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ABSTRACT The present research looks at personal following and
voting in the Spanish local elections held in 2007. In doing so, the
study addresses three principal questions, each focusing on a different
dimension of the effects of political leadership on local voting. These
are: What is the relative impact of leadership evaluation vis-a-vis other
contingent and structural factors of a local, regional and national
nature? What is the relative impact of the local party leaders vis-a-vis
the leaders of the national and regional party strata? Do leadership
evaluations count differently for voters politically identified with
particular parties?
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1 Leadership-Centred Local Elections?

The broad eclectic literature on the role of political leaders at the apex of the
parties and states has reiterated the existence of a trend of personalisation of
political leadership within the institutional, partisan, and electoral arenas of the
democratic political process (Ostrogorski, 1970; Weber, 1968; Michels, 1966;
Mabileau, 1960; Cavalli, 1987, 1994; Edelmann, 1987; Sartori, 1989;
Wattemberg, 1991; Bowler and Farrell, 1992; Fabbrini, 1999; Mughan, 2000;
Ruscio, 2004; Poguntke and Webb, 2005).

This long-standing concern has progressively stimulated the development of a
parallel academic production on electoral studies that take more into consideration
the “political leadership factor” as a component of the formula that explains the
outcome of electoral democracy (Kaase, 1994; McAllister, 1996; Curtice and
Holmberg, 2005). Even so, electoral studies have rarely faced such a multifaceted
research framework.

First of all, local elections have traditionally been considered ‘second-order
elections’ and, consequently, have been treated as secondary research objects. In
this line, while there has been much discussion on the growing significance of the
leadership appeal in national elections, there has been less analysis of the
incidence of personal following and voting in the local arena. Moreover, even if
the influence of regional and national factors on the development and results of
local elections is not to be denied, these elements have rarely been studied jointly
in order to understand the political leadership behaviour factor within the local
vote equation. Therefore, we do not know whether or not the electorate evaluates
different political leadership phenomena when deciding its vote at the local
electoral level. Furthermore, there is not enough knowledge to argue whether the
impact of leadership evaluations varies among voters in local elections.

These general deficiencies are transferable to the specific stage of the research on
the electoral effect of the political leadership factor in the Spanish local
democracy. Whereas there is a growing interest in the respective importance of the
role and the weight of parties, and party leaders in Spanish national elections
(Rico, 2002; Biezen and Hopkins, 2005), there seems to be less interest in the
magnitude of the electoral impact of these political actors at the local level.
Moreover, the evidence offered by scholars on Spanish local government, e.g.,
Alba and Navarro (2003), and Magre (1999), on the Spanish local elections, e.g.,
Carrillo (1989), Delgado (1997), and Capo (1991, 1999), and on local political
leadership in Spain, e.g., Vanaclocha (1997, 2005), Natera (1997, 2003), and
Martinez-Fuentes (2008) does not tell a coherent story about this subject matter.
Consequently, the accumulated knowledge on the value of the political leadership
factor taken as an electoral determinant in the Spanish local arena is scarce,
fragmented and dispersed.
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In this paper, the goal is to contribute to understanding this conundrum by
identifying and fitting together some of its many pieces. To this end, the present
research looks at the potential incidence of personal following and voting in the
Spanish local elections held in 2007. In doing so, the study addresses three
principal questions, each concerning different dimensions of the effects of the
political leadership factor on local voting: What is the relative impact of
leadership evaluation vis-a-vis other contingent and structural factors of local,
regional and national nature? What is the relative effect of the local party leaders
vis-a-vis the leaders of the national and regional party strata? Do leadership
evaluations count differently for voters politically identified with particular
parties? The answers to these questions are sought by reviewing speculative
arguments both for and against the personalisation of following and voting in local
elections (Section Two), and by presenting empirical evidence on the effects of
leadership factors (Section Three). Finally, some reflections and conclusions are
drawn on the subject matter (Section Four).

