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A B S T R A C T

The 2005 French and Dutch referendum campaigns were

characterized by an alleged disconnect between pro-

European political elites and Eurosceptic masses. Past

evidence regarding elite–mass linkages in the context of

European integration has been conflicting. Whereas some

scholars argue that political elites respond to the changing

preferences of their electorates, others suggest that party

elites cue the mass public through a process of information

and persuasion. We contend that these conflicting results

stem from the reciprocal nature of elite–mass linkages and

estimate a series of dynamic simultaneous equations

models to account for this reverse causation. Using Euro-

barometer and expert survey data from 1984–2002, we find

evidence of a dual-process model, whereby party elites both

respond to and shape the views of their supporters. We also

find that the strength of these results is contingent on

several factors, including the type of electoral system, intra-

party dissent and voter characteristics.

1 3

European Union Politics

DOI: 10.1177/1465116507073284

Volume 8 (1): 13–35

Copyright© 2007

SAGE Publications

Los Angeles, London, New Delhi

and Singapore

K E Y  W O R D S

� cueing effects
� dynamic simultaneous

equations models
� Euroscepticism
� political parties
� public opinion

 © 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at NORTH CAROLINA UNIVERSITY on February 7, 2007 http://eup.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eup.sagepub.com


In recent years, ‘Euroscepticism’ has become a standard theme in the litera-
ture on public opinion about European integration. Scholars generally agree
that the age of ‘permissive consensus’ (Lindberg and Scheingold, 1970) died
with the Maastricht Treaty and gave way to a ‘constraining dissensus’
(Hooghe and Marks, 2005). Although there have been downturns in public
support for European integration before, it is clear that Europeans have grown
considerably more weary of the integration process than they once were. The
outcomes of the recent referendums in France and the Netherlands illustrate
this new public sentiment towards the European Union (EU).

Euroscepticism may be as much a reaction of discontent with the politics
of European integration as it is a reaction of discontent with specific policies.
In the aftermath of the French and Dutch referendums of 2005, there was a
great deal of discussion about an alleged gap between the political elites and
the masses. Many argued that pro-European political elites had been so eager
to pursue further integration that they had lost track of the concerns and
desires of the citizens. They also failed to persuade citizens of the wisdom of
their policies. Instead, critics argued, the elites had moved ahead with
European integration in a vacuum of public support, as became painfully
evident during the referendums. The French and Dutch were frustrated that
they had been ignored by the elites, and this resulted in a resounding ‘no’
against the European Constitution.

Accusations that political elites are out of touch are rarely new and usually
politically motivated. This is undoubtedly true for the recent referendums,
which were unmitigated debacles for pro-European politicians and provided
ample ammunition for their opponents. Nevertheless, these accusations
demonstrate once more the importance of understanding mass–elite linkages
in the process of European integration. Who is driving integration – the
masses, the elites, or perhaps both? Put differently, who is cueing whom?

Mass–elite linkages can take two forms. First, political elites can adopt
whatever position the mass public takes on European integration. This
bottom-up connection – Carrubba (2001) calls it an ‘electoral connection’ –
assures correspondence between masses and elites through a process of repre-
sentation. Second, mass publics can adopt the positions of the political elites.
This top-down process assures correspondence between masses and elites
through a process of information and persuasion. The breakdown of either
process could cause a disconnection between masses and elites.

There is now considerable evidence for both of these processes. Support
for a bottom-up process is most prominent in Carrubba (2001), while
evidence for a top-down process is found in a variety of studies (Feld and
Wildgen, 1976; Franklin et al., 1994; Wessels, 1995; Steenbergen and Jones,
2002; Ray, 2003). However, with few exceptions (most notably Wessels, 1995),
there have been no systematic efforts to estimate the impact of both processes
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simultaneously. Moreover, efforts to understand the contingent nature of
cueing effects have only recently begun and have focused exclusively on the
top-down linkage (Ray, 2003). Thus, our understanding of mass–elite
linkages in the context of European integration remains incomplete.

This paper revisits the question of who is cueing whom. Using Euro-
barometer and expert survey data for the period 1984–2002, we estimate a
series of dynamic simultaneous equations models that allow for both top-
down and bottom-up effects. Our focus is on linkages between national party
elites and their supporters, since this has been the emphasis of most prior
studies and is a particularly good place to observe the politics of European
integration. We consider how context and the attributes of political parties
and their supporters influence the nature of the linkage between these actors.
We conclude by drawing out the implications of our findings for the future
of European integration.

