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Abstract 

Our aim is to propose guidelines for the analysis of political personalization and personalized 

politics in general and for behavioural personalization in particular. The first guideline is 

based on our understanding that personalization comes at the cost of party politics. It suggests 

that in order to classify politics as more or less personalized, we must compare it to an 

alternative party oriented politics. Based on a synthesis of existing theoretical work, the 

second guideline suggests three analytical dimensions to clarify the multidimensional concept 

of personalization: arena, level and character. Arena refers to where personalization takes 

place; level refers to whose power or independence is changing; and character refers to how 

personalization is manifested. Furthermore, we present the contributions of this special issue 

and explain how they follow the two guidelines and advance our understanding and 

knowledge of behavioural political personalization. 

 

Keywords: Personalization of politics, Behavioural Personalization, Personalized 

Participation, Personalized Representation, Party Democracy 
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The personalization of politics has become a major theme in studies of political science in the 

last decades.1 It refers to a process in which individual political actors become more 

prominent at the expense of collective actors and institutions such as political parties, cabinets 

and parliaments (Karvonen, 2010: 4; Rahat and Sheafer, 2007: 65; Langer and Sagarzazu, 

2018: 472). This process may occur in various arenas of political life, from media coverage to 

institutional designs and the behaviour of voters and politicians. The empirical evidence for 

personalization is debated; yet, a recent cross-national comparison  of 26 democracies found 

that in most veteran democracies (24 or 22 out of these 26, depending on the way the various 

indicators were weighted and aggregated), politics is more personalized today than it was a 

few decades ago. A majority of the various indicators for personalization point to 

personalization (57%); a third do not reflect any trend (38%), while only 6% point to the 

opposite development of depersonalization (Rahat and Kenig, 2018). It thus seems fair to 

argue that a general trend of personalization is taking place in veteran democracies though 

with high variance in magnitude. 

Most scholars are concerned that personalization will hurt democracy (see, e.g., Poguntke 

and Webb, 2018; Balmas et al., 2014; Cabada and Tomšič, 2016; Mainwaring and Torcal, 

2007). Among the concerns are that  increased personalization will inject irrational elements 

into democratic politics and enhance populist trends; that it will increase emphasis on 

personal charisma rather then the impersonal rule of law and institutions; and that personal 

relations between leaders and the people will weaken accountability mechanisms. Fewer 

scholars have also highlighted potential positive effects of personalization (Pakulski and 

                                                 

1 Wattenberg’s book Candidate-Centred Politics from 1991 may be seen as the starting point, 

although he did not use the concept “personalization” but preferred to call it “candidate-

centered politics”. 
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Körösényi, 2012; Kruikemeier et al., 2013). One argument is that if party democracy is sick, 

if people increasingly mistrust institutions, maybe a more personalized political interaction 

will revive it. This would fit a more individualized society,  in which technology allows direct 

communication between decision makers and citizens. In both cases, personalization is 

perceived to be highly consequential for democracy in general and for party democracy in 

particular (Rahat and Kenig, 2018; Cross et al., 2018).  

Our aim is to propose an updated systematic framework for the analysis of political 

personalization in general and for the behavioural dimension in particular. This will set the 

conceptual stage for the articles in this special issue, which examine various aspects of 

behavioural personalization and personalized behaviour. We argue that this arena of 

personalization is especially critical for understanding the potential consequences of 

personalization and has not been studied sufficiently compared to dimensions of media and 

institutional personalization. 

Personalized political behaviour entails that the perceptions of politics and the political 

actions of voters or politicians are oriented towards independent political individuals rather 

than collective entities. Such a situation has implications for state-society linkages. If voters 

base their loyalties and voting behaviour on personal likes and dislikes rather than on party 

identity and programmatic preferences, it challenges not only the stability of the electoral 

basis of parties, but also the ability of political leaders to interpret and respond to the interests 

and preferences of citizens. If politicians become increasingly independent and parties less 

cohesive, it challenges not only the ability of the parties to govern efficiently but also the 

ability of the voters to assign responsibility and hold parties to account. As such, the 

behavioural dimension of personalization goes to the heart of the crucial representative 

linkage between state and citizens. It is therefore important to develop conceptual clarity and 
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comparable measures of personalized political behaviour to study systematically if and how 

political behaviour among voters as well as politicians becomes increasingly personalized.  

