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ABSTRACT
One of the purported effects of international integration is that voters are less 
able, or less willing, to punish or reward incumbents for economic performance: 
since governments are less able to influence economic outcomes, economic 
considerations weigh less for voters at the ballot box. This would have serious 
implications for democratic legitimacy. Yet the balancing demands hypothesis 
predicts that voters compensate for this by judging incumbents on 
non-economic performance instead. In this article, this theory is critiqued 
theoretically and empirically, putting it to the test for one of the first times 
at the individual level using the 2019 Belgian Election Study. Combining per-
ceptions of policy performance across six issue areas with novel survey items 
which measure perceptions of economic constraints, it is shown that whilst 
performance voting does occur, there is no support for the balancing demands 
hypothesis. Voting based on performance in economic or non-economic areas 
remains largely unrelated to perceptions of international constraints.

KEYWORDS  Performance voting; globalisation; European Union; economic constraints; Belgium

The interdependence of nation states poses a legitimacy dilemma for 
democratic governance: as integration deepens, governors are torn between 
responsiveness to the electorate and responsibility to international com-
mitments with other states and international organisations (Ezrow and 
Hellwig 2014; Mair 2013; Rodrik 2011). This dilemma is not new (Easton 
1965; Gourevitch 1978), but has grown with greater interdependence and 
the politicisation of issues such as sovereignty and European integration. 
Perhaps one of the most consequential and studied aspects of this is 
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how greater integration affects elections and voting behaviour (Kayser 
2007; Le Gall, 2017). In this article, we critique and provide a novel 
empirical test one of the core hypotheses of the link between integration 
and voting behaviour – the balancing demands hypothesis – using original 
data from the 2019 Belgian Election Study (Walgrave et al. 2020).

One of the core theories of international integration and domestic politics 
is the ‘room to manoeuvre’ (RTM) theory, which posits that greater inte-
gration reduces the RTM governments have over (economic) policy, with 
widespread consequences for democratic politics (Hellwig 2014b). With 
respect to voting behaviour, research indicates that external constraints 
from both globalisation and European integration reduce turnout (Marshall 
and Fisher 2015; Steiner 2010, 2016; Turnbull-Dugarte 2020) by diminishing 
the belief that who’s in power makes a difference (Vowles 2008) and by 
decreasing political choice via party convergence (Steiner and Martin 2012), 
eventually weakening party responsiveness (Ezrow and Hellwig 2014; though 
see Devine and Ibenskas, 2021). Second, there is evidence that the limitation 
of the economic room to manoeuvre also weakens the extent of the eco-
nomic vote (Costa Lobo and Lewis-Beck 2012; Duch and Stevenson 2008; 
Fernández-Albertos 2006; Hellwig 2014b; Hellwig and Samuels 2007; Le 
Gall 2018). According to this line of argument, voters adapt to the loss of 
economic leeway of governments on economic policy by judging incumbents 
less on economic performance. Assuming voters’ electoral preferences are 
shaped by their governments’ performance and perceived competences 
(Green and Jennings 2017), such a conclusion is pessimistic for the nor-
mative consequences of integration. However, when a ballot is cast, it is 
argued that voters compensate for the loss of national governments’ RTM 
on economic policy by shifting to judgements on non-economic issues, on 
which national governments have greater control: this is the balancing 
demands hypothesis (Hellwig 2008, 2014a, 2014b). Put another way, given 
a lack of voter agency in shaping economic outcomes, we might expect 
voters to seek to fill this void by anchoring their choices at the ballot box 
in non-economic policy dimensions over which states are still able to enact 
policy output with fewer international commitments.

To provide a concrete example, consider two Belgian citizens going to 
the polls on the 2019 federal election day. Both view economic and immi-
gration performances as equally important when judging the record of the 
incumbent government. Yet, voter 1 considers the Belgian government to 
be constrained in its economic margins of manoeuvre by globalisation and 
the EU, while voter 2 believes that the EU and globalisation do not reduce 
her government’s leeway in the economy. Assuming government perfor-
mance plays some role in vote choice and that both voters behave instru-
mentally, the balancing demands hypothesis would predict that these two 
voters differ in the way they punish or reward the incumbent government 
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on those two records: the former will still vote based on economic per-
formance, while the latter will vote less on economic performance and 
more on immigration, since accountability is arguably conditional on (per-
ceived) responsibility (Duch and Stevenson 2010). Clearly, this is important 
if one believes that governments should be accountable for performance 
or if performance judgements are relevant for understanding vote choice.

