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PARTY POLITICAL REPRESENTATION IN PORTUGAL 
Ana Maria Belchior 

 

Abstract 

This study analyses the degree to which Portuguese parties represent their electorates. 

In this instance, representation is measured by the degree of congruence between those 

who vote and those who are elected. The analysis has two dimensions: ideological 

positioning and attitudes towards democracy. On the first dimension, it appears that, 

compared to the voters, the parliamentary elite is ideologically more extreme. On the 

second dimension, we find elites are more favourable towards democracy than the 

electorates they represent. 

 

Keywords: Portugal, political parties, democracy, political representation, political 

congruence 

 

Notwithstanding the vast academic literature on political representation, the complexity 

and breadth of the subject justify research into some relatively unexplored aspects of the 

topic. Among these is the study of the quality of representation provided by political 

parties (Dalton 1985, pp. 271; Etzioni-Halevy 1993, pp.13-14). The focus of the present 

article is representation, measured as the congruence between Portuguese political 

parties and their voters. Such research is important for several reasons. Firstly, Portugal 

is very rarely included in comparative or international studies in this field. Indeed, we 

have no knowledge of significant research on Portuguese parties’ representation. 

Secondly, there is evidence of increasing disaffection and even divorce between parties’ 

representatives and voters in Portugal (Magalhães 2004).  

 Our analysis focuses on those political parties currently represented in the 

Portuguese Parliament.1 The Socialist Party (PS – Partido Socialista), established in 

1973, and the Social Democratic Party (PSD – Partido Social Democrata), founded in 

1974, are the largest Portuguese parties. They are commonly considered closest to 

catch-all parties and have alternated in government since 1975, following the 1974 the 

Carnation Revolution which changed the Portuguese regime from dictatorship to 

democracy. Despite its title, the PSD is positioned on the centre-right of the political 
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spectrum and participates in the EPP-ED group of conservatives and Christian 

Democrats in the European Parliament. To the right of the PSD is the Democratic Social 

Centre/People's Party (CDS/PP – Partido do Centro Democrático e Social/Partido 

Popular), the party furthest to the right in the Portuguese parliament. Closest to the 

cadre party type, it was formed in 1974 and represents conservative voters. The 

communist Party (PCP – Partido Comunista Português) is, as its name implies, a 

Marxist-Leninist party. Founded in 1921, it is the oldest Portuguese party. The fourth 

main party, it is also the only one that can properly be considered a mass-based party. 

The Portuguese Greens were founded in 1982 and have formed a coalition with the PCP 

since 1991. As the Greens do not present themselves as significantly different from the 

PCP in political or programmatic stances (see e.g. Belchior 2007, sub-Chap. 3.3), for 

analytical purposes the coalition of these two parties, Unitarian Democratic Coalition 

(CDU – Coligação Democrática Unitária), is considered as synonymous with the 

communist section of the political spectrum. Finally, Left Block (BE – Bloco de 

Esquerda), founded in 1998, is a new left party. BE’s electorate is considered the closest 

to the post-materialist voters’ profile and, therefore, to the left libertarian parties 

(Belchior 2007, sub-Chap. 3.3).  

No research has yet been conducted on political representation using measures 

of congruence in Portugal or indeed in other South European countries. A comparative 

analysis is, therefore, necessarily limited by such lack of data and studies. Hence, this 

article aims to contribute by beginning to fill this lacuna. The article starts with a short 

overview and discussion on the theory underlying the concept of representation. This is 

followed by a presentation of the methodology (the measures of representation to be 

used, the hypothesis and data sources). Finally, the empirical findings are presented and 

discussed.  

 

Defining Representation 

According to some authors, the delegate model - the style of representation in which the 

views of electors and their interests determine the political behaviour of their 

representatives - represents an obsolete vision of representative democracy (Birch 1971, 

p. 100; Eulau 1987, p. 212; Thomassen 1994, pp. 240-243 and p. 249). It is argued that 

the delegate style of representation, despite being perfectly reasonable as a set of 

recommendations for parliamentary behaviour, is misleading if taken as a model for 

actual practice (Birch 1971, p. 100). Indeed, insofar as representative government is 
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based on the idea that parliamentarians are granted leeway to make decisions 

independent of their voters’ views, then the delegate model cannot be applied to the 

modern idea of representative democracy (Manin 1995, Chapter 5). That model should, 

therefore, be seen as utopian and perhaps even counter-productive, as it may potentially 

work against democratic interests themselves. 

The conception of a representative, as opposed to a delegate model of 

democracy, can be traced back to a famous speech made by Edmund Burke in 1774. He 

declared that models of representation based on the judgment and reflection of the 

representatives are those most compatible with modern democratic states (quoted in 

Birch 1971, pp. 78-79). The Federalist Papers also point out that ‘it may well happen 

that the public voice, spoken by the representatives of the people, will be more 

consonant to the public good, than if spoken by the people themselves’ (Madison 2001 

[1787], p. 46). Thus, the basis of the rejection of the delegate model lies, especially, in 

the supposed difficulties inherent in the implementation of a mandate model of 

democracy, as well as in perceptions of citizens’ lack of competence concerning 

political action. 