The politics of European integration: Two views

According to received wisdom, at least until the late 1980s the process of
European integration was accompanied by a ‘permissive consensus’ on the
part of the European citizenry. The technical nature of the European project
and its marginal impact on the individual lives of citizens created a scenario
in which an ill-informed, uninterested and generally favourably disposed
public gave political elites free rein in pursuing integration. For the most part,
the permissive consensus thesis suggests that there is no mass–elite linkage
or that, if one exists, it is ever so slight and runs from top to bottom (see Feld
and Wildgen, 1976).

Much has been made of the ‘erosion’ of this permissive consensus in the
post-Maastricht era. The EU of the 1990s and of today is more relevant to the
lives and interests of European citizens, as it increasingly affects their indi-
vidual welfare and involves policies (notably the common currency, citizen-
ship, immigration, the common defence and foreign policy) that are both
highly salient and highly controversial (Gabel, 2000; Hooghe and Marks,
2005). Moreover, recent scholarship casts doubt on the permissive consensus
theory. Research on public support for European integration suggests that
even relatively uninterested and ill-informed individuals hold meaningful
and systematic preferences on the EU. Relying on self-interest and macro-
economic explanations of political attitudes, utilitarian theory implies that
those who experience direct material gains from EU policies tend to support
integration, whereas those who are hurt by such policies are likely to be
against it (Eichenberg and Dalton, 1993; Gabel, 1998a, 1998b; Anderson and
Reichert, 1995). Work on national identity and support for integration also
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suggests that the public hold meaningful preferences on the EU but that their
evaluations rely on symbolic political considerations, i.e. feelings of national
identity (Carey, 2002; McLaren, 2002; Hooghe and Marks, 2005; Netjes and
Edwards, 2005).

European integration as a bottom-up process

This work on public opinion and mass behaviour suggests the potential for a
bottom-up connection, whereby mass publics shape elite positions over
European integration. One implication of the EU becoming a more salient issue
and of individuals holding systematic preferences on European integration is
that rational political parties have a strong incentive to base their positions on
EU policies on electorate preferences (Carrubba, 2001). Although parties may
not be seeking to turn the EU into an issue to attract new voters, surely they
are paying attention to their constituents in order to avoid losing them. If it is
true that voters are now paying attention to the EU, then no rational party
would pursue unpopular policies. Instead, parties would actively monitor the
electorate, in particular their constituents, making sure to be on the same wave-
length on EU matters. Note that, in contrast to the permissive consensus
argument, here constituents do not simply loosely define the space in which
political elites can manoeuvre; rather, constituents continually feed party elites
with information about their preferences, to which these elites invariably
respond. In sum, the causal arrow goes from constituents to party elites.

In a recent article, Carrubba (2001) finds that there is evidence for this
bottom-up connection in the EU and, moreover, that this is not a post-
Maastricht phenomenon. Using a two-stage least squares regression model
and party manifesto data from 1977–92, Carrubba (2001: 153) demonstrates
‘that the more pro-EU the electorate is, the more pro-EU national parties tend
to be’. His results are particularly suggestive since he focuses on the EU 
pre-Maastricht. It seems reasonable that we would observe public opinion
exerting an influence on parties in a post-1992 Europe in which the EU is
salient and contested, but Carrubba shows that national political parties were
responding to voters’ preferences on European integration years before the
EU became such a heightened issue. Carrubba’s results are provocative and
persuasive, in part because his estimates of the bottom-up effect control for
potential reverse causation.

European integration as a top-down process

At least one other interpretation of the correlation between mass and elite
preferences on European integration is possible: the causal arrow may flow
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from elites to masses. This, indeed, is the essence of top-down theories of
integration, which stress that citizens take cues from political elites, includ-
ing party leaders, and adjust their views to be more or less in line with those
elites (Feld and Wilgden, 1976; Franklin et al., 1994; Wessels, 1995; Steen-
bergen and Jones, 2002; Ray, 2003). One theoretical impetus for the top-down
view is a more pessimistic reading of the cognitive limitations of citizens than
is typically found in bottom-up theories. Top-down theorists argue that
European integration presents sufficiently technical issues that citizens may
find it hard to formulate a view. For instance, it may be difficult to make utili-
tarian calculations about the impact of European integration, because it is
unclear how the EU affects a person’s life (Chong, 2000). Boundedly rational
(Simon, 1985) citizens may look for elite cues, including those from parties
they tend to support, and may adjust their views accordingly, either through
information or through persuasion (Zaller, 1992; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998).
The top-down view may also represent a division of labour between citizens
and elites, whereby citizens expect elites to provide them with information
that can form their opinions.