Yet, this analysis can be contended on theoretical and empirical grounds. 
Theoretically, it logically entails the argument that if voters perceive the 
economy as performing poorly but that this is due to forces outside of 
the government’s control, they will not punish the incumbent and instead 
judge them on alternative bases. However, there are also reasons to believe 
that voters will not simply exit, but rather voice their discontent with the 
economy, conditional on voting. Indeed, it seems equally likely that voters 
will instead vote for change or opt for alternative parties rallying against 
economic constraints, illustrated by the surge of populist parties across 
Europe in which sovereignty is a core element of their programme 
(Halikiopoulou et al. 2012). Empirically, this theoretical concern is sup-
ported by several studies. For instance, Dassonneville and Hooghe (2017) 
show how electoral volatility increases with economic distress and that 
the effect of the economy on volatility is increasing, despite objective 
economic constraints increasing, particularly in Southern Europe. In a 
similar vein, Kosmidis (2018) experimentally manipulates the level of 
‘room to manoeuvre’ in a survey experiment in Greece and shows that 
economic voting does not decrease with greater room to manoeuvre.

Despite the hypothesis about the effects of economic constraints on 
performance voting being a central prediction in the literature on the effects 
of international integration on political behaviour, existing studies are limited 
to studying the strength of the economic vote rather than how voters com-
pensate for the supposed loss of efficacy. In addition, the balancing demands 
hypothesis has been tested almost exclusively with aggregate level data, while 
no research has examined whether individuals’ perceptions of constraints 
stemming from international integration matter when judging incumbents 
on their performance in non-economic policy areas. In line with Steiner 
(2016), we believe that it is fundamental to complement the existing evidence 
by analysing the mechanisms on the individual level since the association 
between constraints from economic integration and performance voting 
must necessarily be rooted in the thoughts and actions of voters.

As such, this article addresses these gaps and extends the literature 
on the impact of economic constraints on voting behaviour by asking 
whether, and how much, voters reward or punish incumbents based on 
policy performance, using original data fielded in the Belgian Election 
Study 2019. We directly test the two key implications of the balancing 
demands hypothesis: that with greater perceptions of constrained room 
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to manoeuvre with regards to the economy, voters 1) reduce economic 
performance voting and 2) increase non-economic performance voting. 
In doing so, we fill three gaps within the literature. As mentioned, existing 
research has tested this either using aggregate measures of globalisation 
or estimating the effects of perceived constraints on party-citizens con-
gruence; here, we use direct measures of voters’ perceptions using novel 
survey items fielded in the 2019 EOS Belgian Election Study. This is the 
only survey which provides information on perceptions of external con-
straints stemming from globalisation and European integration, and per-
ceptions of performance in different economic policy domains. Second, 
we extend the literature to a new case, specifically Belgium. The balancing 
demands hypothesis is one that requires a cast ballot; in Belgium, almost 
all citizens cast a vote, since it is compulsory. This, combined with the 
openness of Belgium to European and global markets, makes it an inter-
esting case to test this hypothesis. Third, we extend the test to new 
policy areas. Whilst Hellwig (2014b) addresses healthcare and immigra-
tion, we extend this and include performance in more economic areas 
(poverty, unemployment, and debt) as well as non-economic areas (the 
environment, burglaries, and asylum).

In line with existing individual-level studies on the room to manoeuvre 
and economic voting (e.g. Kosmidis 2018), our empirical results broadly 
reject the balancing demands hypothesis. We do not find that the impact 
of perceived performance on incumbent voting varies across perceptions 
of constraint, regardless of whether it is an economic or non-economic 
issue; where it does, it is not in the direction that the theory predicts. 
In other words, the effect of perceived performance in non-economic 
policy is no larger for those who perceive a great degree of constraint 
than those who perceive none; and the effect of perceived performance 
in economic policy is no weaker for those same people. We therefore 
reject a key hypothesis of the room to manoeuvre literature.

This article is organised as follows. In the first section, we discuss 
performance voting, the literature on economic constraints and voting, 
and provide an explicit model of the balancing demands hypothesis. We 
then present the research design and results. We conclude by discussing 
the wider relevance of the findings for the literature on international 
integration and political behaviour.

Literature review: economic constraints and performance 
voting

Economic constraints

More integration, perceived or otherwise, provides a hurdle for citizens’ 
ability or willingness to vote based on performance. In the words of 
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Duch and Stevenson (2008: 106): ‘An incumbent who is not perceived 
by the voter as having competency for economic outcomes should neither 
be rewarded for a good economy, nor punished for poor economic out-
comes.’ There are two mechanisms hypothesised in the literature through 
which this occurs. First, voters could perceive this directly. For instance, 
Duch and Stevenson (2008) develop and test a formal model of a ‘com-
petency signal’, which indicates how much policy variation can be 
attributed to an incumbent. Essentially, as integration into the interna-
tional economy grows, voters can discern less of a competency signal, 
and voting based on economic performance decreases.

Alongside voters perceiving the level of constraint directly, it has also 
been posed that voters react to political parties’ cues on a given issue 
when forming their vote. Parties may strategically avoid issues, removing 
the track record of an incumbent from the agenda of a campaign and 
therefore from individual voting decisions. The evidence for this comes 
from studies which show that economic integration has a clear negative 
impact on the emphasis of economic issues by political parties (Nanou 
and Dorussen 2013; Ward et al. 2015). Ultimately, if parties choose not 
to compete on the economic dimension, the importance of that dimension 
may be reduced come election day (see Steiner 2016). Indeed, the 
depoliticisation of economic issues is one potential reason for the politi-
cisation of cultural issues (for instance, Mair 2013).

