. The mean placement of Green 

party members of 1.9 is, compared to the 3.0 of their supporters, very much on the left 
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end of the political spectrum. This fact might, at least to some degree, explain why the 

Greens have problems to penetrate sections of the electorate that are more centrist. 

5.2.3. Discussion 

The results presented above have important implications on the role of parties in the 

political process, their function as “linkers” between the elite and the population, and the 

democratic process as a whole. While certain societal groups are generally well-

represented within political parties (usually men, the more educated and the elderly), we 

find that other groups (such as women, younger generations and formally lower 

education individuals) are rarely adequately represented by Austrian political parties. 

Regarding these societal groups, the question raises why those individuals should longer 

feel represented by political parties in the political process. From their perspective, it 

appears to be reasonable to feel disenchanted by classical means of political 

representation and to turn (i) to other parties, (ii) other non-traditional associations or, 

most negatively (iii) abandon political participation and interest altogether.  

Therefore, it is no surprise that newer parties actively address these “outsider groups”. 

One example is the NEOs which actively campaigned against the current pension system 

in Austria, financing the elderly while imposing major budgetary loads on future 

generations. Further, the traditional parties (i.e., SPÖ and ÖVP) have significantly lost 

votes among these societal groups in recent elections. Among the voters under 30, the 

Greens and the FPÖ have become the most successful parties (Johann et al. 2014, 194). 

Also, blue-collar workers have in large proportion turned away from their traditional 

party, the SPÖ. Today, they are for the most part voting for the FPÖ and the Team Stronach 

(Johann et al. 2014, 196 f.).  

It is important to note that a lack of descriptive representation does not automatically 

leads to disenchantment with traditional means of political participation and political 

parties. Evidently, it is not possible to prove a causal relationship between the misre-

presentation of certain societal groups and their preferences and (voting) behavior. It is, 

nevertheless, reasonable to expect that a grossly disproportionate descriptive 

representation, at least to some extent, also leads to the marginalization of these societal 

groups within the political process. The above-mentioned consequences are, therefore, 
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indirect and do not immediately have an effect. However, over a longer period of time, it 

is reasonable to expect that excluded societal groups become more and more dissatisfied 

with their current level of representation.  

It is, therefore, of utmost importance to try to reverse or at least mitigate this trend, at 

least for two reasons. First, it is a matter of the quality of democracy that all societal 

groups are represented adequately within the political process. If this is not warranted, 

antidemocratic and authoritarian movements (whose rise we are currently witnessing all 

around the world) will gain further support in the future and trust in democratic 

institutions will continue to fade. Second, parties themselves need to rethink their current 

composition and membership structure, both from an altruistic (maintenance of linkage 

function) as well as from a self-interested perspective (i.e., in order to stay attractive to 

all segments of the electorate).  

This particularly holds true as Austrian parties face a significant recruitment problem 

regarding young citizens. Especially the (former) mass parties SPÖ and ÖVP have 

alarmingly low shares of party members under 31 years of age (5.8 and 7.4 percent, 

respectively). Given the fact that 47.5 percent of the SPÖ members and 47.1 percent of the 

ÖVP members are currently 61 years or older, it is reasonable to expect that membership 

numbers will drop significantly within the next years and decades. Also from this point of 

view, it will be interesting to see if and how Austrian parties are able to adapt to these 

changes. 
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5.3. How? Activities of Austrian Party Members 

5.3.1. Introduction and Relevance 

After having examined the representativeness and, therefore, the composition of Austrian 

party members, I now turn towards the second research question of this thesis, i.e., the 

extent and content of party member activity in Austria. Why is party member activity of 

interest from a political science perspective? Several arguments can be brought forth in 

this regard. First, if parties and their members are supposed to fulfill certain vital 

functions within modern democracies (see chapter 2 of this thesis, e.g., linkage, 

participation, legitimization function, etc.), it is, consequently, important that party 

members actually engage in party activities. Otherwise, parties and their members cannot 

meet these normative expectations and would, therefore, further contribute to allegedly 

critical developments, such as the frequently invoked “linkage crisis” (Lawson 1980; Katz 

1990; Heidar and Saglie 2003a). 

Second, it has been shown in previous research that party members participating in 

activities are more likely to categorically rule out a resignation from their party (Rohrbach 

2011). Consequently, entirely inactive party members are particularly likely to leave their 

party. In times of declining party membership numbers (see chapter 1 and 3.1.2.), it is of 

particular interest if and how parties are able to keep their current members in order to 

at least slow down the further decrease of membership numbers. This notion is, however, 

actually worrying for parties, as most of their members are usually reported to be entirely 

or very inactive (Spier 2011 regarding Germany; Heidar 2007). In this chapter, it will be 

examined what can be said about the Austrian case in this context. 

Third, party member activity is of particular interest regarding the Austrian case, given 

the (still) remarkably high numbers of party members (see chapter 3.2. for an overview 

of current membership numbers). According to latest estimates of party member 

numbers in Austria,30 over one million people are currently party members (with Austria 

having currently 8.7 million inhabitants).31 Party members, therefore, constitute a 

                                                           
30 See chapter 3.2. for a detailed overview on the current numbers of party members. 
31 http://www.statistik.at/wcm/idc/idcplg?IdcService=GET_NATIVE_FILE&RevisionSelectionMethod=LatestRele 
ased&dDocName=080904 (accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://www.statistik.at/wcm/idc/idcplg?IdcService=GET_NATIVE_FILE&RevisionSelectionMethod=LatestRele%20ased&dDocName=080904
http://www.statistik.at/wcm/idc/idcplg?IdcService=GET_NATIVE_FILE&RevisionSelectionMethod=LatestRele%20ased&dDocName=080904
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considerable part of the Austrian population and electorate and are consequently a 

potentially powerful source of influence for parties. It is, therefore, interesting to know if 

and how parties are actually able to “activate” their members, e.g., in campaigns or by 

persuading others to vote for the party. 

5.3.2. Data and Expectations 

Regarding data, it has to be noted that the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013 is not, 

per se, a party member survey, as we find them in other countries (e.g., Heidar 1994 

regarding Norway). Therefore, in regard to party member activity, the questions asked 

are – in comparison to party member studies – naturally not as in-depth. It is, 

nevertheless, possible to adequately examine the scope and content of Austrian party 

member activity: One question specifically asks about several party activities (e.g., 

handing out flyers, organizing events, etc.); in addition, several other questions measure 

the degree of awareness and activity towards political issues, which therefore can also be 

used to measure party member activity. Further, several questions report whether 

political issues are discussed with family members, friends, and neighbors. In sum, it is 

possible to obtain a comprehensive picture of party member activity in Austria. 

Based on previous research (see chapter 3.1.5), it is possible to formulate certain 

expectations regarding the Austrian case as well: First, it can be expected that a 

considerable amount (potentially even the majority) of party members is entirely inactive 

(i.e., does not engage in any party member activity at all). Nevertheless, it can be expected 

that party members are significantly more interested in politics than non-party members. 

Further, it can be reasonably assumed that the level of activity decreases if the activity 

involves a substantial sacrifice by the member (e.g., time, money, etc.). Finally, it is 

reasonable to expect that members of smaller parties (i.e., members of the FPÖ and the 

Greens) will (have to) be more active as there are fewer members available to fulfill the 

required tasks and party goals. 
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5.3.3. Empirical Findings 

The main questions regarding party member activity is Q112, asking which of the 

following activities the party members performed within the last five years before the 

survey.32 In the following figure (5), the responses are being summarized. 

 
Figure 5: Party Member Activity in the last five years (n=361) 

The self-report of party member activity is in line with empirical findings from other 

countries (Falke 1982; Heidar 1994; Spier 2011; see also Pedersen et al. 2004), reporting 

that many party members does not engage in any party activity at all. Of 361 current party 

members, 133 (i.e., 36.8 percent) responded that they have not engaged in any of the 

indicated party activities in the last five years. This means that over a third of Austrian 

party members can be classified as entirely inactive. It is noticeable that the number of 

completely inactive party members is a little lower than it is reported from to other 

countries (see the references made above). Here, however, we have to bear in mind the 

wording of the question, asking about party activity in the last five years. This means that 

a party member who has donated a small amount of money to the party or handed out 

one single flyer in the last five years is not seen as entirely inactive. Given this 

                                                           
32 Q112: “Und welche von diesen Aktivitäten haben Sie in den letzten fünf Jahren für die Partei gemacht?“. 
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preconditions, the number of actually inactive party members (however concretely to be 

defined, e.g., one activity in the past year) is potentially higher than suggested in figure 5. 

                                       Overall                     SPÖ                         ÖVP                        FPÖ                  Greens 
 
     Yes           No          Yes          No         Yes           No        Yes          No          Yes         No 
 
Hand-out             102          259   27           93         35            101       15             25         12            9 
Flyers                (28.3)     (71.7)    (22.5)      (77.5)  (25.7)     (74.3     (37.5)    (62.5)   (57.1)  (42.9) 
 
Campaign            108          253         30            90         38             98        15             25          11          10 
Market Stand   (29.9)      (70.1)     (25)         (75)     (27.9)     (72.1)   (37.5)    (62.5)   (52.4)    (47.6) 
 
Collecting            97            264          29            91         33            103       11             29         10           11 
Signatures        (26.9)      (73.1)    (75.8)     (24.2)    (24.3)    (75.7)   (27.5)     (72.5)   (47.6)   (52.4)     
 
Organizing         109           252         39            81         36            100       13             27          8             13 
Events                (30.2)      (69.8)    (32.5)      (67.5)   (26.5)    (73.5)   (32.5)     (67.5)   (38.1)   (61.9) 
 
Giving                    73            288        18            102       33            103        6               34         6             15 
Donations          (20.2)     (79.8)    (15)          (85)     (24.3)     (75.7)    (15)         (85)    (28.6)    (71.4) 
 
Persuasion of     127          234         36            84         47             89         17            23          12           9 
Others                (35.2)      (64.8)     (30)         (70)     (34.6)     (65.4)   (42.5)    (57.5)   (57.1)    (42.9) 
 
Ran for                 70             291        15             105      30            106        9               31          8            13 
Office                  (19.4)      (80.6)   (12.5)      (87.5)   (22.1)     (77.9)   (22.5)    (77.5)   (38.1)    (61.9) 
 
None of the        133           228        56              64        51             85          7              33          2             19 
Above               (36.8)      (63.2)    (46.7)     (53.3)    (37.5)    (62.5)   (17.5)    (82.5)    (9.5)      (90.5) 

Table 7: Party Member Activity (Party Level) 

Regarding specific activities (e.g., handing out flyers, presence at campaign market stand, 

etc.), the number of active party members varies between roughly 20 and 35 percent of 

the overall party members (see table 7), i.e., inactive party members are by far the 

majority regarding each of the activities. In accordance with expectations, the number of 

active party members is lower if the activity involves a substantial sacrifice by the 

member (e.g., time, money, etc.). Therefore, candidacy for public offices, financial 

donations and the collection of signatures are the least favorite activities. The persuasion 

of others regarding political topics, on the other hand, is the activity carried out the 

most.33  

                                                           
33 In this regard, see also the analysis regarding political discussions of party members below. 
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Here, we are able to see that the Greens and the FPÖ have the most active members. Only 

9.5 percent of the Green and 17.5 percent of the FPÖ party members report to be entirely 

inactive. Generally, the Green party is the only party where active party members were 

the majority regarding at least some of the individual party activities (handing-out flyers, 

campaign stand involvement, and persuasion of others). These findings are in line with 

theoretical reasoning stating that members of small parties will usually be required to 

perform more tasks for their party, as these parties have generally less “manpower” 

available (Heidar 2007). On the other hand, 37.5 percent of ÖVP members and 46.7 

percent of SPÖ members report that they have been completely inactive within the last 

five years. 