2 The Spanish Municipal Elections: “Leadership-Centred Vote
Choice?

On the one hand, it is argued that in the Spanish local elections, the normal pattern
for some form of national party politics is to prevail in the way the council seats
are contested (Carrillo, 1989; Delgado and Ldpez, 1997; Vallés and Brugué,
2001). But on the other hand, it is maintained that Spanish local elections are held
from a personalised and localist perspective (Botella, 1999; Capo, 1999; Magre,
1999; Vanaclocha, 1997, 2005; Natera, 1997, 2003; Marquez, 2007). This
contradiction is not just a case of scholarly nitpicking. Researchers who differ in
their conceptions of local electoral behaviour select different phenomena to focus
on and to interpret the result in different ways.

2.1 Partisan and Nationalised Municipal Elections

Various arguments justify the idea that in Spanish municipal elections, evaluations
about national and regional party politics prevail over assessments of local affairs.
One argument is that since the municipal electoral contests and regional
parliamentary elections are held simultaneously’, most national parties run
integrated campaigns covering both the Regional Parliament and Local
Government election campaigns. Faced with this parallel campaigning, the local
organisations of these parties act as ‘private recruitment agencies’ to take
advantage of the national party’s ground by putting forward the party’s local
candidates, and as ‘private marketing agencies’ to communicate party ideology by
translating national or regional party policies into specific local issues. Another
argument is that the simultaneous convocation of municipal election contests and
regional parliamentary elections encourages voters to line up in a broadly similar
way to the choices they make in local and regional parliamentary elections.
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Apart form this, the Spanish Electoral System Act of 1985 (LOREG) and the
previous and current Party Financing Acts of 1987 and 2007 (LOFPP) give
consolidated political parties privileged marketing and credit concessions for
campaigning. Given that campaigning for local government is progressively
becoming large-scale, the electoral possibilities of local candidatures backed by
these national parties increase, whereas opportunities for emerging local
candidatures is conversely limited. Indeed, 70 per cent of the candidatures
presented for the local election as a whole belong to the national parties PSOE
(Socialist Party), PP (Popular Party), and IU (United Left) (Vallés and Brugué,
2001). Hence, the hegemonic electoral offer of the national parties impel the local
electorate to contemplate the municipal electoral competition in national and
partisan terms, voting in line with this, and as a result, reinforcing the nationalised
nature of the local party system (Delgado and Lopez, 1997; Navarro, 2002).

Additionally, the local electoral system (first regulated by the Local Authorities
Act of 1978 and later by the Spanish Electoral System Act of 1985) also promotes
the partisan nature of elections. Spanish municipalities use two different electoral
models depending on the municipality size. Municipalities with more than 250
inhabitants have a closed list system (Alba and Navarro, 2003: 208; COR, 2004).
It follows the D’Hondt formula to allocate seats in the municipal council. For their
part, the smallest municipalities (between 100 and 250 inhabitants) have an open
list system, but it actually works as a closed one (Alba and Navarro, 2003: 208).
Consequently, the election of the candidates for the Spanish mayoralties lies in the
political party’s decisions and nominations of candidates, whereas the electorate
sees the margin of its choice limited. Hence, under these conditions, the elector’s
loyalty to the party is expected to prevail over his/her likes or dislikes about the
candidate nominated for mayoralty by the party organisation.

2.2 Personalised and Localist Municipal Elections

A different focus on the local electoral system and local political behaviour may
lead to a different conception and interpretation of the nature of the Spanish
municipal elections. Indeed, that is the viewpoint of those researchers who defend
the existence of an important trend of ‘presidentialisation, personalisation, and
localisation’ in local elections in Spain.

Their primary argument that sustains the ideas of localisation and personalisation
of local elections is based on the consideration of the localist and personalised
nature of the local electoral offer itself. In this line, they argue that in spite of the
fact that national parties usually impose homogeneous campaigning strategies for
national, regional and local electoral competitions, at the end of the day, the local
campaign follows the local candidate criterion by focusing on the very particular
and local aspects of political life. It has much to do with the specific structure of
the local party system (Marquez, 2007). By the same token, it is pointed out that
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despite the candidatures of the national parties prevailing in the municipal
contests, minor local candidatures — like those identified as ‘splinter’ parties or
‘independents’ deliberately avoiding party labels (Van der Kolk, 2007) — find a
small but privileged opportunity at the local level. Moreover, what these
candidatures generally have in common is that they are based in a specific
municipality with a specifically local focus, but they are also organised around a
popular and charismatic leader (Delgado and Lopez, 1997; Natera, 2001). More to
the point, it is maintained that this consideration about the “leadership-centred”
nature of such minor candidatures could even be extended to the local
candidatures supported by national parties. Since PSOE and PP behave as catch-
all and cohesive parties that generally promote “leadership-centred” campaigns
(Costa Lobo, 2008), most campaigning efforts within these parties are dedicated to
publishing and endorsing the political figure at the head of the party candidature
as the party aspirant for mayoralty.