The articles in this special issue all contribute to this ambition of developing concepts and 

measures of personalized political behaviour. In this introductory article, we aim to explain 

the broader conceptual framework in which behavioural political personalization should be 

placed. We begin with a discussion of the personalization of politics, personalized politics and 

the relationship between them, in which we highlight our understanding of how 

personalization comes at the cost of party politics.  

We dedicate a section to synthesize existing theoretical work and argue that three 

analytical dimensions are particularly important to clarify the multidimensional concept of 

personalization: arena, level and character. Arena refers to where personalization takes place, 

including political institutions, media and the minds and behaviour of individual political 

actors (Rahat and Sheafer, 2007). Level refers to who gains power or independence – one, few 

or may individual political actors (Balmas et al., 2014)? Finally, character refers to how 

personalization is manifested. Personalization may be expressed by increased attention to the 

private life or rather the political qualities of individual politicians (van Aelst et al., 2012; 

Stanyer, 2013) and the personal attention may be primarily negative or positive (Pruysers and 

Cross 2016). 

We conclude by suggesting two guidelines related to classification and measurement that 

will promote cumulative research on the personalization of politics. The first guideline 

suggests benchmarking in measurement to classify political behaviour as more or less 

personalized. Specifically, we argue that person-oriented behaviour needs to be related to 

party-oriented behaviour in order to measure the degree of personalized politics at one or 

multiple points in time. Consequently, one cannot interpret changes in politics as 

personalization without directly weighing importance of individuals against importance of 
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collectives. In this section, we also present the contributions of this special issue, how they 

follow the two guidelines, and how they advance our understanding and knowledge of 

behavioural political personalization. The second guideline suggests explicit classification of 

studies according to arena, level and character to facilitate accumulation of knowledge and 

avoid unwarranted comparisons. 

 

Personalization of Politics and Personalized Politics: A Process and a Situation 

As stated above, political personalization refers to a “process in which the political weight of 

the individual actor in the political process increases over time, while the centrality of the 

political group (i.e., political party) declines” (Rahat and Sheafer, 2007: 65). This 

understanding of personalization has unified a growing list of publications improving 

collective efforts in describing, understanding and explaining this political phenomenon. Even 

though this general definition is now cited widely in the literature, it remains unclear how 

personalization occurs at the cost of political parties. Hardly anyone would argue that Forza 

Italia suffered from Berlusconi’s personalized politics or that En Marche would have been 

created and succeeded if Macron would not carry it on his back. These parties are products of 

their leaders, and their success depends on the personal qualities and decisions of their 

leaders. Even in less extreme cases, parties can gain electoral support, increase policy 

influence and enter government thanks to a popular and charismatic leader. Parties may also 

win additional seats from nominating celebrities or local trustees. These high-flying 

individuals may perhaps stir up the party brand but only to benefit its electoral support, not 

necessarily to undermine the parliamentary unity of the party. It is therefore not evident that 

parties always suffer from personalization. Personalization may rather be a deliberate party 

strategy used to boost party influence (Pruysers et al., 2018: 4).  
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This uncertainty may be the reason why Cross et al. (2018: 3) decide to define 

personalized politics as a situation in which individual political actors are centrally important, 

prominent and highly visible, and not as a situation in which individual political actors are 

more centrally important, prominent and visible than political parties. Yet, Rahat and Kenig 

(2018) as well as Cross et al. (2018: 4) themselves introduce the concept of “partyness” to 

contrast personalized politics rather than contrasting it with party politics, as a more general 

theme. Partyness refers to a political system in which political parties organize the linkage 

between state and society (Rahat and Kenig, 2018: 28). In office, ministers and MPs are 

recruited from within the parties. As organizations, parties have strong and stable 

memberships, a strong presence in local and regional government and connections to interest 

groups. Among voters, party identification and electoral turnout are high, while electoral 

volatility is low. Partyness thus describes a specific kind of party politics based on strong 

party-society linkages. Even if one party does not have strong linkages, the polity may still 

have a comparatively high level of partyness.  

We argue that personalized politics needs to be contrasted to carry any substantial 

meaning. If the balance between party and person does not change or vary, it is hard to 

classify any situation as more or less personalized. If, for instance, media coverage increases, 

making political individuals as well as political parties more visible, it is hard to argue that 

any media personalization has occurred or that politics has become more personalized. We 

therefore argue that personalization is a process in which the prominence of individuals 

increases relative to the prominence of groups. However, we hold that this process describes a 

general development within a polity rather than an immediate zero-sum game for a specific 

political group.  

