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Abstract
Democratic theory argues that individuals should have their policy preferences 
equally represented in politics. Research on opinion congruence has often found, 
however, that political parties’ views are more likely to align with those of higher-
income and higher educated citizens. We argue that this conclusion does not account 
for heterogeneity among parties. Based on an integrated dataset containing the 
positions of over 1,700 Belgian citizens and 11 Belgian parties on over 120 pol-
icy statements, we examine how opinion congruence inequality between privileged 
and underprivileged people varies between parties. We find that left-wing parties 
align more with underprivileged citizens than they do with privileged citizens on 
economic issues, while the opposite holds for right-wing parties. On cultural issues, 
however, both left- and right-wing parties better represent the preferences of privi-
leged people. The exception is the radical right party Vlaams Belang, which on the 
cultural dimensions better represents the views of underprivileged voters.

Keywords  Belgium · Inequality in representation · Opinion congruence · Radical 
right parties

Introduction

Despite manifold debates about the style, focus, and direction of political rep-
resentation, there is widespread agreement that, “unless mass views have some 
place in the shaping of policy, all talk about democracy is nonsense” (Key 1961, 
p. 7). It is for this reason that high levels of agreement between voters and repre-
sentatives, in what has been referred to as “opinion congruence” (Walgrave and 
Lefevere 2013), are seen as an indicator of a healthy democracy (Diamond and 
Morlino 2005). Equally important, however, is that all citizens have their voices 
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equally heard. Nevertheless, as societal resources are unequally distributed, 
a growing concern has emerged that some voter groups’ greater access to, and 
control over, certain resources translates into increased levels of opinion congru-
ence. In almost all cases, this access to resources is measured through a person’s 
income or level of education (Gilens 2005; Lesschaeve 2017). The possibility that 
some people have their opinions better represented that others has spurned on 
a growing body of literature on how preference representation differs between 
social groups. Studies in this field generally find that the voices of the affluent or 
higher educated carry more weight than those of less privileged citizens or lower 
class voters (Flavin 2012; Giger et al. 2012; Schakel and Hakhverdian 2018).

In most Western democracies, political parties are the central actors that trans-
late public opinion into public policy, as they develop policy programmes from 
which voters are able to choose on election day (Dalton 2017). Given the impor-
tance of parties in what is referred to as the “responsible party model” (Adams 
2001), it is surprising that relatively little attention has been given to the role of 
political parties in scholarly efforts to explain unequal opinion representation. If 
one looks at the impressive body of research on inequality in representation of 
the past two decades, one would come to the conclusion that inequality is seem-
ingly pervasive and a constant in government policy-making. Only recently have 
scholars, primarily focussing on the US, begun to take into account parliamentary 
or government configuration (Hillen and Steiner 2020; Rosset and Kurella 2020; 
Schwander et al. 2020).

This study contributes to these efforts by examining how parties moderate ine-
quality in opinion congruence between privileged (i.e. the higher educated and 
higher incomes) and underprivileged citizens (i.e. the lower educated and lower 
incomes). Does left–right ideology still matter, with parties on the left aligning more 
with the views of the underprivileged, and parties on the right sharing the prefer-
ences of the privileged? Is this relation dependent on issue dimension (Lefkofridi 
et al. 2014)? And what is the role of radical right parties, which seem to upend the 
classic distinction between the left and the right (Kitschelt and McGann 1997)?

This study explores the theoretical foundations of these research questions and 
answers them on the basis a large dataset containing the policy preferences of over 
1700 Belgian voters and 11 Belgian parties on over 120 policy statements collected 
in the run-up to the 2014 Belgian elections. As a small consociational democracy, 
which arguably encourages party ideological convergence, Belgium represents a 
critical case in which to examine whether parties matter in opinion congruence ine-
quality. The results show that this inequality is indeed related to party ideology, but 
that this relation also depends on issue dimension. On economic issues, the policy 
stances of left-wing parties align more with those of underprivileged voters than 
with those of privileged voters, while an opposite pattern is observed for right-wing 
parties. On cultural issues, we find both left- and right-wing parties favouring the 
views of privileged voters. Finally, the radical right party Vlaams Belang deviates 
from this trend by showing higher levels of opinion congruence with the lower edu-
cated and less affluent on cultural issues. While these findings show that parties very 
much matter in opinion congruence inequality and that, depending on the parties in 
power, inequality can be in favour of the underprivileged, they also suggest that the 
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latter have no option in the Belgian party system that sides with their views on both 
dimensions.

