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Abstract: This article provides a comparative perspective on the relationship between labor market risk 

and individual abstention probabilities. While it is often suggested that proportional electoral systems 

have properties that increase political inclusion, we show that proportionality (PR) amplifies inequalities 

in participation along the lines of labor market divides. We argue that broader and more intense party 

mobilization efforts in majoritarian systems cross-cut labor market divides, while weaker party 

mobilization under PR amplifies inequalities in political participation. In line with this argumentation, we 

find that proportional systems’ lower aggregated abstention rates are a result of additional mobilization 

among low risk voters, while abstention among high risk voters remains high. Majoritarian systems, on the 

other hand, have higher abstention rates in the aggregate, yet abstention probabilities are much more 

equally distributed across the electorate. Our findings have important implications for the literature on 

inequality in electoral participation and research on the political effects of labor market risks.    
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Introduction 

How do labor market risks affect electoral abstention? In the recent decades, political science generated 

a rich literature on the potential effects of labor market risks on political orientations and behaviors (e.g., 

Rueda 2005; Emmenegger 2009; Iversen & Soskice 2001; Burgoon & Dekker 2010; Schwander & 

Häusermann 2013; Lindvall & Rueda 2013; Marx 2014; Emmenegger et al. 2015). This research provides 

valuable insights on how labor market risks determine redistributive preferences, party preferences, and 

electoral choice. Yet, a minority of the contributions systematically investigates the link between labor 

market risks and electoral abstention. Generally, this is an important shortcoming in times of parallel 

increases of labor market divides and inequalities in electoral participation (Armingeon and Schädel 2015; 

Emmenegger et al. 2012).  

This article, therefore, analyses the effect of labor market risk on electoral abstention across 23 European 

countries. It finds that labor market risk most strongly informs individual abstention probabilities in 

countries with proportional electoral systems. Majoritarian systems, on the other hand, produce higher, 

but more equally distributed abstention rates. This finding is explained by differences in party mobilization 

efforts across electoral systems.  

Our research contributes to research on the political effects of labor market risk by introducing a 

comparative perspective. Previous literature on labor market risks and political behavior indicates that 

disadvantaged voters are more likely to abstain from elections (Emmenegger, Marx, and Schraff 2015; 

Lindvall and Rueda 2013). Also, class-based research on political behavior shows that socio-economic 

stratifications along the lines of labor market divides are a strong determinant of voting behavior (e.g., 

Jansen, Evans, and Graaf 2013; Oesch 2006). Yet, it remains under-investigated how far this relationship 

is conditioned by contextual factors, such as the electoral system.  

Research on inequality in electoral abstention applies this comparative perspective on characteristics of 

the political systems, yet it is only loosely connected to the labor market risk literature. Focusing on income 



as determinant of turnout, it has been shown that political participation is determined by socio-economic 

divides (Anderson & Beramendi 2008). Here, it has been argued that these socio-economic divides in 

political participation even gained momentum in the past decades (Armingeon & Schädel 2015). 

Moreover, mainly focusing on education as determinant of turnout, it has been shown that the degree of 

inequality in participation does depend on contextual factors, such as the proportionality of the electoral 

system (Gallego 2010; Perea 2002; Pardos-Prado et al. 2014; Fisher et al. 2008). However, we still lack 

insights on how this relates to research on labor market risks and electoral abstention.  

This article argues that labor market risk is a particularly strong predictor of individual abstention 

probabilities in proportional electoral systems. While proportionality (PR) is associated with higher 

aggregated levels of turnout, this additional mobilization comes at the cost of leaving behind a strongly 

disadvantaged group of voters. We argue that broader and more intense party mobilization efforts in 

majoritarian systems cross-cut labor market divides, while weaker party mobilization under PR amplifies 

inequalities in political participation. 

Using data from the 2012 wave of the European Social Survey, we show that the effect of labor market 

risk on electoral abstention is strongest in proportional electoral systems. While PR systems are able to 

absorb more voters into electoral participation, this process comes at the cost of leaving a strongly 

disadvantaged group of voters out of political participation. Disproportional systems, on the other hand, 

produce higher levels of electoral abstention which, however, are much less informed by labor market 

divides. We argue that this is due to differences in party mobilization between proportional and 

majoritarian systems. We substantiate this argument with evidence from the Comparative Study of 

Electoral Systems dataset. Our findings have important implications for the literature on inequality in 

political participation and research on labor market dualization. 

The article will proceed as follows. First, we will define the central concepts and provide a theoretical 

discussion of the relationship between labor market risk, electoral institutions, and abstention. Second, 



we will introduce the data and our empirical approach. Third, we present the empirical results and a 

number of robustness checks. Finally, we conclude with a summary and a discussion on the implications 

of our findings.   

 

Labor market risk, electoral institutions, and abstention 

Labor market risk encompasses a variety of different adverse labor market experiences, such as 

unemployment, insecure employment, or low-wage work. Our broad working definition of labor market 

risk overlaps strongly with other concepts such as labor market disadvantage, outsiderness or personal 

economic insecurity. Regarding micro-processes, it seems likely that different forms of labor market risk 

have different effects on political behavior. However, we expect that labor market risks generally cluster, 

which enables us to stratify voters along a high/low labor market risk dimension. 

Previous research has accumulated a number of arguments on how and why labor market risk depresses 

voters’ propensity to turnout. We can summarize some of the most prominent arguments with a simple 

model of abstention (Krosnick et al. 2010). In Figure 1, electoral abstention is a function of three factors: 

voters’ ability and motivation to turnout, as well as a difficulty term referring to external constraints 

imposed on voters. Difficulty refers to factors outside the minds of voters, such as characteristics of the 

electoral system, distance to polling stations, or the behavior of politicians and parties. The main question, 

for our purpose, is on how labor market risk can impact or interact with these three factors. It is clear that 

labor market risk can have direct effects only on voters’ motivation and ability to turn out. Additionally, 

labor market risk could interact with external factors contained in the difficulty term (e.g., different risk 

groups react differently to characteristics of the electoral system).   

