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1. Introduction 

Over the past decade, European integration has emerged as a key issue in domestic politics 

capable of rocking governments, jeopardizing party cohesion, and spurring new party-

political movements.  The 1992 Maastricht Treaty marked a watershed in the advancement 

in European integration, but it also signaled an end to the public’s so-called “permissive 

consensus”  with regard to European issues (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970).  While 

previous treaty revisions incited little public attention, ratification of the Maastricht Treaty 

launched intense public debate and provoked widespread backlash against the technocratic 

and elite-driven nature of the integration process.  As the EU encroaches more and more on 

individuals’  everyday lives, citizens are changing the way they evaluate the EU (Carey 

2002; Eichenberg and Dalton 2003) and European integration is becoming increasingly 

contested (Marks and Steenbergen 2004).  Since the early 1990s, Europe has witnessed a 

dual trend—a downward spiral in public support for the integration project (Eichenberg 

and Dalton 1993, 2003; Anderson and Kaltenthaler 1996; Franklin, McLaren, and Marsh 

1994) and a concomitant increase in the opportunities for the public to express their 

concerns.  This has paved the way for what some scholars suggest is a “constraining 

dissensus”  (Marks 1999; Hix 1999; van der Eijk and Franklin 1996).  We need only look to 

the successive treaty revisions and their associated referendums, most recently those 
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concerning the European Constitution, to see the powerful potential role that public 

opinion can play in constraining the integration process.  

As European integration becomes a more salient and contested issue in many 

member states (van der Eijk and Franklin 2004; Marks and Steenbergen 2004), the 

interaction between citizen and elite attitudes becomes evermore important for the future of 

the European Union.  Indeed, Inglehart’s (1970) question—“To what extent do public 

preferences constitute an effective influence on a given set of national decision-makers, 

encouraging them to make decisions which increase (or diminish) regional integration?”—

seems even more pertinent today than when he posed it some thirty years ago.  Addressing 

this question requires untangling the direction of causality in the elite-mass linkage.  While 

it is highly plausible that public preferences exert pressure on policy makers (a bottom-up 

connection), it is equally plausible that political elites influence electorate opinion (a top-

down connection).  Over three decades of scholarship illustrate that untying this causality 

knot is no easy task, as a consensus on the direction and strength of the party-electorate 

link has yet to emerge.   

In this paper, we revisit this age-old debate, using public opinion data from the 

Eurobarometer and expert survey data on party positions from 1984-1996.1  Our goal is 

two-fold. First, we argue that most empirical research regarding the relationship between 

electorate opinion and elite positions on the process of European integration fails to 

account for possible reciprocal causality (exceptions include Steenbergen and Scott 1998; 

Carubba 2001; Ray 2003a; Gabel and Scheve 2005). Our analysis takes this potential 

reciprocity into account through cross-lagged models. Second, we contend that research 
                                                 
1 This series will be update to 2002 in a next version of this paper. 
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should focus on the conditions under which the relationship between parties and mass 

publics is bottom-up or top-down, rather than attempting to demonstrate the dominance of 

the one of the two perspectives. We show that the strength and direction of cue-taking is 

conditional on context, as well as attributes of parties and electorates. 

 The paper proceeds as follows.  We begin in Section 2 by briefly reviewing the 

theoretical debate on the connection between party positioning and electorate preferences 

on the issue of European integration. In Section 3, we examine some of the conditions 

under which party-electorate linkages are either top-down or bottom-up. In Section 4, we 

elaborate the data and methodology used in the empirical analysis. In Section 5, we report 

and discuss the results of our empirical analysis, and in Section 6, we offer some 

concluding remarks, with special reference to Euroskepticism.  

 

2. Theoretical Debate: Bottom-Up or  Top-Down? 

The strength and direction of party-electorate linkages in Europe remains a contested issue. 

What is the relationship between elite and mass orientations toward European integration? 

What role have these two sets of actors—political elites and the European public—played 

in furthering the integration process? Has European integration proceeded because of or in 

spite of electorate opinion? The literature suggests two broad hypotheses. While some 

scholars indicate that integration is largely a “bottom-up”  phenomenon, with popular 

preferences guiding elite positions and pushing European integration forward, others have 

argued that integration is more likely a “ top-down”  phenomenon, with political elites 

exerting a formative leadership over electorate opinion. 
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According to received wisdom, at least until the late 1980s the process of European 

integration was accompanied by a so-called “permissive consensus”  on the part of the 

European citizenry (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970; Inglehart 1971).  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, disinterested, and generally favorably disposed public 

gave political elites free reign 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 only 

ever-so-slight and runs from top to bottom.  Indeed, this would seem to be the conclusion 

reached by Wildgen and Feld who noted that the masses of Europe “seem to view 

integration with more tolerance than enthusiasm” and that consequently “ the development 

of a politically developed and integrated Community will depend more on the behavior of 

the independent elites we have discovered than on mass opinions—which tend to follow 

rather than lead the vicars”  (1976: 331-332).  In other words, public opinion and elite 

positions are essentially divorced, leading to the hypothesis that political leaders have 

made decisions over European integration independent of the wishes of the European 

citizenry.   