As indicated by this discussion, personalization of politics refers to a process that takes 

place over time. This process is argued to begin as the heyday of the mass party ends 



8 

(Karvonen, 2010). When parties declined, other actors – courts, interest groups, social 

movements, private media, the bureaucracy, and individual politicians – step in. When 

individual politicians are prominent among those who step in, we witness personalization of 

politics. This process has been fuelled by developments in communication technology from 

television to social network sites, changing the channels and format of communication 

between voters and decision makers (Hermanns and Vergeer, 2013). Personalization of 

politics thus intrinsically refers to a change that can only be studied using longitudinal data, 

preferably including data from the times of mass politics to be able to trace the process of 

personalization.  

Whereas personalization of politics describes a change or a process, personalized politics 

describes a specific point in time, a situation where political individuals are more important 

relative to political groups. Personalized politics may exist at the very early stages of 

democracy as well as the most recent stages. It may exist in some political arenas or in some 

political parties at a given point in time but not in others. Thus, in order to identify 

personalized politics we have to compare countries, parties, and politicians. 

For empirical reasons, it is important to keep the two concepts separate. For instance, 

in Israel, a long process of media personalization has been documented (Rahat and Shaefer, 

2007), while it is a recent phenomenon in Germany (Reinemann and Wilke, 2007). However, 

the magnitude of personalized media focus was found to be higher in Germany than in Israel 

(Van Aelst et al., 2012). Further, the separation of personalization of politics and personalized 

politics highlights how the research designs differ: There is no need for longitudinal data to 

study levels of personalized politics, while this is a requirement for saying anything about 

personalization of politics. Still, these research design may fruitfully complement each other. 

Comparing levels of personalized politics across different types of media, different types of 

electoral systems or different types of parties will provide valuable insights for understanding 
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under which conditions individuals are prominent in the political process (Van Aelst et al., 

2012: 210). In studies of personalized politics, it is possible to integrate more types of (non-

longitudinal) data, which will advance the theoretical developments in terms of understanding 

the causes behind personalization.  

Studies of personalization and personalized politics thus require different research 

designs, but they are conceptually connected and will inform each other in terms of 

developing explanations and understandings. In the following, we mainly use the term 

personalization, which is most commonly used in the literature, but the discussion of the 

classification steps and measurement considerations is relevant for personalized politics as 

well. 

 

Classification Steps: Arena, Level and Character 

Personalization of politics refers to a process that takes place in multiple realms and has been 

subject to investigation by various scholars from a variety of fields, such as political 

communication, electoral behaviour, party politics, electoral reform and legislative studies. 

Within each field, studies have naturally focused on different indicators considered to entail 

the idea that individual politicians become more prominent. Personalization of politics is a 

catchy unifying concept that trespasses multiple literatures and refers to very different 

empirical phenomena. Beyond that, various forms of personalization need to be classified. 

Personalization of media coverage informs us about media developments, but it does not 

necessarily imply that politics outside the mass media has become more personalized. 

Personalization may also entail increased political individualization free from group thinking 

and social pressure as well as political privatization devaluating public debates and political 

linkage. Further, personalization may lead to leadership politics concentrated on strong and 
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charismatic leaders as well as diversified politics run by increasingly uncoordinated political 

entrepreneurs. As such, personalization may have very different democratic implications.  

While our knowledge of political personalization certainly benefits from empirical 

studies coming out of various research literatures, we need to be aware of the degree to which 

they can be compared and which part of the broader trend of personalization they relate to. 

We need to improve our classification to allow the various studies to be integrated and fitted 

into a general framework of political personalization.  

 We suggest that studies of personalization are classified according to three dimensions: 

arena, level and character. This classification can guide the comparison and separation of the 

multiple findings and, thereby, offer a more precise understanding of where and how 

personalization of politics takes place. The three classification dimensions build on existing 

demarcations in the literature. Our contribution is to combine them into a single classification 

scheme, simplifying and explicating the necessary classification work.  

 

Arenas of Personalization: Institutions, Media and Behaviour  

Personalization of politics is a fundamental change of politics that is relevant for various 

aspects of the political system. Rahat and Sheafer (2007) suggest a typology distinguishing 

between institutional, media and behavioural types of personalization. It was used by 

Karvonen (2010) in his highly influential study and is now widespread in the literature. 