 



Source: Own illustration. Oriented at the model proposed by Krosnick, Visser, and Harder (2010). 

Recent research shows that labor market risk is a cause of political alienation, because it depresses trust 

into politics, the government, or the political system in general (Emmenegger, Marx, and Schraff 2015; 

Marx 2014a). Such measures of political efficacy and alienation are strong predictors of political 

participation (Clarke & Acock 1989; Levi & Stoker 2000), suggesting that labor market risks are associated 

with a decreased motivation to vote. Moreover, it has been argued that labor market risk decreases the 

motivation to turn out as disadvantaged workers feel relatively deprived, blaming (at least partly) politics 

for their adverse stance (Marx 2016). 

Furthermore, it could be that labor market risk impacts voters’ perceived or actual abilities to participate 

politically. With regard to perceived competencies, the so-called ‘spill-over’ model of political participation 

suggests that frustrating job experiences lower workers’ self-esteem, which in turn impacts voters’ 

believes about the own political competence (Pateman 1970). Labor market risk can also reduce voters’ 

actual abilities to participate. Based on the prominent resource model of political participation, turnout is 

a function of individuals’ endowments with time, money, and civic skills (Verba et al. 1995). High labor 

market risk and the stress accompanying it can reduce the time and cognitive resources a person is willing 

or able to invest into politics. Moreover, higher labor market risk can align with less material resources, 

which is shown to be a strong predictor of political participation (Anderson & Beramendi 2008).  

Figure 1: A model of electoral abstention 



As a consequence of labor market risks’ potential to depress political participation, comparative political 

economists emphasize the threat of a political under-representation of high risk groups (Rueda 2005). For 

example, it is argued that high risk groups become marginalized politically, because political parties are 

too far away from disadvantaged voters’ preferred policy positions (Emmenegger, Marx, and Schraff 

2015). Yet, what this argument is missing is the possibility that the relationship between parties and high 

risk voters might differ across electoral systems. 

The literature has so far neglected whether and how the relationship between labor market risk and 

electoral abstention varies across countries. Electoral systems might differ in their ability to integrate high 

risk voters. The crucial question therefore is on whether there are country-specific features which amplify 

or mitigate the effect of labor market risk on electoral abstention? In this article, we argue that the 

proportionality of the electoral system is an important country-specific factor that conditions the effect of 

labor market risk. PR is a prominent determinant of electoral abstention employed in comparative 

research (e.g., Perea 2002). Yet, the effects of PR on turnout are still subject to academic discussions and, 

more importantly, the proportionality of the electoral system so far has not been integrated in 

comparative research on the political effects of labor market risk.    

Previous research highlights that proportionality increases turnout on the national level for three main 

reasons. (1) PR more adequately reflects individual vote choices in the parliament, therefore increasing 

the efficacy of voters. This should be especially relevant for marginalized groups of voters (e.g., high labor 

market risk groups). (2) PR’s multi-member districts make it more likely that elections are competitive, and 

(3) PR increases the number of parties available, increasing mobilization and making voting more attractive 

(Blais & Carty 1990). Indeed, research finds that PR is associated with higher political efficacy and turnout 

(Karp & Banducci 2008). This might suggest that PR leads to more inclusive political participation and 

decreases inequalities in turnout. Indeed, representation studies claim that PR systems have a potential 

to more adequately represent economically less well-off voters, which might increase incentives to 



participate (Bernauer et al. 2013). Yet, this research does not investigate actual political participation, but 

how well voters’ ideologies are mirrored in the party system. It remains open whether parties in PR 

systems are really able to mobilize economically less well-off voters.  

We can express these arguments in terms of the model presented in Figure 1. Accordingly, PR should 

increase voters’ motivation to vote due to higher efficacy and increased electoral competitiveness. Also, 

PR decreases difficulty by offering a greater number and a broader range of parties. Difficulty could also 

decrease through the rather direct translation of votes into seats under PR, as disproportionality often 

requires voters to engage in complex patterns of strategic voting (e.g., disproportionality requiring a 

socialist to vote conservative as to prevent a majority for a right-wing candidate). We therefore forward 

the following hypothesis: 

H1: The positive association between labor market risk and electoral abstention decreases as the electoral 

system’s proportionality increases. 

While H1 is in line with the strong evidence for higher turnout among PR systems, it naively suggests that 

the electoral system affects voters uniformly and that parties act similarly. We challenge this notion by 

arguing that the electoral system changes party strategies, which in turn affects voter behavior. As a result, 

PR mobilizes voters in a way that increases inequality along the lines of labor market divides. On the other 

side, patterns of party mobilization in majoritarian systems lead to more equally distributed abstention 

rates. 

Indeed, comparative research on the effects of education on turnout claims that inequality in participation 

is more pronounced in PR systems (Fisher et al. 2008; Gallego 2010; Pardos-Prado et al. 2014). This 

research is relevant for us, as education has substantial overlap with labor market risk. The main argument 

claims that PR are more complex than majoritarian electoral systems, therefore scaring away voters with 

low cognitive skills (Pardos-Prado et al. 2014). While we agree with the empirical pattern presented in this 

research, we are unsure about the theoretical argument for two reasons. First, the argument suggests that 



voters with low cognitive skills are particularly drawn to majoritarian electoral rules. Given the 

substantially higher turnout rates under PR, we doubt that voters with low cognitive skills participate more 

strongly under majoritarian rules. Second, we are not sure whether PR systems are more ‘complex’ on a 

cognitive dimension. On basis of the number of parties competing, majoritarian systems might indeed be 

less complex compared to the more diverse party landscape under PR (small vs. large choice-set). Yet, with 

regard to the disproportional translation of votes into seats, majoritarian systems appear to be more 

complex. Compared to that, the rather direct translation from votes to seats under PR seems less 

demanding to capture cognitively. 