Much has been made of the “erosion”  of the permissive consensus in the post-1992 

era. The Maasticht Treaty brought the integration project to the front door of European 

citizens and marked the movement of EU issues from the economic realm strongly into the 

political realm. The EU of the 1990s and of today is more relevant to the lives and interests 

of European citizens, as it increasingly affects their individual welfare and involves 

policies (notably the common currency, citizenship, immigration, common defense and 
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foreign policy) that are both highly salient and highly controversial (Gabel 2000; Hooghe 

and Marks 2005). The results of national referendums on the Maastricht Treaty, accession 

to the EU, and most recently the Constitutional Treaty, the prominence of European issues 

in national elections, the decrease of public support for the EU, and the rise of public 

protests over European issues all illustrate that the European public is becoming more 

aware of the impact of European integration on their lives and are demanding recognition 

for their concerns. 

 Recent scholarship has also cast doubt on the permissive consensus theory. 

Research on public support for European integration suggests that even relatively 

disinterested 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, while those who are hurt by such policies are likely to be 

against it (Eichenberg and Dalton 1993; Gabel 1998a, 1998b; Gabel and Palmer 1995; 

Anderson and Reichert 1995; Anderson and Kaltenthaler 1996). Work on national identity 

and support for integration also suggests the public holds 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). 

This work on public opinion and mass behavior 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 
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preferences on European integration is that rational political parties have a strong incentive 

to base their positions toward EU policies on electorate preferences (Carrubba 2001). 

While 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 not to lose 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 wavelength on EU matters. Consequently, 

when public opinion becomes more favorable toward the EU, party elites express more 

favorable opinions as well. Conversely, a downturn in constituents’  EU support should 

cause party elites to become more critical of European integration. Note that in contrast to 

the permissive consensus argument, here constituents do not just loosely define the space 

in which political elites can maneuver, 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. 

These predictions are consistent with a number of different literatures in political 

science. First, spatial models of voting behavior suggest that parties should locate 

themselves in accordance to the opinion distribution in the electorate. In doing so, they will 

try to adopt issue positions that attract voters. At the same time, these parties will do 

anything to avoid the loss of constituents, so they will be monitoring constituents with 

particular care (see Downs 1957; Hinich and Munger 1997). In a similar vein, the literature 

on Congressional voting behavior in the United States predicts that politicians pay a great 
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deal of attention to constituents if an issue is salient. In this case, politicians will try to 

follow constituents as much as they can (see Fiorina 1974). 

In a recent article testing among various theories of representation,2 Carrubba finds 

that there is evidence for this bottom-up connection (what he calls an “electoral 

connection”) in the European Union and moreover that this is not a post-Maastricht 

phenomenon.  Using a two-stage least squares regression model and party manifesto data 

from 1977-1992, Carrubba demonstrates that “ the more pro-EU the electorate is, the more 

pro-EU national parties tend to be”  and vice versa (2001: 153).  His results are particularly 

suggestive since he focuses on the EU pre-Maastricht.  It seems reasonable that in a post-

1992 Europe, in which the EU is salient and contested, that we would observe public 

opinion exerting an influence on parties, but Carrubba shows that national political parties 

were responding to voters’  preferences on European integration years before the EU 

became such a heightened issue.  In this sense, his findings are consistent with Stimson’s 

(1991) “policy mood”  theory, which argues that politicians anticipate the public’s “zone of 

acquiescence”  on an issue and respect electorate preferences even when they are not 

explicitly voiced (as was the case in pre-Maastricht EU).  The public’s region of 

acceptance, therefore, acts as a constraint on European integration. In addition to being 

provocative, Carrrubba’s work is also convincing empirically as his use of two-stage least-

squares enables him to control for the possibility of reverse causation, i.e. that the observed 

                                                 
2 Carrubba considers the three theories of representation.  1) The “permissive consensus”  theory asserts that 
elites are able to pursue their own interests, since the public is largely uninformed and disinterested. 2) The 
“policy mood” theory (Stimson 1991) suggests that public disinterest is, in fact, a sign that elites are sticking 
close enough to public preferences.  3) The “cue-taking”  theory argues that elites shape the public 
preferences through their policy position (Carrubba 2001).     
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correlation between electorate opinion and party positions results from the individuals 

using party cues to formulate their positions on integration. 

In contrast to the work highlighted above, there is an expansive body of scholarship 

suggesting a top-down connection, whereby political elites shape public attitudes toward 

European integration (Wilgden and Feld 1976; Franklin, Marsh and McLaren 1994; 

Weßels 1995; Steenbergen and Jones 2002; Netjes and Edwards 2005). Research has 

shown that the human capacity for calculation is far more limited than utilitarian models 

seem to presume (Chong 2000; Kinder 1998) and consequently public preferences may be 

weaker than predicted. Cues presented by political elites provide citizens with cognitive 

short-cuts that help them decide what is in their interest.  By taking a stance on a particular 

issue, such as European integration, elites might be able to persuade their electorates to 

adopt like-minded positions (Zaller 1992; Lupia and McCubbins 1998).   