More recently, Hanna Pitkin agreed that ‘representing (...) means acting in the 

interests of the represented, in a way that corresponds to them’, although she reconciles 

this view with the premise that the representative's action is independent of the 

represented (1967, p. 209). This means that representation binds representatives to 

congruence with the public, although it does not rule out political decisions which may 

diverge from the electorate’s views if the public interest appears to lie elsewhere (Pitkin 

1967, p. 213, pp. 221-224; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000, pp. 303-306).  

Despite this debate, it is normatively assumed that representatives should serve 

the interests of those they represent. Even if it is agreed that the delegate model of 

democracy presupposes an understanding of representation that may contradict 

democratic values, this model does appear to bring voters closer to the centre of 

political power. This is an even more attractive perspective if we take into account both 

citizens' growing sophistication and manifest dissatisfaction with politics in modern 

democracies. Although the model should not be understood as the only legitimate vision 

of democratic representation (Eulau & Karps 1977; Jewell 1983; Thomassen 1994, p. 

238, pp. 257-258), it does seem to offer a viable and relevant framework for studying 

the topic. Thus, in this article representation is measured in terms of the congruence 

which exists between the electorate and their representatives. This perspective goes 
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back to the seminal work of Miller and Stokes (1963), later developed by others (Barnes 

1977; Converse & Pierce 1986; Miller et al. 1999).2  

As fundamental actors in the democratic process, political parties are the key 

formal channel connecting the will of the people to its representation in parliament. As 

such, parties are considered intermediaries in the political process (Putnam 1976, pp. 

154-155; Barnes 1977; Dalton 1985). Furthermore, the electoral connection provides a 

basis for assessing the congruence between citizens and elites (Dalton 1985, p. 278; 

Powell 2000, p. 5). In fact, the general goal of political parties, inherent in the function 

of representation, is to generate a reasonable degree of affinity and ideological 

proximity with their electorates, in order for citizens to develop identification or at least 

a degree of closeness to a given party. This article will attempt to measure the extent to 

which Portuguese political parties respond to this objective. 

The existing empirical research on the subject of political representation in 

Europe includes the study by Converse and Pierce (1986) on political representation in 

France using data collected in the mid-1960s; the research by Barnes (1977) on 

representation in Italy in the 1970s; the study by Dalton (1985) of European Parliament 

candidates and European publics, using comparative data fielded in 1979; the analysis 

by Esaiasson and Holmberg (1996) of political representation in the Swedish 

Parliament; and the work by Miller et al. (1999) which analysed not only the European 

countries considered in the preceding research, but also Germany, the Netherlands, and 

the USA.3  

These studies form the departure point for our hypotheses. However, given the 

diversity of methodologies which they employed, the different issues which are studied 

and the diverse approaches undertaken, it is not possible to define a specific frame of 

analysis or a singular pattern of representation. Our options are closest to those followed 

in Russell Dalton’s work, which was a specific reference point throughout our analysis.  

 

Methodology 

It is no simple matter to define political representation and to identify a set of criteria 

that allow the concept to be measured empirically (Birch 1971, p. 124; Esaiasson & 

Holmberg 1996, p. 83; Przeworski et al. 1999). On the delegate model assumption that 

greater indices of similarity correspond to greater representation, measurement of the 

concept has often rested on the association or correlation between the mean positions of 
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the party elite (or political parties' programmes) on political matters, and the mean 

position of their voters. 

There are, however, certain methodological difficulties inherent in this vision, 

concerning the measurement’s accuracy, the meaning of mean values, and the 

magnitude of standard deviations for the two actors’ positions. These problems mean 

that often the highest values of association do not necessarily mean greater proximity 

between elites and their respective electorates (Pierce 1999, pp. 13-15). The 

presentation of mean values is, nevertheless, valuable due to their simple and intuitive 

nature. They will therefore be included in this analysis, since their drawbacks will be 

reduced by the complementary nature of other measures.  

In a seminal study of representation, Achen (1978) devised forms of statistical 

measurement of different dimensions of the concept namely, proximity, centrism, and 

responsiveness. These will be used in the present study to complement the correlation 

measures. Proximity measures the similarity of the party's position to that of its voters 

(Achen 1978, pp. 483-484). That is: 

 

Ŝj = ∑ (aij – rj)2 / nj 

 

where aij is the position of voter ai in party j, rj the mean position of the elite in that 

party, and nj the size of the sample.  

Centrism captures the differences between electors and the votes they represent, 

measured as the mean or median voter. Centrism is measured by the difference between 

proximity and the variance with regard to the position of the electorate (Achen 1978, 

pp. 487-488). Thus,  

 

Ŷj2 = ∑ (aij – āj)2 / (nj –1) 

 

measures the variance for the electorate, where āj is the median position of the voters;4 

and 

 

Ĉj = Ŝj – Ŷj2 

 

is the measure of the centrism in party j. High proximity or centrism values indicate a 

mismatch between voters and elites. Low values indicate the reverse. 
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The third measure used is Responsiveness, which not only assumes that elites 

should have similar opinions to their supporters, especially on the substantive content of 

political choices (Birch 1971, p. 107), but also defines this in relational terms, by 

measuring the correspondence between the voters' opinions and those of the elite. This 

measure consists of a simple linear regression equation in the following terms:  

 

r = a + b.xi + e 

 

where r is the expected position of the representatives, xi is the electorate's position, a is 

the expected position of the representative when the electorate's position is zero, b 

corresponds to the expected change in the representative's position when the electorate's 

position changes a unit, and e is the error term. Where b is larger than unity, 

representatives are more polarised on the issue concerned than the voters they represent. 