To explain turnout inequality under PR, we forward an alternative argument relying on patterns of party 

mobilization across electoral systems. Research on parties’ mobilization efforts assumes that party 

strategies are guided by elites’ utility maximization (Cox 1999). Accordingly, political parties try to mobilize 

voters for which costs are minimal and the benefits are maximal (Karp et al. 2008). Generally, these are 

voters with a low level of labor market risk. Hence, across electoral systems, party mobilization efforts are 

a potential source of inequality in political participation. Yet, patterns of party mobilization vary across 

electoral systems, as the character of the electoral system does affect the incentives for parties to mobilize 

(e.g., Cox 1999; Rainey 2015). How broad and intense mobilization efforts are, varies across electoral 

systems, and potentially results in more or less inequality in abstention. 

Recent research suggests that parties have stronger incentives for intense and broad mobilization in 

majoritarian electoral systems, because the electoral consequences of mobilization are more pronounced 

(Rainey 2015). As Rainey (2015, p. 89) puts it, “[i]n disproportional districts, strong parties have an 

incentive to mobilize to protect their prize and weak parties have an incentive to win the entire prize by 

mobilizing slightly more voters. In proportional districts, swings of a few votes can only result in parties 

winning and losing a small fraction of the prize. Because of this dynamic, disproportional rules give parties 

a stronger incentive to mobilize than proportional rules”. 



Given the robust pattern of alienation among voters with high labor market risk, party mobilization efforts 

could be a crucial factor determining the degree of association between labor market risk and abstention. 

Again referring to the model presented in Figure 1, the weaker party mobilization efforts under PR does 

require a higher level of intrinsic motivation and perceived ability for voters to turn out. This should leave 

behind especially those voters who suffer from decreased motivation and ability, such as high risk voters. 

On the other hand, stronger party mobilization under majoritarian electoral rules decreases difficulty of 

voting and might therefore cross-cut labor market divides in participation.  

Table 1 summarizes the argument. We extend arguments about systemic mobilization presented under 

H1 with recent insights from research on parties’ mobilization efforts across electoral systems. While PR 

increases overall turnout, it provides less incentive for parties to engage in mobilization efforts. The 

weaker party mobilization efforts under PR leave behind especially voters with low ability and motivation, 

namely high risk voters. Majoritarian systems produce lower levels of turnout in the aggregate for systemic 

reasons, yet intense and broader party mobilization efforts cross-cut labor market divides within the 

electorate and lead to more equality in participation.  

Table 1: Overview of the theoretical argument 

Majoritarian systems Proportional systems 

System effects Abstention across risk 
groups 

System effects Abstention across risk 
groups 

System mobilization ↓ General higher System mobilization ↑ General lower 
Party mobilization ↑ More equal Party mobilization ↓ More unequal 

    
Joined consideration: Higher, but more equal 

abstention rates 
 Lower, but more 

unequal abstention 
rates 

    

This argument leads to our alternative hypotheses H2: 

H2: The positive association between labor market risk and electoral abstention increases as the electoral 

system’s proportionality increases. 



This argument has important implications for research on inequality in participation. Accordingly, previous 

research suggested that the more complex PR systems scar away voters with low cognitive skills (Fisher et 

al. 2008; Gallego 2010; Pardos-Prado et al. 2014). We challenged this argument as we doubt that voters 

with low cognitive skills are, all else equal, more likely to turn out under majoritarian rule than under PR.1 

Also, we are not sure in how far PR systems are ‘more complex’. Our argument on party mobilization also 

predicts more inequality under PR, but does not assume that high-risk voters are particularly drawn to 

majoritarian electoral rules. We rather suggest that decreased party mobilization under PR does increase 

inequality in participation.  

Second, our argument has broad implications for comparative political economy literature on causes and 

consequences of redistribution and labor market risk. Our theoretical discussion expands research on the 

political effects of electoral systems (Iversen and Soskice 2006). While this research has argued that 

electoral systems affect the partisan composition of governments and therefore redistributive policies, we 

expand this line of reasoning to parties’ behavior in the electoral arena. While Iverson and Soskice (2006) 

have demonstrated that PR systems produce more redistribution, our argument suggest that increased 

redistribution does not necessarily lead to more equal political participation. This raises interesting puzzles 

for future research, for example on how redistributive effects vary across electoral systems and different 

voter groups and how this impacts voters’ political behavior. 

Generally, our argument is strongly linked to research on labor market dualization, which has 

demonstrated that labor market divides are particularly prominent in corporatist countries, where labor 

market insiders are heavily protected, while outsiders face the costs of labor market flexibilization (Rueda 

2005; Emmenegger et al. 2012). These corporatist countries usually have proportional electoral systems 

                                                           
1 Please note that this research investigates how the effect of education on turnout varies across electoral systems. 
While the notion of low cognitive skills therefore has substantial overlap with high labor market risk, it is – of course 
– conceptually not the same. Yet, the underlying mechanisms and empirical patterns are likely to be very similar and 
therefore invite a discussion between literatures.  



(Cusack et al. 2007). Hence, the effect of proportionality is part of a broader set of institutional features 

that are prone to amplify labor market divides. We contribute to this strand of research by adding more 

specific insights on how proportionality matters, therefore combining so far separated research from 

electoral studies and comparative political economy.  

More specifically, our argument expands the focus of research on the political effects of labor market risks. 

