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Trust in political parties and ideological proximity
voting in Europe: the role of trust in political parties
as a heuristic mechanism
Martin Okolikj a, Silke Goubinb, Dieter Stiers b and Marc Hoogheb

aDepartment of Comparative Politics, University of Bergen, Bergen Norway; bCentre for
Political Science Research, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Leuven Belgium

ABSTRACT
Previous studies have investigated to what extent voters can achieve proximity
between their preferences and the positions of the party they vote for.
Combining data from the European Social Survey and the Chapel Hill Expert
Survey, we investigate whether trust in political parties increases ideological
proximity voting. We argue that voters use their level of trust in parties as a
heuristic mechanism. First, trust can increase proximity voting because
citizens need to trust that political parties will take voters’ policy preferences
into account when in government. Second, we examine whether low-trusting
voters tend to cast a protest vote, and do not engage in ideological
proximity voting. We test this assumption regarding three determinants of
the vote choice: general left-right ideology views, preferences for income
redistribution, and anti-immigrant sentiments. We find that ideological
proximity voting is indeed moderated by trust: those who trust political
parties are more likely to cast a vote based on their policy preferences, while
those who distrust tend to vote for protest parties. Nevertheless, also among
protest voters, trust is conducive for higher levels of proximity voting.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 7 December 2020; Accepted 18 July 2022

Introduction

The assumption that citizens vote according to their ideological positions on
important policy issues is well established in the political science literature.
Ideological proximity voting is crucial to ensure the representativeness of
democratic elections, where voters are expected to have positions on multiple
policy issues and to vote for a political party that is in line with their positions
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(Powell 2000): only if there is a strong correlation between the position of voters
and the parties they vote for, it can be assumed that elections are a prime tool
to reveal the political preferences of the population (Golder and Stramski 2010).

Various determinants of ideological proximity voting have already been
investigated, with their focus being either on the characteristics of the indi-
vidual voter, or the electoral system (Lau et al. 2014). On the individual
level, it has been shown that sophisticated and motivated voters are more
likely to vote based on their policy preferences (Dassonneville et al. 2020;
Lau et al. 2014). On an institutional level, a good deal of attention has
been given to how the political information environment, like having a multi-
party system, a fragmentized media system, or compulsory voting, facilitates
proximity voting (Dassonneville et al. 2019; Hooghe and Stiers 2017; Lau,
Andersen, and Redlawsk 2008; Lau et al. 2014).

We argue that previous research investigating voters’ motivation and
ability to cast an ideological proximity vote, did not pay sufficient attention
to an important aspect of proximity voting: voters’ perceptions of the trust-
worthiness of political parties. We assume that voters will put more effort
into casting an ideological proximity vote if they trust political parties. The
key point is that when political parties are perceived as responsive to the
wishes of citizens, citizens will be more likely to cast a vote in line with
their own political preferences. Trust in parties can thus be used as a heuristic
by citizens for the extent to which parties will take the electoral signal into
account.

Two conditions are crucial for ideological proximity voting. First, it has to
be assumed that political parties are “sincere”, i.e. that on average, parties and
politicians will put an honest effort to fulfil their campaign pledges (Stiers
et al. 2021). The literature on the fulfilment of electoral pledges suggests
that political parties indeed try to implement their promises, even if this
effort is not necessarily successful. It also suggests that parties who are
more successful at implementing their promises, are rewarded in subsequent
elections (Matthieß 2020). Second, it is equally important that voters see this
effort and believe that parties can be trusted with the mandate they receive.
When trust is absent, we can assume that voters will not bother to cast an
ideologically coherent vote, and turn to protest parties instead (Dalton and
Weldon 2005). Hence, citizens rely on their trust perceptions to assess politi-
cal parties through a dual screening mechanism: while trusting citizens vote
for a party closest to them, low-trusting citizens are more likely to turn to anti-
establishment parties as a form of a protest vote, thereby lowering the con-
gruence of their vote.

We test whether citizens achieve higher levels of ideological proximity
voting when they believe that political parties are trustworthy. To do so,
we combine the European Social Survey (ESS), which contains information
on respondents’ vote choices, political preferences, and trust in political
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parties, with data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES), which has infor-
mation on parties’ ideological positions on policy issues. In the literature,
various suggestions have been made on how best to operationalize ideologi-
cal proximity voting (Lau and Redlawsk 1997, 2006). We follow Dassonneville
et al. (2019) as we measure the correspondence between voters’ preferences
on specific topics, and the position of the party they voted for (Hooghe and
Stiers 2017; Wagner, Johann, and Kritzinger 2012). We focus on the general
ideology of citizens, and their preferences on two specific issues, i.e. their pre-
ferences regarding economic redistribution, and immigration attitudes. The
results of the analyzes provide corroborating evidence for our hypotheses:
citizens with higher levels of trust in parties, are more likely to vote in an ideo-
logically consistent manner, and low-trusting citizens vote for protest parties.
However, protest party voters with higher trust in parties, are also more likely
to cast an ideologically proximate vote.