On the contrary, if b is smaller than one, then the party representatives’ positions do not 

reflect the ideological polarisation of their voters. In other words, party representatives 

are more centrist than their voters: they are sub-responsive to them. Responsiveness 

exists when the position of the voters predicts similar positions by the representatives, 

i.e. when b equals unity.  

Responsiveness can also be measured by Pearson's correlation coefficient.5 

Indeed, in addition to the measures of representation presented above, a simple 

correlation can assess the difference between the mean positioning of the party elite and 

that of its electorate, if divided by the standard deviation of the position of the latter. 

This latter measure represents the deviation in the elite's position from the electorate’s 

mean position in standard deviation units. This measure, termed the Standardised 

Deviation, has the following formula: 

 

 Zj = (rj – aj) / sdj 

 

where rj is the mean position of the party elite, aj the mean position of the voters, and 

sdj the standard deviation of the voters for this party. In this measure, too, high 

deviation values indicate a lack of coincidence between the voters and the elected. Low 

values indicate the reverse.6 

Therefore, the study of representation from the perspective of congruence 

between MPs and voters within each of the Portuguese political parties is based on the 
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application of the following measures: means and their deviations and differences; 

proximity, centrism, responsiveness, and standardised deviation. 

The present study is structured around the response to two main hypotheses. The 

first hypothesis is derived from previous studies which have shown that, both on the left 

and on the right, the political elite tends to be ideologically more extreme than voters 

(see e.g. Barnes 1977; Dalton 1985, p. 275; Converse & Pierce 1986, p. 128; Esaiasson 

& Holmberg 1996, pp. 92-95; Thomassen 1999, p. 46-50). This difference is generally 

due to the positioning of the political elite further to the left than voters (Dalton 1985, 

pp. 283-284; Thomassen 1994, p. 255; Thomassen, 1999, pp. 50-53; Thomassen & 

Schmitt 1999, p.191, pp. 198-199). Nonetheless, it has been shown that communist 

parties are a partial exception to this trend since they tend to exhibit higher levels of 

congruence with the electorate they represent (Klingemann 1995, pp. 197-198). Our 

first hypothesis, therefore, assumes that the elite are ideologically more extreme than 

the voters they represent, especially on the left, with the exception of the communist 

parties, where greater congruence may be expected. 

Secondly, there is a widely-supported assumption that the political elite displays 

a higher commitment to democratic values and procedures (e.g. Putnam 1976, p. 116; 

Etzioni-Halevy 1993, p. 110; Dye & Zeigler 2006, p. 17). Our second hypothesis, 

therefore, is that the elite is more supportive of democracy than voters.  

Both hypotheses serve to provide a comparative assessment of the levels of 

congruence produced by the Portuguese political parties. The two dimensions of 

analysis – ideological position and attitudes towards democracy – will be examined, 

firstly, by measuring the mean positions of the elected and the voters and, secondly, by 

gauging the other measures of congruence.  

The analysis uses empirical data drawn from two recent surveys. The first, a 

study conducted in July 2006 under the Participation and Democratic Deliberation 

project at ISCTE,7 polled 1,001 Portuguese voters. The second, entitled A Study of 

Portuguese MPs, is an elite survey of 79 Portuguese Members of Parliament, conducted 

by the author in the first three months of 2007.8 

 

Degree of Congruence in Ideological Positions 

Certain recent studies report the existence of a crisis in the representation of electorates 

(Porras Nadales 1996), whereas others argue that political parties are good 
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representatives of public preferences (Dalton 1985, pp. 293-294; Klingemann 1995, p. 

195). Generally speaking, low indices of congruence have been detected between voters 

and parties (Thomassen 1994; Miller et al. 1999; Pierce 1999). However, the extent of 

congruence seems to vary with the issue used to measure it. Congruence is higher for 

socio-economic issues, such as labour policy, as well as for moral issues. It is lower for 

external policy matters and seemingly non-existent for topics such as aid to the Third 

World or law and order (Thomassen 1994, p. 255; Thomassen & Schmitt, 1999, p. 199). 

But these trends are neither stable nor susceptible to generalisation, and may involve 

other nuances (Dalton 1985, pp. 380-381; Thomassen 1999, pp. 45-52).  

At an ideological level, congruence appears to be more significant, particularly 

with regard to positions on a left-right scale as well as for issues which are perceived as 

highly ideological (Dalton 1985, p. 283; Thomassen 1994, pp. 254-256; Pierce 1999; 

Thomassen 1999, p. 53). Accordingly, we expect congruence to be higher when 

considering issues that pertain to ideological identities or when the issues have been 

intensely politicised. Congruence should decline as we move towards questions that are 

less politicised or generate little political dispute.  