Besides the level of specific activities, we are able to examine whether party members are, 

in general, more interested in political events than non-party-members. One indicator 

relates to the general interest in politics,34 another to the question to which extent the 

respondents follow recent political events.35 The answers to these questions are of 

interest because individuals with high scores regarding general political interest are more 

likely to perform political actions, such as activities within parties or alternative forms of 

political participation (see in this regard also the analysis below). 

It is not surprising that party members are significantly more interested in politics than 

respondents who are not a member of a party (see table 8 and figure 6). 79.3 percent of 

party members reported that they are very or at least fairly interested in politics, while 

only 40.5 percent of non-party-members report the same (chi² being highly significant at 

the .000 level). Regarding the party level, members of the ÖVP report to be the most 

interested in politics (84.4. percent report that they are very or at least fairly interested 

in politics), followed by the FPÖ (82.0 percent), the SPÖ (76.4 percent) and the Greens 

(76.2 percent).  

                                                           
34 Q4: „Einmal ganz allgemein gesprochen: Sind Sie sehr, ziemlich, wenig oder gar nicht an Politik interessiert?“ 
35 Q65: „Einmal ganz allgemein gesprochen: Wie aufmerksam verfolgen Sie das politische Geschehen in 
Österreich? Sehr, ziemlich, wenig oder gar nicht aufmerksam?“ See also figure 12. 
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                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Very  37.0      9.5  38.7 40.7             20.5          47.6 
 
Fairly  42.3 31.0  37.8 43.7 61.5          28.6 
 
Little  18.5 38.8   21.8 13.3  15.4   14.3 
 
Not at all  2.2 20.7 1.7 2.2 2.6                9.5 

 

 

Table 8/Figure 6: General Interest in Politics 

When asked to what extent they follow recent political events (see table 9), 86.1 percent 

of the party members report that they follow political events very or fairly interested, 

while only 44 percent of non-party-members report the same (the chi²-value is highly 

significant at the .001 level). Regarding the specific parties, it has been shown that 

members of the FPÖ follow political events the most (89.7 percent reporting that they are 

very or fairly interested in politics), followed by the ÖVP (87.5 percent), the SPÖ (83.4 

percent) and the Greens (80.9 percent). 

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

Very or Fairly Interested Litte or not at all Interested

General Interest in Politics

Member Non-Member



69 
 
 

                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Very  36.1       8.4            39.2  35.3  35.9 57.1  
 
Fairly  50.0      35.6   44.2 52.2    53.8 23.8 
 
Little  12.5       39.4   15.6 11.0   7.7 14.3 
 
Not at all  1.4      16.7    0.8 1.5   2.6 4.8 

 Table 9: Follows Politics 

It is, again, not very surprising that this general political interest of party members also 

translates to the concrete activities carried out. When asked whether they tried to 

persuade others of their political beliefs, 58.5 percent of party members reported that 

they do that often or at least sometimes (see table 10 and figure 7). In contrast, only 26.9 

percent of non-party-member report the same (the chi²-value is highly significant at .001 

level), with only 4.7 percent persuading others often (21.1 percent of party members, in 

contrast). Regarding the party level, we find that members of the opposition parties FPÖ 

and the Greens are particularly likely to try to persuade others of their political beliefs, 

with a percentage of 80.9 of the Green party members and 76.9 of the FPÖ party members 

reporting to persuade often or at least sometimes. In contrast, only 60.4 percent of SPÖ 

members and 50 percent of ÖVP members report the same. 

                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Often  21.1 4.7   21.6 13.2  33.3 47.6  
 
Sometimes  37.4  22.2    38.8 36.8  43.6 33.3  
 
Seldom  20.5  26.6    13.8 30.1 10.3  4.8 
 
Never  21.1 47.1                    25.9 19.9 12.8 14.3  



70 
 
 

 

Table 10/Figure 7: Persuasion of Others36  

The same tendencies can be observed regarding the question whether political topics are 

discussed within the family, with friends, at work, school or universities or with 

neighbors. The results are reported in Table 11.  

We are able to see that party members consistently have higher scores throughout all four 

settings. 85.7 percent of party members report that they often or at least sometimes 

discuss political topics with family members, 77.5 percent with close friends, 61.7 percent 

with colleagues and 21.3 percent with neighbors. In contrast, only 44.7 percent of non-

party-members report the same extent of discussions with family, 43.8 percent with close 

friends, 31.8 percent with colleagues and only 12.6 percent with neighbors. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that party members are not only valuable for their parties with regard 

to specific party activities, but that they also function as “multipliers”, engaging in political 

discussions with their environment and, thereby, increasing the chances to convince 

others of the benefit of “their” party.  

                                                           
36 Q67: „Wenn Sie bestimmte politische Ansichten haben, versuchen Sie dann oft, manchmal, selten oder nie 
andere Personen davon zu überzeugen?“ 
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                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Often  30.7       10.6            29.4 29.6  40.0 45.0  
 
Sometimes 45.0      34.1  37.8 49.6    42.5 50.0 
 
Seldom 15.6       30.7  20.2 14.1 12.5   0 
 
Never  8.7      24.6  12.6 6.7  5.0   5.0 

 …family 

                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Often 34.3       11.7            33.3 29.4  45.0 52.4  
 
Sometimes 43.2      32.1   40.8 49.3    37.5 33.3 
 
Seldom 16.1       29.9   17.5 16.2  12.5 9.5 
 
Never  6.4      26.2    8.3 5.1   5.0 4.8 

 …close friends 

                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Often 24.1       7.8            27.6 19.7  22.2 47.4  
 
Sometimes 37.6      24.0   33.7 40.2    50.0 36.8 
 
Seldom 14.5       27.5   13.3 17.1   8.3 15.8 
 
Never  23.8      40.7    25.5 23.1   19.4   0 

 …colleagues at work, university, school 

                         Members          Non-Members           SPÖ              ÖVP              FPÖ          Greens 
 
Often 6.5       2.2             6.7  7.6  5.3 4.8  
 
Sometimes   24.8      10.4   18.5 25.8    34.2 28.6 
 
Seldom 29.1       22.6   30.3 31.1  15.8 33.3 
 
Never 39.8      64.9    44.5 35.6  44.7 33.3 

        …neighbors   

  Table 11: Political Discussions with… 
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Regarding “areas” where political persuasion takes place, we are able to observe that 

political topics are relatively often discussed with family members and good friends. 

Regarding colleagues and neighbors, both members and non-members are more reluctant 

to discuss political issues. Regarding individual parties, we can see that members of the 

Green party are the most active within their families; 95 percent report that they often or 

at least sometimes talk with family members about politics, followed by members of the 

FPÖ (82.5 percent), the ÖVP (79.2 percent) and the SPÖ (67.2 percent). The same order 

may be observed regarding discussions with close friends (members of the Green party 

85.7 percent, members of the FPÖ 82.5 percent, members of the ÖVP 78.7 percent, and 

members of the SPÖ 74.1 percent). Regarding discussions with colleagues, members of 

the Greens are also in the lead (84.2 percent), followed by members of the FPÖ (72.2 

percent). Contrary to other mentioned social settings, the SPÖ is more active in this 

context (61.3 percent) than the ÖVP (59.9 percent). Finally, regarding neighbors, we see 

that members of the FPÖ are the most active (39.5 percent), followed by members of the 

ÖVP and the Greens (both 33.4 percent). Finally, only 25.2 percent of SPÖ members often 

or sometimes discuss political topics with their neighbors. 

The above findings are particularly relevant if one takes into account the practical 

consequences of these numbers: If we take current estimates about the number of party 

members (see chapter 3.2.) seriously, we have to assume that over one million people in 

Austria are currently party members.37 If 58.8 percent of these individuals, for example, 

often or at least sometimes try to convince others of their political beliefs, this would 

mean that over 500,000 individuals regularly try to convince others of their political 

beliefs. The same holds true if we consider the numbers regarding political discussions, 

e.g., with family members or close friends (75.7 and 77.5 percent, respectively). 

But even if we assume the actual number of party members to be less than one million, 

this reduced number would nevertheless constitute a considerable resource of parties for 

their political agitation and campaigning. Party members, in this sense, may serve as 

“multiplicators” or “opinion leaders” (see Lazersfeld and colleagues’ seminal study “The 

People’s Choice, originally published in 1944 [2. ed. 1960]), thereby spreading the 

                                                           
37 This estimate also includes members of subsidiary organizations, in particular of the ÖVP (e.g., farmers’ 
association, etc.). 
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message of parties within the electorate. This is particularly true for the SPÖ and the ÖVP, 

given the fact that they still by far have the highest membership numbers. Further, it is 

reasonable to assume that party members are usually perceived to be “political experts” 

by their environment, rendering their opinion particularly important when it comes to 

the formation of political opinions. 

Furthermore, we are able to observe that members of the Greens and the FPÖ show 

consistently higher activity levels than members of the SPÖ and the ÖVP. This finding 

appears reasonable, due to the fact that party members in smaller parties will usually be 

required to work more to achieve the party’s goals, due to the fact that there are less 

members available to fulfill the required tasks (Heidar 2007).  

Finally, we are able to observe such trends also with regard to alternative forms of 

political participation (i.e., collecting signatures for political means, participating in a 

citizen initiative, taking part in a demonstration, having contacted a politician and 

boycotting products due to political reasons; see table 12). Party members consistently 

report higher figures than non-party members, with the highest difference regarding 

personal contact with politicians. Non-party-members are, however, particularly likely to 

collect signatures (46.5 percent) or to boycott products due to political beliefs (47.3 

percent). 

                         Members           Non-Members           SPÖ               ÖVP            FPÖ           Greens 
 
Collecting 
Signatures          67.3          46.5                   64.2              64.7     67.5              90.5 
 
Citizen 
Initiative  34.4   12.8  32.5 30.9            35.0     85.7 
 
Demon- 
stration     39.9    20.5  38.3         32.4   32.5  95.2 
 
Personal 
Contact  56.2   17.7  58.3  47.8   65.0             71.4 
 
Boycott 
Products  56.3   47.3 54.7 59.5  23.7              85.7  

Table 12: Alternative Forms of Political Participation 
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Regarding individual parties, we see that members of the Green parties show consistently 

the highest levels of activity regarding alternative forms of participation, which appears 

to be reasonable due to the history of the party as an extra-parliamentary grassroots 

movement (Poguntke 1992 and 1994) and the fact that the party has the fewest party 

members. The FPÖ members rank second regarding the collection of signatures, the 

participation in citizen initiatives and personal contacts with politicians. They are, 

however, the weakest group when it comes to boycotting products due to political 

reasoning. Members of the SPÖ and the ÖVP usually show comparable levels of activities, 

both rather located at the inactive side of the spectrum (which is, nevertheless, high in 

comparison to non-party-members).  