The theoretical argument that integration reduces economic perfor-
mance voting has been studied and well-supported (Costa Lobo and 
Lewis-Beck 2012; Fernández-Albertos 2006; Hellwig 2008; Hellwig and 
Samuels 2007; Hellwig 2014b; but see: Kosmidis 2018). Hellwig (2001), 
in a seminal study, finds a negative relationship between the level of 
trade exchange and the economic vote. This result was further corrob-
orated by Hellwig and Samuels (2007) in a larger comparative analysis 
utilising data from 75 countries over 27 years which indicated that the 
size of international trade as part of a country’s gross domestic product 
and exposure to transnational trade flows weakens the economic vote. 
Many studies have subsequently confirmed this trend at the aggregate 
level (Fernández-Albertos 2006; Giuliani 2019; Hellwig 2014a, 2014b). In 
contrast, however, fewer studies have investigated the impact of percep-
tions of economic constraints on the economic vote – or related political 
attitudes (e.g. Devine 2021) – at the individual level. Hellwig (2008) 
shows that citizens who perceive their national governments to be con-
strained on the economy are less inclined to punish or reward their 
incumbents for economic performance in a study focussing on the 2001 
British and 1997 French general elections. Similarly, Costa Lobo and 
Lewis-Beck (2012) find that individual perceptions of the responsibility 
of the European Union for the situation of the domestic economy neg-
atively affects the extent to which voters punish or reward incumbents 
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in Italy, Greece, Portugal and Spain in 2009. Finally, Le Gall (2018) also 
provides evidence that lower perceived responsibility of the EU over 
economic conditions moderates the extent of the economic vote. Worth 
noting here is that these studies rely on responsibility attribution, a proxy 
for economic constraints that this article overcomes by using direct 
measures. The hypothesis has, however, also been challenged. Dassonneville 
and Lewis-Beck (2019) find the economic vote to be stable over time in 
national elections in a study across several European societies. Most 
importantly, Kosmidis (2018) does not support the hypothesis that the 
economic vote decreases as room-to-manoeuvre decreases in a survey 
experiment in Greece. Still, overall, the literature expects that as perceived 
or real integration deepens, voting based on economic performance 
decreases, whilst the mechanisms which link the two are somewhat 
understudied.

The balancing demands hypothesis

Overall, this provides a pessimistic view of democratic legitimacy under 
international integration: political accountability for policy outcomes is 
weakened with greater openness. However, the balancing demands hypoth-
esis asserts that economic integration increases individuals’ weight on 
governmental policy actions in the non-economic area (Hellwig 2014a), 
eventually increasing the role of non-economic issues in the calculus of 
voting (Hellwig 2008, 2014b) and thus offsetting the legitimacy dilemma 
– voters failing to judge incumbents on performance – posed by inter-
national integration. Voters are assumed to demand less in terms of 
economic responses, while they should compensate ‘for reduced demands 
for government action in the economy by increasing demands for atten-
tion in other, non-economic areas’ (Hellwig 2014a: 5). As a result, if 
voters participate in elections, they should react to the loss of economic 
policy competences of national governments not only by voting less on 
economic issues, but also by voting more on non-economic issues.

The causal mechanisms linking the growth of non-economic perfor-
mance voting is the same as the decline in economic performance voting. 
First, it could be the direct perception of the loss of control, as in Duch 
and Stevenson (2008). Second, it may be driven by political elites: polit-
ical parties, even incumbents, emphasising non-economic issues that 
they can control over economic issues which they cannot. Hence, citizens’ 
perceptions of economic integration – whether driven by the actual 
perception of economic constraints or party cues – should increase the 
importance of non-economic performance in the calculus of voting. We 
outline this theoretical model in Figure 1, in which we summarise the 
links discussed in these sections.1 This article tests the final set of 
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arrows, between perceptions of the room to manoeuvre and perfor-
mance voting.

So far, the balancing demands hypothesis has only been tested in three 
studies. Using data from the 2006 International Social Survey Programme’s 
(ISSP) Survey, Hellwig (2014a) demonstrates that individual preferences 
for government actions are moderated by the extent of economic inte-
gration. This analysis indicates that citizens’ preferences for government 
provision of non-economic policies increase with indicators of interna-
tional economic integration, specifically the KOF index (Gygli et al. 2019). 
Conversely, demands for more involvement in the economy decrease as 
economic integration deepens. In addition, Hellwig (2014b: 76–95) finds 
that the electoral effect of evaluations of performance in immigration 
and healthcare areas are greater in more integrated economies in a 
cross-sectional analysis covering 28 countries in 2009. In contrast to 
these studies which use aggregate indicators of economic integration, a 
study in Britain and France focuses instead on the effects of constraint 
perceptions on performance voting in non-economic issues (Hellwig 
2008). This study examines the effect of individual perceptions of national 
governments’ economic constraints on party-voter congruence in 
non-economic issues, i.e. a libertarian-authoritarian index and positioning 
on European integration. In both cases, the author finds that voters who 
believe their national governments to be constrained in their economic 
choices by economic globalisation tend to be closer to the parties on 
the libertarian-authoritarian axis than voters who think the opposite 
(Hellwig 2008).