Parties, issue dimensions and inequality in opinion congruence

Scholars have identified various mechanisms that result in political elites holding 
stances that are more congruent with those of privileged voters: lobbying, finan-
cial contributions, voter turnout, and descriptive biases among political elites. With 
lobbying, lobbyists seek to establish shared perspectives with politicians through 
socializing, friendship networks, revolving-door employment, the use of think tanks 
to formulate complex policy positions, and even by the act of drafting legislation 
for politicians (Winters and Page 2009). Financial contributions—political dona-
tions and spending on behalf of political elites—primarily serve a selection purpose, 
according to what has been labelled the “ideological sorting hypothesis” (Bronars 
and Lott 1997). These contributions do not try to change the preferences of politi-
cal elites, but rather serve as a means of helping politicians with congruent policy 
preferences win (re)election. Regarding turnout, studies have consistently pointed 
towards underprivileged citizens being less likely to vote in elections than privileged 
citizens are (Gallego 2010; Steinbrecher and Seeber 2011).

Given the corporatist interest group system (van Gerven and Beckers 2009), strict 
campaign finance laws (Weekers et  al. 2009), and compulsory voting in Belgium 
(De Winter and Johan Ackaert 1994), the most relevant mechanism behind inequal-
ity in opinion congruence in the present study is arguably the fact that political elites 
tend to come predominantly from privileged groups. In Belgium, just like in most 
Western democracies, between 70 and 90 per cent of MPs have a college degree 
(Bovens and Wille 2017). In the USA, the median individual net worth of mem-
bers of Congress is six times that of average Americans (Carnes 2012). Due to their 
shared background, politicians view the world in a similar way, resulting in simi-
lar policy preferences. As a result, underprivileged citizens experience lower levels 
of opinion congruence. The literature on the link between substantive and descrip-
tive representation supports this assertion (see for instance Saalfeld and Bischof 
2013), in spite of examples where upper-class politicians defend the interests of the 
underprivileged.

If there are sufficient reasons to expect inequality in opinion congruence to occur 
at all, how then might we expect political parties to moderate this inequality? Intui-
tively, one might apply the classic left–right divide to expectations of opinion con-
gruence inequality. Starting with the seating arrangement in the French National 
Assembly of 1789, where the King’s supporters sat to right of the Assembly’s presi-
dent, and supporters of the revolution to his left, left-wing parties have been tra-
ditionally associated with the interests of the underprivileged segments of society, 
while the right has been seen as defenders of the wealthy (Bobbio 1996).

However, this view would be overly simplistic and ignore the multidimensional 
nature of issue positions. Public opinion studies have shown that citizens organize 
their policy stances on two issue dimensions (Kriesi et  al. 2006). The first is the 
economic dimension, which captures conflicts on the role of the government in the 
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economy and the redistribution of wealth. The second dimension revolves around 
the cleavage between cosmopolitan and progressive values on one side and more tra-
ditional and nationalistic values on the other. While there is debate on whether citi-
zens treat these dimension as independent, enabling any combination of preferences, 
a self-interested view would expect some combinations to be more prevalent than 
others (Werfhorst and Graaf 2004). Specifically, such a view argues that underprivi-
leged individuals are much more susceptible to proposals of government involve-
ment in the economy and the redistribution of wealth, as they stand to gain more 
from such policies, in contrast to privileged citizens. While underprivileged voters 
are more likely do adopt left-wing views on the economic dimension than privileged 
voters are, this relation is reversed on the cultural dimension. Again, these positions 
make sense from a self-interest perspective. For instance, the influx of immigrants 
increases competition on the job market (Kriesi et al. 2012). In addition, higher lev-
els of education induce cosmopolitan values through a greater familiarity with other 
cultures (Stubager 2008).

On the supply side of politics, most studies find that political parties organize 
their policy positions along a single policy dimension that encompasses both eco-
nomic and cultural issues (Van Der Brug and Van Spanje 2009). Consequently, par-
ties often combine left/-right-wing policy positions on economic issues with toler-
ant/conservative views on cultural issues (Rovny and Edwards 2012). Combining 
the assumptions on party and citizens’ policy views, it is predicted that on economic 
issues opinion congruence inequality is in favour of the privileged among right-wing 
parties, while among left-wing parties, inequality is reversed and in favour of under-
privileged voters (Hypothesis 1a). On cultural issues, this relation is expected to be 
reversed, with right-wing parties favouring the preferences of the underprivileged 
and left-wing parties being more congruent with privileged voters (Hypothesis 1b).