As in other work in the same area (Esaiasson & Holmberg 1996; Schmitt & 

Thomassen 1999), in order to measure ideological congruence we opted first of all for a 

comparative study of the mean positions that the parliamentary elite and their voters 

assigned themselves on a left-wing/right-wing scale. For the MPs, the question was as 

follows: ‘Generally speaking, using a scale from 0-10, where 0 means “furthest to the 

left” and 10 means “furthest to the right”, how would you position yourself on this 

scale?’ Similarly, for the voters, the question was: ‘With regard to political matters, 

people regularly talk about the left and the right. Generally speaking, using a scale from 

0-10, where 0 means “furthest to the left” and 10 means “furthest to the right”, how 

would you position yourself on this scale?’ Next, voters’ party position was assessed by 

the question: ‘Did you vote in the last legislative election (2005)? If so, which party did 

you vote for?’ Graph 1 shows the results. 

 

[Graph 1. left-right mean self-positioning – ABOUT HERE] 

 

As predicted, and in line with the results obtained in other research (McClosky 

et al. 1960; Barnes 1977; Dalton 1985, p. 275; Converse & Pierce 1986, p. 128; 

Esaiasson & Holmberg 1996, pp. 92-95; Thomassen 1999, pp.46-50; Thomassen & 
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Schmitt 1999, pp. 199-200), it can be seen that, on both left and right, MPs locate 

themselves at a more extreme position on the left-right scale than their electorate. The 

only exception concerns the centre-right PSD electorate, which is clearly to the right of 

its MPs. In general terms, the graph shows less ideological commitment on the part of 

the electorate, which places itself in median positions on the scale. This finding may be 

partly explained by voters’ less developed political sophistication in comparison to the 

elite. This is particularly conspicuous in the small political parties, whose political style 

betrays a strong ideological commitment by the elite, in keeping with the theory 

(Panebianco 1990, pp. 347-348), and whose position is, therefore, more distant from the 

centrist tendency of the electorates. Table 1 presents detailed information on this 

relationship. 

 

[Table 1. left-right mean self-positioning – ABOUT HERE] 

 

In effect, for all the parties except the right-wing CDS/PP, the calculation of the 

differences between the mean positions of MPs and voters shows an asymmetry tending 

towards the left, which is visible in the negative values for the differences. This 

validates the assumption of a more left-wing position by the parliamentary elite in 

relation to its electorate, and corroborates the results obtained elsewhere (Dalton 1985, 

pp. 283-284; Thomassen 1994, p. 255; Thomassen 1999, pp. 50-53; Thomassen & 

Schmitt 1999, p. 191, pp. 198-199). 

Our first hypothesis also proposed that the communist party would constitute an 

exception to this trend. However, Table 1 categorically challenges this assumption. 

Against our expectations, the communist CDU is, of all parties, the one that reveals the 

greatest difference in mean positions between voters and their elite. It is conceivable 

that this divergence can be explained by the PCP's persistence in aligning itself 

ideologically with more orthodox communist positions, whereas its electorate has 

shifted to a less extreme position, in line with what has happened with the electorates of 

the other Portuguese parties.  

Further analysis carried out elsewhere (Belchior 2007, pp. 315-316) shows that 

in other European party systems, communist parties are not the most congruent parties, 

but quite the reverse. Indeed using similar measures of congruence to the ones 

employed above, a substantial number of communist parties were found among the 

group of the least congruent in the old fifteen EU member states. For instance, in Spain 
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the communist party Izquierda Unida was found to be the least congruent party in the 

Spanish party system.  

At the centre, the socialist PS records the least difference in positions and, 

therefore, the greatest mean congruence between the elected and the electorate. It is also 

worth pointing out that of all the parties, the PS exhibits the greatest standard deviations 

associated with the positioning of the voters.9 This confirms that the party’s electorate is 

less cohesive than the parliamentary elite.  

In summary, our first hypothesis concerning the asymmetry of ideological 

positions between voters and the elected, with the latter locating themselves at more 

extreme positions than the former, especially on the left, is generally confirmed in these 

findings from Portugal. The communists, however, do not enjoy greater ideological 

congruence, as we had initially posited. 

 

[Table 2. Measures of representation for left-right self-positioning – ABOUT HERE] 

 

Next, we present the four measures of representation presented above, using left-

right positioning of those surveyed (see Table 2 above). In terms of the absolute 

similarity between voters and the elected, a first reading suggests that the latter are not 

good ideological representatives of the former. In particular, the results of the 

communist CDU, followed by the new left BE and socialist PSD, indicate that voters 

seem to differ substantially from the ideological positions of their parties. The PS 

emerges as the party with the lowest result in the proximity measurement, signifying 

that its MPs have the closest ideological position to their electorate. 

We turn now to the level of variation in the positions of each party’s voters, 

namely centrism. Using this indicator, the previous findings are largely maintained, 

though at significantly lower levels which, therefore, indicate greater representation of 

the median voter in each party. Using this measure, the CDS/PP emerges as the party 

with the greatest ideological representation of its voters, given the negligible difference 

between the party's position and the median positioning of the voters. 