Institutional personalization relates to institutional changes that place more emphasis on 

individuals, for instance, by changing from a closed-list to an open-list electoral system 

(Rahat and Sheafer, 2007). Institutional personalization may occur within government 

institutions (e.g. cabinet, parliament) and also within non-government institutions, such as 

political parties (Rahat and Kenig, 2018). This arena of personalization has been studied 
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especially with regard to electoral systems and leadership and candidate selection (Karvonen, 

2010; Renwick and Pilet, 2016; Hazan and Rahat, 2010; Stewart, 2018).  

Media personalization refers to increased media focus on individuals rather than 

collective actors such as political parties. It can be divided into controlled media, which refers 

to messages sent by political actors themselves, and uncontrolled media, which refers to 

media coverage (Rahat and Kenig, 2018). This arena of personalization has perhaps attracted 

most scholarly attention (see, e.g., Kriesi, 2012; Langer, 2007; Kruikemeier et al., 2013; Van 

Aelst et al., 2012).  

Finally, and most important to this special issue, behavioural personalization concerns 

changes in attitudes and behaviour among voters and politicians. Personalized political 

behaviour refers to a situation in which political actors’ perceptions of politics and political 

actions are oriented towards independent political individuals rather than collective 

institutions. This may be the case for the way voters engage in politics (personalization of 

behaviour of the public) or the way politicians perform their tasks as political representatives 

(personalization of the behaviour of politicians). For instance, voters may orient themselves 

politically through loyalty to a political leader, voting and maybe even campaigning for him, 

independently of which party he is listed for and thus initigate a bottom-up personalization of 

political participation (Gauja 2018).  

Personalization of the behaviour of the public is thus expressed in changed perceptions of 

politics, from seeing politics as a competition between groups to a struggle between 

individuals, and in increased importance ascribed to candidates in general and for vote choice 

in particular. The basic idea is that voters’ political participation is motivated and mobilized 

by individuals rather than political groups, and we therefore name this behavioural sub-

dimension the personalization of participation. 
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Similarly, personalization of the behaviour of politicians include changes in perceptions 

and behaviour, turning politicians into individualists rather than team players (Rahat and 

Kenig, 2018). This entails that the representative behaviour of politicians – inside or outside 

parliament - is increasingly motivated by personal preferences and ambitions and enacted 

independently rather than being motivated by party programmes and enacted through party 

cohesion, and we therefore call this sub-dimension the personalization of representation. In a 

situation of personalized representation, politicians will find the promotion of issues 

important to them personally more important than the promotion of party programmes, find it 

more important to vote according to their own preferences rather than party position and make 

stronger efforts to reveal their personality and skills rather than party positions and qualities to 

the voters. When political representation is personalized, politicians will act as independent 

entrepreneurs rather than disciplined team players.  

While this identification of three arenas is helpful for determining where personalization 

takes place, they may be causally related and potentially reinforcing (Rahat and Shaefer, 

2007). Sometimes they may even seem to be overlapping. For instance, highly personalized 

media coverage may not necessarily increase behavioural personalization, but the likelihood 

for personalized political behaviour among voters and politicians is higher. The three arenas 

also overlap in terms of empirical indicators. Especially, controlled media balances between 

two arenas: media and behaviour. On the one hand, controlled media, such as the social media 

activities of politicians, is part of the overall media image, which places controlled media in 

the media arena. On the other hand, politicians’ messaging is part of their representative 

behaviour. These messages may be sent through parliamentary speeches, constituency debates 

or social media. Hereby, controlled media is part of the behavioural arena.  

We argue that the arena for personalization is defined by the research question rather than 

the indicator. If we want to understand the degree to which politicians’ behaviour becomes 
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more or less oriented towards the party, we need to include more than their activities in 

parliament because the tasks of political representatives are multifaceted. In modern 

democracies, contacts between representatives and citizens are commonly established through 

social media platforms. How politicians behave on these platforms is an important part of 

their representative behaviour. Therefore, social media behaviour should be included as an 

indicator for personalized representation (when it comes to politicians) and personalized 

participation (when it comes to the voters), and we can then evaluate to what extent the 

tweets, up-dates and so on are personalized. If we want to understand to what extent voters 

are exposed to a personalized media image, we need to include social media activities because 

voters are exposed to multiple news channels, including television, radio, newspapers and 

social media. Therefore, we need to know how much of the social media news production is 

focusing on the party as a collective unit relative to political individuals (Rahat and Zamir, 

2018). The overlap between the two arenas consists in an overlap in data sources but not in 

research questions.  