5.3.4. Discussion 

Contrary to the first research question, a slightly more positive picture can be drawn with 

regard to the activities of Austrian party members. However, it has to be noted that the 

available data does not allow for a conclusive evaluation of the current state of party 

member activity (i.e., a more nuanced questionnaire would be needed in order to examine 

the scope and extent of party member activity more closely). Here, additional research 

will be necessary to examine the tendencies observed in this thesis.  

In general, Austrian party members show a comparatively high degree of politicization, 

manifesting itself in increased discussions with family members, friends and colleagues, 

frequent attempts to convince others of their political beliefs and also increased 

participation in alternative forms of political action. Given the high level of party member 

activity, it can indeed be assumed that party members reach out to a significant share of 

the electorate, thereby ensuring their party a continuous attentiveness of non-party-

members who are in contact with party members. In this sense, party members can 

indeed function as “multipliers”, spreading the party’s policies to a broader audience. 

Therefore, the impact of Austrian party members should not be underestimated (as this 

is sometimes the case in political reasoning by individual politicians or in the media). 

Given the (still) comparatively very high absolute number of party members in Austria 

and their activities (in particular, political discussions and persuasion of others), this 

constitutes a considerable resource for parties regarding political agitation and 
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campaigning. Party members can, therefore, be seen as “multiplicators” or “opinion 

leaders” (Lazersfeld et al. 1944 [1960]) who spread the party’s message and opinions 

throughout the electorate. 

Data collected regarding Austria does not support the often-invoked notion that non-

party members often turn towards alternative ways of political participation because they 

are fed up with the “classical” way of participation, i.e., party membership. Rather, we 

have observed that, in general, also party members are likely to participate in alternative 

modes of political action. Therefore, it seems to be the case that politicized citizens (in 

particular party members) are more likely to engage in traditional as well as alternative 

forms of political participation. The line is, therefore, not drawn between citizens that 

engage in classical ways of participation on the one hand, and citizens that perform 

alternative ways of political actions on the other hand, but between individuals that are 

generally politically active (in one way or another) and those who are not. 
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5.4. Why? Motives and Reasons for becoming a Party Member 

5.4.1. Introduction and Relevance 

Finally, I am turning towards my third and final research question, i.e., the motives and 

reasons for becoming a party member in Austria.38 Why is this research question 

important from a political science perspective? First, examining the reasons for joining a 

political party may help us to understand – and potentially reverse or mitigate – the 

general decline of party membership and the commonly invoked “linkage crisis” resulting 

thereof. In the face of these critical developments, it is vitally important – for parties 

themselves and the public – to examine the motives and reasons for becoming a party 

member as well as actions which might increase party membership in the future (which 

is usually seen as desirable from a normative perspective). By examining this research 

question, it is possible to observe which factors and conditions encourage active party 

membership and which obstacles might currently be blocking interested individuals from 

becoming actively engaged within political parties. 

Second, research on the reasons for becoming a party member is particularly important 

in times where the electorate gets more and more disenchanted with political parties and 

their members (the often invoked “Parteienverdrossenheit”, see, inter alia, Zeschmann 

2000; Arzheimer 2002; Lösche 1995). Confidence in political parties (and, therefore, their 

members) has hit historically low levels; according to recent Eurobarometer data, the 

trust (calculated as the balance between “trust” and “no trust”) in political parties is 

reported to be at minus 37 percent.39 One notion of this commonly associated 

“Parteienverdrossenheit” is related to the idea that party members only engage 

themselves in political parties in order to obtain (inadmissible) material benefits or 

simply in order to get a well-paid job, which they would not have without their party 

membership. Research from other countries, indeed, tells us that young party members 

                                                           
38 In this chapter, I distinguish between motives on the one hand (i.e., explanations provided by party members 
themselves as to why they have joined their party), and reasons on the other hand (i.e., explanatory, objective 
factors that were not reported by the party members themselves). This is not to say that the self-reported 
motives of party members are no “real reason” to join a party; it is merely a matter of terminology in order to 
distinguish between subjective and objective reasons.  
39 http://derstandard.at/2000042333910/Das-Vertrauen-in-die-politischen-Institutionen-ist-stark-gesunken 
(accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://derstandard.at/2000042333910/Das-Vertrauen-in-die-politischen-Institutionen-ist-stark-gesunken
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also join for careerist reasons (Bruter and Harrison 2009). Given the vitally important 

responsibilities parties and their members undertake in Western democracies (see 

chapter 2 in this regard), it is also important to know why individuals engage themselves 

in political parties.   

The chapter is organized as follows: First, I will outline five theoretical models that can be 

drawn from existing literature, as has been suggested by Wagner (2016) (chapter 5.4.3.). 

I will then shortly outline the methods and data I have used in order to test these models 

regarding the Austrian case (chapter 5.4.4.). Finally, I will report the empiric results from 

both the party members’ self-reports as well as a logistic regression (chapter 5.4.5.). 

Finally, I will discuss the results in a concluding subchapter (chapter 5.4.6.).  

5.4.2. Theoretical models 

The models presented in the following are taken from the work of Wagner (2016), who 

applied these models in order to answer the question why former party members decide 

to leave their party. Wagner derived these models from the literature presented in 

chapter 3.1.4 above (i.e., literature on reasons for becoming a party member), because 

there is hardly any (separate) theoretical literature on reasons of party members to leave 

their party. Therefore, the presented theoretical accounts seem particularly appropriate 

to answer the research question of this chapter, i.e., reasons and motives for individuals 

to join (and remain in) a political party. 

The first approach deals with the already mentioned civic resources (Verba et al. 1995; 

Brady et al. 1995, Whiteley and Seyd 2002).  According to this notion, time, money and 

civic skills are important indicators of political engagement in general, and within political 

parties in particular. Scarrow (1994 and 1996) has shown that joining a political party 

triggers several costs for the party member, both of financial (e.g., membership fees) and 

not-financial nature (e.g., time). Therefore, one might expect that individuals with more 

of these resources are more likely to join a party. In addition, the concept of civic skills 

refers to the notion that engaging in a political party requires certain communication and 

organization skills. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that individuals with higher levels 

of these civic skills are more likely to become party members than individuals who do not 

possess these resources. 
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The second approach stresses the requirement of cognitive engagement in order to 

engage in political parties (Brady et al. 1995; Norris 2000; Whitley 2011; Dalton 2014): 

In order to successfully engage within a political party, it is necessary to learn about and 

understand complex political developments. Therefore, political knowledge, interest and 

participation in political discussions are expected to have a positive effect on the decision 

to join a political party and to remain a member (Rohrbach 2011 and Wagner 2016, both 

focusing on the decision to leave a political party). Individuals who are more interested in 

politics and engage more actively in political activities and discussions are therefore more 

likely to join a party than individuals who do so to a lesser extent.40  

Obviously, it is not possible to examine whether an individual joined a party because of 

his high level of cognitive engagement, or whether the high level of cognitive engagement 

was merely reached as a consequence of the party membership (i.e., the individual was 

not particularly interested in politics before joining the party, but became politicized in 

the course of the membership; Wagner 2016). Comparable issues arise also with regard 

to other theoretical approaches (e.g., did the individual join the party because of his/her 

ideologically extreme positions, or were these positions developed in the course of the 

membership?). These questions cannot be answered empirically, but have to be borne in 

mind when interpreting the results.  

Third, ideology and political preferences are often stressed to be a key reason to join a 

political party (Bruter and Harrison 2009; Seyd and Whiteley 1992; see also Wagner 

2016). Individuals with stronger ideological preferences are perceived to be more likely 

to join a political party and to remain (ibid) within the party than individuals with less 

strongly held ideological beliefs (this is also in accordance with the theoretical approach 

proposed by May [1973], the so-called May’s Law, see chapter 3.1.6). Also, individuals 

who are more in line with the ideology of a party (congruence between individual 

ideology and party ideology) are more likely to become and remain party members than 

individuals who have a (larger) ideological gap between themselves and the parties. 

                                                           
40 While the concept of civic resources (model 1) stresses the importance of general resources, such as time and 
educational level, the notion of cognitive engagement focusses more directly on the “political” skills needed for 
party membership, such as political knowledge and interest. The concepts, however, certainly overlap to a 
certain extent. 
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The fourth approach refers to material benefits deriving from the prospect of party 

membership (Bruter and Harrison 2009; Beck and Sorauf 1992). In the literature, this 

reason for becoming a party member is particularly stressed with regard to the Austrian 

case, as public offices were historically usually divided up party based on party affiliations 

(Wagner 2016). While the importance of material benefits regarding a party membership 

is commonly assumed to have declined in recent years, it is nevertheless reasonable to 

expect that material benefits might still be (at least one) reason for joining and remaining 

a member of a political party. With regard to the Austrian system (where public sector 

jobs were often allocated due to partisan considerations, see, e.g., Ennser-Jedenastik 

2014), it is reasonable to expect that individuals working in the public sector are more 

likely to remain party members, as they might continue to benefit from their party 

membership (Wagner 2016). 

Fifth, it has been stressed in the literature that alternative forms of political participation 

might have an influence on engagement within political parties (Whiteley 2011, Dalton 

2014; Klingemann and Fuchs 1995; Dalton and Wattenberg 2001); the direction of this 

effect is, however, not entirely clear (Wagner 2016). On the one hand, it is reasonable to 

assume that individuals who are generally inclined to political activity will also be 

engaged within and outside of political parties. From this point of view, it is reasonable to 

expect that individuals who participate in alternative forms of political action are also 

more likely to become party members (see chapter 5.3.). On the other hand, and this is 

probably the dominating view in the current literature, it might be the case that 

individuals are more and more dissatisfied with traditional means of political engagement 

in general, and party membership in particular, and consequently turn towards “new” 

forms of political participation. From this point of view, it might be reasonable to expect 

that individuals who engage in alternative forms of political participation are less likely 

to become and remain party members. 

The literature presented in chapter 3.1.4 would also indicate a sixth approach, relating to 

social aspects of party membership (e.g., whether friends and family also engage within a 

political party). In this regard, there is unfortunately no question in the AUTNES Pre- and 

Post-Panel Study that would allow for an examination this approach. Therefore, self-

reports of party members had to be used. 
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Finally, it has to be considered that the models above are, in many ways, connected with 

each other. It is, for example, reasonable to assume that an individual with a high level of 

cognitive engagement (model 2) is also particularly active when it comes to non-

traditional means of political participation (model 5). It is also plausible to assume that 

ideologically more extreme individuals (model 2) will also higher levels of cognitive 

engagement, as these people will deal more intensively with political issues than more 

moderate individuals. These connections between the theoretical models have to be 

borne in mind when interpreting the results.  

5.4.3. Data and Methods 

Also with regard to this research question, the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013 

has been used. The questions used are cited in the footnotes of this chapter. The 

questionnaire can also be found in Appendix 1.  