What empirical evidence is there of elite cueing on EU issues?  Looking again to 

the research on public opinion and mass behavior as well as to research on referendums 

campaigns, we find support for partisan cueing on integration issues. 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 de Eijk and Franklin 1991).  Using party 

manifesto data as an indicator of a party’s position on European integration, Weßels 

analyzes the direction of influence between the parties and their electorates and finds that 

“parties are able to mobilize their supporters, bringing them closer to the party, whether for 

or against the EC” (1995:  161).3  In his test of various theories of support for integration, 

                                                 
3 Weßels work also provides moderate evidence for the bottom-up scenario, as he finds that electorate 
opinion influences the formulation of party manifestos.  
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Gabel (1998a) demonstrates that class partisanship and incumbent support are important 

influences on electorate opinions.  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. 

Research on referendum campaigns has also produced support for the top-down 

connection.  Work by Franklin and his colleagues on the ratification of the Maastricht 

Treaty demonstrates that voting behavior in the referendums was linked to support for 

incumbency parties (Franklin, Marsh, and McLaren 1994; Franklin, Marsh, and Wlezien 

1994; Franklin, van der Eijk, and Marsh 1995), though this finding is called into question 

by Siune, Svensson, and Tonsgaard (1994) who reach the conclusion that party affiliation 

had little effect on public attitudes in the Danish referendum.  More recent work by Hug 

and Sciarini (2000) on all EU referendums shows that support for incumbency parties is an 

important influence on EU support.4   

 One of the most recent and informative contributions to this body of literature is 

Ray’s (2003a) evaluation of the conditional influence of party positions on public opinion 

toward 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 results 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 advancement over many 

                                                 
4 For additional evidence in support of cue-taking, see Feld and Wildgen (1976); Inglehart, Rabier, and Reif 
(1991); Steenbergen, and Scott (1998); Steenbergen and Jones (2002); Netjes and Edwards (2005). 
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of the previously mentioned studies in that, like Carrubba (2001), he employs two-stage 

least-squares to control for reverse causation. 

 

3. Conditional Model of Public-Elite L inkages on European Integration 

In the following, we argue that rather than attemping to demonstate the dominance of the 

top-down or bottom-up perspective, we should focus on the conditions that favor the 

influence of parties on voters or vice versa. In order to examine the factors that mediate the 

elite-voter linkages on EU positioning, we need to develop a conditional model that 

accounts for the variation in the direction of cue-taking. Here we consider three classes of 

moderators: (1) context, defined both in terms of developments in the EU and the 

proximity of national elections, (2) party attributes, specifically party family and internal 

dissent, and (3) constituent attributes, specifically opinion leadership. We argue that each 

of these factors exerts an influence over the character of cue-taking. 

 

3.1. The Context of European Integration 

The process of European integration is dynamic and the changes that have occurred, such 

as the inclusion of new member states and the expansion of policy-making authority in 

Brussels, may have affected the nature of cue-taking in parties as well as constituents. On 

the one hand, the fall-out from the Maastricht Treaty put a definite end to permissive 

consensus so that we would expect parties to have become more responsive to their 

constituencies. On the other hand, as Europe was undergoing momentous change, 
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constituents may have looked at their parties for cues.5 Thus, cue-taking on both sides may 

have changed over time. 

 

3.2. The Electoral Context 

Secondly, we expect the timing of national parliamentary elections to moderate the 

relationship between party positions and voter opinions about European integration. 

Election years should create particularly strong incentives for elites to pay attention to the 

cues that constituents give. Research regarding voting behaviour in EP elections has 

already demonstrated the importance of national parliamentary cycles (Reif and Schmitt 

1980; van der Eijk and Franklin 1996). EP elections constitute so-called second-order 

elections (Reif and Schmitt 1980), which is to say that they are replications of national 

elections and are affected by the popularity and performance of national governments 

(Niedermayer 1984; Bogdanor 1989). 

 In a similar way, we expect national electoral effects to condition the impact of 

party cues on constituents. A study by Weßels (1995) demonstrates the relevance of the 

electoral sequence on the interaction between EU positions of parties and their supporters. 

Using Comparative Manifesto Project and Eurobarometer data from 1973 to 1991, Weßels 

(1995: 155ff.) 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 

manifestos. That said, during the pre- and post-election periods, i.e. three months before 

                                                 
5 One might argue that the growing salience of Europe has caused public opinion to crystallize, leaving 
constituents with less of a need to take cues from parties. As we shall show, there is some evidence for this. 
However, the extent of this crystallization should not be overstated. As Saris’  (1997) study shows, even after 
Maastricht a considerable number of people lacked stable preferences about European integration and could 
be swayed by cues embedded in a survey. 
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and after the election, the elite-mass linkages regarding European integration 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. 

 

3.3. The Role of Party Family 

Conventional wisdom on the public-elite linkage regarding European integration is that 

party elites are more favourable of the integration process than is the European public. 