Furthermore, the premise of personalisation of the local electoral offer is
strengthened by considering the ‘soft presidential’ model of government
institutionalised in the local Spanish arena. In this regard, scholars on the Spanish
local government argue that the political power, concentrated in the Spanish
mayoralty through formal and informal institutional procedures, makes the
Spanish local political system follow the ‘“strong-mayor form” (Mouritzen and
Svara, 2002), thereby providing the local authorities with the “mayor-driven
executive and assembly” model of behaviour if the mayor’s party dominates
within the local party system (Martinez-Fuentes, 2008). Needless to say, this
makes the distinct parties conceive the local election as a contest for the
presidency of local government, and hence, they carefully select and intensively
promote their candidate for “president”.

The third argument to defend the localist and personal character of the municipal
elections is found by considering the localist and personal nature of the electoral
demand itself. Its localist facet derives from the presence of the splinter vote
phenomenon. That is to say, there are citizens who participate in local elections by
supporting a party candidature that they would not otherwise endorse for election
at upper levels of government. For its part, the personal following and voting
premise lies in the consideration of the degree of proximity, confidence,
knowledge, and even in the clientele that presides over the interaction between the
electorate and the candidates for local government (Vanaclocha, 2005; Robles,
2005). Since this interaction is much more personalised than the relation generally
sustained between the voters and the candidates in regional and national elections,
the personal component of the vote choice is expected to be more decisive in
municipal elections than in regional or national contests. More to the point, this
trend is reinforced by the local electoral system itself. Since this system allows
just the single heads of the party candidatures to aspire to mayoralty, the
competition between the candidatures for local government is in practical terms



152 LEX LOCALIS - JOURNAL OF LOCAL SELF-GOVERNMENT
G. Martinez Fuentes & C. Ortega Villodres: The Political 1 eadership Factor in the Spanish
Local Elections

reduced to the competition between their leaders. In the same way, the electorate’s
consideration of the different electoral options is practically limited to the
evaluation of these party leaders. Finally, in the same way that the soft presidential
model of local government leads the parties to understanding and planning the
local elections in presidential and personalised terms, this power distribution
within local government also provides an incentive for voters to consider their
vote in presidential and personal terms.

3 Testing the Vote Choice in the Spanish Municipal Elections

The aforesaid general conditions of the Spanish local elections are transferable to
the Andalusian local elections. That is to say, the contemplation of the institutional
model of the Andalusian local governments, the normative elements of the local
electoral system used in the region, the nature of the political parties competing in
the Andalusian local arena, and the general pattern of local political behaviour of
the Andalusian electorate may lead to criticism and support for the
localisation/personalisation and partisanship/nationalisation approaches. However,
the observation of the political and electoral specificities of the region provides
further arguments both for and against these postures.

3.1 The Andalusian Case Study

The first Andalusian particularity to be observed within the “localisation-
nationalisation” debate concerns different levels of participation registered in
national, regional, and municipal elections (Table 1). Local elections do not
mobilise the Andalusian electorate as much as national and regional elections do.
And this pattern of electoral behaviour, generalised in all Spanish regions, has
often led to considering local elections as second-order contests (Montero,1988).
In the subsidiary character of these elections, many find a reason to argue about
the electorate’s propensity to subordinate local electoral politics to national
political life. However, others do not interpret this issue in terms of
nationalisation, but rather as a question of differentiation and particularisation of
municipal contests.