While the role of political parties and their ideological leanings in structuring 
opinion congruence inequality might appear obvious, including in the eyes of the 
public (Freire and Belchior 2013), it is worth considering the arguments of those 
suggesting that ideological labels have increasingly less to do with the adoption 
of distinct issue positions and by extension opinion congruence. These arguments 
revolve around the transformation of political parties. After the vote was extended 
to the working class and to women, mass parties emerged, which focused on the 
representation and mobilization of a well-defined social group (Duverger 1972). As 
mass parties gradually began to evolve into catch-all and cartel parties in the late 
‘80s and ‘90s, the sharp ideological distinctions between parties began to fade and 
gave way to programmatic convergence. Instead of advocating for a comprehensive 
transformation of society in service of their constituents, parties started to preach 
social amelioration, which did not alienate the voters outside their “class gardée” 
(Mair 1997). One of the main driving forces behind this evolution was the enlarging 
of the middle class, of which both traditional working class and capitalist parties 
sought to win support (Thomas 1980). Down’s (1957) model of electoral competi-
tion predicts that parties lose their ideological distinctiveness once they converge 
on the median voter. Indeed, convergence on centrist positions is strategy that has 
been shown to pay off electorally, both in two- and multiparty systems (Adams and 
Somer-Topcu 2009). The idea of ideological converge is also rooted in the spirit of 
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the times, as with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the poorer performance of 
planned socialist economies, there seemed to be no alternative to market-based lib-
eral democracy (see Fukuyama 1992). In other words, policy objectives are viewed 
as something commonly agreed upon, and party competition relates itself primar-
ily to which party is most capable to reach those objectives. While this does not 
inherently make policy, decisions favour the preferences of the privileged over the 
underprivileged, it does render parties an irrelevant factor in explaining inequality in 
opinion congruence.

While there has been some evidence to suggests that parties have indeed con-
verged in terms of issue positions (Evans and Tilley 2012), the story does not end 
here. When parties converge, they lose part of their distinctiveness and their “unique 
brand”, and by doing so pave the way for the success of newer parties that are will-
ing to adopt more extreme positions and positions abandoned by the mainstream 
(Kitschelt and McGann 1997). Indeed, the electoral benefits of moderation only 
apply to large traditional parties, while smaller parties profit from setting themselves 
apart (Abou-Chadi and Orlowski 2016). As a result, the loss in programmatic choice 
by mainstream parties converging on the centre is usually offset by smaller parties 
filling those ideological vacuums. Furthermore, the success of these smaller parties 
often makes mainstream parties reconsider moderation. In other words, ideological 
converge should not be overstated in the presence of mechanisms of divergence.

One group of parties that emerged in the wake of ideological convergence is 
the Radical Right party (RRP). This party type is defined by a core ideology that 
revolves around a combination of three elements (Mudde 2007). The first is nativ-
ism, which aspires to the ideal of cultural homogeneity. The second is authoritari-
anism, which stresses the need to strictly enforce order in society, and the third is 
populism, which views society as being divided between the people and the cor-
rupt elite. RRPs have traditionally sought to court voters by adopting more extreme 
views on cultural issues than mainstream parties, especially on topics like immi-
gration (Kitschelt and McGann 1997). Initially, this right-wing socio-cultural stance 
was combined with a right-wing view on economic and social welfare matters 
(Kriesi et  al. 2006), rendering them simply a more radical version of mainstream 
right-wing parties. Over the past decade, however, RRPs have begun to adopt and 
stress left-wing positions on economic issues, expanding their opposition to globali-
zation to include not only the cultural consequences, but also the economic rami-
fications (Lefkofridi and Michel 2014). RRPs and their “welfare chauvinism”, in 
which welfare benefits are to be limited to the “own people” (Mudde 2007), have 
become an increasingly relevant force in West-European politics (Schumacher and 
van Kersbergen 2016). While there is debate on whether RRPs are genuinely left-
wing or more centrist on economic issues (see Mudde 2007), it stands to reason that 
such parties can be expected to break away from the unidimensional belief system 
of mainstream parties. As such, RRPs are expected to deviate from the patterns pre-
dicted in Hypothesis 1.