Previous research demonstrates that political parties are influenced by the electoral behavior of risk 

groups (Lindvall & Rueda 2013). Here, we extend the literature by arguing that the behavior of political 

parties is also influenced by the electoral system and that this has consequences for how well different 

risk groups are integrated in the political system. One implication is, for example, that the disproportionally 

high abstention rates among high risk voters in PR systems could provide additional incentives for social-

democratic parties to cater labor market insiders.   

 

Data 

Given the argumentation presented above, our empirical analysis proceeds as follows. Using data from 

the 2012 wave of the European Social Survey (ESS), we investigate how the proportionality of electoral 

systems conditions the effect of labor market risk on individual abstention probabilities. We rely on a 

sample of 23 ESS countries, excluding Russia, Cyprus, Albania, Ukraine, Kosovo, and Israel to improve 

comparability. Moreover, to validate some of the major assumptions of our argumentation, we use the 

Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) data to investigate patterns of party mobilization across 

labor market risk groups and different electoral systems.   

We measure labor market risk based on an occupational class scheme developed by Oesch (2006). This 

class scheme allows us to identify different risk groups and their likelihood of electoral abstention across 

countries. This scheme applies differences in work logics and skills to group workers. Especially on more 



aggregated levels, this scheme is closely related to the classical Erikson-Goldthorpe classification (Erikson 

& Goldthorpe 1992), and has found wide application in political science (e.g., Kitschelt and Rehm 2014; 

Schwander and Häusermann 2013). Oesch (2006) provides class schemes for different levels of 

aggregation. We chose the most aggregated scheme distinguishing five classes. This high level of 

aggregation makes the class scheme a crude, but internationally more comparable proxy for labor market 

risk. Moreover, we opt for this highly aggregated class scheme to ensure that enough cases remain in each 

class.  

Oesch’s five-class scheme distinguishes between (1) small business owners, (2) higher-grade service class 

(HGSC), (3) lower-grade service class (LGSC), (4) skilled workers (SW), and (5) unskilled workers (UW). Four 

of these five classes can easily be scaled along the lines of labor market risk; with increasing risk levels if 

we move from HGSC, to LGSC, to SW, and UW. We provide some validation analysis for this claim in the 

Appendix. Table A1 puts the four risk groups into an ordinal variable and estimates an ordered probit 

regression with socio-demographic variables and two risk proxies. The results show that moving from 

HGSC to UW is associated with a higher likelihood of unemployment and increased dissatisfaction with the 

household income. Figure A1 shows that the risk groups strongly co-vary with education levels and that 

this pattern holds across all countries under investigation. We omit small business owners as we cannot 

clearly scale them along the lines of labor market risk. Generally, the political behavior of this group of 

workers remains ambiguous.  

We also use occupational unemployment rates as an alternative measure of labor market risk, an indicator 

which found wide application in comparative political economy (e.g., Cusack, Iversen, and Rehm 2006; 

Rehm, Hacker, and Schlesinger 2012). If we assume that unemployment clusters with other labor market 

risks, this indicator should give us a good approximation of risk levels. Yet, unemployment is just one form 

of labor market risk and might be less encompassing than Oesch’s class scheme. Moreover, due to its 

reliance on occupational differences, occupational unemployment rates capture similar empirical patterns 



as the class scheme. Hence, the different skill levels and work logics contained in the class scheme are 

most likely mirrored in the occupational unemployment rates. Hence, we expect that both measures are 

highly correlated and that the class scheme will consume most of the information contained in 

occupational unemployment rates.   

We use data from Eurostat’s labor force survey to measure occupational unemployment rates. Eurostat 

provides measures of total employment and unemployment across the ISCO one-digit level. 2 To calculate 

the occupational unemployment rate, we divide the number of unemployed per occupation by total 

employment in that occupation. We were not able to retrieve occupational unemployment rates for 

Norway, leading to a smaller sample for the regressions using occupational unemployment rates.   

To test hypotheses H1 and H2, we investigate a cross-level interaction between voters’ level of labor 

market risk and the proportionality of the electoral system. For this, we use data of wave 2012 of the 

European Social Survey (ESS). We measure electoral abstention on basis of an item asking respondents 

whether they turned out in the last national election. Our resulting abstention dummy is 1 if a respondent 

did not vote and zero if she turned out. Note that we set respondents to missing who report to be ineligible 

to vote.  

To investigate the effects of macro-level factors, we merge institutional and economic data from Eurostat, 

the World Bank, and the Comparative Political Data Set (CPDS) provided by Armingeon et al. (2015). From 

Eurostat we merge data on unemployment spending as a share of GDP, as higher social spending on 

unemployment could mitigate the effect of labor market divides on electoral abstention. Eurostat also 

provides the Gini index, which is used as control as overall inequality has been shown to affect turnout 

rates (Solt 2010). From the World Bank we take data on countries’ GDP per capita.   

                                                           
2 The International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) one-digit level discriminates between 10 
occupational groups. We use 9 groups, excluding the armed forces.  



To capture proportionality of the electoral system, we take the index of relative disproportionality 

provided in the CPDS dataset. It is based on the measures of the effective number of parties proposed by 

Laasko and Taagepera (1979). The index defines disproportionality as the difference between the effective 

number of parties on the votes level and the effective number of parties on the seats level, scaled over 

the effective number of parties on the votes level.3 We reverse to coding of the index to receive a measure 

of proportionality. We prefer the relative proportionality measure as it is rather intuitive in meaning. From 

the perspective of the voter, a crucial task of proportionality is to directly translate electoral choices into 

seats. As robustness test, we also use the well-known Gallagher (1991) index of disproportionality. The 

substantial findings remain the same. The CPDS data also provides us with national turnout rates, which 

we use to control for whether overall mobilization impacts individual mobilization. Finally, we create two 

dummy variables for the Nordic and Eastern European countries.  