Theory: why trust in parties should matter for ideological
proximity voting

Elections are the cornerstone of representative democracy, as they allow citi-
zens to express their political preferences. To enable effective representation,
it is important that political parties act upon the signal sent by the electorate
through elections and link the political preferences of the voters with their
actions or policy outcomes (Manin 1997). Building on Lau and Redlawsk’s
(1997, 2006) work, we argue that for effective representation to occur, not
only high levels of electoral turnout matter, but also the extent to which
voters cast votes in line with their political preferences (Lau, Andersen, and
Redlawsk 2008). Even in cases of high turnout, if all voters would cast a
vote randomly, or spoil their ballots, the elections would not provide much
information about the policy preferences of the electorate (Lau et al. 2014).
Therefore, for democracies to function well, citizens should cast a vote in
line with their own values, and political beliefs (Lau and Redlawsk 1997).

Our conceptualization of ideological proximity voting builds on two dis-
tinct elements: political parties and voters. Political parties play a crucial
role in linking citizens’ preferences to the political decision-making process.
Parties are expected to provide the electorate with policy programmes, on
which they compete with each other. When in government, parties use gov-
erning bodies to implement those programmes (Mair 2006; Powell 2004). The
closer voters’ political preferences resemble those of the parties they voted
for, the more responsive political institutions can be, and the more
effective democracy works (Powell 2004; Stiers and Dassonneville 2019).

This leads to the second political actor in proximity voting: the voters. The
literature on ideological proximity voting has pointed out that, even though
most voters cast a vote for parties that represent their political preferences
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fairly accurately (Dassonneville et al. 2020; Green and Jennings 2017; Lau et al.
2006; Lau and Redlawsk 1997, 2006; Stubager and Slothuus 2013), it is less
clear how exactly they make this decision. Spatial theories on voting behav-
iour rely on past experience as a possible mechanism, where over time, voters
recall which party is typically closest to them, as they develop a party attach-
ment on the basis of their preferences (Downs 1957).

However, past experiences with political parties can also produce a sense
of trust or distrust in parties. Trust is a characteristic of relations, which has
subjects (in this case voters), objects of trust (here: political parties) and
expectations about what that object of trust should do (Bertsou 2015;
Braithwaithe and Levi 1998). Trust in parties can be seen as an evaluative jud-
gement of citizens, based on the perceived responsiveness and reliability of
parties (Citrin and Stoker 2018; Dalton 2004; Dalton and Weldon 2005;
Hetherington and Husser 2012; Hooghe and Okolikj 2020; Levi and Stoker
2000).1 Hence, trust in political parties depends on citizens’ expectations
that what is promised during the campaign will be delivered when that
party gets elected, or at least that there will be an attempt to deliver on
the election pledges. It should be noted that by using this definition, we
firmly situate ourselves in the research tradition that citizens are critical trus-
ters, i.e. that their trust depends on the behaviour of specific institutions,
rather than on the innate trusting nature of citizens (Van der Meer and Ouat-
tara 2019; Wu and Wilkes 2018).

Trust in parties potentially has important ramifications for ideological
proximity voting, since trust can be used by citizens to predict future behav-
iour of parties as a heuristic. Indeed, if parties were unreliable in the past
(leading to low trust), why would they be reliable in the future (Fiorina
1981; Hetherington 2005; Hetherington and Rudolph 2015)? In reality, trust
in political parties is quite low in Western democracies (Dalton and Weldon
2005; Kim 2007), and it should be highlighted that trust in parties is usually
even lower than trust in other political institutions, corroborating the critical
truster approach (Hooghe and Okolikj 2020; Kim 2007; Zmerli and Hooghe
2011). This is an additional reason to further study the consequences of
levels of trust in parties as a heuristic specifically (rather than trust in
general) on citizens’ vote choices and the functioning of electoral
democracies.

We argue that citizens who think that political parties are untrustworthy
have fewer incentives to vote based on policy preferences. If one does not
trust that political parties will implement what they stand for, ideological

1Note that we investigate trust in political parties in general and our argument depends on having trust
in parties overall (in the questionnaire this is referred to as “political parties”, without any further spe-
cification). If one would only have trust in one specific party, we cannot assume that higher trust would
be associated with higher ideological proximity voting, as trust in just one specific party might lead to
a vote for that party, even when it is not fully in line with the preferences of that citizen.
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proximity voting becomes less salient. In contrast, when citizens trust parties
and believe that these parties will take on voters’ signals to develop future
policy, they will be encouraged to send strong policy signals with their
vote. This argument is in line with the broader literature on the use of political
trust as a heuristic, i.e. as a cognitive shortcut to make difficult political
decisions (Hetherington 2005; Hetherington and Husser 2012; Rudolph 2017).