As regards methodology, I applied the approach implemented by Wagner (2016) on 

former party members and adjusted the research design in order to fit on current party 

members. The research question is, therefore, examined from two angles. First, the 

AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013 contains a question directly aimed at the 

motivations for being a party member. Q11141 asks why somebody is a party member, 

entailing the following response options: (1) I want to help the party to win elections; (2) 

I want to exert a responsible position; (3) The party represents my views and 

fundamental convictions; (4) I want to influence the party’s orientation; (5) Family and 

friends are engaged within the party; (6) A party membership is advantageous in several 

situations; (7) Other. Based on this question, it is possible to evaluate the self-assessment 

of party members and draw conclusions from it. The results of the self-reports are 

reported in chapter 5.4.5.1. below. 

Self-evaluation of party members is, however, subject to certain constraints. First, the 

reported answers may reflect post-hoc rationalization and social desirability (Wagner 

                                                           
41 Q111: „Wieso sind Sie Mitglied dieser Partei? Welcher dieser Gründe trifft auf Sie zu?“ Response Options: (1) 
Ich möchte der Partei helfen, Wahlen zu gewinnen, (2) Ich möchte in der Partei eine verantwortungsvolle Position 
einnehmen, (3) Die Partei vertritt meine Ansichten und Grundüberzeugungen, (4) Ich möchte die Richtung der 
Partei mitbestimmen, (5) Familienangehörige und Freunde sind in der Partei engagiert, (6) Eine 
Parteimitgliedschaft ist in vielen Bereichen vorteilhaft, (7) Sonstiges. 
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2016). It may be, for example, perceived to be socially more acceptable to report that one 

joined the party due to political convictions rather than due to the fact that a party 

membership is “advantageous in several situations”, which implies (also) material 

benefits resulting from the party membership. Second, self-reported motives for joining a 

party might not be only explanatory factors. Due to these reasons, a logistic regression 

regarding the influencing factors for party membership was conducted. This analysis 

shows in a more nuanced fashion whether party members differ in significant ways from 

non-party members. 

5.4.4. Empirical Findings 

5.4.4.1. Self-Reports 

The analysis begins with the self-reported motives for joining (and remaining within) a 

political party, as provided by the questions cited above. Table 13 presents the list of 

motives that were selected in order of the relative occurrence. Further, the corresponding 

theoretical approach(es) have also been indicated. It is important to note that the 

theoretical approaches regarding civic resources and alternative modes of political 

participation cannot be analyzed by the self-reports, due to a missing answer choice 

relating to these approaches. 

The answer choice that has been chosen the most (62.2 percent) is that “the party 

represents my views and fundamental convictions”. This is in line with previous empirical 

findings that ideology is a key determinant of party membership (Seyd and Whiteley 

1992; Bruter and Harrison 2009; Wagner 2016 regarding former party members). With 

considerable distance, party member reported that they want to help the party to win 

elections (32.7 percent) and that they want to exert intra-party influence (30.7). 

Therefore, ideological preferences and cognitive engagement seem to play a dominating 

role regarding the decision to become a party member. Material benefits42 and the social 

environment also play a certain role (20.5 and 18.8 percent, respectively), but with some 

                                                           
42 It has to be noted that the answer choice “a party membership is advantageous in several situations” does not 
explicitly mention material benefits of the party member. The wording of the question, however, strongly suggest 
that not only ideational benefits are meant by this answer choice. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that 
members that chose this answer choice – at least also – thought of material benefits of their membership 
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distance to the reasons mentioned before. The answer choice chosen the least was that 

respondents wanted to exert a responsible position within the party (15.5 percent). 10.8 

percent stated that there were other reasons for joining the party. It can therefore be 

concluded that all of the theoretical approaches mentioned in the table are relevant to at 

least some respondents.   

 

Theoretical Approach 

Motive 

(as provided in survey) 
% of respondents 

Ideological Preferences Views and Convictions 62.2 

Ideological Preferences/ 
Cognitive Engagement 

Help party win elections 32.7 

Cognitive Engagement Influence on Party 30.7 

Social Environment Friends and Family 20.5 

Material Benefits Benefits of membership 18.8 

Cognitive Engagement Responsible position 15.5 

n.a. Other 10.8 

Table 13: Self-reported reasons for joining a party (N = 361) 

The importance of ideological proximity for the decision to become a party member is 

also supported by the evidence collected in chapter 5.2, which shows that party members 

generally have a smaller gap on the left-right-scale in relation to “their” party than 

supporters. Further, also Wagner (2016) has found out that ideological distance is a 

particularly important factor regarding the decision to stay within or leave the party.  

On the party level (see table 14), the general trend as presented above is further 

confirmed. Across all parties, ideological preferences are the main reason party members 

report for their membership. This applies even more to the two smaller parties, the FPÖ 

and the Greens. Also with regard to the motive of helping the party to win elections, it can 

be seen that this motive is more important to voters of the FPÖ (45.0 percent) and the 

Greens (47.6 percent) than it is for voters of the SPÖ (28.3 percent) and ÖVP (31.6 

percent). 
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                                       Overall                     SPÖ                         ÖVP                        FPÖ                  Greens 
 
     Yes           No          Yes          No         Yes           No        Yes          No          Yes         No 
 
Views and            224         137   79           41         82             54        28              12         15            6 
Convictions        (62)         (38)      (65.8)      (34.2)  (60.3)     (39.7)   (70)          (30)     (71.4)  (28.6) 
 
Help win              118          243         34            86         43            93        18             22          10           11 
Elections           (32.7)      (67.3)   (28.3)      (71.7)   (31.6)     (68.4)   (45)          (55)    (47.6)   (52.4)    
 
Influence on       111          250        32            88         43            93         15             25           9           12 
Party                  (30.7)      (69.3)    (26.7)     (73.3)   (31.6)     (68.4)   (37.5)     (62.5)   (42.9)   (57.1)     
 
Friends and         74            287        23             97         31            105       8               32          5             16 
Family                (20.5)      (79.5)    (19.2)     (80.0)   (22.8)    (77.2)    (20)         (80)     (23.8)   (76.2) 
 
Material                68            293       33             87         24            112        4               36         3             18 
Benefits              (18.8)     (81.2)    (27.5)     (72.5)   (17.6)     (82.4)    (10)         (90)    (14.3)    (85.7) 
 
Responsible        56            305        14            106         21            115      7               33          8            13 
Position             (15.5)      (84.5)    (11.7)     (88.3)   (15.4)     (84.6)   (17.5)    (82.5)   (38.1)   (61.9) 
 
Other                    39             322        11             109       13            123        2               38          2            19 
Reason              (10.8)      (89.2)     (9.2)        (90.8)   (9.6)       (90.4)     (5)           (95)    (9.5)    (90.5) 

Table 14: Party level of self-reported reasons for joining a party  

The influence of family and friends on the motive of joining a party is relatively stable 

across all parties and ranges around 20 percent. Quite interesting is the finding that 

material benefits generally play a minor role across all parties (between 10.0 and 17.6 

percent), except for the SPÖ. Here, 27.5 percent of the members report that a party 

membership is “advantageous in several situations”, thereby also implying material 

benefits. This is in line with theoretical reasoning in the literature that party membership 

may be an important factor when it comes to the allocation of public goods, such as the 

allocation of public housing. The motive of having a responsible position within the party 

is generally less present in the self-reports (between 11.7 and 17.5 percent), with the 

exception of the Greens, where 38.1 percent reported this motive. 
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5.4.4.2. Logistic regression43 

In addition to the self-reports, a series of logistic regression models (0 = no party member; 

1 = party member) was carried out. This allows for a more nuanced comparison of the 

two groups under observation. Following Wagner (2016), fixed effects for the parties 

were included in order to account for party-specific differences. Table 15 illustrates the 

measures used for each of the theoretical approaches. The results of this logistic 

regression are reported in table 16 (separate regression model for each theoretical 

approach plus a summary model including the significant indicators of all models).  

Before analyzing the results of the logistic regression and the five models individually, a 

few general remarks seem to be appropriate. Even upon first glance, it seems obvious that 

there is not one predictor of party membership; rather, several distinct indicators seem 

to exert influence on the decision of becoming a party member. This is generally in line 

with the state of the research presented above, as several indicators have been stressed 

to be important for the decision to become a party member. Therefore, one should be 

rather cautious with regard to overly simplistic accounts, identifying only one or a few 

indicators as exclusively relevant. 

Second, and this is not particular surprising in the light of the results presented regarding 

the first research question (see chapter 5.2.), we are able to observe that the controls 

gender, age and religiosity are highly significant predictors of party membership, also in 

this regression analysis. This applies to all five models as well as to the summary model. 

Therefore, the probability for an older, religious man to be a party member is 29.5 

percentage points higher than for a young, non-religious woman (31.6 versus 2.1 

percent). Regarding the significance of religiosity, it is reasonable to assume that the 

disproportionately older structure of party members (see chapter 5.2.) also affects the 

extent of religiosity among party members, as older individuals are generally significantly 

more religious than younger ones.44 This effect may be particularly important regarding 

                                                           
43 I particularly would like to thank Markus Wagner for providing me with the do-file of his 2016 article “Why do 
party members leave”, upon which this chapter is based. I amended to do-file in order to be applicable to current 
party members. 
44 See, for example http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/studie-junge-europaeer-brauchen-keine-
religion-14958370.html (accessed 29.6.2017). 

http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/studie-junge-europaeer-brauchen-keine-religion-14958370.html
http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/studie-junge-europaeer-brauchen-keine-religion-14958370.html
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(older) SPÖ members, as ÖVP and FPÖ members are expected to be more religious 

anyway. 

Theoretical Approach Measure 

 

Civic resources 

 Struggling to get by on current income (No/Yes) 
 Working full time (No/Yes) 
 Social status: Manual worker currently or in last job 

(No/Yes) 
 Education (less than high school, high school or 

equivalent, university) 
 Language other than German spoken at home (No/Yes) 

 

 

 

Cognitive Engagement 

 Education (less than high school, high school or 
equivalent, university) 

 Interested in and follows politics (1–4 composite scale) 
 Political knowledge (0–7 summary scale of 7 knowledge 

questions) 
 Internal efficacy (knowing enough to understand 

political events, 1–5 scale) 
 External efficacy (belief that politicians care about what 

people like them think, 1–5 scale) 
 Political cynicism (honesty and selflessness of 

politicians, 1–5 composite scale) 
 Political discussion with close friends and family (1–6 

composite scale) 
 Sense of duty to vote (0–4 composite scale) 

 

Alternative participation 

 Additive index of respondents’ self-reported past or 
potential use of four forms of participation: buying or 
boycotting specific goods for political reasons; signing a 
petition; engaging in a civil society movement; and 
taking part in a demonstration (0–4 scale) 

Ideological Preferences  Left–right extremism (absolute distance from 5 on a 0–
10 scale) 

Material benefits  Working or used to work in the public sector (No/Yes) 

Table 15: Measures used for theoretical approaches (taken from Wagner 2016) 

Regarding the first model, we see that manual work has a negative and highly significant 

effect on the decision to become a party member, whereas working full time has a positive 

and significant effect. Low income and the language that is being spoken at home do not 

exert any statistically significant influence. The negative effect of manual work on party 
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membership is in line with the findings described in chapter 5.2., stating that blue-collar 

workers are considerably underrepresented within Austrian parties.  