To summarize, we have the following expectations on inequality in opinion con-
gruence for RRPs. On cultural issues, similar to other right-wing parties, RRPs are 
expected to have policy positions closer to those of underprivileged voters than 
those of privileged voters. On economic issues, inequality in opinion congruence is 
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expected to be smaller or even reversed in the favour of unprivileged voters, when 
compared to other right-wing parties. This is our second hypothesis.

Data and methods

To test these expectations, two sets of data from the Belgian regional, federal, and 
European elections of May 2014 are used. Belgium is small consociational federa-
tion in Western Europe and mainly consists of two linguistic regions, Flanders and 
Wallonia (Deschouwer 2009). In the country, party convergence is arguable greater, 
as its relatively small size makes it more subject to the forces of globalization, and 
its EU membership has further reduced the leeway of political elites to shape the 
country’s policies. In addition, Belgium is known as a consociational democracy, 
in which elites engage in cooperation to reduce conflict (Lijphart 2012). This too 
has arguably dampened political polarization and reduced rather than increased the 
ideological distances between parties. As a result, Belgium is a case where partisan 
convergence can be expected to be greater than in other countries, thus represent-
ing a critical test for the assertion that parties matter when it comes to inequality in 
opinion congruence.

The first dataset is an online survey of 1768 eligible Belgian voters, after exclud-
ing respondents with incomplete information, conducted in March 2014. Respond-
ents were quota sampled from a large panel managed by TNS Dimarso in order to 
make sure that the sample as a whole reflects the Belgian population in terms of 
age, gender, and level of education. The questionnaire included large batteries of 
policy statements, which touch upon topics relevant for the upcoming three elec-
tions. While the statements for the federal and European level were identical for 
all respondents, the regional statements were customized to reflect regional differ-
ences in what the topical issues were in 2014. In the end, this study can rely on the 
answers of Flemish voters on 127 policy statements and the answers of Walloon vot-
ers on 134 statements. Answering such a long list of policy statements can results, 
however, in survey fatigue. Specifically, when online surveys take over 20 min to 
complete, responses have been found to become increasingly inaccurate (Galesic 
and Bosnjak 2009). To prevent this, the survey was split up into two waves, with the 
same respondents being surveyed twice, with one or two days in between. This lim-
ited the average length of each wave to roughly 15 min.

The second dataset is a party leadership survey. Concurrent with the voters’ 
survey, the leaders of all eleven political parties in Belgium were contacted that 
had at least one representative in either the regional or national parliament before 
the 2014 elections and were asked to answer the same policy statements as those 
in the voter survey. The Belgian party landscape is split along the Flemish/Fran-
cophone linguistic divide (De Winter et al. 2006), resulting in our party leader-
ship survey to consist of six Flemish and five Francophone parties. The eleven 
parties come from six party families. From the environmentalist family, there 
are Groen (Green), and Ecolo (Ecologists), and from the social democrats, there 
are Sp.a (Socialistische Partij Anders, Socialist Party Differently) and PS (Parti 
Socialiste, Socialist party). The christen democrats are represented by CD&V 
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(Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams, Christian Democratic and Flemish) and CDH 
(Centre démocrate humaniste, Humanist Democratic Centre). From the liberal 
party family, there are Open VLD (Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten, 
Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats) and MR (Mouvement Réformateur, 
Reformist Movement). The FDF (Front démocratique des francophones, Demo-
cratic Front of Francophones) and N-VA (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie, New Flemish 
Alliance) are two regionalist parties. Finally, there is the extreme right/regional-
ist/populist Vlaams Belang (Flemish interest).

The answers of the leadership are taken as the positions of the entire party. This 
assumption is merited in the Belgian context due to the strong control leadership 
exerts over matters such as candidate list formation (Andeweg and Thomassen 
2011). Even in disagreement, party MPs are likely to follow the leadership’s lead, 
as is evident from the extreme degree of party cohesion during parliamentary votes 
(Depauw 2003).

To summarize, the strength of the datasets used here lies in the fact that they 
contain comparable party and voters’ positions on a large number of concrete issues 
to measure the congruence of their opinions. This approach has been shown to be 
vastly superior to other methods such as the reliance on the left–right scale, which 
has been found to be only weakly related to voters’ concrete issue positions (Freire 
and Belchior 2013). Both party leaderships and voters could either ‘agree’ or ‘disa-
gree’ with a policy statement. While more limited than the classic Likert-scale, Rab-
inowitz and Macdonalds (1989) argue that additional answering categories are more 
likely to reflect the importance or intensity with which a position is held instead of 
positional nuance.