We expect this association to occur regardless of the political orientation
of citizens, as both left- or right-leaning citizens can express political (dis)-
trust. Moreover, if citizens overall distrust parties, they will make less of an
effort to compare party programmes across different parties. Hence, trust
in parties should steer voters towards ideological proximity voting:

Hypothesis 1: The ideological proximity vote is stronger for voters with a higher
level of trust in political parties than for voters with lower levels of trust in
parties.

Thus far, the mechanism we hypothesized was a general one: less trusting
citizens will be less likely to cast a vote that is in line with their ideological
preferences. However, distrusting voters in particular are faced with a
dilemma. They might have less incentives to invest in proximity voting (as
hypothesized), yet, they could also be motivated to ventilate their discontent
by casting a protest vote (Bélanger 2017; Bergh 2004; Ceka 2012; Hooghe
2018). Low-trusting voters are thus faced with a dual screening mechanism:
As protest parties are typically more radical, this means that distrusting
voters may have to cast a vote for a protest party that is further away from
their own ideological position, in order to express their distrust in political
parties. For example, say that you are a conservative voter in France during
the presidential elections, with low trust. While the closest presidential candi-
date to your ideological profile would be the candidate of Les Républicains,
you no longer trust this party to enact conservative-leaning policies when in
power. As you still feel it is your duty to vote, you could decide to vote for
Marine le Pen and Le Rassemblement National, as this party ventilates your
anti-establishment feelings and still somehow matches your ideological
profile. However, as that party has a more extreme position on the ideological
spectrum, it is more ideologically distant.

This dilemma may drive distrusting voters to cast a vote for parties that are
not necessarily closely representing their ideological preferences in order to
express their discontent. Hence, our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Citizens with low levels of trust in parties are more likely to cast a
protest vote.

In summary: our focus is on high- and low-trusting citizens who turn out to
vote. Within this group, we expect that the most trusting voters are more
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likely to cast an ideologically proximate vote, and that distrusting citizens
may vote for a less proximate party and/or cast a protest vote.

Before going into the more specific issues, a note needs to be made about
the association between trust in parties, ideological proximity voting, and
turnout. In most countries, citizens who do not trust parties also have the
option to abstain from voting, and one could wonder why someone not trust-
ing parties would turn out to vote (Dalton and Weldon 2005). Indeed, our
analyzes show a significant positive association between trust in political
parties and self-reported turnout in the last national election (see Appendix
C). To some extent, this behaviour fits our theoretical mechanism: self-evi-
dently, if low trust in parties leads citizens to abstain from voting, they also
do not signal their policy preferences, further decreasing the overall repre-
sentativeness of the electoral result. We would like to highlight that there
are many other reasons for turnout among low-trusting voters, such as citi-
zens’ feeling of duty to vote (Blais 2000), due to a strategic, instead of a
sincere vote (Cain 1978), or as a way to ventilate their discontent by
casting a protest vote (as hypothesized) (Bélanger 2017). In this study, we
focus on what happens at the voting booth, i.e. among those citizens that
do make the effort to vote.

Data and methods

In order to test our hypotheses, we combine information about the position
of political parties by using the Chapel Hill Expert Survey, with information
about citizens’ political attitudes and their vote choice through the European
Social Survey. For individual-level analyzes, the ESS is an ideal source as it asks
the same questions across various countries and years. For our party-level
data, the CHES uses expert surveys to judge political parties’ positions on
different issues, which is consistently done across years as well. We match
the position of political parties from the CHES, with the reported vote
choice from the respondents in the ESS. Since the political parties included
in the ESS self-evidently are the same as the political parties measured in
the CHES, we were able to match the political parties in the two datasets.
We were able to identify and match three comparable cross-national
survey years from these two datasets, conducted in the same years and pro-
viding us with three consecutive time points: 2006, 2010, and 2014. The CHES
overlaps in these time periods with ESS information on 21 European
countries, which allows us to match and include j = 56 national surveys in
total, with i = 62,548 individual observations.

To test hypothesis 1, we focus on three different measures of political pre-
ferences. First, we use the general left-right continuum, measured on a 0–10-
scale where 0 refers to the ideological left and 10 to the ideological right. This
general ideological measure suits our purposes of modelling proximity voting
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well: as a “super issue” it encapsulates cleavages salient to voters at a certain
point in time (Van der Eijk, Schmitt, and Binder 2005), and it has been shown
that voters’ perceptions of left and right are comparable to those of experts –
which we use here (Dalton, Farrell, and McAllister 2011). This measure hence
allows us to calculate a direct difference score to be able to model proximity
voting (see Dassonneville et al. 2019; Hooghe and Stiers 2017) (for a full
description of the variables see Appendix A; for descriptive statistics, see
Appendix B).