The positive effect of working full time on party membership contradicts the theoretical 

assumptions underlying the first model (i.e., that an individual with more free time is 

more likely to join a party). It therefore appears that the theoretical reasoning has to be 

adjusted in this regard. It can be reasonably argued that party members, in many 

instances, will have regular employment relationships and, additionally, functions and 

duties within their parties. This, in sum, will usually lead to full time employment, which 

would explain the positive effect of working full time. This theoretical adjustment also 

appears reasonable in the light of anecdotal evidence, stating that party members are 

subject to multiple burdens (e.g., a major of a small town having a private-sector job, the 

political mandate, and – mostly in cases of women – a family to manage).45 

 

Figure 8: Predicted probabilities of party membership and political interest 

Regarding the second model, we find that several indicators are highly significant, in 

particular political interest (see figure 8), but also deeming voting as civic duty, internal 

efficacy (i.e., knowing enough to understand political events) and also engaging in political 

discussions.  

  

                                                           
45 See, for example, https://www.meinbezirk.at/purkersdorf/politik/warum-93-der-oesterreichischen-
buergermeister-maenner-sind-d1849924.html (accessed 29.6.2017). 

https://www.meinbezirk.at/purkersdorf/politik/warum-93-der-oesterreichischen-buergermeister-maenner-sind-d1849924.html
https://www.meinbezirk.at/purkersdorf/politik/warum-93-der-oesterreichischen-buergermeister-maenner-sind-d1849924.html
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  Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  Model 5  Model 6 

  Civil  Cognitive  Alternative  Ideological  Material           Summary 

  Resources  Engagement  Participation Preferences  Benefits         Model 

 
Low income  -.157          

  (0.150) 

Full time  .523***            .644*** 

  (0.140)            (0.150) 

Manual Work -.855***            -.427* 

  (0.177)            (0.194) 

German not  -.630 

spoken at home   (0.371)  

 

Political interest      .605***          .554*** 

       (0.142)          (0.145) 

Internal efficacy      .252**          .256** 

       (.095)          (0.097) 

External efficacy      .093 

       (0.069) 

Political cynicism      -.214*          -.339*** 

       (0.093)          (0.085) 

Political discussion       -.223**          -.195** 

       (0.065)          (0.069) 

Voting as civic duty        .203**          .201** 

        (0.069)          (0.072) 

Political knowledge        .050 

        (0.045) 

Alternative          .370***        .073 

   Participation          (0.047)        (0.055) 

 

Left-right extremism            .242***      .221*** 

            (0.041) 

Public sector              .715***    .422* 

              (.155)    (0.172) 

High school or  .369*      .024       .342*       .649***      .465**    -.171 

   equivalent    (0.146)      (0.155)       (0.145)      (0.143)      (0.145)    (0.163) 

 

University educ.     .0246      -.548*       -.070       .294      .199   -1.042*** 

    (0.218)      (0.233)       (0.218)       (0.217)      (0.216)   (0.242) 

Married     .258*      .122        .349**       .355**      .374**   .027 

    (0.126)      (0.133)       (0.124)       (0.125)      (0.122)   (0.138) 

Rural/small town     .0762      .203        .138       .230      .099 

     (0.126)      (0.134)       (0.126)       (0.129)      (0.124) 

Migration Background      .154      -.104        -.155       -.369      -.136 

     (.319)      (0.284)       (0.262)       (.271)      (0.258) 

Religious      .611***      .461***        .603***       .620***        .577***  .538*** 

     (0.124)      (0.132)       (0.124)       (0.126)      (0.123)  (0.135) 

Age     .031***         .018***       .031***       .026***      .022***  .028*** 

     (0.004)      (0.004)       (0.004)       (0.003)      (0.003)  (0.005) 

Female    -1.166***      -.768***       -1.108***      -1.150***     -1.139***  -.717*** 

     (0.132)      (0.141)       (0.130)       (0.132)      (0.128)  (0.147) 

Pseudo R²     0.1295       0.2169        0.1379          0.1232       0.1178   0.2419 

 

Constant     -3.723***      -5.001***       -4.651***      -4.023***      -3.488***                 -5.206*** 

     (0.290)      (0.720)       (0.273)       (0.246)      (0.218)  (0.685) 

Observations  3,161      3,028       3,163         2,935         3,163  2,915 

Table 16: Regression Results. Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
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These findings convincingly supplement the results that have been reported in chapter 

5.3., stating that party members, on average, are significantly more interested in politics 

and follow political events more closely than non-party-members do. External efficacy 

(i.e., the belief that politicians care about what people like them think) and political 

knowledge did not have a significant effect in this model. 

Regarding the third model (i.e., alternative participation), we are able to observe a 

positive and highly significant effect (p < 0.001) between the level of activity and the 

probability of being a party member. In terms of predicted probability, the most active 

participative individuals are more than ten percent more likely to be a party member than 

the least participative ones.   

This finding is in line with the results that have been reported in chapter 5.3., where we 

have observed that party members, at least as a general trend, are also more active with 

regard to alternative means of political participation than non-party members. Therefore, 

with regard to the Austrian case, the direction of the effect of alternative participation is 

clear. Here, we do not find a separation between party members on the one hand and 

individuals that use alternative means of political participation on the other hand, as this 

is sometimes suggested in the literature. Rather, there are politically active persons on 

the one hand, and politically less active ones on the other hand, the former of which are 

more likely to be are party member than the latter category. Regarding the current 

recruitment problems of political parties (and related normative problems), it will be 

particularly important to reach out to individuals that are politically interested and active, 

but not (yet) a member of a political party. 

As regards the forth model, we are able to observe a clear and highly significant effect (p-

value < 0.001) between political extreme views on the one hand and party membership 

on the other hand. Politically more extreme individuals are more than 15 percent more 

likely (in terms of predicted probabilities) to be a party member than individuals who are 

located in the center of political attitudes. For a detailed distribution, see figure 9. 

These results further strengthen the findings in chapter 5.2., where we have observed that 

party members have ideologically more pronounced attitudes than party supporters. 

Both findings generally support the concept of May’s law (May 1973; see also chapter 
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3.1.6.), stating that party members in general have more extreme positions than the 

party’s voters. 

 

Figure 9: Predicted probabilities of party membership and political extremism 

The results regarding model five are particularly interesting; while Wagner (2016) has 

found out, that material benefits (as defined by this model) are not a statistically 

significant indicator for the decision to leave a party, we find a positive and highly 

significant effect (p < 0.001) between working in the public sector and joining (and 

remaining a member of) a political party. In terms of predicted probabilities, an individual 

working in the public sector is 7.7 percent more likely to be a party member than an 

individual who works in the private sector (17.95 versus 10.2 percent).  

It has to be noted that, theoretically, there would be more robust ways to examine the 

importance of material benefits on the decision to become a party member than relying 

on the fact whether an employee is employed in the public or private sector. Therefore, 

further research in this regard is needed (Wagner 2016). Nevertheless, it can be inferred 

from the logistic regression that party membership is clearly particularly likely among 

individuals working in the public sector. Therefore, there is at least one area where 

material benefits of party members seem to play a certain role. It is, consequently, 

reasonable to assume that material benefits might also be relevant in other areas that 

cannot be measured via this survey. 
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This assessment is also supported by the self-reports, given the fact that roughly 20 

percent of all party members (more with regard to the SPÖ) deem the membership 

“advantageous in several instances”. It is reasonable to assume that the real percentage of 

party members materially benefitting from their membership is, in fact, even higher than 

the numbers in the self-reports might indicate.  

 

5.4.5. Discussion 

In sum, what can be said about the motives and reasons of individuals to join a political 

party in Austria? Self-reports indicate that ideological proximity to the party is indeed a 

key factor in explaining party membership, which is in part, i.e., regarding the influence 

of left-right-extremism, also supported by the logistic regression. The motives of helping 

the party to win elections and having an influence on the party’s direction (cognitive 

engagement) are also dominant motives observed in the self-reports. In addition, the 

logistic regression gives us a more nuanced (yet not universal) picture regarding the 

reasons of party membership. 

It seems that the decision to become a party member is influenced by a variety of different 

motives and indicators, given the fact that all five theoretical approaches applied in the 

logistic regression have provided statistically significant results. Therefore, the 

heterogeneous state of research as described above is convincingly supported in the 

Austrian case. It seems to be the case that no single determinant of party membership can 

be identified; rather, the typical party member is characterized by a variety of conditions 

and indicators. Besides being predominantly male, older and religious, the typical party 

member is also more interested and engaged in politics (including alternative means of 

political representation), more ideologically extreme than the typical citizen and also 

more likely to work in the public sector. 

Regarding recruitment problems of political parties, this finding may be somewhat 

worrying from a normative perspective, since party membership cannot be influenced by 

a single determinant that can easily be changed to attract new party members. Rather, it 

seems that various conditions and indicators have to be met in order to increase the 

probability of an individual to engage within a political party.  
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On the other hand, as has been shown in chapter 5.3., there is also a considerable number 

of citizens that are politically engaged in alternative means of participation, but not (yet) 

members of a political party. In terms of strategies against the current recruitment and 

linkage crisis of parties, it can therefore be concluded that political parties must become 

more attractive to individuals that are already politically active, but are not, as of yet, a 

member of a political party. The results of these chapters indicate that highly politically 

active individuals (in terms of alternative means of participation) are also more likely to 

join a party. Political parties, therefore, will have to develop strategies in order to tap into 

this reserve of potential party members. 

Regarding ideological preferences of party members, we have seen that they are both 

more extreme than the party supporters (see chapter 5.2.) and the general electorate. This 

is in line with previous comparative research and theoretical reasoning (in particular 

May’s law). In terms of linkage, this finding is somewhat troubling, as party members will 

usually have to apply a “double-strategy”: appear more moderate in the perception of 

their supporters and the general public, but, in reality, implement (their preferred) 

ideologically more extreme strategies. It is not difficult to think about respective examples 

from recent Austrian political discourse. We have recently (i.e., in the course of the 

election of the Federal President of Austria) seen that both the Greens (on the left side of 

the political spectrum) and the FPÖ (on the right side of the political spectrum) try to 

appear more moderate in order to attract more votes from the center of the electorate. 

From the perspective of linkage and representativeness, it would, therefore, be 

normatively desirable that parties not only focus on ideologically more extreme 

individuals as party members, but also try to enlist ideologically more moderate 

individuals. This might contribute to reduce the current distance between parties and 

their members on the one hand, and the electorate on the other hand.  
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6. Conclusion 

In the process of writing this thesis, the topic of party membership became increasingly 

dynamic again. First, several countries reported rising numbers of party members – a 

quite remarkable development in times of almost uniformly declining membership 

numbers. Further, the topic of party membership seems to gain more scholarly interest 

than it has in the past (panel on party membership at PSA conference 2017, ECPR joint 

session on party membership in 2017). Both developments underscore the basic notion 

of this master thesis, i.e., that party membership is still of particular scholarly interest in 

political science, which was also the main motivation to write this master thesis. Parties 

and their members still fulfil vital functions within Western democracies (such as 

participation, representation and candidate selection) and they exert significant influence 

within the chain of delegation and accountability from parliament to governments and 

the executive. 