 

Levels of Personalization 

Independently of which arena we study, personalization may relate to party leaders or rank-

and-file politicians. Balmas et al. (2014) identifies two ”routes” to personalization, which 

they call centralized and a decentralized personalization. We adopt this important distinction 

but propose that rather than “route” that necessarily implies a process, we should call this 

category “level”. This allows us to refer to it also when we deal with the static state of 

personalized politics. Centralized personalization implies that power flows upwards from the 

group to a single leader, whereas decentralized personalization means that power flows 

downwards from the group to the individual politician. This is relevant to all arenas of 

personalization, and the two processes do not necessarily come at the expense of each other; 
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that is, we may witness a dual process of personalization. In this special issue, most of our 

focus is on decentralized forms of behavioural personalization, whereas most studies so far 

mainly focus on centralized personalization.  

Several studies have explored the impact of party leaders on vote choice, providing 

mixed findings (see, e.g., Bittner, 2011; Lobo and Curtice, 2015), but only few have moved 

beyond vote choice and studied other types of personalized participation. This special issue 

brings such a study, showing how party leaders may influence another important democratic 

action, namely voter turnout (Silva et al. this issue). Moreover, a line of studies have 

investigated the increased power of party leaders, and especially prime ministers, as part of 

the presidentialization literature (Poguntke and Webb, 2005a). Presidentialization was defined 

as “a process by which regimes are becoming more presidential in their actual practice 

without, in most cases, changing their formal structure, that is, their regime type” (Poguntke 

and Webb, 2005b: 1). Thus, from the perspective of the research of personalization, 

presidentialization may be claimed to be an extreme case of centralized personalization 

aiming at the very top—the person who heads the government.2 

With regard to the decentralized personalization, research is still limited in scope and 

themes. A significant body of research focuses on personalized candidate campaigns and 

show that personalized campaign activity varies across countries, parties and individual 

candidates (Bøggild and Pedersen 2018; Zittel 2015; Cross and Young 2015; Zittel and 

Geschwend 2008). Another important research aims at explaining voting dissent in 

legislatures (Canes-Wrone et al., 2002; Carson et al., 2010; Vraga, 2017). This is informative 

with regard to personalized political representation, but typically theses studies are not 

                                                 

2 The study of Presidentialization also has ”a life of its own” (Rahat and Kenig, 2018: 124), and its research deals 

with aspects that are beyond and outside the study of personalization (Poguntke and Webb, 2018).  
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integrated into the research agenda of personalization and thus provide no clear trends over 

time. Moreover, roll-call data is not available in all countries, and political representation 

entails much more than voting. Recently, Chiru (2018) added to these a study that examine 

the linkage between personalized campaigns and personalized behaviour of parliamentarians 

(constituency service). Studies like this are however few in numbers and in particular, 

perceptions of politics and other types of representative behaviour have not been integrated 

into the study of personalized political representation. Overall, the decentralized type of 

behavioural personalization is still only sparsely investigated, and time trends are especially 

lacking. In this issue, we provide some of the first studies moving in this direction (Bram et 

al. this issue; Friedman and Friedberg this issue; Bøggild et al. this issue).  

 

Characters of Personalization 

When we deal with characters of personalization, we deal with how personalization is 

expressed. Two characters are especially relevant: 1) privatization and individualization; 2) 

positive and negative personalization. Since character relates to how personalization 

manifests, this dimension requires action and is not relevant to all arenas of personalization. It 

is only relevant to the media and behavioural arena where actors decide how to frame, 

represent, vote and so on. The institutional arena is only relevant by supplying incentives to 

specific behaviours; that is, some institutional designs may be more likely to lead to 

privatized or negative personalized politics. Both characters have been prominent especially 

in media studies, but they are less widespread in studies of personalized political behaviour, 

although they seem highly relevant for this arena as well. 

Van Aelst et al. (2012) differentiate between two characters of personalization, which 

they call individualization and privatization. Individualization concerns a focus on individual 

politicians, including their ideas, capacities and policies. This type of personalization may 
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challenge the dominance of political parties in regulating representation, but it does not 

necessarily result in a devaluation of the political debate and a shift to less substantial themes. 