After testing proximity voting using this broad ideological continuum, we
focus on two of the most salient issues in contemporary elections: (1) pos-
itional economics, with a focus on income redistribution (Lewis-
Beck, Nadeau, and Foucault 2013; Quinlan and Okolikj 2020), and (2) atti-
tudes toward immigration (Hooghe and Marks 2018). We measure views
towards the economy with the question in the ESS using a five-point scale:
“Government should take measures to reduce differences in income levels”.
Those who strongly agree with this statement were coded 1 and those
who have strong opposing views were coded 5. We expect that respondents
that report a preference for higher levels of income redistribution, vote for a
party with similar policy positions. Second, we focus on an important new
cleavage, that is based on libertarian versus authoritarian values. Kriesi
et al. (2012) have argued that the issue of globalization, which manifests
itself through immigration preferences, has become an important cleavage
in electoral politics. We measure anti-immigration sentiments using a compo-
site score of three questions asked in the ESS. Respondents were asked to
indicate their views on what effect immigration has on (a) the economy in
their country, (b) the culture in their country, and (c) whether immigrants
make their country a worse or a better place to live. All three variables load
well on a unidimensional scale, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84. The compo-
site score retains the original 11-point scale of the separate questions, with 0
referring to positive attitudes toward immigration and 10 to negative atti-
tudes towards immigration, which matches our dependent variable.

Focusing on these issues, the analysis takes several steps. First, using the
general left-right continuum, we estimate a traditional proximity model by
calculating the distance between the voters’ own position, and the position
of the party this voter voted for (based on the CHES data). We then test
whether those with higher levels of trust in parties span, on average, a
smaller ideological distance with their vote. For the two more specific
issues, we cannot calculate such a direct distance measure, as the scales of
the ESS and CHES are not directly comparable. Therefore, we construct two
additional dependent variables indicating the policy position of the party
the respondent voted for – in line with the two political issues under investi-
gation. The first dependent variable indicates the extent to which the party
the ESS respondent voter for, favours (lower values on the scale) or is
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against (higher values on the scale) government action in reducing income
differences, on a 0–10-scale (measured in the CHES). In line with our focus
on immigration policy, the second dependent variable indicates an immigra-
tion policy scale of the party the ESS respondent voted for, with 0 meaning a
very liberal stance toward immigration and 10 meaning being strongly
against immigration. For these issues, we first test whether voters link their
preferences on these issues with the party they vote for – i.e. whether the
respondents’ vote is in line with their ideological position – by regressing
their own opinion on the position of the party they voted for. Then, following
our hypotheses, we test whether trust in political parties strengthens the level
of voter-party ideological proximity by including an interaction term between
the voters’ own position and their level of trust in parties.

Our main argument is that trust in political parties plays an important
moderating role in ideological proximity voting. We use a standard question
in the trust literature from the ESS, which asks respondents how much they
trust political parties, on an 11-point scale, with 0 indicating that respondents
do not trust parties at all, and 10 meaning complete trust.

To test our second hypothesis on the dual screening mechanism, we
define low-trusting voters as those voters that are at least one standard
deviation below the mean on the trust in parties scale (i.e. voters who
scored 0 or 1 on the trust question). This amounts to about 25% of the
respondents.

There are several ways in which protest voting can operationalized. In
order to make a meaningful comparison between the countries and parties
under study, we adopt the view that distrusting citizens protest against the
current system by voting for populist or radical parties (Bélanger 2017;
Hooghe 2018). Hence, we operationalize protest voting through the PopuList
(Rooduijn et al. 2019), and the ParlGov databases. Voters of parties classified
as being populist, radical left or radical right in the PopuList, and of parties
scoring above 8, or below 2, on ParlGov’s left-right economy scale (0–10
point scale), were coded as protest voters. About 22% of voters are classified
in this way. The dependent variable protest voting is thus having voted for a
protest party (Yes = 1; No = 0).

Turning to the construction of our models, we use several standard socio-
demographic and political variables to control for the possible omitted vari-
able bias. Our socio-demographic variables include age, gender, and the level
of education of respondents. We also use political interest as a control vari-
able, as this is the only available indicator for political sophistication within
the ESS questionnaire.