The previous study (Hellwig 2008) uses party-citizen congruence to 
assess the hypothesis rather than voting specifically, though it does use 

Figure 1. E conomic integration and the balancing demands hypothesis.
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direct measures of voter perceptions; yet, we believe that the analysis we 
perform here is a necessary step for the theory, since we must establish 
that voting based on perceived performance also increases across percep-
tions of constraint. Indeed, aggregate studies are more likely to lead to 
methodological problems of observational equivalence and ecological 
fallacy, while party-citizens congruence does not directly reflect perfor-
mance voting at the individual level. Thus, our fundamental contribution 
is to test this core hypothesis in a new context with direct measures of 
perceptions of both constraints and performance voting at the individ-
ual level.

To be clear, we specify the two expectations of the balancing demands 
hypothesis that we are testing below. To reiterate, it expects voters who 
perceive their government to be constrained to be more likely to punish 
or reward incumbents on non-economic issues. Formally, this results in 
the following two hypotheses:

Balancing demands hypothesis 1: The more a citizen believes the national 
government to be constrained on the economy, the more prone she will 
be to reward or punish the incumbent government on its record in 
non-economic policies

Balancing demands hypothesis 2: The more a citizen believes the national 
government to be constrained on the economy, the less prone she will be 
to reward or punish the incumbent government on its record in economic 
policies

Research design

We use the 2019 EOS – Belgian Election Study (Walgrave et al. 2020)2 
– to test these hypotheses at the individual level. This post-election 
survey was fielded between the 29th of May and the 30th of June, shortly 
after the 2019 federal elections in Belgium on the 26th of May. The 
election resulted in the loss of votes for mainstream parties (liberals, 
socialists and Christian-democrats) that has been a feature of elections 
across Europe since the Eurozone crisis, with far-right parties gaining in 
Flanders (Vlaams Belang) and left-wing and communist parties gaining 
in Wallonia (PTB-PVDA). More broadly, the electoral defeat of the four 
parties that were part of the federal government incumbent parties (N-VA, 
CD&V, Open VLD and MR) was patent and this led to a fragmented 
party system, with a chasm between Flanders and Francophone Belgium. 
Given this rupture, it took the COVID-19 crisis for government forma-
tion, leaving the country without government until March 2020.

Issue-wise, the election revolved around three main topics: employ-
ment, the environment, and immigration (for a thorough review, see: 
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Pilet 2021). Socio-economic issues were particularly salient in Wallonia. 
In contrast, issues of identity and immigration were the most salient 
issues in Flanders, particularly following the tensions between the ruling 
coalition regarding the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration (also referred to as the UN Marrakech Pact). Those disagree-
ments led the Prime minister, Charles Michel, to resign in December 
2018 and the N-VA to be excluded from the minority caretaker govern-
ment that was composed of MR, CD&V and Open VLD before the 2019 
elections. Finally, the climate was an important topic during the campaign, 
since the election was conducted on the heels of the ‘climate marches’ 
with several large demonstrations calling for more ambition in fighting 
climate change from November 2018 to May 2019. As we will go on to 
discuss, our measures of policy areas adequately capture these differing 
concerns between the two regions and the key salient issues, and we 
deal with these differences by separating Wallonia and Flanders in the 
analysis.

More prosaically, however, the 2019 EOS dataset is the only one that 
provides a direct survey item on perceptions of external constraints – 
globalisation and European integration – as well as perceptions of per-
formance in different non-economic policy domains, such as the 
environment, security and immigration. This means that there is no 
other available dataset that we can use to test these hypotheses so spe-
cifically. Whilst there are some parallels with the European Election 
Studies of 2009 and 2014 which ask about responsibility judgements in 
several policy areas in 2009 and the economy in 2014, this is limited 
for our purposes by being European elections, which are not expected 
to have the same dynamics as domestic elections.

Dependent variable

The aim of this article is to assess whether performance voting in national 
elections is moderated by perceptions of economic constraints. The model 
of performance voting starts from a simple assumption: that the minimal 
requirement for democratic accountability is that voters’ electoral choices 
are at least in part based on the past record of the governors. Consequently, 
the dependent variable used in this study is whether respondents reported 
to have voted for the incumbent. Hence, the dependent variable is a 
dichotomous variable, in which 1 identifies all the respondents who 
report to have voted for the incumbents – MR in Wallonia; CD&V, N-VA 
and Open VLD (Coalition) in Flanders – and where 0 identifies those 
who reported voting for any of the other parties. Approximately 43% of 
our sample reports having voted for the Coalition (Flemish incumbent) 
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and 14% having voted for MR (Walloon incumbent). The specific ques-
tion is: ‘For which party did you vote for the Chamber during the 
national elections on the 26th of May 2019?’