The second question under discussion refers to different levels of vote
concentration respectively registered in the national, regional, and local elections
held in Andalusia (Table 2). The degree of vote choice concentration around the
first and second major parties is significant in all cases. In municipal elections,
this indicator is appreciably lower than in other casuistries. In this regard, there are
two possible and opposing interpretations. The first one relates to the noteworthy
concentration of the Andalusian local electoral references around the PSOE and
PP. In view of this fact, the prevalence of the local candidatures of these national
parties is considered as an indicator of the nationalisation of the local vote choice.
But on the contrary, the second interpretation justifies the localisation of the vote
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choice on the basis of two interrelated observations. First, in municipal elections,
minor parties conquer wider electoral spaces than in national and regional
contests. Second, local contests represent the only electoral opportunity of localist
candidatures to have a chance to become institutionalised political organisations.

Regarding the “personalisation and partisanship” debate, the first issue to
highlight is the variation in the vote between national, regional, and local elections
(See table 2). Since the very beginnings of the Spanish process of political
decentralisation, Andalusia became the Socialist Party’s richest vote field
(Cazorla, 1991; Montabes, 2002; Montabes and Ortega, 2006). To date, the PSOE
has always been the most highly supported party in the national, regional, and
municipal elections at the aggregate level.

However, despite the fact that in municipal elections, this party wins a majority of
ballots, its electoral gain at the local level is usually poorer than its national or
regional electoral winnings. Not surprisingly, the observation of this phenomenon
entails a twofold understanding. On the one hand, many believe that the general
pattern in local elections is for some form of party identification to prevail in the
way council seats are contested. But on the other hand, focussing exclusively on
the relative weakening of the Andalusian electorate alignment with the PSOE in
local elections, others argue that this moderate split or dual voting phenomenon
constitutes a signal of the personal — and even localist — perspective that the
electorate makes on its vote for the municipal government. In this line, the
supporters of this approach maintain that in local elections, electors have an
accurate knowledge of mayoralty candidates. Hence, they value the candidates’
managerial capacities and political abilities (in addition to the social compromise
for leading the local community to a greater extent) more than the candidates’
ideological inclinations or party affiliation.

Finally, the discussion on the effects of partisanship and personalisation on the
local vote choice is also based on insignificant variations of the vote orientation
between consecutive municipal elections (see Table 3). This result is usually
associated with the defence of the electoral prevalence of the party identification
factor, and with the refutation of the electoral centrality of the political leadership
factor. However, such a result could equally be associated with the long-standing
nature of the local political leadership in Andalusia, and hence, it serves as an
indicator of the predominance of personal following and voting.

3.2 Data, Model Specification and Measurement

In view of the arguments and counter-arguments provided by these two different
approaches, it is worth stating that local elections in Spain are neither a mere
reproduction of the electoral processes held at national and regional levels nor
completely disconnected to national and regional electoral trends (Botella and
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Capo, 1997). In this line, it is equally analytically relevant to acknowledge that
both parties and party leaders play an important role in the local elections, and
hence, party alignments and leader evaluations may equally influence the
decision-making vote. Furthermore, it is ultimately important to recognize that
studying the Spanish local vote choice demands that researchers adopt an open
point of view that allows them to focus on interdependence between these factors.
Specifically, this is the approach of the present analytical study.

Since in the local elections held in Andalusia most electoral preferences
concentrate around the PSOE and PP options, the study focuses on the motivations
that lead the PSOE and PP voters to support these candidatures. Hence, the PSOE
and PP vote choices are considered as dependent variables. Both of them are
considered to be a function of a long list of explanatory variables that are
systematised by their very temporal nature within three different categories that
are temporally coordinated. In this way, these are catalogued as factors that affect
voters’ predispositions in the long-term, mid-term, or short-term (see Table 4).

In view of the fact that partisan and ideological attitudes are learnt during early
adulthood and remain relatively stable thereafter (Alwin and Krosnick, 1991),
voter proximity to parties and the voter’s party identification are used in this study
as the main long-term explanatory variables of the PSOE and PP vote choice.
Contingent and structural circumstances occurred and persisted throughout a
significant four-year period of local legislature. In this study, they are considered
as mid-term explanatory factors. Finally, the short-term explanatory variables
contemplated in this work concern the party leaders during election campaigns.