To account for the nested structure of our data, we use linear (H1) and logit
(H2) multilevel models with random intercepts for countries and random
intercepts by survey combinations in all our analyzes (Gelman and Hill
2007). We report three levels of clustering, where respondents are our
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micro-level observations, clustered by survey (level 2) and country (level 3).
Uncentred data are reported. For robustness, we conducted various alterna-
tive model specifications (see Appendix D–J). In these analyzes, we include
several additional control variables (e.g. income, fractionalization index,
party identity), and explore alternative modelling strategies (e.g. running
fixed effects models, excluding left-authoritarian voters). We also in Appendix
F specifically include a complex model with several interactions simul-
taneously to test the robustness of our findings. We report no significant devi-
ations from the results reported in the main empirical section.

Results: general ideology

To investigate ideological proximity voting and the moderating effect of trust
in political parties, we estimate multilevel linear regression models (Table 1).
The dependent variable in this first analysis denotes the distance between the
voter’s position on the general left-right continuum, and the party s/he voted
for in the last election.

The results in Table 1 show evidence in support of our hypothesis 1, as
there is a negative association between trust in political parties and the
ideological distance of the vote: those who have higher trust in political
parties, will span a smaller ideological distance when they cast their vote.

Table 1. Ideological proximity voting.
Dependent variable:

Ideological distance to party voted for

Model 1 Model 2

Trust in parties −0.030***
(0.002)

−0.027***
(0.002)

Age −0.001**
(0.000)

Sex (female = 1) 0.018
(0.010)

Educational level −0.056***
(0.003)

Political interest 0.005
(0.007)

Constant 1.685***
(0.045)

1.884***
(0.055)

N(micro/macro) 58,707/21/56 58,234/21/56
Var(country) 0.032

(0.178)
0.037
(0.193)

Var(year:country) 0.020
(0.141)

0.028
(0.168)

Var(residual) 1.509
(1.228)

1.497
(1.223)

Log likelihood −95,471.67 −94,496.53
AIC 190,953.3 189,011.1
BIC 190,998.2 189,091.8

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses.
Data: ESS cumulative file 2006, 2010, 2014. Significance levels: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001.
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The results in Model 2 show that this association is robust when including a
set of control variables. Hence, looking at general ideology, we find support
for our hypothesis that the most trustful will cast more proximate votes.

Preferences on economic redistribution, and anti-immigration
sentiments

After looking at ideological proximity voting, we focus on two more specific
issues: economic redistribution and immigration. The results for these two
issues are summarized in Table 2. For each respective issue, the dependent
variable denotes the position of the party the respondent voted for in the
last election on the issue. Note that we do not estimate traditional proximity
models for these two specific issues, as the measurement scale of the ESS and
CHES respectively differ too much.

Table 2. Trust in parties and specific policies (economic redistribution and immigration
attitudes).

Dependent variables:

Left-right economy Immigration

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Oppose income
redistribution

0.466***
(0.008)

0.331***
(0.015)

0.329***
(0.015)

Anti-immigration
(composite score)

0.202***
(0.004)

0.165***
(0.006)

0.154***
(0.006)

Trust in parties 0.036***
(0.004)

−0.039***
(0.008)

−0.039***
(0.008)

0.038***
(0.004)

−0.014*
(0.008)

−0.009
(0.008)

Oppose redistribution X 0.036*** 0.037***
Trust in parties (0.003) (0.003)
Anti-immigration X 0.011*** 0.010***
Trust in parties (0.001) (0.001)
Age 0.004***

(0.001)
0.004***
(0.0005)

Sex (female = 1) −0.046**
(0.016)

−0.176***
(0.015)

Educational level 0.020***
(0.005)

−0.046***
(0.005)

Political interest −0.040***
(0.010)

−0.014
(0.009)

Constant 3.953***
(0.095)

4.221***
(0.099)

4.094***
(0.106)

4.322***
(0.124)

4.513***
(0.125)

4.641***
(0.132)

N(micro/macro) 61,237/21/
56

61,237/21/
56

60,712/21/
56

57,785/21/
56

57,785/21/
56

57,312/21/
56

Var(country) 0.130
(0.361)

0.132
(0.363)

0.134
(0.366)

0.223
(0.472)

0.22
(0.469)

0.225
(0.474)

Var(year:country) 0.129
(0.359)

0.128
(0.357)

0.122
(0.349)

0.212
(0.460)

0.211
(0.459)

0.209
(0.458)

Var(residual) 3.853
(1.963)

3.846
(1.961)

3.843
(1.961)

2.986
(1.728)

2.983
(1.727)

2.967
(1.722)

Log likelihood −128,315.4 −128,259.1 −127,158.1 −113,741.4 −113,719.0 −112,648.8
AIC 256,642.7 256,532.1 254,338.2 227,494.8 227,452.0 225,319.6
BIC 256,696.9 256,595.3 254,437.3 227,548.6 227,514.7 225,418.1