Recent studies substantiate this view (Vaubel 1994; Hooghe 2003). The recent campaign 

on the Constitutional Treaty in the Netherlands was also accompanied by a clear division 

among citizens and political elites regarding the European integration process. Whereas the 

majority of Dutch parties (representing 85 percent of the seats in parliament) were in 

favour of the Treaty, the popular vote on June 1 resulted in a devastating loss for the 

governing coalition, but also the major opposition party (PvdA), as over 60 percent of 

Dutch citizens voted “no”  (Wynia 2005: 24). The French referendum of May 29 

demonstrated a similar gap between elites and citizens, and there is evidence that this gap 

extends to other member states as well. 

 What is interesting about the referenda in France and the Netherlands is that the 

disconnection between elites and citizens seemed to be particularly large for mainstream 

parties, including the government but also the largest opposition parties. In the Dutch 

referendum, only one of the parties in the “yes”  camp, namely D’66 (known for their post-

materialist and generally pro-EU stances), was able to cue a majority of its supporters 

(Wynia 2005: 24). The parties on the “no”-side (representing less than 15 percent of the 
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seats in Parliament), on the other hand, were able to appeal to or convince their electorates. 

For example, a staggering 96 percent of the supporters of the Socialist Party rejected the 

Treaty.6 Similarly, most supporters of the Groep Wilders, a right-wing party that was 

particularly active in the no campaign, voted along party lines. In France, too, it was the 

extreme left (Front National) and extreme left (Parti Communiste Francais) that led the 

campaign against the Constitution and were able to appeal to their constituents on May 29. 

 The recent experiences in France and the Netherlands suggest that extreme parties 

may be better at cueing their supporters than mainstream parties. Alternatively, one could 

argue that these parties are better at representing the views of their constituents. Either 

way, the nature of cue-taking may depend on whether a party operates in the mainstream or 

at the extremes of the ideological spectrum. 

 At first sight it seems odd that precisely the mainstream parties are disconnected 

from their constituents. The work of Stimson, MacKuen and Erikson (1995: 544) suggests 

that political parties “ rationally anticipate”  the positions of voters and adjust their own 

positions accordingly. Such an adjustment did not occur in the Netherlands or France, 

where mainstream parties continued to favour the European Constitution even in the face 

of growing evidence from the polls that this position would loose. However, adjusting 

positions is not as easy as it seems, especially not for mainstream parties that may be 

involved in or anticipate participation in a coalition government. First, positional shifts can 

create internal dissent, which may carry considerable costs. Second, in a party system in 

which most major parties favour further integration, taking an overt anti-position may 

                                                 
6 “Overweldigend nee tegen Europese Grondwet,”  De Volkskrant, June 2, 2005, under 
http://www.volkskrant.nl/denhaag/1117647256682.html. 
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reduce the likelihood of participation in the next coalition government (Steenbergen and 

Scott 2004). Unless the electoral payoff of such a positional shift is large, or the cost of 

losing touch with one’s constituents is considerable, it is likely that mainstream parties stay 

were they are.7 

 Parties on the extremes of the left-right spectrum, on the other hand, have a clear 

incentive to rally Euroskeptical sentiment among the public and oftentimes have a greater 

ability to do so. Following the idea of strategic issue salience (Steenbergen and Scott 

2004), parties on the extremes of the dominant political conflict dimension, for instance 

left/right-ideology, have a clear interest in restructuring contestation and stressing the 

integration issue in an effort to attract voters. Vote-seeking, that is the maximization of 

votes, constitutes the overriding objective of political parties (Downs 1957). Radical left- 

and right-wing parties are unable to maximize votes on the left/right-ideological axis, but 

may be able to exploit an issue such as European integration to enlarge their vote share. 

 

3.4. Internal Dissent and Cue-Taking 

We assert that the ability of a political party to effectively 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. European integration has 

provoked deep tensions inside several major parties, including the French Gaullists, the 

British Conservatives, the German CSU, the Danish and Swedish Social Democrats, and 

                                                 
7 Historically, the electoral fallout of taking an unpopular stance on European integration may have been 
limited. This may be changing. For example, the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA) declined in the polls by several 
seats after the June 1 referendum. There is evidence that the gap between the party elite and would-be Labour 
voters was particularly large. 



 

 16

more recently the French Conservatives and the Dutch VVD. 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. 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 

public discussion of European issues (see Steenbergen and Scott 2004). 

 

3.5 The Role of Opinion Leadership 

A final contextual factor affecting the party-electorate linkage concerns the characteristics 

of the constituents themselves and specifically how many constituents are opinion leaders, 

defined as politically aware and knowledgeable citizens. On the one hand, party elites of 

parties with large numbers of opinion leaders may have a harder time ignoring the opinions 

of their constituents. Large numbers of the party supporters may have clear views of the 

issue of European integration and this may make public opinion simultaneously less 

malleable and more difficult to ignore. Therefore, it is possible that opinion leadership 

intensifies cue-taking by parties. 

 There is another side to opinion leadership, however. As the two-step flow model 

of communications (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954) would predict, party elites 

have to rely on opinion leaders to get their messages across to constituents. Parties that are 

starved from opinion leaders and who face largely inattentive electorates may find it 

extremely difficult to get their point across. Such parties may not be able to persuade their 

electorates nor may there be much substance of opinion that they can depend on in 
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reshaping their own positions. Such parties, then, run a large risk of becoming dissociated 

from their electoral base. 