Independent variables

Our key explanatory variables are perceptions of performance in specific 
policy areas. We have three indicators for non-economic policies: per-
ceptions of performance in security, environment and immigration – 
explicitly non-economic issues, unlike those used in previous studies 
(such as pensions) which entail greater direct economic costs. These are 
retrospective performance judgements. When studying performance vot-
ing, the retrospective approach is the most sensible since it is at the core 
of the theoretical assumption of the model: voters reward or punish 
incumbent governments based on their past policy record on election 
day. In practice, empirical studies have mostly relied on retrospective 
and sociotropic perceptions of policy performance to assess performance 
voting (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 2013; Nannestad and Paldam 1994; 
Plescia and Kritzinger 2018). That said, the balancing demand hypothesis 
can also be adapted to prospective voting according to Hellwig (2014b). 
Indeed, there is no reason to believe that (perceived) economic constraints 
should affect retrospective voting, but not how voters choose parties 
based on their assessments of the future economic and non-economic 
conditions. However, the EOS dataset only provides measures of retro-
spective performance and, thus, does not allow us to test the effect of 
perceived economic constraints on prospective voting.3

It is not easy to clearly differentiate between what can be conceptu-
alised as an economic issue and what can be conceptualised as a 
non-economic issue: there are only few issues that can be defined as 
purely non-economic, in the sense that they are budget neutral. Stated 
differently, almost all policies must be funded to achieve their purpose. 
However, some issues are more closely related to economic frames than 
others. Environment, immigration and security constitute good case stud-
ies to test the balancing demands hypothesis, though we acknowledge 
that addressing them will entail some economic cost and benefit.

In order to test H2, we also include economic issues pertaining to 
debt, unemployment, and poverty. In this study, we use questions which 
are worded as follows: ‘Many social problems may be assessed using 
numbers. Below we ask you your opinion on six of these problems. In 
your estimation, to what extent has each of these social problems 
decreased or increased during the previous period of government? 1) 
The number of people in Flanders/Wallonia/Brussels living in poverty 
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2) The unemployment rate in Flanders/Wallonia/Brussels 3) CO2 emis-
sions in Belgium 4) The number of approved requests for asylum in 
Belgium 5) The number of home burglaries in Flanders/Wallonia/Brussels 
6) The Belgian public debt’. The response scale is 5-points from ‘strongly 
decreased’ to ‘strongly increased’. The correlation between these variables 
is between 23% (poverty and asylum) and 45% (asylum and burglaries), 
which supports our assertion that these are seen as different frames, 
with a lower correlation between economic and non-economic areas 
than within.

Our other key explanatory variables are the degree to which respon-
dents believe that their national governments are constrained by the 
processes of European integration and economic globalisation. This data-
set is the only one in which respondents were asked to assess this along-
side other key variables. More precisely, we benefit from two original 
questions on constraints stemming from European integration and glo-
balisation, which are worded as follows: ‘To what extent do you agree 
or disagree with the following statement? ‘The European Union gives 
enough leeway to the Belgian Government in the economic field’4 and 
‘To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement?’ 
‘Globalisation gives enough leeway to the Belgian Government in the 
economic field’. Both questions have a five-point response scale, from 
‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally agree’. An important clarification here is that 
whilst the European Union can certainly be seen as playing a role in 
non-economic issues such as asylum and immigration, we specify in the 
question ‘economic field’, narrowing our focus to the specific balancing 
demands hypothesis. We return to this in the conclusion. A second 
clarification is that we do not directly consider the mechanism of how 
respondents ended up with this attitude – for instance, direct perception 
or through party competition over the issue(s). We do not see this as 
an issue as our intention is not to isolate the mechanism but whether 
the balancing demands hypothesis occurs at all.

Control variables

We control for basic demographics in gender and age, indicators of an 
individual’s position in the labour market through education, and income; 
and two attitudinal variables: left-right self-placement and levels of sat-
isfaction with democracy. We theoretically defend including these vari-
ables and provide a full codebook in the Online Appendix instead of 
the main text. Descriptive statistics for our variables are presented in 
Table 1 (key variables) and Table 2 (control variables).
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Empirical strategy

The empirical strategy proceeds in two steps. First, we investigate whether 
retrospective perceptions of performance affect incumbents’ fortunes; in 
other words, we test whether performance voting exists in the first place 
to establish our benchmark and the validity of the measures. Hence, we 
run logistic models including incumbent vote choice as a dependent 
variable, our battery of control variables, and our main explanatory 
variables.

In the next step, we include interaction terms to see whether percep-
tions of economic constraints affect performance voting in general elec-
tions: this answers whether the effect of performance voting depends on 
the level of perceived constraint, as the balancing demands hypothesis 
predicts.