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: ESS cumu-
lative file 2006, 2010, 2014. Significance levels: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001.
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In Table 2, we estimate several models to test our hypotheses using a
stepwise approach. Model 1 (redistribution) and Model 4 (immigration)
estimate the direct effects of opinions regarding the issues (i.e. opposing
income redistribution and anti-immigrations sentiments), and trust in pol-
itical parties, on the position of the party the respondent voted for
regarding the issue. We find positive and significant coefficients for
both issues. These results indeed show a high level of ideological proxi-
mity voting: the more opposed the voter is toward income redistribution,
the more the party the respondent votes for is similarly against economic
intervention by the state. In the same way, the more the respondent
believes that immigration is a threat to their society, the more opposed
the party this voter votes for. Furthermore, the coefficients are sizeable:
for a one-unit increase on the five-point scale of redistribution, the pos-
ition of the preferred party increases with 0.466; for immigration, this
amounts to 0.202.

The main theoretical interest, however, is in the moderating impact of
trust in political parties. To test this moderation effect, we include an inter-
action between trust in parties and political issues. The results are reported
in Model 2 and Model 3 (redistribution) and Model 5 and Model 6 (immigra-
tion) in Table 2. The results show a clear pattern: people vote in line with
their issue preference, and the significantly positive interaction coefficients
show that these effects are stronger among those who have a higher level
of trust in political parties. These findings provide support for our first
hypothesis: the higher a voter’s level of trust in political parties, the stronger
ideological proximity voting. While the coefficient of opposing income
redistribution is 0.329 for the least trusting voters, it increases with 0.037
for every unit increase in trust in parties on an 11-point scale (Model 3,
Table 2). For immigration, the main effect for the voters with the lowest
trust is 0.154, and this increases with 0.010 for every increase in trust
(Model 6, Table 2). To provide a full assessment of the moderating
impact of trust in parties on the impact of opinions on redistribution and
immigration on the ideological party vote, we plot the interactions based
on this full model in Figure 1.

The results displayed in the upper plot of Figure 1 visualize the effects of
opposing to income redistribution. The findings show that the association is
sizeable among the least trustful voters (i.e. 0.329) and becomes stronger as
trust increases – up to its highest level of 0.699 for the most trusting voters.
The lower plot of Figure 1 shows the effects of anti-immigration sentiments.
For those who do not trust political parties, the effect of ideological proxi-
mity voting regarding immigration is 0.154. However, with 0.251, the
average effect of ideological proximity voting is substantially larger
among those that fully trust political parties. As can be seen, the effect
of trust on ideological proximity voting regarding immigration policies is
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smaller compared to income redistribution. This might be related to the
fact that most party systems that were included in the analysis are still
structured more strongly among economic dimensions, while not all

Figure 1. Moderating effect of trust in parties on proximity voting. Note: The upper
figure shows the effect of opposing income redistribution on the ideological party
vote at different levels of trust in parties. Estimations based on Model 3 in Table 2.
The lower figure shows the effect of immigration on the ideological party vote at
different levels of trust in parties. Estimations based on Model 6 in Table 2.

12 M. OKOLIKJ ET AL.



political parties have an equally unequivocal position regarding immigra-
tion issues.2

In sum, ideological proximity voting is an important predictor of the
vote choice, tested for general ideology, economic preferences, and atti-
tudes toward immigration. Second, trust in political parties is an important
factor of ideological proximity voting that connects voters and political
parties. Those who trust political parties are more likely to select a political
party that matches their own policy preferences. However, proximity
voting among low-trusting voters is substantially less prevalent and this
requires further investigation, i.e. how do low-trusting voters express
their views?

A dual screening mechanism among distrusting voters

As discussed in the theoretical section, distrusting voters are caught in the
crossfire between choosing a party that is ideologically closest to them, or
casting a vote for parties that promise to reform the political system. To
test hypothesis 2, we examine whether low-trusting voters are indeed
more likely to cast a protest vote (Table 3). We use two operationalizations
of trusting voters: in model 1, those that trust parties one standard deviation
below the mean are coded 1 (i.e. voters who scored 0 or 1 on the trust ques-
tion), others 0. In model 2, Table 3 we use the original 11-point scale of trust in
parties as our independent variable. The dependent variable for both models
is a vote for a protest party. In these analyzes, we further include ideology as a
control variable.

We find that distrusting voters are more likely to cast a protest vote. The
odds of voting for a protest party are 38.8% higher among low-trusting
voters than for high trusting voters. In model 2, we show that this association
remains when the original trust in parties question is used as a scale, i.e. as the
level of trust increases, the likelihood of voting for an extreme party
decreases.

The analyzes in Table 3 lead to the question if the moderating effect of
trust in parties on ideological proximity voting that we found above can, at
least to some extent, be explained by the potentially longer distance that
voters have to cover to cast a vote for a protest party, that have a more
radical ideological profile. To control for this, Table 4 repeats our original
analysis conducted in Tables 1 and 2, but for two subsets of respondents,
based on the vote choice, i.e. whether the respondent voted for a protest
party or for another (mainstream) party.