 Apart from this argument, 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 

with getting their message across, enhancing cueing effects from parties. 

 

4. Data and Methodology 

A key shortcoming of many analyses of the party-electorate link is their failure to 

adequately account for the reciprocal nature of this relationship. Acknowledging this 

deficiency, recent contributions by Carrubba (2001) and by Ray (2003a) employ two-stage 

least-squares regression to estimate nonrecursive models. Recall that Carrubba’s analysis 

provides evidence that at least part of the association between party positions and 

electorate opinion is a result of the strategic responses of parties to their supporters. Ray’s 

results, on the other hand, suggest that the positions taken by parties on European 

integration act as cues for party supporters with the strength of these cues being 

conditional on other factors. While the two studies clearly make contrasting arguments, 

with Carrubba’s advocating a bottom-up connection and with Ray’s supporting a top-down 

connection, it is important to note that their results are not incompatible. Rather, since both 

analyses control for reverse causation in the party-electorate link, taken together they 

provide evidence that causality does in fact run in both directions. Thus, they further 

demonstrate the necessity of accounting for reciprocal causation in future research. 
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In light of these findings, we estimate a series of models that allow for both 

bottom-up and top-down connections. Since data on party positions and electorate opinions 

are available for several time points, previous values can be used to predict subsequent 

stances. We do this by way of cross-lagged models that are widely used in the analysis of 

panel data. The basic structure of the models is that a party’s EU stance at time t is a 

function of that party’s stance at time t-1 as well as its constituent’s position at time t-1. 

Likewise, EU opinions of constituents at time t are modeled as a function of those opinions 

at time t-1 as well as the party’s stance at time t-1.The errors at time t are allowed to 

correlate, so that there are no degrees of freedom.8 The model was estimated using 

maximum likelihood. 

Our data come from Eurobarometers 22, 30, 38, and 46, as well as Ray’s (1999) 

expert survey of party positions on European integration. While Carrubba (2001) and 

others have relied on Party Manifesto Data to explore the mass-elite linkage on issues of 

European integration, we favor using expert survey data because they allow a clearer look 

at cue-taking when there is no election on the horizon. Party manifestos are strategic 

documents that are written for an election. These documents are likely to reflect the views 

of constituents (Carrubba 2001; Weßels 1995), but they may not provide a very good 

indication about the nature of cueing during times when electoral concerns are less 

prominent. 

                                                 
8 In our data, the lag between t-1 and t is four years. One might argue that this is too long of a lag, since 
parties and constituents respond to each other much faster. An alternative modeling approach is to specify a 
reciprocal path between positions at time t. However, apart from the fact that such an approach is fraught 
with statistical complications, we would argue that an instantaneous reaction between constituents and elites 
is unrealistic. Party elites need some time to adjust to constituent demands and vice versa, although the time 
involved is probably less than four years. 
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As our measure of EU support at the mass level we take the following question: 

“Generally speaking, do you think that (your country’s) membership in the European 

Union is a good thing, neither good nor bad, or a bad thing.”  Support for European 

integration is measured as the difference between the percentage of a party’s constituents 

who believe the EU is a good thing and the percentage who believe it is a bad thing.9 Our 

measure of a party’s EU stance is the mean expert rating on a 7-point scale of the party 

elite’s view of European integration (higher values indicate a more favorable position). 

 

5. Empir ical Analysis 

5.1. Pooled Analysis 

Our first analysis does not make any distinctions by moderator. It simply considers the 

relationship between parties and constituents pooled across parties and time. The 

results from this analysis are depicted in Table 1. The first thing to note about this 

table is that there is considerable stability in the party positions. This suggests that 

there is relatively little room for constituents to influence party positions. There is 

much less stability in the position of constituents, leaving more room for change. 

 
Table 1: Cross-Lagged Cueing Model Pooled across Time 

Predictor  Par ty Stance t Constituent Stance t 
Party Stance t-1 
 
Constituent Stance t-1 
 

.99**  
(.02) 
-.05*  
(.02) 

.18**  
(.07) 
.48**  
(.07) 

Note: Table entries are standardized ML path coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
* *  p<.01, *  p<.05. N=183. 
  

                                                 
9 As constituents we count those Eurobarometer respondents who expressed an intention that they would vote 
for a particular party. We exclude parties with fewer than 10 supporters. 
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Second, there is a powerful effect of parties on constituents. As parties become 

more favorable toward European integration, supporters are likely to follow suit; the 

same holds true when parties become less favorable in their integration stance. There 

is also a significant effect of constituents on parties but, surprisingly, this effect is 

negative. This suggests that growing dissatisfaction with European integration among 

constituents is not necessarily picked up by elites; quite the contrary, elites may be 

moving in a different direction. 

 This finding runs counter to the results reported by Carrubba (2001). There 

may be several explanations for this. First, we use a different measure of support for 

European integration than he used, although we doubt this explanation carries much 

weight since the expert survey placements of parties correlate strongly with the Party 

Manifesto placements (Ray 1999). Second, it may be that Carubba’s (2001) focus on 

election years is responsible for the different results; we shall revisit this issue later. 