We present the results in the form of marginal effects. For the inter-
actions, these are marginal effects at representative values (MERs). Models 
include robust standard errors and are not weighted. To save space, we 
present only figures and our variables of interest; full tables are available 
in the Online Appendix. As will be clear, the effects differ between 
Wallonia and Flanders, and so we separate our results by region; we 
present identical figures pooling the sample, with region fixed effects, in 
the Online Appendix.

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics: key variables.
  Mean/Prop. SD Min. Max. n

Vote: Incumbent Wallonia .14 1024
Vote: Incumbent Flanders .43 1012
Performance poverty 3.92 1.04 1.00 5.00 2026
Performance unemployment 3.13 1.14 1.00 5.00 2025
Performance debt 4.03 .94 1.00 5.00 2024
Performance CO2 3.53 1.01 1.00 5.00 2025
Performance burglaries 3.60 .98 1.00 5.00 2025
Performance asylum 3.79 1.09 1.00 5.00 2025

Table 2.  Descriptive statistics: control variables.
Mean/Prop. SD Min. Max. n

Satisfaction income 6.04 2.21 .00 10.00 1984
Left-Right 5.20 2.53 .00 10.00 2028
Education 3.21 .97 1.00 5.00 2036
Satisfaction with democracy 3.50 1.02 1.00 5.00 2034
Male .52 2033
Age 2036
18–24 .15
25–34 .12
34–44 .16
45/54 .12
55/64 .23
65+ .22
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Performance voting in 2019 federal elections

The effect of performance on incumbent voting

First, we turn to the effect of perceived performance on incumbent voting 
to establish that performance voting does indeed occur. Following the 
logistic regression as described above, the average marginal effects (AMEs) 
of perceived performance are displayed in Figure 2. This describes the 
expected change in the probability of voting for the incumbent for a 
change in the chosen predictor (in this case, perceived performance in 
each policy field). As noted, these models include a full battery of con-
trols and our explanatory variables, including the perceived constraint 
variables.

The results show the existence of performance voting in unemployment 
and poverty in the case of both Wallonia and Flanders. In Flanders, 
performance in managing burglaries is a significant predictor, whilst 
environmental management – Co2 emissions – has a significant effect 
in Flanders. What this means is that if the respondent believes that 
unemployment has increased, for instance, they are approximately 5 
percentage points less likely to vote for the incumbent. Considering this 
is a five-point scale, the full possibility is an effect size of 20 percentage 
points from one end of the scale to the other. In the case of Co2 emis-
sions, respondents in Flanders are 3 percentage points less likely to vote 
for the incumbent the more they believe Co2 emissions have increased.

Overall, there is strong evidence of performance voting in the 2019 
federal elections for most policy areas, except for asylum claims and debt. 

Figure 2. P erformance voting in the Belgian federal election, 2019 (95% confidence 
intervals).
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Burglaries and Co2 emissions have different levels of significance in the 
two Belgian regions. Whilst economic performance has the strongest 
effect, non-economic policy performance also influences the vote. This 
indicates that at this election, voters were on average responding as 
expected to perceived performance with a greater focus on economic 
performance.

Testing the moderating effect of perceived constraint

Next, we turn to our main hypotheses of interest: does the strength of 
non-economic performance voting increase as perceived international 
constraints increase? Conversely, does the strength of economic perfor-
mance voting decrease as perceived international constraints increase? 
As discussed, this ‘balancing demands’ hypothesis is a key hypothesis 
from the room to manoeuvre literature. We run the same logistic regres-
sion as before, except now include an interaction term in the model. We 
present the marginal effects of performance voting at different levels of 
perceived constraint (therefore making them MERs) in Figure 3 (for 
globalisation) and Figure 4 (for the EU). These show the marginal effects 
on the X-axis; on the Y-axis, the level of perceived constraint grouped 
by policy area. We present the results for Wallonia and Flanders on the 
left and right respectively.

Figure 3. P erformance voting under perceived constraints from globalisation (95% 
confidence intervals).
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Figure 4. P erformance voting under perceived constraints from the European Union 
(95% confidence intervals).

Recall that the question to measure constraint here is whether respon-
dents believe that the government has enough ‘leeway’ in economic policy 
in the face of economic globalisation or European integration. As such, 
we would expect a greater effect of economic policy perceptions on the 
probability of incumbent voting as we move from ‘totally disagree’ to 
‘totally agree’ and the reverse for non-economic policy areas (i.e. a greater 
effect as we move from ‘totally agree’ to ‘totally disagree’). Beginning 
with Figure 3, we observe that the expected effect on economic policy 
only stands regarding unemployment in Flanders, with a large effect size; 
the reverse is the case for poverty in Wallonia; and in the two others 
there is no change. For non-economic policy, we observe the expected 
effect only regarding asylum in Flanders. Overall, this provides very 
limited support for the hypothesis, and much more against it.

Turning to perceptions of constraint imposed by European integration, 
the problems are much the same. We do not observe any significant 
change with regard to economic policy, and indeed the opposite effect 
with unemployment in Flanders. Regarding non-economic policy, we 
again find very limited support for the hypothesis. Only asylum in 
Flanders and burglaries in Wallonia do we note a statistically signifi-
cant change.