The ESS data allows us further to apply individual-level controls such as gender, age, and education. 

Education is measured as the number of years spend in education. We also include a measure of migrant 

background that captures whether a respondent’s father or mother have been born outside the country 

of residence. All continuous variables used in the analysis are standardized.4   

 

Analysis 

Labor Market Risk, Electoral Proportionality, and Abstention 

We now are going to investigate whether and how the effects of labor market risk is moderated by the 

proportionality of the electoral system. Figure 3 provides a first description of the patterns in the ESS data. 

On the y-axis, we plotted the explained variance in electoral abstention probabilities, using the four 

                                                           
3 Index of relative disproportionality as defined by Armingeon et al. (2015): 

(𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑙𝑒−𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑙𝑒𝑔)

𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑙𝑒
  

4 See Figure A2 in the Appendix for a correlation matrix with the main predictors. 



occupational risk groups as sole predictors in 23 single-country regressions of abstention. We see that 

there is a strong variation in the explanatory power of our risk groups. While the explained variance in the 

Netherlands or Germany is relatively high, it approaches zero in Ireland or Slovakia. The fitted line in Figure 

2 shows that there is a moderate correlation between proportionality and the explanatory power of risk 

groups. Hence, in line with H2, we see that the explained variance – on average – is highest among more 

proportional electoral system. Figure A4 in the Appendix replicates this analysis for education as predictor 

of abstention. The pattern is very similar in that the explanatory power of education is – on average – 

greatest among proportional electoral systems (cf., Gallego 2010; Pardos-Prado et al. 2014).  

 

Note: Figure 2 presents the correlation between the proportionality of an electoral system and the explanatory 
power of the labor market risk groups within each country. It is based on 23 linear probability models, estimating the 
effect of labor market risk on electoral abstention for each country separatly.  

 

In a next step, we will test this relationship in a more formal way. Given our hierarchical data structure, 

we use a multilevel logit model with varying intercepts and level-two predictors, defined as:   

(1) Pr(𝑦𝑖 = 1) =  logit−1(𝛼𝑗[𝑖] +  𝛽𝑋𝑖), 𝑓𝑜𝑟 𝑖 = 1, … , 𝑛 

Figure 2: Correlation between explained variance in abstention and electoral proportionality, using risk groups 
as predictors 



𝛼𝑗 =  𝛾0
𝛼 +  𝛾𝛼𝑈𝑗 + 𝜂𝑗

𝛼 , 𝑓𝑜𝑟 𝑗 = 1, … , 𝐽, 

where 𝛼𝑗 is a country specific intercept, 𝑋𝑖  is a matrix of level-one predictors and 𝑈𝑗  is a matrix of level-

two predictors. We estimate this multilevel model with a Maximum Likelihood as well as with a Bayesian 

approach. The Bayesian estimation strategy is particularly useful as it allows us to include a greater number 

of controls. Also, the Bayesian models help us to strengthen confidence in our estimates of level-two 

predictors, as these have been shown to be less reliable under frequentist estimation with medium to low 

numbers of clusters (Bryan & Jenkins 2015).  

Table 2: Multilevel logit regressions of electoral abstention, maximum likelihood (MLE) estimates 

 

 Abstention 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 

LGSC 0.199***  0.192*** 0.198*** 0.201*** 

 (0.028)  (0.029) (0.028) (0.028) 

SW 0.485***  0.477*** 0.485*** 0.495*** 

 (0.024)  (0.027) (0.024) (0.025) 

UW 0.643***  0.647*** 0.643*** 0.664*** 

 (0.026)  (0.031) (0.026) (0.026) 

Occu Unemp  1.700*** -0.160   

  (0.122) (0.150)   

Proportionality    -0.176*** -0.300*** 

    (0.053) (0.058) 

LGSC*Proportionality     0.084*** 

     (0.029) 

SW*Proportionality     0.142*** 

     (0.026) 

UW*Proportionality     0.189*** 

     (0.028) 

Constant -1.200*** -0.920*** -1.171*** -1.187*** -1.195*** 

 (0.068) (0.065) (0.070) (0.057) (0.058) 

N 33695 31341 31341 33695 33695 

Countries 23 22 22 23 23 

Log Likelihood -16968.550 -16276.800 -16014.630 -16964.060 -16937.110 

AIC 33947.100 32559.600 32041.260 33940.110 33892.220 

BIC 33989.220 32584.660 32091.370 33990.660 33968.050 

 

***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .1 



 

Table 2 presents multilevel logit estimates of electoral abstention probabilities.5 Model 1 is a baseline 

model with the four occupational risk groups as predictors. The HGSC serves as reference category. We 

see that the coefficients on the three other risk groups is significant and increases when we move from 

LGSC to UW. This confirms our expectation that electoral abstention probabilities increase with higher 

levels of labor market risk. In model 2, we can validate this with our alternative measure of labor market 

risk. Model 2 shows that higher occupational unemployment rates are significantly associated with 

increased electoral abstention. Note that we do not have data for occupational unemployment rates in 

Norway, which leads to a smaller sample in models 2 and 3.  

Both indicators provide similar results and, indeed, the bivariate correlation between occupational 

unemployment rates and the class scheme (here assumed to be an ordinal measure) is on average 0.76. 

The correlation approaches 0.9 in Denmark or Belgium, while it has a lower value of 0.7 in Bulgaria or 0.6 

in Ireland.6 Yet, these are all rather high correlations for micro-level data and indicate strong 

multicollinearity between the two measures. Model 3 puts the two measures into a horse race and we see 

that the risk groups consume most of the explanatory power in the occupational unemployment rates. We 

therefore continue the analysis using the risk groups as indicator for labor market risk. This is also for 

presentational reasons, because the discrete risk groups allow us to demonstrate empirical pattern that 

are less visible with a continuous measure. However, please note that all substantive findings are 

replicable with occupational unemployment rates (see Table A2 in the Appendix).  