Third, it could be that this result is an artifact of the time period that we study; perhaps 

including later years will change the results.10 No matter what the explanation, the 

negative effect of constituents on party elites is intriguing and suggests one reason why 

there may be a cleavage between parties and their supporters on the issue of European 

integration.11 

                                                 
10 In this connection we should mention that the current data may exaggerate the stability among parties. The 
ratings for 1984, 1988, and 1992 were done retrospectively and it is entirely possible that experts used their 
knowledge of a party’s current EU stance (i.e. in 1996) to deduce its stance in previous years. To the extent 
that this happened, stability may have been artificially inflated through an anchoring-and-adjustment 
phenomenon. To the extent that the stability of party positions is actually less, there may be more room for 
positive constituent effects on party elites. 
11 One reason for the anomalous effect of constituents on parties can be ruled out: the length of the lag. We 
estimated a model in which parties and constituents influence one another contemporaneously. This analysis 
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5.2. The Role of Integration Context 

To assess the role of integration context, we break down the analysis by period. That is 

we estimate models for 1984-1988, 1988-1992, and 1992-1996. The context of 

European integration in each of these three periods was vastly different. The period 

1984-1988 reflected the Single European Act, while 1988-1992 culminated in the 

Maastricht Treaty, and 1992-1996 occurred in the aftermath of the tumultuous 

referenda on Maastricht. Arguably cueing effects in these periods looked very 

different. The results in Table 2 corroborate this suspicion. 

 Considering the coefficients in the table, we observe considerable stability in 

party positions across the three periods. There is considerable stability also in the 

positions of constituents, with the exception of 1988-1992. This is understandable, as 

the dramatic changes in European integration in this period may have led to 

considerable opinion change among voters. 

 

Table 2: Cross-Lagged Cueing Model by Time Per iod 

 1984-1988 (N=58) 1988-1992 (N=63) 1992-1996 (N=62) 
Predictor  Par ty t Const. t Par ty t Const. t Par ty t Const. t 
Party t-1 
 
Const. t-1 
 

1.01**  
(.03) 
-.06*  
(.03) 

.18+ 
(.11) 
.62**  
(.11) 

.97**  
(.04) 
-.04 
(.04) 

.36**  
(.11) 
.41**  
(.11) 

.99**  
(.04) 
-.03 
(.04) 

-.14 
(.12) 
.77**  
(.12) 

Note: Table entries are standardized ML path coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
* *  p<.01, *  p<.05, + p<.10. 
 

 In terms of the cross-lags, we observe an interesting pattern. In the period 

1984-1988 there were weak cue-taking effects for constituents. There also was a 

                                                                                                                                                    
makes the constituent-to-elite path non-significant, but it remains slightly negative. This result is still at odds 
with Carrubba (2001). 
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negative relationship between the positions of constituents and subsequent positions of 

party elites. This is the only period where the constituent-to-elite path is negative and 

statistically significant, suggesting that one explanation for the results in Table 1 is the 

character of elite-mass linkages in 1984-1988. We would argue that this period still 

reflects the vestiges of permissive consensus. Party elites are able to move in 

directions opposite of their constituents, while cueing effects from those elites are 

limited. 

 The pattern in the period 1988-1992 is quite different. While the effect of 

constituents on elites is not significant, the reverse path is. There is strong evidence 

that constituents shifted their opinions in the direction of elites during 1988-1992. The 

monumental changes that transpired in the EU during this period undoubtedly left 

many citizens in need of direction. What would Europe look like? How should they 

feel about the new direction of the European Union? All of these changes came on top 

of equally monumental changes in world history: the collapse of the Soviet Block and 

the end of the Cold War. It thus makes sense that party-to-constituent effects were 

large. 

 The next period, 1992-1996, presents more of an enigma. There is evidence of 

neither constituent-to-party nor party-to-constituent effects. Perhaps this was a 

transitional period or perhaps the EU entered a new era. We can only tell by 

considering additional data (as we shall do in the next version of this paper). However, 

the pattern observed for the 1992-1996 era is of considerable interest regardless of 

whether it was ephemeral or more permanent. It is this kind of pattern that allows a 
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gap between elites and citizens to develop. When elites fail to respond to the views of 

constituents and the latter do not respond to elites, it is possible that party elites 

continue on a path of further integration whereas citizens become ever more 

Euroskeptical. It is this kind of dual trajectory of mass and elite opinions that was 

manifested during the recent French and Dutch referenda. 

 At a broader level, these results suggest that the nature of cue-taking varies by 

context. Neither the impact of party elites nor that of constituents is constant over time. 

As the process of European integration changes, so does the elite-mass linkage. 

 

5.3 Electoral Cycles and the Nature of Cueing 

Constituents should have a particularly strong effect on party elites during election 

years. The prospect of failure at the polls should make parties particularly attentive to 

the electorate, especially constituents. At the same time, previous research has shown 

that cueing by elites does not stop during election years (Weßels 1995). Does the 

evidence support these ideas? 