There is impressive evidence of top-down effects on public opinion about
European integration. The 1989 European Election Study provides evidence
that the opinions of party supporters are for the most part related to the
opinions taken by parties (Van der Eijk and Franklin, 1996). Using party mani-
festo data as an indicator of a party’s position on European integration,
Wessels analyses the direction of influence between the parties and their
electorates and finds that ‘parties are able to mobilise their supporters,
bringing them closer to the party, whether for or against the EC’ (Wessels,
1995: 161). In his test of various theories of support for integration, Gabel
(1998b) demonstrates that, alongside utilitarian considerations, elite cues are
an important influence on public opinion. Similarly, Anderson (1998)
illustrates that at least in some countries, notably Denmark and France,
political influences are a key determinant of public support for the EU.

One of the most recent and informative contributions to this body of
literature is Ray’s (2003) evaluation of the conditional influence of party
positions on public opinion about the EU. Ray points out that the empirical
record of elite cueing is rather mixed when it comes to European integration
and argues that the contradictory results stem from the conditional nature of
partisan influence. His findings indicate that the effect of party positions on
the electorate varies with levels of disagreement among parties, party unity,
issue salience and party attachment. Ray’s work is a significant advance over
many of the previous studies in that, like Carrubba (2001), he controls for
reverse causation.1
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A conditional dual-process model

Much of the literature gives predominance to either the bottom-up or the top-
down model of European integration. We start from the assumption that both
are operating simultaneously. On the one hand, it is increasingly costly for
political parties to ignore public opinion. Although the issue has not yet led
to a wholesale transformation of party competition in Europe, political entre-
preneurs such as Haider in Austria, Le Pen in France and Wilders in the
Netherlands seem eager to wake the ‘sleeping giant’ (Van der Eijk and
Franklin, 2004). On the other hand, it is also clear that politicians hope to
manufacture the views that they would like to represent. Europeans may not
be complete tabulae rasae when it comes to European integration, but neither
are their views completely determined and unsusceptible to persuasion and
information.

We propose, then, a dual-process model of European integration, in
which elites simultaneously seek to influence and to respond to the mass
public. Such a model requires that we estimate reciprocal effects between
masses and elites. Reciprocal causation is not just a statistical nuisance that
one has to deal with in order to test one’s favourite theory, be it bottom-up
or top-down. Rather, reciprocal causation is of substantive interest, because
bottom-up and top-down processes may be mutually reinforcing.

At the same time, we should allow the bottom-up and top-down effects
to be conditional in nature. Too much of the literature assumes that these
effects unfold in a homogeneous manner across different contexts. Ray’s
(2003) work has begun to acknowledge the conditional nature of top-down
processes. We believe that this work should be expanded by considering a
greater variety of moderators and by extending the condition-seeking
approach to bottom-up processes as well. In the end, we may find that the
bottom-up and top-down processes operate uniformly. But such a finding
cannot be a foregone conclusion, because bottom-up and top-down processes
may respond to the electoral context of a nation, as well as to attributes of
party elites and supporters. We now consider these factors and suggest how
they could influence mass–elite linkages.

Electoral context

Three aspects of a nation’s electoral context may influence mass–elite linkages.
First, the electoral system matters if we draw a distinction between plurality
and proportional representation (PR) systems. In keeping with Wessels (1999),
we argue that party elites in PR systems focus on representing the party
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median, whereas parties in plurality systems are more concerned with the
median voter. Since our focus is on linkages between party elites and party
supporters, our prediction is that the bottom-up connection should be stronger
in PR than in plurality systems.2 Top-down linkages may also be stronger in
PR systems because parties tend to be less broad, as factions can split off while
still retaining a decent chance of winning seats. Because parties are less broad,
they are more likely to present a unified message on the topic of European
integration.

A second aspect of electoral context concerns the proximity of an election.
Although rational party elites continuously monitor mass preferences for
integration, elections should create particularly strong incentives for elites 
to pay attention to the cues that their supporters give. Evidence for this
hypothesis can be found in a study by Wessels (1995). Using Comparative
Manifesto Project and Eurobarometer data from 1973 to 1991, he shows that,
in the nine months prior to an election, the relationship is largely bottom-up,
as constituents exert a strong influence on the EU planks of the election mani-
festos. That said, during the pre- and post-election periods, i.e. three months
before and after the election, the elite–mass linkages regarding European inte-
gration are by and large top-down. During these periods, parties may tune
out constituents’ concerns and constituents may stop paying attention to
issues, relying instead on party cues.

Finally, referendums provide a powerful mechanism for creating a
bottom-up linkage between parties and their supporters. Countries that have
referendums provide citizens with an alternative pathway for influencing
policy, especially if the referendums are binding. Since it is potentially costly
for party elites to embark on policies only to find them repudiated in a refer-
endum, the referendum mechanism provides strong incentives for political
parties to align their policy stances with the positions of their constituents.
Party elites can no longer safely assume that their supporters will follow their
lead in referendums (Siune et al., 1994; Buch and Hansen, 2002), as the Dutch
and French social democrats discovered in the referendums over the
European Constitution. On the contrary, it may be increasingly the case that
parties want to know how their supporters feel before deciding which side
to take in the campaign.

