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Summaries

Operation succeeded, patient deceased?
The smallest distance model for the explanation of voting behaviour

byJ.J.M. vanHolsteyn

As the traditional model of Dutch pillarization gradually loses its explanatory po­
wer, the search has begun for new explanations of Dutch voting behaviour. One 
such attempt, based on Downs’ theory of rational voting, hypothesizes that voters 
choose the political party that is closest to their own ideological position in an issue 
space. An analysis of panel data from three Dutch parliamentary elections (1981, 
1982 and 1986) seems initially to confirm this so-called smallest distance hypothe­
sis. In each of the three elections a (small) majority of the voters opted for a politi­
cal party that was perceived to be at the smallest ideological distance from their 
own position (ideology as measured on a ten-point Left-Right scale). However, 
there is one major complication; half of these voters did not make a unique choice, 
having perceived two or more political parties to be at an identical (smallest) dis­
tance. For these voters additional factors in addition to ideology (Left-Right) are 
required to explain their final party choice. Only about a quarter of all voters make 
a unique choice at the smallest ideological distance.

A second hypothesis derived from the same theory of rational voting holds that 
changes in party preference are motivated by a desire to reduce the ideological dis­
tance between the voter and the party to which the voter is transferring his alle­
giance. This distance reduction hypothesis is not supported by the data. Although 
distance reduction occurs, it does not necessarily lead to a change in party prefe­
rence. At the same time, a considerable number of party changers increased rather 
than decreased the ideological distance between themselves and the new party 
they voted for.

All in all there seems to be little evidence for this particular type of rationality 
(voting for the political party at the smallest distance on a one-dimensional, socio­
economic Left-Right scale) in the voting behaviour of the Dutch electorate during 
the 1981 to 1986 period.
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Protest behaviour and political issues

by B. v.d. Putte, W.E. Saris and H.P. Kriesi

A widely used starting point of political participation research is that it is irrelevant 
on behalf of which particular issue a protest action is used. Marsh (1974) is one of 
the few who studied this question and he concludes the common practice to bejus- 
tified. Our research seems to replicate all the results of Marsh. However, further 
research shows that this conclusion was overhastely made. In an analysis per re­
pondent just over half of the respondents answers according to the usual expecta­
tions.

Different respondents use different decision rules. Respondents may use only 
their opinions on the particular protest behaviour, only their opinions about the is­
sue at hand, or some combination of both, to decide upon their approval of the use 
of a specific protest behaviour on behalf of an issue.

A more elaborate investigation on the same data shows that even individual res­
pondents use different decision rules in different situations.
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