 Table 3 shows the results for countries that did not have an election in the year 

that party and constituent positions were measured and countries that did.12 

Interestingly, the cross-lagged effect of constituents on elites is negative when no 

election is imminent, although we suspect this result is driven primarily by the 1984-

1988 period. This negative effect disappears during election years; the coefficient 

becomes positive, albeit insignificant. This suggests that party elites do not dare to 

                                                 
12 Because of sample size limitations, these and subsequent results are again pooled across years. 
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move away from the electorate when an election is on the horizon, although they do 

not exactly respond to their constituents either. 

 

Table 3: Cross-Lagged Cueing Models by Electoral Cycle 

 No Election (N=140) Election (N=43) 
Predictor  Par ty t Const. t Par ty t Const. t 
Party t-1 
 
Const. t-1 

1.00**  
(.03) 

-.07**  
(.03) 

.18*  
(.08) 
.45**  
(.08) 

.97**  
(.04) 
.02 

(.04) 

.16 
(.13) 
.60**  
(.13) 

Note: Table entries are standardized ML path coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
* *  p<.01, *  p<.05. 
 

 The ability of parties to cue their constituents seems more stable across 

electoral contexts. While not statistically significant in the election subgroup, the 

coefficient is virtually indistinguishable from the no election subgroup.13 This suggests 

that electoral context may be less influential on cue-giving by elites than it is on cue-

giving by constituents. 

 

5.4 The Role of Party Family 

Earlier we argued that the elite-mass linkage may be particularly tenuous for 

mainstream political parties. Ideologically extreme parties, on the other hand, might be 

in a better position to cue their constituents. Do these expectations bear out 

empirically? 

 The results in Table 4 suggest that they do. Mainstream parties (i.e. socialists, 

liberals, Christian-Democrats, conservatives, and greens) appear to be ineffective in 

                                                 
13 The lack of statistical significance may be due to the small size of the election subgroup. This may also be 
the reason why the constituent-to-party link is not statistically significant in this group. 
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cueing their constituents, while their EU stances seem to move opposite from where 

their constituents stood four years earlier.14 Extreme left and right parties, on the other 

hand appear able to cue their constituents. 

 

Table 4: Cross-Lagged Cueing Models by Par ty Type 

 Mainstream (N=147) Election (N=30) 
Predictor  Par ty t Const. t Par ty t Const. t 
Party t-1 
 
Const. t-1 

.96**  
(.03) 
-.07*  
(.03) 

.07 
(.08) 
.45**  
(.08) 

.98**  
(.06) 
-.07 
(.06) 

.28*  
(.15) 
.55**  
(.15) 

Note: Table entries are standardized ML path coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
* *  p<.01, *  p<.05. 
 

 This is an interesting finding. It suggests why mainstream parties have found 

themselves alienated from the mass public. Ineffective at cueing their constituents, 

these parties have also failed to shift positions that would close the gap. More extreme 

parties have not had this problem and have frequently exploited the weaknesses of the 

mainstream by pointing out that it is out of touch.15 

 

5.5 Dissent, Unity, and Cueing 

European integration has proved to be a divisive issue for many parties. A party’s 

ability to influence its constituents may be diminished if that party is divided. By 

                                                 
14 Some might question our decision to consider Greens to be in the mainstream. However, we would argue 
that they are increasingly mainstream, in some cases participating in the government. In any case, our results 
do not depend on our classification of Greens. 
15 A recent example is Geert Wilders in the Netherlands. However, Pim Fortuyn preceded him in depicting 
the mainstream parties as being out-of-touch with the Dutch electorate. Wilders did not hesitate to make this 
same accusation after the outcome of the referendum. In the process, he called for the resignation of the 
government. 
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contrast, unified parties should be much more successful at sending a clear signal of 

their position and hence of cueing their constituents. 

 

Table 5: Cross-Lagged Cueing Models by Par ty Unity 

 Unified (N=86) Divided (N=97) 
Predictor  Par ty t Const. t Par ty t Const. t 
Party t-1 
 
Const. t-1 

1.00**  
(.02) 
-.02 
(.02) 

.25*  
(.10) 
.44**  
(.10) 

.97**  
(.04) 
-.09*  
(.04) 

.08 
(.10) 
.50**  
(.10) 

Note: Table entries are standardized ML path coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
* *  p<.01, *  p<.05. 
 

 We tested these ideas by relying on one of the items in Ray’s (1999) expert 

survey concerning the extent of internal dissent over European integration. We used a 

median split to distinguish between parties that are relatively unified and one’s that are 

relatively divided (which in some cases means that they are seriously divided). The 

results are shown in Table 5. They lend considerable support to our ideas. There is a 

powerful cueing effect of party elites on constituents when the party is relatively 

unified. This effect dwindles and loses statistical significance when the party is 

relatively divided. In this subset of parties, we also see a negative constituent-to-party 

path, which is absent for more unified parties. 

 In light of these findings, the irony is that it is precisely some of the more 

internally divided parties that have tried to mobilize their constituents on the basis of 

European integration. A case in point are the British Conservatives who have 

attempted to use the EU as a wedge into the Labour support base but who have also 

become increasingly divided over this issue. Our results would suggest that such a 
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strategy is not likely to pay dividend. Indeed attempts to mobilize on the basis of a 

divisive issue may only serve to increase internal dissent and as such could backfire. 