Referendums may also influence top-down linkages. Party elites who
know that major EU policy changes have to go through a referendum have
strong incentives to spend more time informing and persuading their
supporters of the benefits of their views. Thus, referendums may instil in
party elites a habit of taking their case to the public, which should strengthen
the top-down connection.
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Attributes of parties and the party system

Several attributes of political parties are important in shaping the nature of
mass–elite linkages. First, greater issue salience should enhance the influence
of parties on voters. If an issue is salient to a party, one can expect the party
to vocalize its position clearly and frequently. Such a strong signal means that
even those who pay relatively little attention to politics are likely to be
exposed to the party position (Zaller, 1992). By contrast, parties that place
little emphasis on an issue are less likely to send a strong signal about their
position, which in turn reduces their ability to cue their electorates. Thus, the
more salient European integration is to a party, the more likely the party is
to influence its voters (Ray, 2003).

We are less clear about the effect of salience on the bottom-up linkage.
On the one hand, parties may make a strategic decision to emphasize
European integration because they know that their position corresponds to
that of their supporters (Steenbergen and Scott, 2004; Netjes and Binnema,
2006). On the other hand, salience may be a reflection of the party leader-
ship’s strong EU preferences, making it more difficult for party elites to adjust
their views to those of their supporters.

Second, the ability of a political party effectively to influence voters on
EU issues is conditioned by the degree of intra-party dissent. More unified
parties should exert greater influence over party supporters than more
divided parties do. European integration has provoked deep tensions inside
several major parties, including the French Gaullists, the UK Conservatives,
the German Christian Social Union, the Danish and Swedish social demo-
crats, and more recently the French socialists and the Dutch People’s Party
for Freedom and Democracy. Disagreement within parties about the correct
position to take on European integration can be expected to weaken the ability
of a party to influence the opinions of its electorate (Ray, 2003; Gabel and
Scheve, in this issue). The presentation of competing messages by various
party leaders will muddle the cues sent by the party to its supporters (Zaller,
1992). Moreover, cues may be muffled if internal party divisions deter a party
from publicly discussing European issues (Steenbergen and Scott, 2004). At
the same time, the influence of party supporters might be increased in divided
parties, because party elites may arbitrate between competing views by
determining what is most popular with party supporters.

At the party system level, Ray (2003) has established that top-down
effects are more prominent if there is inter-party dissent. The more consensus
on European integration there is among political parties, the less political
parties will benefit from stressing the issue. As a result, cues from party elites
to their supporters will tend to be subdued, thus weakening the top-down
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effect. At the same time, inter-party consensus signifies a lack of competition
over European integration. In the words of Van der Eijk and Franklin (1996:
369), ‘the lack of inter-party policy differences on European matters makes it
difficult for parties to fight elections on European issues’ (see also Mair, 2000).
This should have the effect of reducing the influence of supporters on party
elites, thus weakening the bottom-up connection.

Attributes of party supporters

A final factor affecting the party–electorate linkage concerns the character-
istics of the constituents themselves and, specifically, how many constituents
are opinion leaders, defined as those citizens who actively discuss politics
and seek to persuade others. Such citizens tend to be more interested in and
better informed about politics, characteristics that have important impli-
cations. On the one hand, elites of parties with large numbers of opinion
leaders may have a harder time ignoring the opinions of their constituents.
Larger numbers of their party supporters have crystallized views about
European integration, making public opinion more difficult to ignore.
Opinion leaders pay attention to politics and, if a party moves too far away
from its base, opinion leaders will notice and may communicate that
information to other potential voters. Therefore, opinion leadership should
intensify cue-taking by parties.

There is, however, another side to opinion leadership. As the two-step
flow model of communications (Berelson et al., 1954) would predict, party
elites have to rely on opinion leaders to get their messages across to
supporters. Parties that are starved of opinion leaders and that face a largely
inattentive base may find it extremely difficult to get their point across.
Opinion leadership may be important for another reason. Steenbergen and
Jones (2002) show a particularly strong responsiveness of opinion leaders to
party cues. Thus, parties with large numbers of opinion leaders may have an
easier time relaying their message, thereby enhancing cueing effects from
parties.

Methods

Data and measures

Our data span 1984 to 2002 and come from two sources. First, we use Euro-
barometers (EB) to capture public opinion about European integration at the
mass level (EB 21, 22, 29, 30, 37, 38, 45.1, 46, 51, 52 and 57.1). Second, we use
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