Privatization concerns a focus on the private life of politicians, including their hobbies, family 

life and personal history.3 This potentially threatens the substantive content of political 

debates, but it may also reduce the distance between voters and their representatives, 

portraying the latter not only as political actors but also as “ordinary people”.  

This distinction between individualization and privatization is prominent when studying 

media personalization and personalized media. Yet, it may be pronounced also in the 

behaviour of politicians and voters. For instance, politicians may try to present themselves as 

“ordinary people” by giving citizens a glance into their private lives. For their part, citizens 

may include evaluations of the private life of party leaders and candidates in their voting 

calculations. For example, a politician can expose the citizens to his or her family life 

(traditional or non-traditional) to signify his or her values.  

The notions of personalization and negativisim are central to the study of political 

communication. Yet, in almost all cases, the two phenomena are examined separately, each 

for its specific properties. Pruysers and Cross (2016) integrated the two as they studied  

positive and negative personalization in Canadian electoral campaigns. In campaigns, positive 

personalization concerns focusing on the leader of the party that is the source of the message 

(centralized, positive, and controlled media personalization) or its candidates (decentralized, 

positive, and controlled media personalization); negative personalization is about focusing on 

the leaders of the other parties (centralized personalized negative controlled media) or its 

candidates (decentralized negative personalized controlled media), highlighting their lack of 

                                                 

3 Stanyer (2013) suggests the notion of intimization of politics, which can be seen as similar 

but not identical to the notion of privatization. 
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skills or bad character. Similarly, we may ask whether the media, when focusing on 

individuals, is positive or negative in its coverage or whether voters when evaluating 

candidates put more emphasis on negative or positive impressions. One may vote for a party 

because she admires the leader; another may vote for the same party because he despises the 

other party’s leader. Our discussion of definition, measurement and classification is 

summarized in Table 1. 

 
Table 1: Political Personalization: Definition, Measurement and Classification 

 Personalization of politics Personalized Politics 
Definition Process through which the importance of 

political individuals increases relative to the 
importance of political groups 
 

Situation in which political individuals are 
more important relative to political groups 

Measurement Importance of political individuals relative to 
political groups increases over time. 
 

Importance of political individuals relative 
to political groups at one point in time 

Classification dimensions 
 
Arena Does the research question relate to changes in or differences across political institutions 

(Institutional), media coverage (Media) or political behaviour of policians or voters 
(Behavioural)? 

Level Does the research question relate to changes in or differences across the political importance 
of political leaders relative to political collectives (Central) or to changes in or differences 
across the political importance of non-leading political individuals relative to political 
collectives (Decentral)?  

Character Does the research question relate to changes in or differences across the quality of 
information about political individuals relative to political collectives (private/individual) or 
to changes in or differences across the tone of information about political individuals 
relative to political collectives (negative/positive)? 

 

Guidelines for Studying Personalized Political Behaviour 

Based on the discussions above, we suggest two main guidelines, which we believe will 

promote cumulative research on personalization of politics and, particularly, the development 

of research into the personalization of political behaviour. First, personalization of politics 

indicates a process of change, altering the balance between political individuals and 

collectives. This must be taken into account in two ways in any research design. As stated 

above, one requirement is that we use data across time if we want to study personalization or 

limit our studies to investigate situations of personalized politics. Another requirement is 
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measurement benchmarking to evaluate if the relative importance of political individuals is 

increasing or decreasing. Any indicator or measurement of personalized political behaviour 

has to be related to or include measures of collectively oriented political behaviour to estimate 

the relative importance of individuals and collective political actors. How this is done depend 

on the research subject. In some instances, model specification may be the solution. For 

instance by including party identification as well as party leader evaluations in models of vote 

choice. In other instances, measurement construction may be the solution. For instance by 

estimating the emphasis of personal issues and skills relative to party policy emphasis in 

campaign material.  For some kinds of political behaviour, the balancing between individual 

and collective emphasis may even be expressed in the behaviour itself. For instance, this is 

the case for politicians who switch party or vote against their party in the legislature. Both of 

these actions are expressions of personalized political representation where the absolute 

number will mirror the relative number since the number of seats in a legislature is fixed. The 

benchmark is built into the legislature, so to speak. However, in most situations, the 

benchmark needs to be defined and measured with the same accuracy as the personalized 

component to evaluate any personalization of politics. 

