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Abstract

Since the turn of the century, the emergence of new (types of) parties and the organizational evolution of established ones
has challenged traditional ideas of party membership with innovative forms of membership and affiliation. These shifts affect
how parties build linkage and sustain their communities. While many studies focus on the changing nature of membership
within individual parties, a comprehensive, comparative understanding of these changes — what is driving them, and how
they impact the democratic functioning of political parties — is lacking. We establish a theoretical and empirical framework
to investigate these phenomena that distinguishes between the concept of party membership (what it is supposed to
achieve) and the way in which party membership is operationalized from the perspective of the state, parties as orga-
nizations and individuals. Our framework and illustrative examples serve as a foundation for the comprehensive empirical
analysis undertaken by the contributors to this special issue.
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Social Democrats and the UK Labour Party have pursued
similar organizational changes that challenge traditional
understandings of membership — by, for example, im-
plementing primaries for leadership selection that extend
the traditional benefits of party membership to a broader
base of party supporters (Sandri and Seddone 2015). In
2016, the Liberal Party of Canada ‘opened up’ its party
through registration to all its supporters and removed
membership fees. At the same time, however, many other
new and established political parties continue to promote
the wvalue of dues-paying membership, rooted in

Introduction

From the ‘movement politics’ of France’s En Marche, the
Bolivian MAS party and the German Alternative fiir
Deutschland, to the digitally-facilitated participation of the
Five Star Movement, Podemos and the Pirate Parties, a new
wave of political parties has emerged over the last two
decades that has challenged established ideas of party
membership. These parties, whether rooted in existing or-
ganizations, in movements, or created by a single leader or
entrepreneur (Bolleyer 2013; Lefkofridi and Weissenbach
2019; Weissenbach 2020), claim to be inventing new forms
of partisan participation and affiliation. The Five Star

Movement and the Pirate Parties, for example, harness
digital technologies to produce open channels of partici-
pation in strategic decisions such as policy-making that do
not rely on the mediation of party elites (see, e.g., Gerbaudo
2019; Barbera et al., 2021: 6). Other, more established
political parties, such as the Canadian Liberals, the French
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geographically based local parties. Some parties even
‘hedge their bets’ — offering membership alongside other
affiliation options, such as registered supportership.

In this introductory article and special issue, we examine
different forms of party membership and affiliation in both
theoretical and empirical terms to provide greater concep-
tual clarity in how these terms are used, applied across
parties and countries, and over time. While numerous
studies exist pointing to the changing nature of activities
associated with party membership such as candidate se-
lection and other-types of intra-party decision-making, we
lack a comprehensive and comparative understanding of
what these changes entail and how they link with under-
standings of membership, what is driving them, and if/how
they impact the democratic function of political parties in
linking citizens and the state by building a meaningful and
engaged party community. Studies of party membership
also tend to be oriented towards parties in established de-
mocracies, particularly Western Europe. With our approach
we seek a unified language and a coherent understanding
and conceptualization of membership and affiliation that
can be applied across regions.

We begin by reviewing the main approaches and un-
derstandings of party membership and affiliation. Mem-
bership is becoming more dynamic and multi-dimensional,
akin to a holocracy model of organizing, in which a set of
rules and practices enables self-organization, decentralized
governance and participation options. Terms such as ‘fol-
lowers’, ‘supporters’ and ‘affiliates’ have been used in the
literature to describe these changes; we propose a clear
definition of both party membership and affiliation.

Second, we develop a framework to investigate (both
theoretically and empirically) these phenomena. We dis-
tinguish between the concept of party membership and its
conceptualization. We argue that the concept of party
membership can best be thought of in terms of the normative
ideal of what it is supposed to achieve. At the most basic
level, this is providing the participatory link between citi-
zens and the state (parties and society), and it has remained
constant over time. Varied examples of the articulation of
party membership as a concept can be found in the literature
on party government (Mair 2008), democratic linkage and
party organization (e.g. Lawson and Merkl 1988; Widfeldt
1999), and in the rhetoric of parties themselves.