The standardised deviation not only confirms the effective position of the 

Portuguese party elites to the left of their electorate (and the exception of the CDS/PP), 

but also bears witness to the greater representation of the PS and CDS/PP electorates 

and the lower representation of that of the CDU. The regression coefficient has a higher 

value than unity, confirming that the ideological representation of the Portuguese 
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political parties is more extreme than that of the electorates. Finally, the correlation 

coefficient indicates that, as a whole, the parties represent the electorates' ideology, 

given the magnitude of the correlations and the fact that for each party the sign is 

positive. This suggests that the difference in ideological positions among the different 

party electorates is broadly reflected in the parties.  

These results allow us to state that, despite the small discrepancies noted, 

Portuguese parties generally appear to correspond to the ideological differences among 

their electorates, although with the MPs holding a more pronounced ideological 

position. Accordingly, the first hypothesis is validated.  

Moreover, our findings for Portugal match a similar study carried out for the 

fifteen member-states (Belchior 2007, pp. 307-310). Considering these democracies, 

and using similar samples of MPs and voters, a statistically significant linear 

relationship was found with respect to left-right self-placement (it varies between 

R2=0,84 and 0,99; Portugal being in a median position, as well as Spain with R2=0,92, 

while Italy is at the lower level with R2=0,84). Second, this positioning is slightly biased 

in approaching the extremes, i.e. MPs were found to be further to the right and to the 

left than their voters, as was the case in Portugal. Finally, this bias is stronger on the left 

of the ideological spectrum.  

 

Perceptions in Relation to Ideological Positioning 

The way politicians act often depends on their perceptions of the voters' position. 

Voters, too, frequently define political preferences in accordance with their perceptions 

of political parties and leaders. So it is important to investigate ideological 

representation a little further, this time through the prism of perceptions of ideological 

positions. Various authors have reflected on and analysed the question of how important 

and concise these perceptions are (e.g. Clausen et al. 1983; Converse & Pierce 1986, p. 

221; Thomassen 1999, pp. 35-36; Van der Brug & Van der Eijk 1999).  

The dynamics of voters' opinions and attitudes are regularly restricted by the 

arguably distorted perception that their parties or candidates share their positions. Their 

view may underestimate some real differences of position between the two. Politicians 

also tend to believe that their voters have the same perspective as they do (Converse & 

Pierce 1986, Chap. 9; Esaiasson & Holmberg 1996, pp. 116-117; Holmberg 1999). This 

can result in a perceptual error between the voters' ideological position and that of the 
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elites. Thus, the parliamentary elites perceive greater convergence between their own 

positions and those of their electorates than is actually the case. Similarly, it is expected 

that voters are unable to assign an accurate ideological position to their political parties, 

resulting in a discrepancy between voters’ perceptions and the positions attributed to 

them by the elite. 

Three variables were used for these measurements: the MPs' ideological self-

positioning, their perception of their voters' ideological positioning, and their perception 

of their political parties' ideological positions. The MPs' perception of the voters' 

position was measured on the basis of the question: ‘On a scale of 0-10, where 0 means 

“furthest to the left” and 10 “furthest to the right”, where do you think the mean position 

of your party's electorate is located?’ And for the MPs' perception of the political 

parties' positions, the question was: ‘At what point on this scale (on which 0 signifies 

“furthest to the left” and 10 “furthest to the right”) would you locate your party, or what 

number on the scale would you give it?’ 

For the five Portuguese political parties, a picture of almost perfect congruence 

between the MPs' mean position and their perceptions of their political parties' and 

voters' positions emerges (Table 3). Although perceived congruence between MPs and 

the parties they represent is to be expected,10 the perceived congruence between MPs 

and electors needs to be discussed. The electorates' own positions on the left-right scale, 

as presented above, and the MPs' perceptions of these are relatively divergent. The MPs 

believe that their own and their electorates' ideological positions overlap, which, as 

observed in the section above, does not reflect reality. In fact, for all parties, the 

ideological positions occupied by the representatives and the represented do not 

coincide.  

 

[Table 3. MP’s left-right self-positioning and mean perceptions of their voters’ and 

political parties’ positions – ABOUT HERE] 

 

These differences between MPs' positions and their perceptions of their voters' 

and parties' positions shows (though only very weakly) that MPs perceive both their 

party and their electorate as positioned to the right of their own positions. With the 

exception of the CDS/PP, whose electorate is really to the left of its MPs, these 

perceptions reflect the reality as shown in the previous section, even though the 
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differences are much smaller when measuring them through MPs’ perceptions of voters’ 

positions. 

Generally speaking, the results suggest that, from an ideological perspective, the 

elite presupposes that a near-congruence exists. Our findings reveal that it does not. 

This can have consequences for political activity if the sense of a strong ideological 

representation reduces the will of the elite to seek greater closeness to the voters. This 

same misperception by MPs has been found in all fifteen EU member-states (Belchior 

2007, pp. 310-311). 