Second, the term personalization of politics has united multiple disciplines and sub-

disciplines within social science, fostering a fruitful research agenda. However, the 

interdisciplinary character complemented with the multidimensionality of the concept may 

cause unwarranted comparisons leading to misjudgements of the degree of personalization. 

We may have personalized political institutions without personalized political representation. 

Referring to general trends of personalization without taking all dimensions into account is 

therefore unwarranted. Our first suggested guideline is therefore to explicitly classify studies 

of personalization according to arena, level and character. Hereby, studies more comparable 

to each other will be classified into the same “box” without giving up on the unifying 
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framework of personalization, which makes this research agenda especially promising and 

interesting for understanding modern democracies. 

 

Articles in the Special Issue 

As stated above, the study of personalized political behaviour is still limited (save maybe for 

the field of leader evaluations’ impact on vote choice and campaigning behaviour) compared 

to the study of institutional and media personalization, and this special issue is therefore 

dedicated to develop this rather neglected but highly important dimension of personalization 

of politics. Especially, we aim to broaden the study of personalization of political behaviour 

by introducing new ways of looking at personalized political participation and suggesting 

ways for studying personalized political representation outside election campaigns. All 

articles included in this issue therefore contain empirical contributions on behavioral 

personalization or personalized political behaviour, but they also contribute with new ways of 

estimating, evaluating and explaining personalized political behaviour following the basic 

guidelines suggested in this article.  

The first two articles examine the personalization of political participation. They look at 

the two main topics of interest to scholars of electoral behaviour, that is, turnout and vote 

choice.  

De Angelis, Ferreira da Silva and Garzia present a study of centralized personalization 

of political participation. They introduce a new indicator of personalized participation in the 

form of voter turnout rather than the more common indicator of vote choice and show that 

over time attitudes towards party leaders increasingly influence voters’ decision to turnout for 

elections while the importance of party identification declines. This does not compensate for 

turnout decline, which may tell us that parties were better mobilizers than leaders.  
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Dodeigne and Pilet present a study of decentralized and centralized personalization of 

political participation. They examine both levels of personalized vote choice by examining 

the spread of the personal vote in elections in four open- and semi-open-list systems. Their 

study proposes two measurements (based on the Gini coefficient and Laakso and Taagapera’s 

(1979) index of effective number of parties) for analysing personalized patterns of voting and 

demonstrate their properties. They find that across time personal votes are not allotted mainly 

to leaders (centralized personalization), neither are they spread among many candidates 

(decentralized personalization), but they show a pattern of “elitization”, spreading votes 

mainly among the top 5–10 candidates in each candidate list.  

The remaining three articles focus on personalized political representation. Bouteca, de-

Vet and Wauters carefully develop measures benchmarking personalized parliamentary 

behaviour against collective efforts in parliament. They propose four indicators for 

personalization: a rise in the use of individual parliamentary instruments, an increase in 

single-authored initiatives for activities that could also be conducted collectively, a larger 

concentration of visible parliamentary activities within the hands of a few MPs and an 

increase in party switching. They apply these tools for the case of parliamentary activity in the 

Belgian parliament in 1995–2014 and identify no trend of personalization. In parliament, 

politicians may therefore decline from personalization for reasons still not explicated. One 

potential explanation is party control, as the following article suggests. 

Friedman and Friedberg claim that personalized parliamentary tools may be used for the 

benefit of the party, not necessarily only for the individual member of parliament. They 

demonstrate that there is indeed variance among parties in the patterns of initiating and 

promoting private member bills. They also provide an explanation for the variance when they 

find that more inclusive candidate selection, size and being part of the coalition explain the 

more personalized patterns of behaviour. 
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Finally, Bøggild, Campbell, Nielsen, Pedersen and van Heerde-Hudson introduce 

personality traits as a possible new and supplementary explanation to personalized 

perceptions of politics among MPs. They study how personality traits of agreeableness, 

extraversion and openness to experience are associated with preferences for personalized 

representation among UK and Danish members of parliament.  

Jointly, the articles in this special issue provide new insights to the personalization of 

political behaviour across multiple countries and time. Specifically, they look at neglected 

elements of this phenomenon. They demonstrate that there are ways to analyse them and that 

it is fruitful to do so in order to understand and measure the degree of political personalization 

within the behavioural arena. These patterns directly influence the way that links between 

voters and decision-makers are established.  
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