Perhaps more importantly, comparing these effects to the performance 
voting models without interactions shows much the same effects. In other 
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words, the perceptions of constraint add very little to our understanding 
of how people weigh different issues at the ballot box, which is precisely 
the expectation of the balancing demands hypothesis. Whilst there is 
some support, we find just as much support for the opposite effect. As 
such, our findings echo the experimental findings from Kosmidis (2018) 
in Greece in a very different methodological and substantive setting.

It may be argued that one aspect of the theory also pertains to issue 
salience, and this is something we have not considered: it may be that 
salience also decreases as perceived constraint increases, or that there 
may be some interaction. Unfortunately, we cannot test salience directly, 
as there is no suitable question in the dataset. Our overview of the 
context of Belgian elections, however, suggests that at the very least 
climate and asylum were salient in Flanders and unemployment in 
Wallonia. Salience does not seem to change the results. Whilst asylum 
(Flanders) fits the model’s expectations, asylum and unemployment do 
not. To attempt to address this empirically, we also repeat the analysis 
separating the sample into those with high interest and those with low 
interest in politics. First, we might expect that those with high interest 
will be more aware of both party competition and more likely to receive 
‘competency signals’ (Duch and Stevenson 2008) than those with low 
interest, simply through paying greater attention. Second, we may expect 
that those individuals adjust their saliency judgements in reaction to 
this. As a result, this provides a reasonable approximation. We present 
the results in the Online Appendix, but they are consistent with the 
presented results and do not change our conclusions.

Finally, we recognise that our case here has drawbacks as well as 
positives. Whilst we cannot extend the number of our cases since the 
question of interest was only fielded in Belgium, we approximate our 
results using the European Election Study (EES) 2009. This dataset 
includes responsibility attribution between the EU and respondents’ mem-
ber state and performance perceptions across a number of economic and 
non-economic policy areas. Whilst responsibility attribution is not an 
ideal measure of constraint, these variables have been used by other 
authors to study similar questions (Costa Lobo and Lewis-Beck 2012; 
Devine 2021; Le Gall 2018, 2019). We thus repeat our analysis here on 
a pooled sample of 26 countries (N = 19788). Controlling for sex, age, 
education, class, left-right ideology, partisanship, and country fixed effects, 
the results reaffirm our conclusions that whilst there is performance 
voting, it does not increase or decrease depending on perceptions of 
constraints. We are cautious to draw too much from this broader analysis, 
but it does offer some generalisation of the results presented here in a 
different time, place, and using different measures.
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Discussion

The integration of nation states alters the dynamics of domestic mass pol-
itics. In this article, we have focussed on the effect of integration on voting 
behaviour, specifically how voters weigh the performance of incumbents in 
determining their vote choice at election time. We have extended the lit-
erature on the impact of economic integration on voting behaviour on the 
individual level by addressing a fundamental yet overlooked hypothesis 
(Costa Lobo and Lewis-Beck 2012; Hellwig 2014b; Steiner 2016). The bal-
ancing demands hypothesis predicts that under conditions of economic 
constraint, voters, knowingly or otherwise, reduce their reliance on economic 
performance and increase the importance of performance in non-economic 
policy. Evidence on this question has been limited to a handful of studies 
and only one at the individual level. We have argued that there are theo-
retical reasons to doubt this hypothesis, and empirically tested it in a new 
setting with direct measures of perceptions of constraint with respect to 
both globalisation and European integration. We have shown that there is 
little evidence for this hypothesis in this case. The effect of perceived per-
formance in non-economic policy does not increase with greater perceived 
constraints from globalisation or the EU; nor does the effect of perceived 
economic performance weaken. The exception is in asylum claims.

This is a fundamental problem for the theory if the results are repli-
cated elsewhere. Although we do not reject the effect of economic inte-
gration on other aspects of mass politics, we do consider it a necessary 
condition that we observe that citizens both perceive these constraints, 
and this carries through to their behaviour at the ballot box or correlates 
with other relevant attitudes. We have, however, contributed to a literature 
which has so far failed to confirm that this is the case (Devine 2021; 
Kosmidis 2014, 2018), though it does seem to affect turnout (e.g. Steiner 
2016). This suggests that there is some discrepancy between the aggregate 
level studies and individual level studies which needs to be explored, since 
studies which rely on either observational measures of individual percep-
tions (Devine 2021) or experimentally manipulated perceptions of the 
room to manoeuvre (Jensen and Rosas 2020; Kosmidis 2018) have not 
provided support for the individual-level mechanisms which purportedly 
link greater integration with individuals’ attitudes or behaviour. That said, 
this is potentially more positive for considerations of democratic account-
ability than it is for academic knowledge. Incumbents are still held to 
account, even if they are perceived to have less efficacy. This is bad news 
for incumbents, but it is good news for those who hope citizens hold 
political actors accountable for political outcomes.