Regarding the final evaluation of these research results, it must be said that the
study findings imply the verification of the mixed partisan, personalised, and
localist character of the Spanish municipal elections. In Andalusia, the electorate
saw the 2007 local elections from personalised, localist, and presidential
perspectives. However, whereas local leaders and local campaigns were
determinants for those undecided or weakly aligned with the parties in
competition, party politics prevailed in the way council seats were contested by
those electors who strongly identified themselves along partisan lines. In this way,
the local political leadership factor had a significant value within the vote
equation, but not enough to surpass the electoral value of party loyalties.

4 Discussion

Probably the most outstanding symptom of the long-standing concern about the
importance of leadership in democratic politics is the fact that the leadership
studies in the context of democratic elections have gradually become a subset of
electoral studies. These studies increasingly take into account the “political
leadership factor” as a component of the formula that explains vote choice, thus
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enriching the rationalisation of the outcome of electoral democracy. However,
there is still a long way to go to fully understand the impact that the political
leadership factor makes on the development and results of electoral contests
because the nature, conditions and degree of the leaders’ electoral influence are
not yet clear in sub-national levels of government. Therefore, further research is
needed to clarify these points.

Notwithstanding the complexity entailed in pursuing such an objective, the present
study aimed at making a small step along this interesting and fruitful path of
research. In doing so, it explored the field of the Spanish local elections, centring
its attention on the role played by local political leaders in the municipal elections
held in Andalusia in May 2007. As a result, it offered an inclusive view of the
behaviour of the political leadership factor with the vote choice equation of the
Andalusian electorate, explaining its relative value vis-a-vis local, regional and
national structural or contingent factors, and other regional and national leadership
phenomena.

The research findings suggested that in Andalusia, the electorate saw the 2007
local elections from the personalised, localist and presidential perspectives. In
addition, it pointed out that whereas evaluations of local leaders were determinants
for those undecided or weakly aligned with the parties in competition, party
politics prevailed in the way the council’s seats were elected by those electors who
strongly acted along partisan lines. Finally, we can say that the Spanish local
political system is based upon a legal framework and a political culture in which
both parties and party leaders are visible and influential.

Now, the challenge is to determine whether this behaviour is reproduced in other
Spanish contexts or not, and whether this really matters for the functioning of
local democracy. That is why the discussion of this study cannot avoid concluding
by suggesting that extensive studies, covering other Spanish regions, can give
political scientists and politicians a deeper insight into both the local electoral
behaviour of the Spanish electorate and local governance in Spain. Regarding this,
it is worth making a final research qualification. Caution is needed when
interpreting the results of this study because research methodologies are still
tentative and unpolished. Hence, it is essential to consider how the existing
political science methods can be adapted to capture and measure (in a more
comprehensive way) the political leadership behaviour factor in a multilevel
electoral system. In this sense, the combination of quantitative and qualitative
methodological resources is recommended because it could provide promising
data for comprehensive analyses.
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Notes
1 This rule is not applied in the Basque Country, Galicia, Catalonia, and Andalusia.
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Appendix

Table 1. Andalusian Electoral Participation. National, Regional and Local Election
Almeria Cadiz Cordoba Granade Huelva Jaen Malaga Seville
N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L

7275 7466 6238 6744 6812 5621 7581 76.62 6558 7431 7589 63.88 6991 7040 6471 7861 79.26 7113 7135 7231 5794 7384 7438 6047
Note: N= National elections held in March 2008; R = Regional elections held in March 2008; L = Local elections held in May 2007

Table 2. Andalusian vote. National, Regional and Local Elections

Almeria Cadiz Cordoba Granade Huelva Jaen Malaga Seville
N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L