Given these circumstances, it was only logical to further examine the Austrian case in this 

thesis; a case that, as of yet, has only received marginal scholarly attention. Despite the 

limitations of a master thesis, it is safe to say that it shed (at least some) light on an 

important political actor that was previously largely unknown, i.e., the Austrian party 

member. In this master thesis, we have gained knowledge of several important 

characteristics of Austrian party members, in particular their socio-demographic 

composition, attitudes, their activities within and for their parties, as well as the reasons 

for joining (and remaining in) a political party.  

The results of this master thesis are generally in line with the empirical evidence that has 

been collected regarding other countries, for instances when it comes to the 

underrepresentation of certain societal groups (i.e., the younger, the less formally 

educated, and women) within parties, the inactivity many party members, and the 

reasons and motivations for joining a party in the first place (in particular ideological 

preferences and cognitive engagement). Therefore, much of the (somehow worrying) 

implications and discussions that have been raised in scholarly literature regarding other 

countries are also applicable to the Austrian case (e.g., regarding current recruitment 

problems of political parties, the rise of a linkage crisis [at least to some extent] and the 

emergence of other forms of political participation).  
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Given the fact that Austrian party members (in particular members of the SPÖ and the 

ÖVP) are disproportionately older, it is reasonable to expect that Austria will lose its 

“outlier” character that it currently has in the comparative literature. Therefore, it is likely 

that the Austrian system will “normalize” with regard to membership numbers. This, 

however, only increases the general problems of parties, party members and linkage that 

have been mentioned above. Austrian parties are, therefore, well-advised to recognize the 

sign of the times, and act accordingly. In particular, it will be necessary to include societal 

groups into parties that are currently rather excluded from political representation. 

Further, it will be necessary to increase the attractiveness of party membership in 

particular among younger cohorts.  

While this master thesis constitutes a first step regarding the research on party members 

in Austria, there are yet many questions that are not (sufficiently) answered and that 

require further and more detailed research. It would be, for example, interesting to 

further study the representativeness of Austrian party members not only from a 

descriptive, but also from a substantive point of view. Here, severe methodological 

obstacles have to be overcome, in particular with regard to the collection of behavioral 

data of party members, which is usually not available, as actions of party members are 

usually not published. 

In addition, there is currently no evidence on the influence strong party membership can 

exert, for example regarding electoral success or – at least – mobilization capacity of 

parties. As already mentioned before, Hooghe and Dassoneville (2014) were able to 

demonstrate that party membership still has a strong effect on election results, at least 

for incumbent parties. Further, they were able to demonstrate that this effect has not 

weakened over time, i.e., that party membership still has a rather strong effect on election 

outcomes. Such research on the effects of party membership would be of particular 

interest regarding Austria, where we still observe a particular high share of party 

members within the electorate. 

Finally, long-term panel-studies would be required to study the changes that party 

members are experiencing over time. Such studies, however, are unfortunately neither 

available in other countries nor is it realistic that this will be the case any time soon in 

Austria. In the absence of panel studies, it would already constitute a valuable first step if 
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large-scale party member study would be conducted, as this was done regarding other 

countries. 
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9. Appendix 1: Used questions of the AUTNES PRE- and POST Panel Study 

Q2 [FÜR RESPONDENTEN 1992 ODER SPÄTER GEBOREN/BIS EINSCHLIEßLICH ALTER IN 
JAHREN: 21]  
 
Wann sind Sie geboren? Bitte nennen Sie mir Ihr Geburtsjahr und Ihr Geburtsmonat.  
[INT: BITTE NOTIEREN! DIE GENAUE ANGABE IST NOTWENDIG, UM FESTZUSTELLEN, OB DIE 
PERSON BEI DER NÄCHSTEN WAHL WAHLBERECHTIGT IST.]  
 
Jahr: __________________  
Monat: _________________  
 
weiß nicht ......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert ......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q4 Einmal ganz allgemein gesprochen: Sind Sie sehr, ziemlich, wenig oder gar nicht an Politik 
interessiert?  
 
sehr interessiert ................................................................................... 1  
ziemlich interessiert ............................................................................. 2  
wenig interessiert ................................................................................. 3  
gar nicht interessiert ............................................................................ 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q12 Und wo würden Sie sich selbst auf einer Skala von 0 bis 10 einordnen?  
 
[INT: BITTE KARTE 11 VORLEGEN]  
 
links ..................................................................................................... 0  
bis  
rechts ................................................................................................ 10  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q23 Ich lese Ihnen nun einige Aussagen vor. Bitte sagen Sie mir, ob die jeweilige Aussage Ihrer 
Meinung nach sehr zutrifft, eher zutrifft, teils-teils zutrifft, eher nicht zutrifft oder gar nicht 
zutrifft.  
[ITEMS RANDOMISIEREN]  
[INT: BITTE KARTE 23 VORLEGEN]  
Item 1 Im Allgemeinen weiß ich recht viel über Politik.  
Item 2 Politiker kümmern sich nicht um das, was Leute wie ich denken.  
trifft sehr zu .......................................................................................... 1  
trifft eher zu ......................................................................................... 2  
teils-teils .............................................................................................. 3  
trifft eher nicht zu ................................................................................. 4  
trifft gar nicht zu ................................................................................... 5  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
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Q25 Wir interessieren uns dafür, wie Sie die Politiker in Österreich einschätzen. Was würden 
Sie sagen…  
[ITEMS RANDOMISIEREN]  
Item 1 wie viele Politiker sind ehrlich zu den Wählern? So gut wie alle, die meisten, etwa die 
Hälfte, nur wenige oder so gut wie keine?  
Item 2 wie viele Politiker sind in der Politik, um möglichst viel für sich selbst herauszuholen? So 
gut wie alle, die meisten, etwa die Hälfte, nur wenige oder so gut wie keine?  
so gut wie alle ...................................................................................... 1  
die meisten .......................................................................................... 2  
etwa die Hälfte ..................................................................................... 3  
nur wenige ........................................................................................... 4  
so gut wie keine ................................................................................... 5  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q50 [WENN Q49=5, 6, 7, 8, 9 ODER 10]  
Und welcher Partei werden Sie bei der Nationalratswahl im September voraussichtlich Ihre 
Stimme geben?  
[INT: NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN]  
 
SPÖ ..................................................................................................... 1  
ÖVP ..................................................................................................... 2  
FPÖ ..................................................................................................... 3  
FP Kärnten .......................................................................................... 4  
BZÖ ..................................................................................................... 5  
Grüne .................................................................................................. 6  
KPÖ ..................................................................................................... 7  
LIF/NEOS/JULIS6 ................................................................................ 8  
Team Stronach .................................................................................... 9  
Piraten ............................................................................................... 10  
andere Partei ..................................................................................... 11  
keine Partei/niemand/ungültig/weiß wählen ....................................... 12  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q57 Ich lese Ihnen jetzt wieder einige Aussagen vor. Bitte sagen Sie mir, ob die jeweilige Aussage 
Ihrer Meinung nach sehr zutrifft, eher zutrifft, teils-teils zutrifft, eher nicht zutrifft oder gar nicht 
zutrifft.  
[INT: BITTE KARTE 57 VORLEGEN]  
[ITEMS RANDOMISIEREN]  
Item 1 In der Demokratie ist es die Pflicht jedes Bürgers, sich regelmäßig an Wahlen zu 
beteiligen.  
Item 2 Wenn ich an einer Wahl nicht teilnehme, habe ich ein schlechtes Gewissen.  
trifft sehr zu .......................................................................................... 1  
trifft eher zu ......................................................................................... 2  
teils-teils .............................................................................................. 3  
trifft eher nicht zu ................................................................................. 4  
trifft gar nicht zu ................................................................................... 5  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
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Q65 Einmal ganz allgemein gesprochen: Wie aufmerksam verfolgen Sie das politische Geschehen 
in Österreich? Sehr, ziemlich, wenig oder gar nicht aufmerksam?  
 
 
sehr aufmerksam ................................................................................. 1  
ziemlich aufmerksam ........................................................................... 2  
wenig aufmerksam .............................................................................. 3  
gar nicht aufmerksam .......................................................................... 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
Q66 Wie häufig diskutieren Sie im Allgemeinen mit den folgenden Personen über politische 
Themen – oft, manchmal, selten oder nie? Wie ist das…  
 
Item 1 mit Ihrer nahen Familie?  
Item 2 mit engen Freunden?  
Item 3 mit Kollegen aus Arbeit, Studium oder Schule?  
Item 4 mit Nachbarn?  
 
oft ........................................................................................................ 1  
manchmal ............................................................................................ 2  
selten ................................................................................................... 3  
nie ....................................................................................................... 4  
trifft nicht zu ....................................................................................... 77  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
 
Q67 Wenn Sie bestimmte politische Ansichten haben, versuchen Sie dann oft, manchmal, selten 
oder nie andere Personen davon zu überzeugen?  
 
oft ........................................................................................................ 1  
manchmal ............................................................................................ 2  
selten ................................................................................................... 3  
nie ....................................................................................................... 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
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For questions Q69 and Q70, please refer to the AUTNES PRE- and POST Panel Study 2013 – 
Questionnaires (German) (Edition 2.0.1). 
 

Q71 In Umfragen zeigt sich oft, dass Abgeordnete zum Nationalrat wenig bekannt sind. Wie ist 
das bei Ihnen? Kennen Sie den Namen eines oder mehrerer Nationalratsabgeordneter aus Ihrem 
Bezirk oder Ihrem Bundesland? 
ja ......................................................................................................... 1 
nein ..................................................................................................... 2 
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88 
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
 
WENN Q71=1]  
Und welche Abgeordnete zum Nationalrat sind das? Bitte nennen Sie mir, wenn möglich, den 
Namen und die Partei.  
 
[INT9: BITTE NOTIEREN. MAXIMAL DREI NENNUNGEN MÖGLICH. BITTE NUR 1 NENNUNG PRO 
TEXTFELD. WENN NUR DER NACHNAME GENANNT WIRD, NACHFRAGEN, OB DER VORNAME 
AUCH BEKANNT IST, BZW. OB ES EIN MANN ODER EINE FRAU IST, UM VERWECHSLUNGEN ZU 
VERMEIDEN. BITTE ZU JEDEM NAMEN DIE PARTEI NACHFRAGEN]  
 
Nennung 1:_______________________  
Nennung 2:_______________________  
Nennung 3:_______________________  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88 verweigert 
.......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
 
Q78 A: Wie viel Prozent der Stimmen braucht eine Partei für den Einzug in den Nationalrat? 3%, 
4% oder 5%  
 
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN]  
B: Wie viel Prozent der Stimmen braucht eine Partei für den Einzug in den Nationalrat? 4%, 5% 
oder 6%  
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN] 
 

 
Q84 Welchen Familienstand haben Sie?  
 
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN]  
 
verheiratet oder mit Partner lebend ...................................................... 1  
verwitwet ............................................................................................. 2  
geschieden oder getrennt von Ehepartner lebend ............................... 3  
ledig ..................................................................................................... 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
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Q85 [PROG: AUTOMATISCH SETZEN]  

Wie viele Personen, Sie eingeschlossen, leben in Ihrem Haushalt? [INT: BITTE NOTIEREN]  
 
_________________________________________  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
 
Q86 [WENN Q85>1, PROG: AUTOMATISCH SETZEN]  
Und wie viele davon sind unter 18 Jahre alt?  
 