Models 4 and 5 of Table 2 introduce our measure of proportionality. In line with previous research, model 

4 indicates that proportionality significantly decreases abstention (Karp & Banducci 2008). Yet, the 

                                                           
5 Figure A3 in the Appendix plots the intercepts. Here, we see strong heterogeneity in abstention rates across the 
countries in our sample. 
6 See Table A3 in the Appendix for all correlations. Slovenia is a strong outlier with a correlation of 0.46, dragging 
down the average substantially.  



interaction of proportionality with labor market risk in model 5 shows that the explanatory power of our 

risk groups increases with higher levels of proportionality. Hence, the more proportional a country, the 

stronger abstention is informed by labor market divides. This confirms H2 and suggest that the mobilizing 

effects of PR are not shared across the whole electorate equally.   

Figure 3 presents our maximum likelihood estimation from model 5 and compares it to the Bayesian 

estimation.7 We see that the results are very similar. The estimation of the level-two factor (PR) is not 

substantively affected by the estimation strategy. While there is no added value of the Bayesian estimation 

besides cross-validation so far, the Bayesian approach allows us to estimate models with a larger set of 

control variables. We therefore continue by estimating a second Bayesian model with additional level one 

and two predictors.  

 

 

 

                                                           
7 The Bayesian models are estimated with the MCMCpack using R. We use uninformative priors. For the baseline 
model (without controls), we use a burn-in of 5,000 and 20,000 iterations. This leads to a mean acceptance rate of 
0.231, which is very close to the optimal rate of 0.23 (Gelman et al. 1996). For the extended model we set a burn-in 
of 2,000 and 10,000 iterations to receive a mean acceptance rate of 0.25. MCMC diagnostics confirm that the chains 
converged satisfactorily. 



 

 

Figure 4 replicates the Bayesian estimation with additional controls. The main insight of this extended 

model is that our core findings remain robust, namely the interactions between risk groups and PR. On 

level-one, we control for gender, age, education and migrant background. The coefficients on the first two 

lines show that abstention probabilities among unskilled workers are similar to abstention probabilities of 

voters with migrant background. This highlights that the size of the political marginalization of unskilled 

workers is similar to the underrepresentation of voters with migrant background and underlines the 

prominent argument on underrepresentation of labor market outsiders (Rueda 2005). Yet, an important 

qualification is that this marginalization along labor market divides seems to matter primarily in PR 

systems. 

Figure 3: Comparison of MLE and Bayesian estimates 



Figure 4: Bayesian estimates with additional controls 

 

On level two, we control for overall inequality by including the Gini coefficient. In line with previous 

research, we see that overall inequality increases electoral abstention (Solt 2010). Further, we control for 

an interaction of education with PR. In line with the literature on inequality in participation, we see that 

educational divides in abstention are more pronounced in PR systems (Pardos-Prado et al. 2014). Yet, this 

pattern coexists with our results on labor market risk. Also, we control for countries’ level of social 

expenditure on unemployment and interact this level two factor with our risk groups. Higher 

unemployment spending is associated with decreased abstention rates, and relative to the HGSC 

significantly reduces abstention among LGSC, SW, and UW. Yet, the size of the effect is similarly across the 

three groups, suggesting that the ability of social expenditure to mitigate inequalities is limited to the 

divide between the HGSC and the other three classes.  

In Table A2 of the Appendix, we provide estimations with further sets of control variables. Here we show 

that the interaction between labor market risk and proportionality is robust to: (1) Using the Gallagher 

index as measure of proportionality, (2) using occupational unemployment rates instead of the Oesch 



classes, (3) controlling for further level-two factors, such as national turnout rates, countries’ GDP per 

capita, a dummy for Nordic states, and a dummy for Eastern European states.      

As our estimations of electoral abstention employ a nonlinear model, we now are going to present 

predicted probabilities for a more substantial and intuitive interpretation of the findings, particularly for 

the interaction terms. The predicted probabilities are based on the Maximum Likelihood results presented 

in Figure 3.8 Figure 5 presents predicted probabilities of electoral abstention for our four risk groups, 

plotted over different levels of proportionality. Here, we see that PR’s ability to reduce abstention rates 

decreases if we move from the HGSC to UW. This indicates that proportionality mainly seems to absorb 

the less risky groups into participation and leaves behind voters with higher levels of labor market risk.  

Figure 5: Predicted probabilities of abstention over different levels of proportionality and risk groups 

 

                                                           
8 The choice of the estimation method does not affect the results. We present predicted probabilities for the baseline 
model (without controls), as some controls overlap with our labor market risk measure (e.g., education). While the 
general pattern holds in the extended model, the controls drain information from our labor market risk measure that 
should be part of a broader conception of labor market risk.  



This becomes even clearer if we plot the predicted probabilities of abstention for two extreme scenarios 

– namely maximal proportionality versus maximal disproportionality.9 One could think of this as a stylized 

comparison of, for example, the Netherlands and France. Figure 6 presents the high proportionality case 

on the left side and the maximal majoritarian scenario on the right. Under proportionality, we see that the 

abstention rates for all four groups are lower than on the right side. As the overall mass covered by the 

bars under proportionality is smaller than in the majoritarian case, aggregate abstention should be lower.  

Yet, under proportionality we have significant differences in abstention rates between the risk groups. 