On the other hand, the way in which a party con-
ceptualizes party membership carries implications for its
operational implementation. How this normative ideal is
realized, or achieved in practice through the norms,
responsibilities, activities, and relationships that sustain
it is fluid and continuously evolving. We argue that the
operationalization of membership by political parties
and scholars is influenced by preferences and expecta-
tions at three distinct, yet interrelated levels: that of the
state, that of parties as organizations and that of

individuals, for example, party members, party affili-
ates, voters, citizens. This framework enables us to
understand the relationship between membership and
affiliation, and the multi-level drivers that push parties
to pursue strategies of membership and various other
types of affiliation. We do not aim to articulate or cat-
egorize the many forms of membership and affiliation,
because as we suggest, they are constantly evolving.
Rather, our framework is aimed at better understanding
how and why patterns of party membership and affili-
ation change over time, and across contexts. The way
parties conceptualize membership and affiliation has
implications for how they are able to build linkage and
communities to confront the challenges of the 21°
century.

Outside of the readership immediately concerned with
party membership, our framework may also be useful to
those wanting to better understand the social, organizational
and institutional pressures that are exerted on parties to
reform and to practitioners who wonder how to keep citi-
zens engaged within parties as institutions of representative
democracy in times of transformation and polarization. We
apply this framework to several illustrative examples of
party membership and affiliation across party families and
countries to examine the diversity of membership practices
across and within parties, as well as the numerous forms of
affiliation that currently exist.

Party membership and affiliation

Party researchers have noted that the transformation of party
membership and affiliation has happened in both a func-
tional and expressive sense, both of which serve to blur the
boundaries between these two concepts. In an expressive
sense, political parties routinely use more fluid and inclusive
language when describing their organizations — inviting
citizens to ‘join’ movements rather than become party
members (Gauja 2017). In a functional sense, parties have
begun mobilizing and granting their supporters rights and
duties within the party and, at the same time, have di-
minished participatory rights that were formally exclusive
for dues-paying members — making ‘traditional” member-
ship less exclusive with fewer unique benefits and blurring
the distinction between members and supporters (Katz and
Mair 1995). In addition, digital technologies and network
logics of organizing have enabled a reshaping of
membership/affiliate relations (Barbéra et al., 2021;
Gerbaudo 2019; Haberer 2021). These developments put
pressure on — and have enabled — established parties to
introduce new forms of party affiliation and to operate
various organizational membership functions on digital
platforms (Scarrow 2015). Affiliation offerings include new
forms of communication and participation, flexible and
project-based membership, or other ways of supporting, for
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example reduced membership fees, discounted rates or
permanent low (no) fees (Biancalana and Vittori 2021;
Faucher 2015; van Haute and Gauja 2015).

Concurrently, researchers have noted a trend towards the
empowerment of the individual member at the expense of
collective groupings within parties; especially in established
parties since 1990 (Cross and Blais 2012; Katz and Mair
1995; Pilet and Cross 2014; Scarrow 2015). Political parties
have introduced more and more all-member ballots and by
doing so have privileged the aggregation of individual
members’ voices over decision-making via established
groups, such as factions or branches (Faucher, 2015;
Kosiara-Pedersen et al., 2017: 236; Cross et al., 2018).
These changes, or ‘plebiscitary benefits’ (Kosiara-Pedersen
etal., 2017: 236) impact not only the traditional functions of
membership that we might consider core to, or defining of,
the party — like the selection of party leaders and candidates
(Bille 2001; Scarrow and Kittilson 2003: 69-71) — but also
the collective organization of internal party decision-
making processes, the adoption of electoral manifestos as
well as regarding policymaking procedures (Faucher 2015).

The two parallel trends of the increasing individuali-
zation of membership (in the form of plebiscitary-style
ballots) and blurring the distinction between members
and supporters (by granting the latter a say on party policies,
candidate nomination and leadership selection) have led
both activists and scholars to question the very point of
party membership. At the very least, these trends prompt us
to reconsider the boundaries of parties as organizations of
participatory linkage and who constitutes them.

The idea of party membership as we tend to think of it
today evolved with the classic mass parties as depicted by
Duverger (1964) and others. These parties developed in-
dividual rank-and-file party memberships (as well as col-
lective memberships through affiliated unions), which were
characterized by a contractual relationship: in mass parties,
members gained rights to influence important political
decisions within their party in return for paying membership
dues. However, the ambiguity of the boundaries of mem-
bership was something Duverger (1964) had already con-
templated in the first half of the twentieth century.
Duverger’s concentric circle of party affiliation presents
membership as one out of a range of different relationship
types of varying intensity, from militants to voters. How-
ever, he also acknowledged the fluidity of these categories,
suggesting that while a party supporter can be distinguished
from a member by virtue of the fact that s’/he “remains
outside the organization and the community it forms, as
soon as that difference is examined more closely ‘it blurs
and at times disappears’” (1964: 62).