One of the reasons that may be cited for the above discrepancy is connected with 

the reported heterogeneity of the voters' positions, which, as we have seen in Table 1, is 

quite large in all political parties. This heterogeneity seems to be associated with a 

higher probability that errors of perception occur in the elite with regard to those 

positions (Clausen et al. 1983), and may be at the root of the discrepancy observed.  

At an ideological level, it is also hypothesised that the electorate cannot 

accurately identify the position of the political party it voted for, thus leading to a 

marked discrepancy between the electorate’s perception and the party’s position as 

indicated by its elite. The voters' perception of the parties' ideological position was 

measured by the following question: ‘Consider a scale of 0 to 10, in which 0 

corresponds to the furthest position on the left and 10 to the furthest position on the 

right. Would you tell me the point on this scale at which you would place each of the 

following parties (BE, CDU, CDS/PP, PS and PSD) or what number on the scale you 

would give to each of them?’ Table 4 below shows the voters’ perceptions on parties’ 

positions. 

 

[Table 4. Mean perceptions of political parties’ left-right positions – ABOUT HERE] 

 

With the exception of the PS and – to a lesser degree – the CDS/PP, there is a 

substantial discrepancy between the positioning of parties as perceived by their MPs 

and by their electorate. For these two major parties, the perceptions of voters and MPs 

concerning the ideological location of the party almost coincide. This data reflects the 

differences between parties observed earlier. 

Figures 1 and 2 provide a spatial representation of the congruence between the 

mean positions of the voters on the ideological spectrum (on the horizontal axis) and the 
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positioning of the parties they voted for (on the vertical axis), with Figure 1 showing 

voters' perceptions and Figure 2 those of MPs.  

 

[Figure 1. Congruence between voters’ ideological self-placement and their perception 

of their political party’s position – ABOUT HERE] 

 

[Figure 2. Congruence between voters’ ideological self-positioning and MPs’ 

perception of their political party’s position – ABOUT HERE] 

 

In Figure 1, as we move from left to right, an almost perfect linear relationship is 

drawn between the point where the voters position themselves ideologically and the 

point where they place their parties. This relationship, however, is not perfectly 

diagonal, which would signify complete congruence with the parties. There is, rather, a 

slight bias at the extremes, with the voters for the parties furthest to the left placing 

themselves slightly to the right of their parties' positions. Also, the voters for the parties 

furthest to the right locate themselves to the left of their parties' positions. The PS 

emerges as the party that generates the greatest sense of ideological congruence among 

its own voters. 

Figure 2 shows that the congruence between the electorate’s and the parties’ 

electoral positioning is not as large when the latter is inferred from the MPs’ responses. 

Indeed, compared with the earlier figure, the relationship is less linear, reflecting the 

differences between the perceptions of voters and MPs regarding the parties. Still, it is 

possible to state that, with the exception of the PSD, the parties' positions are, generally 

speaking, correctly perceived by their electorates (Figure 1), though underestimated for 

the most polarised parties. Only the PSD electorate located their party significantly 

further to the right than it is in fact placed by its MPs. 

It may be concluded from these findings that, despite voters' difficulties in 

objectively identifying their parties’ ideological positions, they correctly perceive the 

discrepancy between their own and their party's positions on the left-right scale, i.e. 

whether the party is congruent, or more or less polarised than its electorate, a finding 

that has been confirmed at the European level (Van der Brug & Van der Eijk 1999, pp. 

144-146). Accordingly, although we have confirmed our hypothesis which stated that 

the electorate cannot objectively identify their political parties' ideological positions, 

what seems certain is that most electorates in our sample correctly perceive the 
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discrepancy that exists between these positions, as well as their own more centrist 

ideological positions, when compared to the elites of the parties they support. 

 

Attitudes towards Democracy 

In modern democratic systems, a significant difference is normally acknowledged 

between elite political attitudes and those of the public, in particular concerning the 

understanding and meaning of democratic norms. Although the political elite are 

normally seen as favouring the centralisation of power, it is also recognised that elites 

share a broad consensus in defending democratic rules and procedures (Etzioni-Halevy 

1993, p. 110). Further, it has been demonstrated that this commitment by the elite to 

democratic norms is stronger than that of the electorates (Putnam 1976, p. 116; Dye & 

Zeigler 2006, p. 17). These findings support our second hypothesis, according to which 

we would expect that the parliamentary elite holds more favourable attitudes to 

democracy than the electorates. 

To evaluate perceptions on democracy, we included three variables that measure 

the degree of agreement with the following statements: ‘In a democracy, the economic 

system works badly’, ‘Democratic forms of government are highly indecisive and allow 

for too much quibbling’, and ‘Democratic forms of government are not good at 

maintaining order’. Preference for a democratic system was measured on the basis of 

the degree of agreement with the following expression: ‘Democratic forms of 

government may have problems but they are better than any other system of 

government’.  

A striking aspect of the results obtained concerns the degree of overt negative 

feelings about democratic government on the part of voters, as compared to MPs. In 

only one of the four variables considered do MPs appear relatively displeased with the 

way democracy operates. Namely, 29.3 per cent agree that ‘democratic forms of 

government are indecisive and allow too much quibbling’. For every other variable, the 

total percentage of disagreement by MPs does not exceed 7 per cent. Only one MP out 

of a total of 79 surveyed thought there might be a political system that is better than 

democracy. 