This begs the question of why we find these null results. The theory 
tested here predicts a clear relationship: as perceptions of constraints 
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increase, performance voting decreases in the constrained area and 
increases in the areas with greater leeway. Yet this requires two steps: 
individuals perceive those constraints and then link that to a lack of 
government power. We propose nuancing both steps. First, it matters 
whether elites politicise the issue. If we assume that elites – by which 
we mean political actors, media leaders, and so on – play a role in 
shaping public opinion (Zaller 1992; for specifically on international 
issues, Guisinger and Saunders 2017), elite emphasis and polarisation 
over the issue of constraints should increase those who hold any per-
ceptions at all and their salience in moderating performance voting. 
Second, we must recognise that perceptions of constraints are not 
value-free. As Hay and Smith (2005) have argued, discourses of integra-
tion can vary from those that are negative and a threat to sovereignty, 
to those constraints which are changeable, and those that should be 
defended. Though not directly providing evidence for this, Kosmidis 
(2014) has shown that under extreme external constraints such as expe-
rienced by Greece under Troika conditionality, economic voting can 
actually increase: voters blame the domestic government for being in 
that position in the first place. To summarise, an alternative theoretical 
explanation, and one consistent with the null results presented here, does 
not presume the direct, negative consequences of exogenous constraints 
to mass politics. Instead, it emphasises elite emphasis and polarisation 
over constraints (i.e. the relative influence of the domestic and interna-
tional levels) and the articulation of what this means for domestic polit-
ical power. This also accommodates the issue of salience noted previously.

A more parsimonious argument might point instead to heterogeneity 
caused by individuals’ attributes such as interest, knowledge and ideology. 
Whilst we have provided evidence for one of these (interest), it is possible 
that there are others we have not tested. Ultimately, we don’t see this as 
an issue for testing the balancing demands hypothesis precisely because it 
does not itself posit these interactive effects and finding them would not 
provide clear evidence either way. For instance, if there was an interaction 
with ideology, such that those on the right of the spectrum do comply 
with the model, this only begs the question of why those with different 
political ideologies react differently to the same level of constraint. And 
this brings us back to the theoretical argument in the previous paragraph.

A final limitation to address more extensively is that the analysis is 
in Belgium, a country in which incumbent voting may be distorted by 
strong federalism, different issue priorities in Wallonia and Flanders, 
and by the specific context of the changing ruling coalition at the dawn 
of the 2019 elections. Moreover, whilst we believe compulsory voting 
provides benefits, it also has the potential to distort the theory. Namely, 
because voters are forced to make a choice, they may rely on economic 
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cues even though they don’t believe the government has made a differ-
ence. This would lead to null results that do not extend to non-compulsory 
systems. That said, we do not think this is the only conclusion: it is 
quite possible that those who are forced to vote rely on the most salient 
cues, which the theory (and empirical evidence) would suggest would 
be non-economic. Second, whilst high interest individuals do comply 
with the theory marginally more than low interest individuals, this still 
does not provide strong evidence for the theory. This is important since 
high interest individuals are likely to have voted if it was not compulsory.

Nonetheless, we recognise that the unique Belgian system may mean 
our results only apply to that system, and so have also provided an approx-
imate replication of our results using the European Election Study 2009, 
which at least broadens our case for rejecting the balancing demands 
hypothesis. Finally worth mentioning is that integration impacts 
non-economic policy areas too, which we would not dispute. However, it 
is precisely the claim of the balancing demands hypothesis that non-economic 
policy judgements are affected differently (and oppositely) to economic 
policy judgements. That we do not find this is the case is precisely a 
problem the theory must deal with. Despite these limitations, we have 
addressed more policy areas than previous research, and those that can 
be considered salient at an election time (such as crime, immigration, the 
environment, and poverty). Given the growing evidence of the weaknesses 
presented here, it is perhaps time to move to greater theorising about mass 
politics under international integration. We think a future promising path 
to follow is to adopt an elite-led model of public opinion in which the 
focus is on elite polarisation of international integration and how the 
bargaining process between domestic and international levels is articulated.

Notes

	 1.	 This is adapted from Steiner (2016) and Devine (2021).
	 2.	 The 2019 Belgian Election Study was launched in the framework of the 

EOS research project RepResent, which is led by Antwerp University, and 
includes teams from VUB, KULeuven, UCLouvain, and ULB. We would 
like to thank the members of the EOS research project and the Antwerp 
University team in particular, i.e., Patrick Van Erkel and Stefaan Walgrave, 
for letting us include questions on perceived constraints and use the data-
set quickly (Walgrave et al. 2020)

	 3.	 In the Online Appendix, we also included an analysis of the condition-
al effect of perceived government/EU responsibility on economic pro-
spective voting using the 2009 European Election Study dataset (see 
Tables 6 and 7).

	 4.	 The correlation between this question and the item for whether the re-
spondent thinks that EU integration has gone too far (0) or should go 
further (10) is .46, indicating that whilst the variables are of course cor-
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related, they are not functions of each other: we are not (only) picking 
up preferences on integration.
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