_________________________________________  
 
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
Q87 [WENNQ2 > 1992 UND Q85>1]  
Wohnen Sie mit Ihren Eltern in einem Haushalt?  
 
ja ........................................................................................................ 1  
nein ..................................................................................................... 2  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q88 Was ist der höchste Schul- oder Bildungsabschluss, den Sie erreicht haben?  
[INT: NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN; FALLS SPONTANE ANTWORT „UNIVERSITÄTSABSCHLUSS“ 
NACHFRAGEN WELCHE ART VON ABSCHLUSS: BACHELOR, MAGISTER, DOKTOR,...]  
 
keine Schule besucht ........................................................................... 1  
keine Schule abgeschlossen ............................................................... 2  
Volksschule oder weniger .................................................................... 3  
Hauptschule oder AHS Unterstufe ....................................................... 4  
Sonderschule ...................................................................................... 5  
Polytechnikum, BMS (Fachschule, z.B. HASCH) ................................. 6  
Lehre, Berufsschule ............................................................................. 7  
AHS mit Matura ................................................................................... 8  
BHS mit Matura (z.B. HTL, HAK, HBLA, BAKIPÄD) ............................ 9  
Hochschulverwandte Lehranstalt (berufsbildende oder pädagogische Akademie, z.B. 
Gesundheits- und Sozialakademien) ......................... 10  
Kolleg ................................................................................................ 11  
Bachelor ............................................................................................ 12  
Magister / Master / Diplomingenieur / Fachhochschule ...................... 13  
Doktor / PhD ...................................................................................... 14  
andere, und zwar:___________ ........................................................ 15  
weiß nicht ......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
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Q89 Gehören Sie einer Religionsgemeinschaft an?  
ja ......................................................................................................... 1  
nein ..................................................................................................... 2  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
Q90 [WENN Q89=1]  
Welcher Religionsgemeinschaft gehören Sie an?  
 
[INT: NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN]  
Römisch-Katholische Kirche ................................................................ 1  
Evangelische Kirche ............................................................................ 2  
Islam/muslimisch ................................................................................. 3  
Christlich-Orthodoxe Kirche ................................................................. 4  
Judentum/mosaisch ............................................................................ 5  
einer anderen, und zwar:_______________(notieren) ......................... 6  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
Q91 [WENN Q89=1] Würden Sie von sich sagen, dass Sie überhaupt nicht religiös, nicht sehr 
religiös, eher religiös oder sehr religiös sind? [WENN Q89=2, 88 ODER 99] Auch wenn Sie keiner 
Religionsgemeinschaft angehören, würden Sie von sich sagen, dass Sie überhaupt nicht religiös, 
nicht sehr religiös, eher religiös oder sehr religiös sind?  
 
 
überhaupt nicht religiös ........................................................................ 1  
nicht sehr religiös ................................................................................. 2  
eher religiös ......................................................................................... 3  
sehr religiös ......................................................................................... 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
Q92 Was beschreibt Ihre derzeitige Situation am besten?  
 
[INT: BITTE KARTE 92 VORLEGEN]  
 
berufstätig (Voll-, Teilzeit, geringfügig etc.) .......................................... 1  
in Pension ............................................................................................ 2  
Schüler ................................................................................................ 3  
Student ................................................................................................ 4  
sonstige Ausbildung ............................................................................ 5  
in Karenz (Eltern- oder Bildungskarenz, sonstige Beurlaubung) 
......................................................................... 6  
Hausfrau/Hausmann ............................................................................ 7  
Präsenzdienst, Zivildienst, freiwilliges soziales Jahr 
..................................................................................................... 8  
berufsunfähig ....................................................................................... 9  
arbeitssuchend oder arbeitslos .......................................................... 10  
sonstiges ........................................................................................... 11  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
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Q93 [WENN Q92=1 ODER 8]  
Was beschreibt Ihre berufliche Situation am besten?  
 
[INT: BEI WERKVERTRÄGEN: BEFRAGTE SOLL DURCHSCHNITTLICHES STUNDENAUSMAß 
SCHÄTZEN]  
[INT: BITTE KARTE 93 VORLEGEN]  
 
berufstätig, mehr als 35 Stunden pro Woche ....................................... 1  
berufstätig, zwischen 15 und 35 Stunden pro Woche ............................................................................. 2  
berufstätig, weniger als 15 Stunden pro Woche (z.B. geringfügig) 
................................................................................ 3  
mithelfend im Familienbetrieb .............................................................. 4  
Lehrling................................................................................................ 5  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
Q96 [WENN Q93=1, 2, 3, 4, 88 ODER 99 ODER Q95=1, 2, 3 ODER 4]  
Wie ist zurzeit Ihre berufliche Stellung?  
 
[INT.: BITTE VORLESEN. FALLS JEMAND MEHR ALS EINEN BERUF HAT: DIE FRAGE BEZIEHT SICH 
AUF DEN HAUPTBERUF]  
 
 
Angestellter ......................................................................................... 1  
Arbeiter ................................................................................................ 2  
Beamter ............................................................................................... 3  
Vertragsbediensteter ........................................................................... 4  
Selbstständig oder Freiberufliche ohne Mitarbeiter .............................. 5  
Selbstständig oder Freiberufliche mit Mitarbeitern ............................... 6  
freier Dienstnehmer ............................................................................. 7  
Landwirt ............................................................................................... 8  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
Q98 [WENN Q97=1]  
Und was war Ihre berufliche Stellung zuletzt? [INT: BITTE VORLESEN. NUR EINE NENNUNG. 
FALLS JEMAND MEHR ALS EINEN BERUF HAT: DIE FRAGE BEZIEHT SICH AUF DEN 
HAUPTBERUF.]  
Angestellter ......................................................................................... 1  
Arbeiter ................................................................................................ 2  
Beamter ............................................................................................... 3  
Vertragsbediensteter ........................................................................... 4  
Selbstständig oder Freiberufliche ohne Mitarbeiter .............................. 5  
Selbstständig oder Freiberufliche mit Mitarbeitern ............................... 6  
freier Dienstnehmer ............................................................................. 7  
Landwirt ............................................................................................... 8  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
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Q102 [WENN Q85>1]  
Sprechen Sie zu Hause normalerweise eine andere Sprache als deutsch? [WENN Q85=1]  
Sprechen Sie in Ihrer Familie normalerweise eine andere Sprache als deutsch?  
ja ......................................................................................................... 1  
nein ..................................................................................................... 2  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
 
Q105 In welchem Land ist Ihre Mutter geboren?  
[INT: BITTE NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN]  
Österreich ............................................................................................ 1  
Deutschland ........................................................................................ 2  
Türkei .................................................................................................. 3  
Serbien ................................................................................................ 4  
Kroatien ............................................................................................... 5  
Bosnien ............................................................................................... 6  
Slowenien ........................................................................................... 7  
Polen ................................................................................................... 8  
Tschechien .......................................................................................... 9  
Russland ........................................................................................... 10  
Ungarn .............................................................................................. 11  
anderes, nämlich:___________________ [NOTIEREN] .................... 12  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
Q106 In welchem Land ist Ihr Vater geboren?  
[INT: BITTE NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN]  
Österreich ............................................................................................ 1  
Deutschland ........................................................................................ 2  
Türkei .................................................................................................. 3  
Serbien ................................................................................................ 4  
Kroatien ............................................................................................... 5  
Bosnien ............................................................................................... 6  
Slowenien ........................................................................................... 7  
Polen ................................................................................................... 8  
Tschechien .......................................................................................... 9  
Russland ........................................................................................... 10  
Ungarn .............................................................................................. 11  
anderes, nämlich:___________________ [NOTIEREN] .................... 12  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
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Q107 Welche dieser Bezeichnungen beschreibt am besten Ihr Wohngebiet?  
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN UND KARTE 107 VORLEGEN]  
Dorf ..................................................................................................... 1  
Kleinstadt ............................................................................................. 2  
eine mittlere Stadt ................................................................................ 3  
Zentrum einer Großstadt ..................................................................... 4  
Stadtrand einer Großstadt ................................................................... 5  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
 
 
 
Q108 Sind Sie Mitglied bei einer Gewerkschaft?  
 
ja ......................................................................................................... 1  
nein .................................................................................................... 2  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
 
Q109 Sind oder waren Sie Mitglied einer politischen Partei?  
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN UND KARTE 109 VORLEGEN]  
Mitglied mit Funktion (Funktionär) ....................................................... 1  
Mitglied ohne Funktion ......................................................................... 2  
Früher Mitglied, aber jetzt nicht mehr ................................................... 3  
nie Mitglied gewesen ........................................................................... 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert. ......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
Q110 [WENN Q109=1 ODER 2]  
Und bei welcher Partei sind Sie Mitglied?  
[INT: NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN!]  
SPÖ ..................................................................................................... 1  
ÖVP ..................................................................................................... 2  
FPÖ ..................................................................................................... 3  
FP Kärnten .......................................................................................... 4  
BZÖ ..................................................................................................... 5  
Grüne .................................................................................................. 6  
KPÖ ..................................................................................................... 7  
LIF/NEOS/JULIS11 ............................................................................... 8  
andere Partei, und zwar:________________[NOTIEREN] .................. 9  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
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Q111 [WENN Q109=1 ODER 2]  
Wieso sind Sie Mitglied dieser Partei? Welcher dieser Gründe trifft auf Sie zu?  
 
[MEHRFACHNENNUNGEN MÖGLICH]  
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN UND KARTE 111 VORLEGEN]  
 
Ich möchte der Partei helfen, Wahlen zu gewinnen. ............................ 1  
Ich möchte in der Partei eine verantwortungsvolle Position einnehmen. 
............................................................................ 2  
Die Partei vertritt meine Ansichten und Grundüberzeugungen. ............ 3  
Ich möchte die Richtung der Partei mitbestimmen. .............................. 4  
Familienangehörige und Freunde sind in der Partei engagiert. ............ 5  
Eine Parteimitgliedschaft ist in vielen Bereichen vorteilhaft. ................. 6  
sonstiges ............................................................................................. 7  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
Q112 [WENN Q109=1 ODER 2]  
Und welche von diesen Aktivitäten haben Sie in den letzten fünf Jahren für die Partei gemacht?  
 
[MEHRFACHNENNUNGEN MÖGLICH]  
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN UND KARTE 112 VORLEGEN]  
 
Flugblätter verteilt ................................................................................ 1  
An einem Wahlkampfstand mitgeholfen ............................................... 2  
Unterschriften gesammelt .................................................................... 3  
Eine Parteiveranstaltung mitorganisiert ............................................... 4  
Der Partei Geld gespendet .................................................................. 5  
Versucht, andere zu überzeugen, die Partei zu wählen ....................... 6  
Für eine Funktion in der Partei kandidiert ............................................ 7  
nichts davon ........................................................................................ 8  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 
 
 
Q113 [WENN Q109=3]  
Und bei welcher Partei waren Sie Mitglied?  
[INT: NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN!]  
SPÖ ..................................................................................................... 1  
ÖVP ..................................................................................................... 2  
FPÖ ..................................................................................................... 3  
FP Kärnten .......................................................................................... 4  
BZÖ ..................................................................................................... 5  
Grüne .................................................................................................. 6  
KPÖ ..................................................................................................... 7  
LIF/NEOS/JULIS12 ............................................................................... 8  
andere Partei, und zwar:________________ ...................................... 9  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
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Q114 [WENN Q109=3]  
Wieso sind Sie aus dieser Partei ausgetreten? Welcher dieser Gründe trifft auf Sie zu?  
 