More than half a century later, the same concerns aminate
party organization scholarship. Multiple researchers have
demonstrated that party membership is changing over time
(Cross and Katz 2013; Fisher et al., 2014; Gauja 2017;

Scarrow 2013; Whiteley 2011) and we now find a variety of
membership options, constructions and notions (Faucher
2015; Gauja 2015). Susan Scarrow’s (2015, 2019) “multi-
speed model” of party affiliation emphasizes the idea of
moving beyond traditional individual party membership as
the main indicator of partisan engagement. Formal mem-
bership is one of several possibilities that civil society has to
connect with political parties (among them, social media
followers and news audience), and too rigid distinctions
obscure ‘some of the most interesting aspects of party life:
the movement between, and overlap among, these circles’
(2015: 28; see Lisi and Cancela 2019: 391).

The challenge for party organization scholars is to
analyze — and disentangle — the relationship between
membership and affiliation. While we note there is con-
siderable overlap between these two concepts, research over
time has used phrases such as ‘supporter’, ‘affiliate’ etc.
With relatively little specificity or clarification. As van
Haute and Gauja (2015) argue, studies of party member-
ship typically do not define membership. Who is a member
is determined by the parties’ own membership lists, or
whether an individual identifies as such. Distinguishing
between members and affiliates is not an easy task, par-
ticularly if we consider the theoretical distinction between
passive members and non-members (see, e.g., Heidar and
Saglie 2003: 764), or the variety of activities engaged in by
both members and other supporters (Gauja and Gromping
2020; Webb et al. 2017). However, it is crucially important
to better understand and articulate these differences in order
to better understand the magnitude and importance of these
changes, to identify and analyze them empirically, and to
understand the drivers for their development over time as
well as their consequences for building linkage in polarized
times.

To aid theoretical and empirical clarity, we propose to use
two broad categories that speak to the enduring normative
legacy of party membership. We use the term ‘party affil-
iate’ to describe any type of connection between an indi-
vidual and a party beyond voting. Who can affiliate, and
how, varies over time and context (elaborated below). The
minimum threshold of affiliation beyond voting implies an
attitudinal and behavioral component: the expression or
action of an individual to support a certain party. This might
include expressive and participatory practices such as party
identification, following the party or its candidates on social
media, and being a campaign volunteer for the party or its
candidate(s). Therefore, depending on the activities they
perform, affiliates might also be referred to as supporters,
followers, campaigners or volunteers. Some new parties,
especially internet-based parties (Weissenbach 2024),
pursue a strategy of affiliation, mobilizing ad hoc networks
of supporters and followers, institutionalizing forms of
connective action (Bennett and Segerberg 2013). As argued
by Scarrow (2015), each individual may have overlapping
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affiliations with one (or more) parties, hence, there is po-
tentially more than one type of affiliation between an in-
dividual and a party at a given time. Following this
argument, we state that citizens can have different roles in
their relationship with political parties — which can also end
up in intra- or inter-role-conflicts.

‘Party membership’ is one form of party affiliation, and
all party members are affiliates. But all affiliates are not
party members. In classic mass membership parties, party
members sign a membership form and pay dues in return for
the rights and duties granted in party statutes. Following
Sartori (1976), our definition of ‘party member’ is linked to
the everyday use of the concept, which emphasizes that
party members are (1) registered with the party and (2)
granted rights and duties. The contractual aspect of mem-
bership of an organization as a useful heuristic: in return for
some form of ‘consideration’ (whether membership dues,
labor or even personal data), an individual is granted
ongoing — and ordinarily specified — rights within the or-
ganization. While these rights need not be extensive, they
must be known — or be capable of being enunciated — by the
party and the member. What is key here is mutual recog-
nition. The requirement that rights and obligations are
ongoing distinguishes a member from an affiliate who has
signed up to vote in a single candidate or leadership ballot.
Furthermore, the party must be capable of delineating its
own organizational boundaries, by having the power to
either accept — or reject — a prospective member.