While predicted abstention approaches levels of below 10 per cent for the HGSC under full proportionality, 

unskilled workers are still on a relatively high level of around 25 per cent. These differences lie well outside 

the estimated confidence bands. Contrarily, differences between risk groups disappear in the majoritarian 

scenario. The plot on the right side of Figure 6 shows that predicted abstention rates are similarly high for 

every risk group. The insights of Figure 6 also provide empirical support for our critique of the cognitive 

skill argument as presented in previous literature (Pardos-Prado et al. 2014). The predicted probabilities 

over our discrete risk groups show that high risk voters are not particularly drawn to majoritarian electoral 

rules. UW, for example, do still have substantially higher abstention rates under majoritarian electoral 

rules. They are just not as strongly mobilized under PR as the low risk groups. This empirical pattern does 

more closely align with our argument on party mobilization efforts.  

                                                           
9 Maximal and minimal refers to the empirical boundaries of our proportionality measure. 



Figure 6: Predicted probabilities of abstention for highly proportional and highly majoritarian systems 

 

So far, our empirical analysis has demonstrated that the effect of labor market risk on electoral abstention 

is particularly pronounced in proportional electoral systems. This effect is independent of countries level 

of social expenditure or overall income inequality. It is also robust to a number of individual controls such 

as gender, age, immigrant background and education. We have seen that social expenditure does only 

partially mitigate inequalities between risk groups. Also, we could show that UW’s level of marginalization 

in PR systems is similar to the underrepresentation of migrants. The remaining part of the analysis will 

provide some more insights in our proposed theoretical mechanism.  

  

Validating the Mechanism – Party Mobilization Across Electoral Systems 

So far, our empirical analysis presented findings that are in line with H2, but fall somewhat short on the 

theoretical mechanism. Accordingly, we have argued that the electoral system leads to particular 

mobilization patterns that – at least partly – can explain the heterogeneous effect of labor market risk on 

abstention. We will substantiate this argument further by (1) expanding our reasoning on why majoritarian 

systems are able to cross-cut labor market divides more strongly, and (2) presenting empirical evidence 

on party mobilization efforts across electoral systems.   



A number of points suggest more inclusive mobilization in majoritarian system. The lower number of 

political parties in majoritarian systems might make parties ‘catch-all’ parties that cross-cut labor market 

divides. Indeed, as Evans and Graaf (2013) show, the supply of party positions is crucial in determining the 

degree of class-based voting. The smaller number of parties in majoritarian systems might force each party 

to offer broader platforms as to reach as many voters as possible. These centrist and more general party 

positions, together with the more discouraging voting system (e.g., more resilient to change due to 

majority voting), invite abstention from all risk groups. Faced with this threat of abstention from all groups 

and the particular incentives imposed by majoritarian electoral rules, parties in majoritarian systems have 

stronger incentives to mobilize on a broader scale. Indeed, recent research demonstrates a broader and 

more intense mobilization of voters in majoritarian systems (Rainey 2015).  

Using Module 2 of the Comparative Studies of Electoral Systems (CSES) allows us to investigate the 

plausibility of our argument empirically. The CSES is a cross-nationally comparable database of election 

studies. Module 2 includes a question on whether voters have been contacted directly by parties during 

an election campaign. This item has been used previously to measure mobilization (Rainey 2015). Also, the 

CSES data allows us to distinguish between single-member district plurality systems (SMDP) and PR 

systems based on d’Hondt. Most importantly, the CSES provides ISCO two-digit codes for a number of 

countries.10 We therefore can compare mobilization over risk groups for proportional and disproportional 

electoral systems.  

Figure 7 presents the average levels of contact frequency for our four risk groups and across electoral 

systems. The graph is based on election studies from three SMDP countries (UK 2005, the US 2004, and 

New Zealand 2002) and three d’Hondt countries (Portugal 2005, the Netherlands 2002, and Finland 2003). 

In line with Rainey (2015), we see that average contact frequency in disproportional SMDP systems is 

                                                           
10 Yet, the occupational classification is only possible for a limited number of countries and in a less comprehensive 
way as the ESS data allows. Hence, the CSES data does not allow us to replicate our multilevel logit regressions.   



higher than in proportional d’Hondt systems. Also, we see that mobilization efforts generally decrease 

under higher levels of labor market risk. Yet, this decrease is much weaker in SMDP compared to 

proportional systems. Under d’Hondt, we see a much stronger divide along the lines of labor market risk. 

Especially the two working classes report a much lower level of mobilization efforts under PR.  

Figure 7: Average level of mobilization across electoral systems and risk groups 

 

This empirical pattern aligns with our assumptions on the causal mechanism. The level of parties’ overall 

mobilization efforts under majoritarian rules is higher and broader, creating a higher potential to cross-

cut labor market divides. Door knocking strategies by parties, for example, are a case of such more intense 

mobilization efforts that address all voter groups. Compared to that, mobilization efforts under PR are less 

intense and broad. Here, parties engage in weaker mobilization that is targeted primarily towards low risk 

voters. The anyways less motivated high risk voters are left behind, nurturing inequality in political 

participation.  

 



Conclusion 

How is labor market risk related to individual abstention probabilities? This article has argued that there 

is a robust pattern of political alienation associated with labor market risk. Yet, characteristics of the 

electoral systems, such as parties’ mobilization efforts, determine the degree to which labor market risk 

affects electoral abstention. While PR decreases national abstention rates, it produces more inequality in 

participation as mainly voters with low labor market risk are mobilized. Majoritarian systems, on the other 

hand, have higher, but more equally distributed abstention rates. This is because more intense party 

mobilization efforts under majoritarian rules cross-cut labor market divides. On the other hand, weaker 

party mobilization in PR requires more intrinsic motivation of voters, leaving behind the less motivated 

high risk voters.  

Our research has a number of implications. We have forwarded a theoretical argument that explains 

inequality in participation under PR with party strategies, rather than cognitive skills. While we do not 

doubt that cognitive skills play a crucial role, current versions of the cognitive skills argument suggest that 

high risk voters are drawn to majoritarian rules. This argument is less convincing as we find that abstention 

among high risk voters does not decrease under majoritarian rule. Future arguments on the role of 

cognitive skills should rather focus on the reaction of highly educated, low risk voters to electoral rules, as 

our results indicate that these group of voters most strongly responds to electoral system differences. 