 

5.6 The Role of Opinion Leadership 

A party’s ability to cue its constituents may depend on the presence of opinion leaders, 

i.e. individuals who are attentive to political information, knowledgeable, and willing 

to discuss politics. The Eurobarometer surveys identify such individuals through a 

series of questions. For each constituency we calculated what percentage could be 

considered as opinion leaders. For the present analysis we classified the top quartile as 

being strong on opinion leadership. 

 

Table 6: Cross-Lagged Cueing Models by Levels of Opinion Leadership 

 Low Opinion Leadership (N=136) High Opinion Leadership (N=47) 
Predictor  Par ty t Const. t Par ty t Const. t 
Party t-1 
 
Const. t-1 

.98**  
(.03) 
-.05*  
(.03) 

.03 
(.08) 
.46 

(.08) 

1.00**  
(.05) 
-.05 
(.05) 

.44**  
(.12) 
.44**  
(.12) 

Note: Table entries are standardized ML path coefficients with estimated standard errors in parentheses. 
* *  p<.01, *  p<.05. 
 

 The results in Table 6 suggest that opinion leadership matters a great deal for 

the cueing of constituents. Parties that are relatively low on opinion leadership are 

unable to cue their constituents. By contrast, parties high on opinion leadership exert 

powerful cueing effects, one’s that parallel the autoregressive aspect of constituent 

opinions in terms of their magnitude. These findings are consistent with the two-step 

communication model of Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954). 



 

 28

 We also had anticipated that party elites would be more responsive to 

constituents if many of those constituents were opinion leaders. We see no such effect: 

in both sub-groups the effect of constituents on party elites is the same. What may be 

the case here is that opinion leaders pick up on the cues from elites and therefore 

become naturally aligned with those elites (see Steenbergen and Jones 2002), without 

the alignment being a consequence of elites responding to opinion leaders. 

 

6. Conclusion 

As a result of the post-Maastricht referenda many were quick to pronounce the death of the 

so-called “permissive consensus”  about European issues. The recent referenda in France 

and the Netherlands only reinforce this post-mortem. But what has come in its place? Is 

Europe still an elite driven process with the qualification that elites now have to work 

harder than ever to cue and persuade their constituents (Ray 2003a)? Or is European 

integration (and perhaps has always been) a mass driven phenomenon, with party elites 

following what they perceive to be the preferences of their voters (Carrubba 2001)? The 

answer to these questions is of fundamental importance for understanding the nature of 

European integration and also for predicting its future, a topic that has received much 

media attention in the aftermath of the recent referenda. 

 We have argued that one can only answer these questions if (1) elite cueing of 

constituents and constituent cueing of elites are modeled simultaneously and if (2) one 

conceives of cueing as a contingent process. Our analysis encapsulates those premises. 

Although it is somewhat limited by the time frame that we studied and additional 
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contingencies could have been explored, we believe that our results shed new light on the 

question of who cues whom. 

 On the whole our results favor the idea that party elites cue constituents and not 

vice versa. We have uncovered precious little evidence that party elites represent their 

constituent’s views on European integration. On the contrary, many times party elites seem 

to be moving in a different direction than their constituents. The lack of responsiveness of 

party elites to constituents runs counter to Carrubba (2001), but is not altogether surprising 

in light of the remarkable stability of elite positions vis-à-vis European integration. We 

should hasten to add, however, that an expanded time frame might reveal more potent 

effects of constituents on party elites. 

 Our results also show that the effectiveness of elite cueing is highly contingent. 

This is important. If elites would always succeed at cueing their constituents, then we 

should expect an alignment of the preference of parties and their voters. In such a world it 

should not happen that a majority of the party elite favors a European Constitution while a 

majority of the constituents votes against it, as happened in France and the Netherlands. 

The reality is that effective cueing depends on a number of factors, including ideological 

extremity, party unity, and opinion leadership. 

 The contingent nature of cueing effects has an important empirical implication. 

There are several instances where political parties fail to cue their electorates and also fail 

to respond to the views of their would-be voters. This is true of mainstream parties, divided 

parties, as well as parties with a shortage of opinion leaders. It is here that a disconnection 

between the party elites and the voters may form. As party leaders forge ahead with 
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European integration, the trend in most member states, public opinion may be more 

cautious about further integration, another trend (Vaubel 1994; Hooghe 2003). To close 

this potential gap, party elites will either have to adjust their position or sway their 

constituents. If they fail at both of these options, then they may find themselves alienated 

from their own constituents, a problem that only becomes more severe as politicians from 

the ideological fringes make this alienation a campaign theme. 

 The alienation of constituents from party elites lies at the heart of Euroskepticism. 

To be sure, Euroskepticism is about the future of European integration: it is the expression 

of a doubt that the current direction of European integration is the right one, that the 

present speed of integration is advisable. However, Euroskepticism is also about the 

disconnection between elites and masses. It is the idea that political parties (mostly from 

the mainstream) have set in motion a project of massive proportions without ever 

consulting their voters and without ever explaining to them what this project is all about. 

Stemming the tide on this aspect of European integration will require that party elites pay 

attention to their constituents, or try to cue them effectively, or both. 
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