State, party and individual level
conceptualization of party membership
and affiliation

To understand why membership changes over time and how
this affects parties’ capacity to build linkage and commu-
nity, we distinguish between the concept of party mem-
bership and its conceptualization. Political parties are
ubiquitous and privileged actors in representative democ-
racies. By promoting the election of candidates to public
office, political parties form a direct chain connecting cit-
izens and civil society to the institutions of the state.
Electoral linkage is provided when voters on Election Day
vote for a candidate/party on the basis of policies and
ideology. However, we focus here on participatory linkage
beyond Election Day. From a normative perspective, the
concept of membership is central to this. The way in which
membership is conceptualized (or put into practice) changes
over time, space and context, but the underlying concept of
membership as linkage and its inseparability from parties
does not. This means that while we can observe significant
differences in the rights and responsibilities accorded to
members, the extent to which membership is utilized by
parties and pursued by individuals (conceptualization) — the

idea, that parties need to be connected to society in some
way (concept) remains constant over time.

Both membership and affiliation link citizens to political
parties, but membership — as we define it — is qualitatively
different insofar as it introduces ideas of responsiveness and
formalized reciprocal obligation. As part of a political party,
members accept the rules that govern the organization and
the rights and responsibilities assigned to them. Classic elite
parties did not have members beyond their elected repre-
sentatives. They were, possibly together with their networks
and donors, the party. Due to ‘the contagion from the left’,
the center-right also established membership organizations
in the 20™ century, however, mostly in the form of ‘catch-
all” or electoral-professional parties, where dues-paying
members have rights and duties but are deemed less im-
portant than in mass parties (Katz and Mair 1995).

What determines how parties conceptualize member-
ship, and how does this change over time and across
contexts? Which factors influence the choice of a political
party to pursue an organizing strategy that is based on
membership or other types of affiliation? To answer these
questions, we build on Gauja (2015) to propose a multi-
level framework that distinguishes between membership
and affiliation at the state, party and individual levels. In
essence, the state level sets the context within which the
party and individual levels interplay. Conceptualizations of
party affiliation may vary across these three levels, over
time, as well as across parties and systems.

Perspective from the state

Every political party operates within a particular institu-
tional context that influences the way in which they orga-
nise, mobilise and ultimately influence policy. We refer to
this context as the ‘state’ even though it comprises regu-
lation also at the local, regional and federal levels of
government; and even supranationally, for example EU
regulation of European parties. The context can be em-
pirically examined through the laws that govern the oper-
ation of parties, the institutions and systems that they
created as well as the norms of behaviour that these legal
regimes produce (Bevir and Rhodes 2003).

The state influences party membership and affiliation
both directly and indirectly. Directly through the laws that
govern political parties, which can be found for example in
constitutions, legislation such as party laws and the deci-
sions of the courts. These regulations may either mandate
political parties to adopt membership structures or create
incentives for them to do so. In Germany, Spain and Latvia,
for example, party laws explicitly require the articulation of
party member rights and responsibilities in party consti-
tutions, implying (a) that parties must have members, and
(b) that they must be accorded rights and responsibilities
(Gauja 2010). Here, affiliation is only a secondary or
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complementary organizational strategy. The state can
likewise create incentives for political parties to adopt
membership structures. Establishing a membership is often
a pre-requisite for party registration, which confers benefits
such as public funding, ballot access and broadcast allo-
cations. Democracies such as Australia, Bulgaria, Canada,
Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, New Zealand and Portugal impose
minimum membership requirements (a minimum number of
members) to achieve status as a registered party (Gauja
2010).

State regulation affects parties’ capacity to innovate.
German law effectively prohibits the use of primaries for
leadership selection, decreeing that party congresses must
have the final say over leadership, and membership ballots
can therefore only be non-binding (Cross et al., 2016: 114).
As several of the articles in this volume show, this effec-
tively constrains the ability of German political parties to
offer diverse forms of membership and affiliation. In a
similar vein, Danish political youth organizations are
granted public financing on the basis of their membership
figures, hence, discouraging other types of affiliates catering
more accurately to today’s youth’s demands for more in-
dividual and flexible forms of affiliation.

However, state regulations can also push parties to adopt
affiliation-based models of linkage. The United States is
perhaps the clearest example of this, where state laws in the
late 19" century were implemented to force political parties
to implement primaries — thereby creating open organiza-
tions where any voter could participate in the selection of
candidates and leaders. American political parties do not
have effective control over the boundaries of their orga-
nizations, and there is ‘no formal distinction between
member and supporter’ (Ranney 1975: 199).