[MEHRFACHNENNUNGEN MÖGLICH]  
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN UND KARTE 114 VORLEGEN]  
 
Mitgliedschaft zu teuer ......................................................................... 1  
Engagiere mich stattdessen in anderen Organisationen ...................... 2  
Parteien können in der Gesellschaft nichts verändern ......................... 3  
Hatte zu wenig Einfluss auf die Parteilinie ........................................... 4  
Ideologische Unterschiede zwischen mir und der Partei ...................... 5  
Keine Zeit für die Partei ....................................................................... 6  
Keinen Nutzen mehr aus der Mitgliedschaft ......................................... 7  
Sonstiges ............................................................................................. 8  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 

Q115 Wie beurteilen Sie Ihre gegenwärtige Einkommenssituation? Können Sie mit Ihren 
gegenwärtigen Einkünften sehr gut, gut, nur schwer oder nur sehr schwer zurechtkommen?  
 
[INT: NICHT VORLESEN, ZUORDNEN!]  
 
sehr gut zurechtkommen ..................................................................... 1  
gut zurechtkommen ............................................................................. 2  
nur schwer zurechtkommen ................................................................. 3  
nur sehr schwer zurechtkommen ......................................................... 4  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99  
 

 

Q116 Wie hoch ist das monatliche Netto-Einkommen Ihres Haushaltes? Rechnen Sie bitte alle 
Einkommen zusammen und sagen Sie es mir nur in diesen groben Gruppen. 
 

A  B  C  D  E  F  G  H  J  K  
1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  
L  M  N  P  Q  S  T  U  V  W  
11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  

 
 
[INT: BITTE VORLESEN UND KARTE 116 VORLEGEN]  
weiß nicht .......................................................................................... 88  
verweigert .......................................................................................... 99 
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10. Appendix 2: Alternative Calculation of Representativeness 

In this appendix, I have used a different calculation of representativeness than the one I 

have applied in chapter 5.2. above. In the following, an individual in the survey was either 

counted as a party member or a party supporter, not both. In chapter 5.2., it was possible 

for one individual to be counted both as a party member and a party supporter (according 

to the notion that party members are, in general, also party supporters). In this appendix, 

I have therefore, subtracted the party members from the group of party supporters, in 

order to compare these two groups in an even more nuanced fashion. 

In general, it can be seen that the trends that have already been shown in chapter 5.2. also 

apply when using this calculation method. If anything, the underrepresentation of certain 

societal groups (women, young people, blue-collar workers) even increased further when 

applying this alternative approach. While the Greens remain fairly stable regarding their 

social representative scores, the SPÖ and the ÖVP both have considerably worse scores 

than in the original measure of representativeness.   

With regard to opinion representativeness, the differences between members and 

supporters increase with regard to the left parties (SPÖ and the Greens), while they 

remain fairly stable with regard to the parties on the right of the political spectrum. This 

means that the question of linkage with regard to policy preferences is particularly acute 

for left parties, as their members’ opinions considerably deviate from the preferences of 

the parties’ supporters. 
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Gender representativeness 

 

 

                                                           Members       N             Supporters        N             Difference 

 
 Young 5.8 25.4  
SPÖ Middle-Aged 46.7 120 40.4 587 13.1 
 Old 47.5 34.2 
  
 
 Young 7.4 19.5 
ÖVP Middle-Aged 45.6 136 45.3 437 8.1 
 Old 47.1 35.2 
 
 
 Young 17.5 37.2 
FPÖ Middle-Aged 47.5 40 47.8 247 13.3 
 Old 35.0 15.0 
 
 
 Young 23.8 41.2 
Greens Middle-Aged 66.7 21 49.2 313 11.7 
 Old 9.5  9.6 
 

Age representativeness 

  

           Members                                    Supporters                       Difference 
 
        Male      Female         N               Male         Female         N 
 
SPÖ 66.7 33.3 120              50.1           49.9          587 16.6 
 
ÖVP                      72.8         27.2         136              44.6           55.4          437                 28.7 
 
FPÖ                      92.5          7.5            40                52.2           47.8         247                 40,3 
 
Greens                 57.1        42.9           21                43.1           56.9         313                 14.0 
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                         Members           N             Supporters           N             Difference 

 Blue-Collar 12.7 21.5 
 White-Collar 39.7 53.2 
SPÖ Public Sector 23.8 63 12.3   293 7.4 
 Entrepreneur 11.1 8.2 
 Freelancer 9.5 3.1 
 Farmer 3.2 1.7 
 
 
 Blue-Collar 2.6 17.6 
 White-Collar 35.1 50.0 
ÖVP Public Sector 26.0 77 10.2 244 10.6 
 Entrepreneur 13.0 14.8 
          Freelancer 1.3 1.2 
  Farmer  22.1 6.1 
 
 
 Blue-Collar 30.4 33.8 
 White-Collar 39.1 53.0 
FPÖ Public Sector 8.6 23 6.6  151 5.9 
 Entrepreneur 17.4 4.6 
                       Freelancer 0     0.7 
          Farmer 4.3 1.3 
 
 
 Blue-Collar  6.3 7.4 
 White-Collar  37.5 56.4 
Greens Public Sector 12.5 16 12.9 202 7.2 
 Entrepreneur 31.3 16.8 
          Freelancer 12.5 5.4 
                      Farmer                           0                                            1.0 
 

Class representativeness 
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                       Members           N            Supporters             N           Difference 

                    Compulsory 19.2 39.0 
SPÖ            Apprenticeship 50.0 120 38.5 585 10.7 
                    Matura 22.5 12.6 
       University  8.3  9.9 
 
                    Compulsory 28.9 30.4 
ÖVP            Apprenticeship 35.6 135 37.3 434 1.6 
                    Matura 18.5 17.7 
       University  17.0 14.5 
 
                    Compulsory 15.0 30.0 
FPÖ            Apprenticeship 57.5 40 57.1  247 7.5 
                    Matura 20.0  8.9 
       University  7.5 4.0 
 
                    Compulsory 9.5 18.6 
Greens      Apprenticeship 14.3 21 17.4   311 6.1 
                    Matura 33.3 30.9  
       University  42.9 33.1 
 

Educational representativeness 

 

 Gender                  Age               Class                Education                 Overall 

Greens  14.0                  11.7                 7.2                   6.1                        39.0 
 
SPÖ   16.6        13.1                  7.4                  10.7            47.8 
 
ÖVP   28.7         8.1                10.6                   1.6                        49.2 
  
FPÖ   40.3                    13.3                 5.9                        7.5                         67.0 

Overall Social Representativeness Scores  
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           Members          N                     Supporters            N               Difference 
 
SPÖ              3.3                  116                          4.1                  551                 0,8 
 
ÖVP                                   5.9                  135                          5.7                 414                 0.2 
 
FPÖ                                   7.0                   40                           6.7                  239                 0.3 
 
Greens                             1.9                   21                            3.2                 340                  1.3 
 

Opinion representativeness of Austrian parties 

 

 

 

Overall Representativeness 
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11. Appendix 3: Abstracts 

Abstract Deutsch 

Die Mitgliederzahlen politischer Parteien sind in nahezu allen westlichen Demokratien 

rückläufig. Dennoch ist es nach der hier vertretenen Ansicht verfrüht, Parteimitglieder als 

Forschungsgegenstand aufzugeben. Parteien und ihre Mitglieder erfüllen noch immer 

zentrale Funktionen in demokratischen Systemen (etwa Partizipation, Repräsentation 

und Auswahl politischer Spitzenfunktionen) sowie hinsichtlich der notwendigen 

Delegation von Kompetenzen und Verantwortlichkeiten von Parlamenten hin zur 

Regierung und Exekutive. Des Weiteren stellt Österreich mit seinen (noch immer) 

bemerkenswert hohen Mitgliederzahlen einen weltweit beachteten Sonderfall dar. 

Deswegen sowie aufgrund der Tatsache, dass Parteimitglieder in Österreich bis dato 

kaum systematisch untersucht wurden, widmet sich diese Masterarbeit der Beant-

wortung folgender drei Forschungsfragen: Wie repräsentativ sind Österreichs Parteien 

und Parteimitglieder? In welchem Umfang und auf welche Weise engagieren sich 

österreichische Parteimitglieder? Welche Faktoren erklären das Engagement innerhalb 

von Parteien am zuverlässigsten? Nach einer umfassenden Darstellung internationaler 

und nationaler Forschungsergebnisse werden diese Forschungsfragen anhand Daten aus 

der AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 2013 beantwortet. Zusammengefasst kann 

festgehalten werden, dass Österreichs Parteien im europäischen Vergleich als durchaus 

repräsentativ bezeichnet werden können. Bestimmte gesellschaftliche Gruppen, darunter 

Frauen, junge Menschen und formal Niedrigqualifizierte, sind jedoch nur ungenügend 

repräsentiert. Die Analyse der Aktivitäten österreichischer Parteimitglieder zeigt, dass 

zumindest mehr als ein Drittel als völlig inaktiv einzustufen ist. Im Vergleich zu Nicht-

Parteimitgliedern weisen sie jedoch ein überdurchschnittliches Interesse an Politik auf, 

des Weiteren gehen sie häufiger politischen Aktivitäten nach. Die Selbsteinstufung 

österreichischer Parteimitglieder und eine logistische Regressionsanalyse zeigen, dass 

mehrere Einflussfaktoren bei der Entscheidung einer Partei beizutreten eine 

entscheidende Rolle spielen. In einem abschließenden Kapitel werden die Ergebnisse 

dieser Arbeit in den Kontext der bestehenden politikwissenschaftlichen Forschung 

gesetzt und auf ihre normativen Implikationen untersucht. 
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Abstract English 

Party membership is in decline in nearly all Western democracies. In this thesis, it is, 

however, argued that it is too soon to drop party member research altogether. Party 

member still fulfil vital functions in democratic systems (such as participation, 

representation, and candidate selection) as well as within the chain of delegation and 

accountability from parliament to governments and the executive. In addition, Austria 

nevertheless has a particularly high share of party members, a fact that is frequently 

recognized in comparative research. Due to these reasons and the fact that Austrian party 

members are notoriously understudied, this master thesis intends to answer the 

following three research questions: How representative are Austrian parties and their 

members? To what extent and how do Austrian party members engage themselves within 

and outside their parties? Moreover, which factors explain the decision to become a party 

member? After a comprehensive review of comparative research on party members, 

these questions are answered by using the data of the AUTNES Pre- and Post-Panel Study 

2013. In summary, it can be said that Austrian parties are fairly representative when 

compared with other European parties. Certain societal groups, such as women, young 

and formally low-qualified citizens are significantly underrepresented. The analysis of 

party member activities has shown that at least more than a third of Austrian party 

members are completely inactive. However, in comparison with non-party-members, 

they show an increased interest in politics and political activities. Self-reports and a 

logistic regression show that several factors significantly contribute to the decision of 

joining a political party. In a final chapter, the results of this study are discussed in the 

light of previous research and normative implications are evaluated. 

 