The dependent variable is the difference in opinion congruence between the privi-
leged and underprivileged. To distinguish between these two groups of respondents, 
information is used on their income and education, included in the voter survey. For 
education, voters are divided into three categories: lower educated voters only have 
an elementary school degree, middle educated consists of those who have finished 
their secondary education, and higher educated are voters who have a graduate or 
university degree. Voters’ income is measured as the decile category they belong to 
when taking into account their total household income. These income deciles too 
were grouped into three categories, the first containing the first three income deciles, 
the second income deciles four to seven, and the third income deciles eight to ten. 
These variables were combined to calculate socio-economic status (SES) by add-
ing them up. Respondent are considered privileged when they belong to the top two 
SES categories, and underprivileged when they belong to the bottom two categories. 
Of the 1768 respondents in the sample, 697 (39 per cent of the sample) belong to the 
underprivileged group while the privileged category consists of 592 respondents (33 
per cent of the sample). Finally, the middle category consists of 479 respondents (28 
per cent of the sample). While previous studies have often relied on either income 
or education to identify social strata (Flavin 2012; Giger et  al. 2012; Schakel and 
Hakhverdian 2018), it is argued here that a better approach is to conceptualize them 
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as two sides of the same coin, i.e. access to socially valued resources (see Bourdieu 
1986).1

The purpose of this study is to analyse whether some parties have views that align 
more closely with those of privileged or underprivileged voters. The primary inter-
est here is how the supply side of politics affects inequality in opinion congruence 
rather than the choice made by citizens during elections (see Lau et al. 2014). For 
that reason, the first step in calculating the dependent variable is to measure, for 
each party position how many privileged and underprivileged respondents share that 
position, regardless of whether respondents are that party’s supporters or not. How-
ever, with Belgium’s separate Flemish and Francophone party system, party compe-
tition for seats happens in each region separately, even for the federal and European 
parliaments. Therefore, when calculating the agreement with Flemish and Franco-
phone party positions, the sample is limited to Flemish and Francophone respond-
ents, respectively.

In a second step, the level of agreement among unprivileged respondents is sub-
tracted from the level of agreement among privileged respondents. The resulting 
variable, inequality in opinion congruence, is the dependent variable in our analy-
ses. This variable is positive when a party position aligns more with the views of the 
affluent and the higher educated, and negative when a party position caters more to 
the preferences of the underprivileged segments of society. The data are stacked so 
that the unit of analysis is the party*statements combination. This stacking proce-
dure artificially inflates the number of observations, and failing to account for this 
would lead to underestimated standard errors, and an overestimation of statistical 
significance (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012). Therefore, when modelling the 
data, a multilevel regression model is employed with random intercepts for the party 
and policy statement level. The main downside of the above-described approach is 
the inability to take into account potential heterogeneity in policy preferences among 
those with high and low levels of SES. Therefore, robustness checks were performed 
in which the analyses were rerun, after splitting the data by gender and age. These 
checks, reported in the Online Appendix, show results that are in line with the find-
ings reported in the next section.

A precondition to inequality in opinion congruence is the presence of diverg-
ing policy views between the privileged and underprivileged (Soroka and Wlezien 
2008). If both groups agree on what the policy outcome should be, the potential 
for inequality in opinion congruence to occur at all, let alone to vary by party, is 
very limited. In other words, it makes little sense to analyse inequality on issues 
where there is a consensus across groups of voters. Therefore, the analyses are lim-
ited to statements on which there is substantial disagreement on the policy objective 
between privileged and underprivileged citizens. Such statements are identified by 
calculating the absolute difference between the percentage of privileged voters and 

1  While some have scholars have suggested that the difference between income and education matters 
(Werfhorst and Graaf 2004), robustness checks, voters were separated not on the basis of SES, but on the 
basis of education or income alone, confirm the results reported in the “Results” section. These robust-
ness checks are reported in the Appendix.
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the percentage of underprivileged voters who agree with a policy statement. On the 
basis of the median value of this difference (6%), the sample is divided into state-
ments on which there is little disagreement and statements on which there is sub-
stantial disagreement. The analyses focus solely on the latter.2