Concerning the voters, a substantially more pessimistic consensus can be 

observed: 66.5 per cent, 74.7 per cent and 49.9 per cent of respondents, respectively, 

agree that in a democracy the economy works badly, that the political system of 
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democracy is indecisive, and that it is not good at maintaining order. Moreover, a 

significant percentage of the public (14 per cent) disagrees that democracy is the best 

political system. 

The greater satisfaction of the political elite with democracy has been 

demonstrated elsewhere (Saglie & Heidar 2004, p. 391). The magnitude of the values in 

our sample, however, raises doubts about the supposed support of the Portuguese for 

democracy, which has been optimistically asserted by other studies (e.g. Morlino & 

Montero 1995; Schmitter 1999, p. 458). Table 5 confirms that, irrespective of the 

political party they represent, MPs have a more favourable position towards democracy 

and a clearer preference for a democratic system than their electorates. The differences 

between MPs and voters are particularly divergent in the cases of the communist CDU 

and the new left BE.  

 

[Table 5. Mean attitudes towards democracy – ABOUT HERE] 

 

Another interesting finding emerges from this table. Concerning the issue of 

attitudes towards democracy, voters’ views are relatively similar to each other, 

regardless of party, as are MPs’ views. Moreover, the similarity of position is greater 

among voters of different parties and among the group of MPs as a whole than among 

voters and MPs of the same party. This leads us to posit that it is essentially the 

condition of being an MP, in contrast to that of being a voter, that contributes to the 

difference of opinions, and not party affiliation. It could, however, also be argued that 

the lack of issue salience concerning attitudes towards democracy may have contributed 

to these results. 

We turn now to the relationship between left-right self-placement and attitudes 

towards democracy. For voters, the relationship is not statistically significant. However, 

with respect to MPs, those who place themselves on the left of the ideological spectrum 

display rather more positive attitudes towards democracy than their fellow members of 

parliament. This relationship is statistically significant (p<0.05), albeit only weakly so 

(0.23 correlation coefficient). Despite this, the increase in positive attitudes towards 

democracy on the left is not accompanied by an increase in negative attitudes on the 

right. Therefore, this statistically significant relationship only signals a higher degree of 

support for democracy among left MPs.  
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Conclusion 

From the outset, we were clear that the degree of congruence between the political elite 

and the voters cannot be directly understood as a proxy for enhanced democratic 

political representation. Still, the empirical evidence analysed in this study allows us to 

formulate a set of conclusions with explicit implications for democratic representation.  

Firstly, there is a great deal of variance concerning congruence on the left of the 

political spectrum. Indeed, left-wing parties register both the greatest and least 

ideological representation. The socialist PS is the party which repeatedly emerges with 

the greatest congruence in positions on the left-right scale, not only measured in 

objective terms but also with regard to the electorate's perception of the party's location. 

On the contrary, and against both our expectations and the existing literature, the 

communist party exhibits the least ideological congruence among Portuguese parties.  

In this scenario, the relative centrism of the electorate seems to be an important 

element of the story, which affects all parties. It shows that the electorate has a rather 

narrower ideological spectrum when compared with the parliamentary elite. This is not 

unique to Portugal. It has already been noted in previous research on Sweden (Esaiasson 

& Holmberg 1996, pp.176-177, p. 312) and the European Parliament (Thomassen & 

Schmitt 1999, pp. 191-195). To a large extent, this divergence might be explained by 

the lower level of political sophistication among the public.  

Yet, more than the ideologically centrist position of the electorate, it is 

interesting to stress that voters perceive their relative position regarding their 

representatives correctly. It is the MPs of the five Portuguese parties who wrongly 

assume full congruence with their electorates. The voters, however, are able to 

recognise that a discrepancy exists. Moreover, in almost all parties, the voters are able 

to identify accurately the ideological direction in which this discrepancy occurs. This 

means that, contrary to what could be expected, voters are more able than the elite to 

perceive ideological distances between voters and parties.  

The generality of the findings on ideological representation, far from placing 

Portugal in an unusual or idiosyncratic position in the European context, show that it fits 

the European matrix of ideological representation. The same can be said with respect to 

Spain and Italy, the only two south European countries for which similar data was 

available. 
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In democratic societies, matters connected with democratic values foster 

consensus and provoke little party political division. For this reason, the congruence 

among voters and MPs is higher in the case of attitudes towards democracy than with 

regard to ideology, which, by its very nature, generates political dissension.11 There is 

also a higher degree of homogeneity within the general public than among MPs as a 

whole. According to May, there are transversal similarities among party leaders because 

their circumstances and status cut across party lines, and their ability ‘to imbibe the 

spirit of the parliamentary house, to think of [themselves] as national legislator[s] first 

and partisan[s] second’ (May 1973, p. 151). Irrespective of party, the representatives 

and the represented display different conceptions of democracy, with the former 

viewing it more favourably.  