Accordingly, it seems that a strong de-mobilization of low risk voters mainly accounts for high aggregated 

abstention under majoritarian electoral rules.   

While previous research has demonstrated that PR systems produce more redistribution (Iversen and 

Soskice 2006), our findings suggest that this increased redistribution does not necessarily lead to more 

equal political participation. Our analysis has shown that social expenditure’s capacity to mitigate 

inequality in participation is limited and that other characteristics of PR systems – such as parties’ 

mobilization strategies – can work against inclusive and more equal participation. In this way, our research 



contributes to increasing scholarship on the role of party politics in welfare states, and more particularly 

on the role of the electoral system as a contextual factor (Häusermann et al. 2013).  

Moreover, our findings provide important qualifications for research on the political effects of labor 

market risk (e.g., Emmenegger, Marx, and Schraff 2015; Lindvall and Rueda 2013). In line with arguments 

from the dualization literature, we found that labor market risk most strongly affects abstention 

probabilities in PR countries, which happen to be countries that are mainly affected by dualization 

processes in the labor market  (Emmenegger et al. 2012). Our research suggests that the less restrictive 

labor market policies and lower levels of dualization in liberal market economics could – at least partly – 

be due to dynamics in the party systems, cross-cutting labor market divides. This reaffirms previous 

theories on the origins of economic institutions in electoral institutions (Manow 2009). 

Finally, while previous research demonstrates that political parties are influenced by the electoral behavior 

of risk groups (Lindvall & Rueda 2013), our research suggest that parties’ behavior also affects voter 

behavior, and that this relationship varies across electoral systems. Hence, we expand the focus of 

previous research by bringing in parties’ behavior as important contextual factor. Further, we expand the 

labor market risk literature by introducing a comparative focus, going beyond the dominant single country 

studies.   

Future research should pick-up this comparative focus and further investigate the role of different national 

contexts in determining the effect of labor market risk on electoral outcomes. Here, a more in-depth 

investigation of electoral system effects could provide insight beyond parties’ mobilization efforts. 

Moreover, other country-level factors, such as overall inequality or social spending, seem to matter for 

abstention. Future research should investigate whether and how these important country-level factors 

interact with labor market divides. Finally, future research should investigate further mechanisms that 

explain unequal participation patterns in PR. Given our empirical findings, a focus on how majoritarian 

systems discourage voters with higher levels of cognitive skills seems promising.  
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Appendix 

 

Table 1A: Ordered logit regressions of risk group position (from 1-HGSC to 4-UW) 

 

 Risk 

 

Education -0.634*** 

 (0.009) 

Age -0.217*** 

 (0.008) 

Female 0.102*** 

 (0.013) 

Dissatisfaction HH Income 0.135*** 

 (0.010) 

Ever Unemployed 0.206*** 

 (0.015) 

Net HH Income -0.087*** 

 (0.003) 

N 27993 

Country Fixed Effects Yes 

 

***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .1 

 

 

 

 



 

Table A2: Multilevel logit estimates with additional control variables, MLE results 

 

 Abstention 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 

LGSC 0.201***  0.201*** 0.201*** 

 (0.028)  (0.028) (0.028) 

SW 0.493***  0.495*** 0.495*** 

 (0.025)  (0.025) (0.025) 

UW 0.657***  0.663*** 0.663*** 

 (0.026)  (0.026) (0.026) 

Gallagher 0.254*** 0.260***   

 (0.062) (0.066)   

LGSC*Gallagher -0.073***    

 (0.028)    

SW*Gallagher -0.120***    

 (0.025)    

UW*Gallagher -0.145***    

 (0.026)    

Occu Unemp  2.521***   

  (0.148)   

Occu Unemp*Gallagher  -2.441***   

  (0.247)   

PR   -0.144*** -0.168*** 

   (0.046) (0.059) 

Turnout National   -0.238***  

   (0.036)  

GDP per Capita   -0.028  

   (0.036)  

Nordic Dummy    -0.376*** 

    (0.136) 

East Dummy    0.194* 

    (0.101) 

LGSC*PR   0.085*** 0.084*** 

   (0.029) (0.029) 

SW*PR   0.142*** 0.142*** 

   (0.026) (0.026) 

UW*PR   0.188*** 0.189*** 

   (0.028) (0.028) 

     

Continues on next page 

     

     



     

Constant -1.196*** -0.975*** -1.186*** -1.190*** 

 (0.061) (0.065) (0.037) (0.068) 

N 33695 31341 33695 33695 

Log Likelihood -16948.200 -16224.140 -16924.450 -16931.740 

AIC 33914.410 32458.280 33870.900 33885.470 

BIC 33990.230 32500.040 33963.580 33978.150 

 

***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table A3: Correlation between Oesch classes and occupational unemployment rates 

Country 

Correlation of 
 Classes with 

 Occu Unemp Rates 

BE 0.88 
BG 0.67 

CH 0.84 
CZ 0.73 
DE 0.83 

DK 0.88 
EE 0.8 
ES 0.77 

FI 0.78 
FR 0.87 
GB 0.83 

HU 0.74 
IE 0.6 
IS 0.77 

IT 0.83 
LT 0.67 
NL 0.78 

PL 0.8 
PT 0.56 
SE 0.83 

SI 0.46 
SK 0.76 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure A1: Cross-national differences in education levels over risk groups 

 



Figure A2: Correlation table with central covariates 

 

 



 

Figure A3: Random intercepts of multilevel logit model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure A4: Correlation between explained variance in abstention and electoral proportionality, using education as predictor 
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