Figure 1 visualizes opinion congruence inequality. Every bar in the figure repre-
sents one policy statement, and the height of each bar shows the degree of opinion 
congruence inequality. Positive values indicate that congruence is higher for privi-
leged voters, while negative values mean that congruence is higher for underprivi-
leged voters. The statements are placed in order of increasing inequality in favour of 
privileged citizens. From the graph, it is clear that in most cases, 55.3% to be pre-
cise, inequality in opinion congruence favours the upper classes. Inequality in favour 
of the privileged is largest on the policy statement “People over 65 must be able to 
continue to travel for free by bus or tram” for the parties Groen, CD&V, Open VLD, 
N-VA, Vlaams Belang, who all opposed this proposal. This opposition was shared 
by 45 per cent of privileged voters, but only by 19 per cent of the underprivileged.

On the statement “The living wage must rise”, one can find the greatest degree of 
inequality favouring the underprivileged for the parties Groen, Sp.a, CD&V, Open 
VLD, N-VA, and Vlaams Belang, who all supported the proposal. This is in line 
with the preference of 79 per cent of underprivileged voters, but with only 49 per-
cent of privileged voters. The complete overview of inequality in opinion congru-
ence for every party-statement combination can be found in the Appendix.

Fig. 1   Opinion congruence inequality between the privileged and underprivileged. Note: Positive values 
mean that congruence with privileged voters is higher, while negative values indicate that congruence 
with underprivileged voters is higher

2  The models with all statements, including those that have non-significant preference gaps, can be 
found in the Appendix.
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The first independent variable is parties’ left–right positions, which was derived 
from the Comparative Candidate survey3 conducted just after the elections of May 
25. Each candidate was asked to place their own party on the left–right scale, and a 
party’s position is the average of those placements. Figure 2 shows the place of the 
eleven parties on the left–right scale. The second independent variable indicates the 
policy dimension to which a policy statement belongs. Each statement was assigned 
to the economic or cultural dimension, but a third category was added for statements 
that did not clearly fit either dimension.4 The coding procedure followed the dis-
tinction between issue dimensions of Kriesi et al. (2006). The economic dimension 
represents the classic opposition between the welfare state and economic liberal-
ism, while the cultural dimension captures issues related to nationalism versus cos-
mopolitism and law and order.

Hypothesis 2 predicts that radical right parties deviate from patterns predicted in 
Hypothesis 1, and instead better represent the underprivileged, both when it comes 
to issues on the economic and on the cultural dimension. In the Belgian party sys-
tem, only the party Vlaams Belang (VB) can unambiguously be identified as a radi-
cal right party. The literature on RRPs is in agreement that VB has an ideology that 
is centred on the protection and promotion of the ‘Flemish’ culture, a strong empha-
sis on the law and order, and is infused with the idea that ‘the people’ need to lib-
erated from an elite class that threatens them economically and culturally (Mudde 
2007; Pauwels 2011). Therefore, testing Hypothesis 2 will entail the comparison of 
the patterns of opinion congruence inequality for VB with those of the other ten 
parties.

The analyses control for statement ignorance. It is possible, even likely, that some 
respondent positions amount to nothing more than what Converse (2006/1964) 
referred to as ‘nonattitudes’, attitudes that are not real and emerge solely because 
people where asked a question in a survey. While the aggregation of individual 
opinions in the calculations will arguable help ameliorate this problem (Page and 
Shapiro 1992), it can be reduced further by controlling for differences in how well 
the privileged and underprivileged understood the statements. While the survey did 
not include a precise measure of how clear each policy statements was, it can be 
approximated by looking at the number of respondents who answered with ‘don’t 

Fig. 2   Belgian parties on the left–right continuum

3  The data utilized in this publication were made available by the CESPOL (UCLouvain), sponsored by 
the Belgian National Scientific Research Fund FNRS (CDR J.0141.14). The data were originally col-
lected by Lieven De Winter, Audrey Vandeleene and Pierre Baudewyns. Neither the original collectors 
of the data nor the Centre bears any responsibility for the analysis or interpretations presented here.
4  All codings were done by the author. The statements were also coded by a second coder and adequate 
levels of reliability were achieved (Krippendorf’s Alpha = 0.83).
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know’. This number is arguably greater for poorly understood statements. Therefore, 
statement ignorance is the non-response in the sample, calculated for each state-
ment.5 Finally, as the policy statements come from different linguistic regions and 
parliaments, the models control for the language group (Flemish or Francophone) 
and the legislature (regional, national, or European). Especially this last covariate 
is important as both the regional and national elections can be considered first-order 