2The findings on the basis of immigration preferences are also less robust: when restricting the ESS
sample to waves held within six months after the last national election, the interaction effect is not
statistically significant anymore (Appendix I). In all other robustness tests, the interaction effect
remains similar and significant.
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The results in Table 4 point to very similar findings as those presented in
Tables 1 and 2 when we consider the general sample of voters who do not
vote for protest parties. In this sample, trust has a significant direct effect
on proximity voting, i.e. the negative sign in model 2 shows that as the
level of trust increases, the distance between the ideology of the respondent
and the party s/he voted for decreases. Similarly, trust has a positive and sig-
nificant moderating effect on both issues, income redistribution, and anti-
immigration sentiments. Table 4, however, points to interesting findings
regarding the protest voters. First, protest voters are more likely to have
low levels of trust in parties (see Table 3). Second, among the protest
voters, we find that trust is associated with a higher level of proximity
voting (Table 4, Model 1). Finally, the models indicate that protest voters
are mainly concerned about immigration. Having trust in parties increases
the likelihood of protest voters casting a vote for an extreme or radical
party on the immigration issue. This, however, is not very clear regarding
the economic issues, where we find no evidence that trust in parties
matters to protest voters. Taken together, while there is clearly an association
between political trust, protest voting, and congruent voting, protest voting
alone cannot fully explain the findings presented in Tables 1 and 2. Indeed,
more trusting protest voters seem to be better able at identifying the party
that represents their interests.

Table 3. Distrust and protest voting.
Model 1 Model 2

Vote for protest party Vote for protest party

Low-trusting voters (binary)
(1 low trust, 0 high trust)

0.328***
(0.030)

Trust in parties (continuous) −0.084***
(0.006)

Age −0.012***
(0.001)

−0.012***
(0.001)

Gender −0.141***
(0.023)

−0.140***
(0.023)

Education −0.099***
(0.007)

−0.098***
(0.007)

Political interest 0.054***
(0.015)

0.073***
(0.015)

Ideological position −0.017***
(0.005)

−0.014**
(0.005)

Intercept −0.570
(0.291)

−0.274
(0.290)

N(micro/macro) 58,234/56/21 58,234/56/21
Var(country) 1.453 1.445
Var(year:country) 0.584 0.579
Log likelihood −24,110.178 −24,060.031
AIC 48,238.355 48,138.062
BIC 48,319.105 48,218.812

Note: Multilevel logit regression coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: ESS cumu-
lative file 2006, 2010, 2014. Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Conclusion

For representative democracies, it is essential that voters use their vote to
express their opinions on important policy issues. Our study suggests that
trust in parties is essential for voters to be willing and motivated to express
their political preferences with their vote. More specifically, we find that pol-
itical trust is an important moderator of ideologically congruent voting.
Whereas all voters seem to take into account their own political interests
as well as the parties’ positions when casting their vote, voters with higher
levels of trust in parties do so to a larger extent – a finding that holds
when investigating the general left-right continuum, opinions on economic
redistribution, and attitudes on immigration. In a second step, we tested
whether protest voting is the main determinant of these findings: if a distrust-
ing voter casts a vote for a protest party to express discontent, and this party
has a more extreme position on the ideological spectrum, then the voter will
be forced to cast a less congruent vote according to our operationalization.
The findings of the models investigating this dual screening mechanism

Table 4. A test of the dual screening mechanism.
Dependent variable:

Ideological distance to
party voted for Left-right economy Immigration policy

Protest
voters Others

Protest
voters Others

Protest
voters Others

Trust in parties −0.044***
(0.006)

−0.011***
(0.003)

−0.018
(0.012)

−0.055***
(0.008)

−0.213***
(0.017)

0.004
(0.008)

Oppose income redistribution 0.196***
(0.022)

0.268***
(0.015)

Oppose redistribution X 0.007 0.034***
Trust in parties (0.005) (0.003)
Anti-immigration (composite score) 0.105***

(0.012)
0.096***
(0.006)

Anti-immigration X 0.036*** 0.010***
Trust in parties (0.003) (0.001)
Age 0.000

(0.001)
−0.000
(0.000)

−0.003***
(0.001)

0.004***
(0.000)

−0.001
(0.001)

0.008***
(0.000)

Sex (female = 1) −0.013
(0.026)

0.044***
(0.011)

−0.047
(0.025)

−0.064***
(0.016)

−0.248***
(0.032)

−0.102***
(0.014)

Educational level −0.049***
(0.008)

−0.045***
(0.003)

−0.055***
(0.008)

0.020***
(0.005)

−0.072***
(0.010)

−0.010*
(0.005)