In young democracies and transitional countries con-
ceptualizations of party membership face different realities.
In the absence of strong states, informal institutions are
more important for the organization of political parties.
When political parties formed organizations in sub-Saharan
Africa during the initial development of multi-party sys-
tems, formal regulations on state level and institutions did
not play a major role (Erdmann 2004). Parties in several
sub-Saharan countries have either no formal membership or
multi-membership, and besides a small group of persistent
party cadres, membership and formal linkages to civil so-
ciety in general are weak, with parties often representing
communities with specific ethnic roots (Weissenbach 2010).
This trajectory affects the conceptualization of party
membership at the state level. Overall, parties, membership
and affiliation in young democracies and transitional
countries are often held in lower esteem by the state as
lacking “popular legitimacy” (Webb and White 2007: 11).
At the same time, there is broad agreement that political
parties must play a vital role in the democratic transition and
consolidation processes (Diamond 1989; Randall and

Svasand 2002; Sandbrook 1996). Appreciating the role
that the state plays in influencing constructions of party
membership and affiliation is important from an empirical
perspective as it enables us to examine how membership is
regulated differently across democracies and over time. It
also provides a framework to analyse the obligations and
activities associated with membership, and how these might
be enabled or constrained by forces outside of the party
organisation and individual preferences. The state level is
not a passive context within which the party and individual
levels interplay; it is also affected by the party and indi-
vidual levels, for example when parties through their leg-
islative representation determine the direct and indirect
regulation.

Perspective from the party

The conceptualization of party membership and party af-
filiation at the party-level refers to organizational, historical
and developmental pressures and opportunities from within
the organization. Our approach recognizes that membership
and affiliation is conceptualized differently by different
parties, including across party models/types (Katz and Mair
1995; Krouwel 2006), ideological party families, sizes,
origins and patterns of formation as well as the differing
phases of party institutionalization (Weissenbach and
Bukow 2019).

In light of the variation in how parties mobilize affiliates
in the US and Europe and the wider trend of party member
decline, several scholars (Katz 1990; Scarrow 1994, 1996,
2015; Ware 1996) have discussed the potential costs and
benefits of members for party organizations. Party members
provide democratic legitimacy, a stable pool of voters, fi-
nancial resources, outreach to the community when they
promote the party informally among family, friends, and
colleagues; manpower when they engage in activities at and
between elections; linkage between party elites and society;
policy innovation, and a recruitment pool from which
parties can nominate candidates for public and party office
(Scarrow 1996: 42-46). On the other side of the coin, there
are costs associated with party membership, in particular the
financial costs of maintaining a membership organization
with respect to registration, communication and the pro-
cesses associated with intra-party democracy, in addition to
the electoral costs of (potentially) unrepresentative mem-
bers distorting party policies away from voters’ preferences
(Katz 1990; Scarrow 1996). These costs and benefits impact
parties’ decision to involve members actively and might
also change how valuable membership is from the party
perspective (Bowler and Farrell 1992; Farrell and Webb
2000; Norris 2002).

Different party organizations require different strategic
and functional approaches to party affiliation — that is,
different formal and informal duties and rights. Putting the
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state context and the behavior of individuals to the side,
political parties may or may not need or choose to use party
members and affiliates as a resource for funding and mo-
bilizing, of gaining legitimacy or new policy ideas and
maintaining links to voters. They may or may not con-
ceptualize party membership as a resource that provides
internal and external legitimacy to the party in the eyes of
the public, voters, media, and other players in the political
system. For example, Katz and Mair’s party type typology
(1995) depicts how mass parties conceptualize party
members as a resource providing both economic and
manpower resources, whereas cartel parties conceptualize
party members as legitimacy providers. In a similar vein,
party ideology affects conceptualizations, where communist
parties traditionally have had a cadre approach to party
membership emphasizing the need for high barriers and
costs to entry, and a high level of activism, whereas socialist
left-wing parties have conceptualized party membership
with an emphasis on participation and deliberation.