In democratic systems, some degree of divergence on the positions of MPs and 

voters should be not only plausible but expected. Democracy should not necessarily be 

considered stronger as a consequence of higher levels of congruence. In fact, as noted 

by Przeworski et al. (1999), incongruent democratic governments (vis-à-vis their 

supporters) are conceivable. Inversely, it is possible to find congruent non-democratic 

governments too. However, it is supposed that democratic governments and democratic 

political parties produce reasonable levels of similarity and correspondence of positions 

with their supporters. Our findings suggest that, with the two exceptions of the extreme 

left and the global divergences in attitudes towards democracy, the congruence 

produced by the Portuguese political parties is reasonable and median in the European 

context. In other words, notwithstanding the feelings of distrust, distance and 

dissatisfaction of the Portuguese voters towards their representatives noted by 

Magalhães (2004), this does not appear to lead to a different pattern of representation in 

the European context.  

Low party levels of congruence, however, also perceived by the electorate, could 

potentially generate a further distancing of voters from parties. As a consequence, 

parties could be further weakened. Given the fact that the electorate’s perceptions can 

be particularly accurate, this is an important matter for parties to consider.  

Finally, it is important to note the methodological limitations of our study. These 

relate to the dimension of the samples used, which are relatively small for some of the 

parties considered. Although such limitations are quite common in research of this kind, 

they suggest caution in interpreting the results. Further research on this subject should 

allow us to overcome these constraints.  
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Notes 

                                                 
1 For detailed information about the Portuguese party system, see for instance Lopes 

(2004) and Gunther (2007). 
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2  Other studies approached this subject with a higher degree of complexity, namely 

by allowing for influence by different intra-party echelons of leadership on levels of 

congruence (May 1973). 
3    Other works could be added to this list. However, either because they are theoretical 

or simple methodological replications of one of the studies mentioned above, we do not 

include them here. 
4 As in the case of other authors (e.g. Huber & Powell 1994), the median is used 

instead of the mean in order to overcome the bias that the latter may introduce in 

variables which do not have a normal distribution.  
5 In contrast to other electoral systems to which this measure has been applied, in the 

Portuguese case it is only possible to establish five types of dyadic correspondence. It is 

not possible to establish correspondences at the level of electoral constituencies because 

voters do not vote directly for candidate MPs, but for parties. Therefore, 

correspondences are only established at the level of each of the five Portuguese parties. 

The regression and correlation coefficients are, therefore, calculated for the mean 

positions of the elected and electorate of these five parties. Despite their statistical 

drawbacks, we opted for these measurements for the following reasons. Firstly, we are 

interested in replicating in the analysis for Portugal the different aspects of measuring 

representation through congruence. Secondly, we have inserted some safeguards, 

namely through the additional action of applying other statistical measures. Thirdly, the 

additional information obtained from the regression and correlation coefficients, though 

it necessarily requires care in interpretation, may become important when read together 

with the other measures. Despite the statistical limitations, from the analytical viewpoint 

the measures described above enable confirmation of the direction and intensity of the 

relationship between the elite and the voters shown by other measures.  
6 On the statistical grounds for this measure, see especially Pierce (1999, pp. 16-17).  
7       Higher Institute of Social Sciences and Business Studies, University of Lisbon. 
8 The voters’ survey comprised a sample of 1,001 eligible voters (18-70 years old). 

Proportional quota sampling and face to face interviews were used. The survey of 

parliamentarians used face to face interviews. The response rate of 79 out of 230 MPs 

corresponded to 34.3% of the universe. The number of respondents from each party 

were as follows: 38 from PS (out of the total of 121 party MPs), 28 from PSD (out of 75 

MPs), seven (out of 12) from CDS/PP, two (out of 12) from CDU, four (out of 14) from 
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BE and two (out of two) for PEV. Some methodological problems arise from the 

comparison between voters and MPs. These problems have been widely reported in the 

literature on this subject (e.g. Eulau 1987, pp. 171-172; Pierce 1999, pp. 13-15), two of 

the most important being the conceptual differences between voters’ and MPs’ political 

and ideological positions, and, as a consequence, the higher dispersion of voters’ 

positions comparative to those of MPs.  
9 It should be noted that, although the PS displays the least difference in the means, it 

presents the greatest standard deviation for the MPs, followed by the PSD. This is 

understandable on account of the more centrist positioning of these two parties. The 

tendency towards less internal cohesion in the larger parties at the centre in comparison 

to the smaller and more extreme parties has already been demonstrated at a European 

level (Schmitt & Thomassen 1999, pp. 124-125). This lower degree of internal 

homogeneity in the elite, however, affects the extent of the congruence encountered for 

the PS.  
10 As we have no data available to measure the political parties' actual policies and 

ideological positions, and given the sense of near-convergence of position between how 

MPs define their own positions and how they place their parties, we used the positions 

of the former to measure those of the latter. The authoritative nature of party elites' 

positions in defining those of their parties (Budge 2000) and in the case of Portugal, 

MPs' relative lack of independence in relation to the political parties (see e.g. Opello 

1988, pp. 134-143), supports this option. However, this is not an optimal but only an 

analytical solution: MPs’ political positions are not necessarily identical with the party 

line.  
11 Greater congruence in non-structural rather than structural matters has been 

registered in other European countries (Thomassen 1999, pp. 46-51).  