Political interest −0.036*
(0.017)

0.016*
(0.007)

−0.093***
(0.016)

0.023*
(0.010)

−0.081***
(0.020)

0.021*
(0.009)

Constant 2.425***
(0.131)

1.612***
(0.055)

4.228***
(0.434)

4.366***
(0.172)

6.184***
(0.402)

4.163***
(0.162)

N(micro/macro) 12,449/21/
55

45,785/21/
56

13,154/21/
55

47,558/21/
56

12,118/21/
55

45,194/21/
56

Var(country) 0.233 0.036 3.553 0.445 2.716 0.391
Var(year:country) 0.089 0.023 0.682 0.296 1.027 0.267
Var(residual) 2.024 1.272 2.030 2.962 2.932 2.237
Log likelihood −22,150.9 −70,587.5 −23,485.6 −93,471.2 −23,869.3 −82,496.1
AIC 44,319.8 141,193.0 46,993.2 186,964.4 47,760.6 165,014.2
BIC 44,386.7 141,271.6 47,075.5 187,060.9 47,842.1 165,110.1

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses. Data: ESS cumulative file
2006, 2010, 2014. Significance levels: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001.
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show that distrusting voters are indeed more likely to cast a vote for a protest
party. However, looking at the main mechanism under investigation, we find
evidence for our argument both among protest voters as among voters for
mainstream parties. As such, we think that the current literature on ideologi-
cal proximity voting, that has concentrated thus far mostly on elements like
political sophistication or access to political information, should also take this
attitudinal moderating factor into account. In that regard, our research also
contributes to the wider literature on the consequences of trust in insti-
tutions. As Van der Meer and Zmerli (2017, 8) noted: “We simply lack systema-
tic information on how much low and declining levels of political trust should be
of concern to representative democracy”. Our research shows that trust in
parties can have important consequences for citizens’ vote choices, and
hence, the quality of democratic representation.

Self-evidently, our study is subject to some limitations. As we are analyzing
cross-sectional survey data, we face limitations with regard to the potential
causality of the findings, and questions we might use in our analysis. For
example, we focus on general ideology and two specific issues and types
of parties. Clearly, there are other issues that are important to voters. As
we did not have a “most important issue”-question available, we cannot
examine to what extent voters care about economic redistribution or immi-
gration policies. While a large body of literature has shown that the cleavages
these issues represent are among the main determinants of the vote (Ford
and Jennings 2020), we cannot be fully confident that these findings would
be similar for other issues. Later research could explore our hypotheses
using more comprehensive measures of proximity voting.

Further, we focused on trust in parties in general, whereas some citizens
might have trust in one specific party, but not in parties overall. A plausible
additional scenario could be that citizens may have trust in only a specific
party, or a subset of parties, which influences their vote choices. In a
similar vein, citizens with more political knowledge, or that consider them-
selves as electoral winners, might have additional reasons to trust (specific)
parties, which influences their voting behaviour too. Currently available
cross-national surveys do not include such measures, which is an important
data gap that future studies could mitigate. It might also be the case that
having a limited set of vote options (cfr. the number of parties available in
a given election), has an impact on the quality of the vote choice and trust
alike. Having fewer parties in an election could lead to lower levels of ideo-
logical proximity voting, because voters often have a harder time finding a
party that corresponds with their political preferences (Lau et al. 2014). This
could lead to lower trust in parties too, because citizens cannot find a
party that expresses their concerns.

A final and important limitation of the current analysis, is that we are
unable to model time dynamics: to what extent are voters’ policy preferences
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independent of their party choice? The data do not allow us to investigate if
the association uncovered is the result of the voter selecting the “correct”
party, or of a “selection and adaptation” process, where citizens adjust their
policy preferences to match with one’s party preference and identity. This
is a highly relevant question, that future studies should further investigate.

Despite these limitations, the results hold strong implications for the way
in which elections safeguard democratic representation. In terms of represen-
tation, it is essential that political parties take the voters’ signal into account.
For parties to be able to be responsive to the voters’ demands, it is important
that voters cast a vote for a political party that represents their political pre-
ferences. Our findings are especially important given the increasing level of
political dealignment. With decreasing party attachment and a higher level
of volatile voters, some authors have described these patterns as a risk for
stable democratic representation (Mair 2006). While we do not investigate
this argument directly, our results allow for democratic optimism. We find
that even the least trusting voters vote according to their policy preferences,
or find an outlet in protest parties. However, if parties are perceived as more
trustworthy by voters, they will be more likely to show their policy prefer-
ences through their votes. Hence, it seems that, even in more volatile times
in which voters move between parties, it is important that they have a
basic trust in parties to be responsive towards the policy signal they send
with their vote. If parties want to safeguard the representative function of
elections, they need to foster trust among their voters.
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