The origin and formation of a political party matter for its
conceptualization of membership and affiliation. New
‘entrepreneurial parties’ (Bolleyer and Bytzek 2013;
Hlousek et al., 2020) are offering ‘traditional” membership
rights to affiliates or even voters, which affects the rou-
tinized organizational behavior of the party base and the
extent to which individual members have a say within the
party (a key indicator of a new party’s institutionalization).
This is in contrast to the ‘rooted newcomer parties’, who
often have a voluntary membership directed towards a
collective interest (Weissenbach 2020; Weissenbach and
Bukow 2019). The conceptualization of membership and
affiliation, and the value of having (active) members differs
between parties that have been founded by individuals and
built in a top-down way without a ‘promoter organization’,
and parties that have their roots in formerly existing or-
ganizations or movements. Two cases from Greece provide
good examples: The entrepreneurial “To Potami”, founded
by an individual media mogul, who built the party top-down
upon technologies of engagement and communication re-
placing core bureaucratic party functions, steered the party
top-down and offered traditional membership rights to
online supporters, who simply had to press the supporter
button to join in a party congress, causing irritation and
frustration within the group of dues-paying members.
Contrarily, Syriza, which was created as a horizontal
platform by an alliance of small radical left parties, extra-
parliamentary groups and NGOs, has constitutionalised and
routinised procedures of members’ participation in
decision-making and explicitly values active membership
and the linkages to civil society organizations in their formal
statutes (Lefkofridi and Weissenbach 2019).

There is no ‘one size fits all’ understanding of mem-
bership or party affiliation, with different parties - at dif-
ferent times - having distinct ideas and expectations of

members and affiliates, and the role they should play in the
party organization. Understanding the different factors that
shape this decision enables us to analyze why, and when,
parties re-imagine member and affiliate relations and the
implications (both organizational and electoral) that might
flow from this choice.

Two of the articles in this special issue address the
conceptualization of party membership from the parties’
perspective. First, based on interviews with party officials,
organisers, functionaries, and party experts from Social
Democratic and Conservative parties in Austria (SPO,
OVP), Germany (SPD, CDU/CSU), and the UK (Labour
Party, Conservative Party), Butzlaff shows that these parties
experience an increase in the “demands for single-issue
oriented, flexible, and non-binding, yet direct, and indi-
vidual participation” (page XXX), but that there is variation
in the extent to which these demands are conceived of as
contradictory, and in how parties adapt. Conservative
parties allow members to speak up, whereas Social Dem-
ocrats to a larger extent emphasize member involvement.
Secondly, also based on interviews with party officials,
Brunsbach et al. (this issue) show that in the German Green
Party, membership growth has challenged the conceptual-
ization of party membership. In order to sustain their
original concept of party membership, the party has had to
adjust its organizational structures, that is employ horizontal
and vertical differentiation, to uphold both the opportunities
for member activism and their self-perception of being a
membership-based party.

Perspective from the individual

The way in which political parties conceptualize mem-
bership and affiliation has important implications for in-
dividuals, insofar as it determines their rights and
responsibilities. However, this relationship is reciprocal; the
supply of activities and opportunities by parties is unlikely
to be utilized if it does not align with citizens’ preferences.
Contemporary scholarship on political participation docu-
ments a shift away from duty-oriented norms of institu-
tionalized collective activity towards more individualized,
issue-oriented and direct forms of action driven by tech-
nological advances (see, e.g. Dalton 2008; Butzlaff this
issue). Membership and affiliation can mean different things
to different people, in terms of the activities they undertake,
and their motivations for doing them.

Numerous party member surveys on the range of ac-
tivities members engage in (Allern et al., 2016; Bale et al.,
2019; Heidar and Kosiara-Pedersen, 2019; Kosiara-
Pedersen, 2017; Spier and Klein, 2015) show that party
members are far from all active and membership is not ‘one
size fits all” when it comes to activism. Participation is
multi-dimensional (Bale et al., 2019; Heidar 1994; Pedersen
and Saglie 2005; Seyd and Whiteley 1992, 2002); members
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differ not only in the degree to which they participate but
also in what types of activity they engage. Some members
are campaign activists, some are mostly ambassadors, and
some contribute with dues and funds but otherwise remain
inactive; they are ‘chequebook’ participants (Heidar and
Kosiara-Pedersen 2019).

How individuals conceptualize party membership is
influenced by broader social and technological trends. The
digital transformation of party organization (Deseriis 2021;
Margetts 2006), the evolution in social media and the logic
of connective action (Bennett et al., 2018; Bennett and
Segerberg 2013) imply that online participation has evolved
as a dimension on its own in party activism. Two of the
articles in this special issue study the conceptualization of
party membership from the perspective of individuals in
light of the digitalization of parties. Correa-Vila et al. use
surveys among party conference delegates from 13 parties
to study how they use party web sites to stay informed about
politics. Party websites are used more frequently by activists
who are engaging in a wider range of party activities, who
hold a party office, and who are more ideologically con-
gruent with their parties. Ziegler et al. (this issue) zoom in
on the effect of the pandemic. Analyzing explanations of
members’ engagement during the pandemic in four German
parties, CDU, SPD, Biindnis 90/Die Griinen, and Die Linke,
on the basis of party member surveys, they show that digital
tools enabled party activism during the pandemic, but
forced digitalisation also disrupted intra-party routines.