Table 1   Descriptives of all variables

X̄ S.D Min Max

Inequality in opinion congruence (%) 1.48 13.57 − 29.53 26.78
Parties’ left–right positions 5.45 2.42 2.13 9.47
Economic issues 0.35 0.48 0 1
Cultural issues 0.49 0.5 0 1
Neutral issues 0.16 0.37 0 1
Statement ignorance (%) 12.82 6.44 1.03 39.51
Language group (Flemish (1) – Francophone (0)) 0.55 0.5 0 1
Regional election 0.41 0.49 0 1
National election 0.44 0.5 0 1
European election 0.15 0.35 0 1

Fig. 3   The policy positions of voters and parties on economic and cultural issues

5  Statement ignorance was not found to differ between privileged and underprivileged respondents, with 
a correlation of r > 0.90.
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elections, but not European elections (Deschouwer 2012). Table 1 gives an overview 
of all of the variables.

Results

Before explaining inequality in opinion congruence, the data are explored by exam-
ining the degree to which parties and voters adopt left- and right-wing views in 
Fig. 3. Most parties are situated in the bottom left quadrant, indicating generally left-
wing economic and cultural views, with a number of other parties found in the upper 
left quadrant (left-wing economic and right-wing cultural views), and in the upper 
right quadrant (right-wing economic and cultural views). Voters are situated in the 
top left quadrant, maintaining left-wing economic positions with right-wing posi-
tions. However, low-level SES voters are relatively more left-wing than high-level 
SES respondents on economic issues and vice versa on cultural issues. As such, the 
data provide some support for the assumptions outlined in the theoretical section.

Noticeable, however, is that most parties adopt left-wing or centrist attitudes on 
cultural issues, in contrast to the vast majority of voters. The sole exception is the 
RRP Vlaams Belang, which is by far the most right-wing party on cultural issues. 
Furthermore, Vlaams Belang combines these cultural views with a moderately left-
wing perspective on economic positions. In sum, a visual inspection of the aggregate 
patterns in the data suggests support for hypothesis 1a, as left-wing parties appear to 
be relatively closer to the economic positions of underprivileged voters than they are 
to those of privileged voters. In addition, in line with hypothesis 2, the RRP Vlaams 
Belang is closer to low-level SES voters on both cultural and economic issues. In 
contrast, hypothesis 1b seems less supported, as most parties are closer to high-level 
SES voters on cultural issues.

Table 2 formally tests whether inequality in opinion congruence is dependent on 
party ideology and issue dimension. Model 1 includes only the covariates, while 
model 2 adds the main explanatory variables. Finally, model 3 adds the interac-
tion terms between parties’ left–right position and issue dimension. Model 1 shows 
that opinion congruence inequality is not related to statement ignorance, the elec-
tion level, and that there is no difference between Flemish and Francophone party 
positions. Model 2 indicates that opinion congruence inequality is generally higher 
on cultural issues than it is on economic issues. An average level of inequality of 
-0.54% on the latter dimension indicates a balance in the Belgian party system 
between left-wing and right-wing parties. On cultural issues, however, the views of 
privileged citizens are roughly 3% more congruent with parties than the views of the 
underprivileged are. As Fig. 3 already showed, there are more culturally left-wing 
parties than right-wing parties, resulting in a general overrepresentation of privi-
leged voters on these issues.

In addition, though a positive effect of parties’ left–right positions on inequal-
ity in opinion congruence is found, this effect is not statistically significant. As 
expected, this is because the role of left–right views is contingent on the issue 
dimension. The coefficients in Model 2 show that the effect of parties’ left–right 
position is highly positive on economic issues (β = 1.19), but far less so on cultural 
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and other issues. To get a better understanding of this interaction term, the marginal 
effects are plotted in Fig. 4. This figure shows the direct relation between parties’ 
left–right positions and opinion congruence inequality from Model 1 (solid line), 
and how this effect differs on economic (dashed line) and cultural issues (dotted 
line). On economic issues, the relation is steeper when compared the relation on all 
issues. This change is primarily the result of left-wing parties aligning far more with 
underprivileged voters. The difference between left- and right-wing parties seems 
to have reversed on cultural matters, though the slope of regression estimate is not 
statistically distinguishable from zero. On this dimension, both left- and right-wing 
parties generally side with the views of privileged voters. While hypothesis 1a thus 
finds clear support from the data, hypothesis 1b must be rejected. Parties are gener-
ally more tolerant on cultural issues than the public. As the higher educated and 
higher incomes are generally more left-wing on these issues than underprivileged 
voters are, inequality almost always favours privileged voters.