While comparatively less systematic research has been
undertaken on the activities of non-member party affiliates,
we do know that these individuals also undertake a range of
partisan activities, including campaigning, donating, and
attending party events (Gauja and Gromping 2020; Webb
et al., 2017). Affiliates supplement or replace the activities
traditionally undertaken by party members, and provide for
a greater diversity of potential participants in party activity
(Gauja and Groemping 2020; Gauja and Jackson 2016;
Hooghe and Kolln 2020). However, there is a limit to this as
it is members who provide linkage outside election cam-
paigns and participate in more intensive activities (Sierens
etal., 2022; Webb et al., 2017). Similarly, Kosiara-Pedersen
et al. (2025) show that Danish voters make use of the option
of following their preferred party on social media, making
these followers a distinct subset of partisan affiliates dif-
ferent from members. They are demographically, and in
some cases politically, more like party voters than party
members, however, they do not engage in traditional party
work like party members.

The conceptualization not only varies across formats but
also over time and parties. Achury et al. (2020) shows that
across 10 European parliamentary democracies, parties
providing more rights to their members have members who
ideologically and demographically are more like party
voters. In a temporal comparison in Brazil, Ribeiro and

Alves (this issue) show how members of first-generation
parties created in the 1980s are more refractory to anti-
democratic values and beliefs, while newer party members,
enrolled within the last 20 years, are more prone to agree
that democracy can work in the absence of parties and
congress. However, no differences are found in terms of
party member activism across the three generations of
parties in Brazil.

Two contributions in this special issue focus on the
interaction between party structures and party members,
hence linking the party and individual levels. Martinez-
Canto (this issue) analyzes the variations across the federal
structures of the German political parties and when they
have conducted a party primary or referendum for party
members to engage in. He finds that in CDU/CSU and SPD,
in the period 1980-2020, the introduction of new primaries
had no influence on the membership levels of party
branches, while plebiscites reduced the number of members
leaving the party. This question is further explored by von
Nostitz (this issue). In a new conceptual framework, he
explores the combined effect of the degree of inclusiveness
of eligibility to run and decide in intra-party primaries on
party membership size, party members’ attitudes towards
the party leadership and turnout at the primary. His appli-
cation of the framework to the French PS, German Greens
and UK Conservatives, with membership surveys and in-
terviews with party members, shows that open primaries are
associated with membership decline, low participation and
less satisfied members. Hence, while primaries may seem
more democratic, they are in fact disempowering party
members as it reduces their ability to influence candidate-
selection processes. The distinction between members and
voters is blurred, generating less engagement by the party
members. In sum, both Martinez-Canté and von Nostitz
(this issue) show that plebiscitary modes of intra-party
democracy do not revitalize the enrolment and engage-
ment of rank-and-file party members.

Realizing party linkage in the 21° century

What does party membership and party affiliation mean to
the state, the party, and the individual in the ways in which
they are practised and valued? Is there a tension between
those different understandings? Which conceptualizations
of party affiliation are identified in comparative perspectives
across parties and groups of parties, such as party families,
parties within specific electoral systems and countries? In
sum, under which circumstances do new and established
parties create linkage and community in the 21° century?

This introductory article and the special issue articles that
follow examine these questions further, providing a timely
debate considering the emergence and transformation of
new affiliation options among established and new (types
of) parties, challenging the state of parties’ participatory
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linkage in the 21% century. All three aspects of our
framework are crucial: including the reasons why and when
states implement or change regulations, understanding
under which circumstances parties reimagine affiliation, and
bringing in the demand side of how citizens envision op-
tions of engagement in and through political parties.

We also suggest, as the rich diversity of empirical ap-
proaches in this special issue highlight, that these questions
are best interrogated through various methodological ap-
proaches. Research should expand beyond the already rich
body of survey-based literature and make use of multi-
method designs and citizen science approaches including
the demand side of party membership and affiliation. This
might include experimental settings or focus group obser-
vations that integrate citizen perspectives from the begin-
ning of the research process. At the very least, we advocate
for research approaches that bring the state, party and in-
dividual perspectives together.
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