The final hypothesis predicts that the RRP Vlaams Belang deviates from the pat-
terns observed among the other parties by siding with underprivileged voters on 
both economic and cultural issues. Since VB is the only radical right party in the 
sample, this expectation is tested by regressing inequality in opinion congruence 
by a series of party dummies. The coefficients are reported in the Appendix, but 
the results are summarized in Fig. 5, which shows the level of inequality in opinion 

Fig. 4   Inequality in opinion congruence, parties’ left–right position, by issue dimension. Note: Based on 
the results of Model 2 and 3, Table 2; the grey area represents the 95% confidence interval; when calcu-
lating the marginal effects, all other variables are kept at their mean value
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congruence by party and issue dimension. While the use of party dummies confirms 
the results of the previous analyses, it is clear that VB deviates from the patterns 
observed among other right-wing parties. Across all issue dimensions, affluent and 
higher educated voters are 3.4% less congruent with VB than underprivileged vot-
ers are. This gap is smaller and not statistically significant from zero on economic 
issues (− 1.7%), but substantially greater on cultural issues (−  5.4%). In fact, VB 
is the only party that sides with the underprivileged on cultural issues. In addition, 
these results are in agreement with Mudde’s (2007) claim that RRP are more centrist 
rather than left-wing on economic issues. Nevertheless, the results support hypoth-
esis 2: VB is more congruent with underprivileged voters on the cultural dimension 
and clearly deviates from other right-wing parties on economic issues, though stop-
ping short from being similar to left-wing parties on this dimension.

Conclusion

Previous studies that have looked at unequal preference representation have found 
that elite preferences and policy outcomes are often more in line with the views of 
higher educated and wealthier voters. Yet, such conclusions rarely take into account 
who controls the levers of power and the composition of legislatures. This paper 
examines the degree to which inequality in opinion congruence differs between left- 
and right-wing parties. Overall, while parties’ left–right ideology matters, this is 
conditional on the issue dimension. Inequality in opinion congruence on economic 
issues increases as a party become more right-wing. Cultural issues show a different 
pattern, with almost all parties siding with the policy preferences of the affluent and 
higher educated voters. As such, the findings agree with Bovens and Wille (2017) 
in that political elites, across parties, are more likely to have tolerant and permissive 
views on cultural matters. The sole exception is the RRP Vlaams Belang, which is 
the only party that better represents the views of underprivileged voters on cultural 
issues.

As such, the main conclusion of this paper is that not considering the role parties 
play in structuring inequality in opinion congruence and representation runs the risk 
of underestimating inequality, or missing instances of reversed inequality in favour 
of underprivileged voters. The inequality in opinion congruence found in so many 
studies (Gilens 2005; Giger et  al. 2012; Schakel and Hakhverdian 2018) depends 
very much on the parties in power and on the nature of the policy issue.

Therefore, the approach suggested in this paper may offer a useful way to start 
thinking more systematically about opinion congruence inequality. The main draw-
back of this study is its limited scope. By focusing on only one country, there is inev-
itable doubt on whether these findings can be generalized, and a wider geographical 
scope would have made the results more robust. However, given that Belgium is a 
case where partisan convergence can be expected to be greater, and the role of par-
ties in explaining opinion congruence inequality thus smaller, it is highly likely that 
a repetition of this study in other countries would too find that parties matter.

The findings presented here also have normative implications. On the one hand, 
finding that the unequal representation of underprivileged voters is not inevitable 



Bringing representatives back in: How political parties…

inspires optimism. Indeed, this paper convincingly shows that inequality in opinion 
congruence is not a constant, but a variable very much subject to the agency of the 
voting public. On the other hand, the less educated and lower-income voters clearly 
have fewer electoral options. In fact, in 2014 there existed no ‘perfect’ political party 
for the underprivileged; one that shares their views on both economic and cultural 
matters. Despite an institutional setting that encourages equal representation, and 
a fractionalized party landscape that increase choice, lower educated and lower-
income voters are still stuck between a rock and a hard place. Whichever party they 
choose, they will find their policy desires frustrated on the economic or the cultural 
dimension, or on both.

Supplementary Information  The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1057/​s41304-​021-​00332-y.
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