PSOE 4201 3823 3811 5111 4773 3915 5085 46.44 3356 4996 4559 40.51 55.67 5198 4531 5548 5321 47.72 4698 4290 3595 5809 5433 44.85
PP 4988 50.05 3797 3821 3836 2845 37.61 38.07 2942 4108 4242 36.62 3500 3529 3235 3650 3672 3159 4296 4386 3874 3149 3172 26.67
U 2.69 3.89 3.93 4.81 6.60 10.70 7.04 9.47 2555  5.02 7.36 9.8 4.92 7.59 9.62 4.79 6.10 1022 5.07 715 1091 539 733 1387
PA 0.54 1.04 3.47 2.50 4.19 9.05 1.64 3.16 6.51 1.00 1.59 3.12 153 2.66 7.27 112 1.83 4.55 1.46 2.82 4.76 1.69 3.21 7.98

Note: N= National elections held in March 2008; R = Regional elections held in March 2008; L = Local elections held in May 2007; PSOE = Socialist Party; PP = Popular Party; IU = United Left;
PA= Andalusian Party

Table 3. Vote Volatility. National, Regional and Local Elections

Almeria Cadiz Cordoba Granade Huelva Jaen Malaga Seville
N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L N R L
PSOE 568 7.90 103 044 010 599 099 056 151 151 3.40 045 052 089 508 107 010 106 279 456 236 018 161 250
PP 560 809 355 459 640 289 387 727 287 404 700 251 441 652 025 339 431 022 655 926 342 356 552 290
U 042 004 350 119 000 06l 266 178 272 09 027 00l 057 027 022 104 055 006 131 040 003 129 059  7.30
PA 181 499 340 272 711 071 234 705 144 260 520 260 376 6.68 592 257 48 164 292 539 144 241 463 420

Note: N= National elections held in March 2004 and March 2008; R = Regional elections held in March 2004 and March 2008; L = Local elections held in May, 2003 and May 2007; PSOE =
Socialist Party; PP = Popular Party
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Table 4
Results of Logistic Regression Analysis: Motivations of the PSOE and PP vote choice
PSOE vote PP vote
B Exp B* B Exp B*
(B) (B)
Party
Long-term identification -.956% 384  -0.395 -1.061* 346 -3743
Ideological
predisposition proximity -.176* 838 -0.081  -.349* .705 -.2106
Local economy
-011 989 -0.002 010 1.010 .0020
Regional
economy -142 867 -0.033 017 1.017 0034
National
economy -.100 905 -0.021 229 1.257 0418
Local politics
-.065 937 -0016  -.178 837 -.0371
Regional politics
-.219 803 -0.056 126 1.134 0273
National politics
435* 1545  0.107 068 1.071 0142
Anti-terror
policy -0.060 156 0348
-.230 795 1.169
Mid-term
Territorial
predispositions policy .027 1.027  0.006  -.400** 671 -.0839
Andalusian
Statute -.043 958 -0.010 249 1.282 0527
Corruption
scandals .042 1.043  0.085  .297*** 1346 0672
Juana Chaos
Trial 252 1.286  0.0647  -.285 752 -.0617
Foreign Affairs
-.046 955 -0.010  -.255 775 -.0502
Illegalization of
ANV -.063 939 -0.015  -240 786 -.0492
PSOE nat.
campaign -.214 807 -0.049 110 1.117 0214
PP nat.
Election campaign -.061 941 -0.015  .337** 1.401 0740
PSOE local
Campaign ~ campaign -.642% 526 -0.150  .376* 1.457 0739
PP local
campaign 571* 1770 -1.184* -1.184* .306 -.2602
PSOE local
Short-term leader -642% 526 -0.150  .376* 1.457 0739
PP local leader
predispositions 571* 1.770 0.148 -1.184* .306 -.2602
PSOE regional
leader .168* 1183  0.135 -103 902 -.0712
PP regional
Party leaders  leader -109%** 897  -0.075  .192** 1.212 11166
PSOE national
leader 042 1.043  0.034 -.001 .999 -.0007
PP national
leader -137* 872 -0.114 054 1.055 .0393
Constant 3.244* 25.630 3.874* 48.13
4
N=1274 N= 1281
-2log likelihood: 868,191 -2log likelihood: 604,979
R? Cox & Snell: 0.501 R? de Cox & Snell: 0.538
R? Nagelkerke: 0.670 R? Nagelkerke: 0.756

Note: (*) The effects are significant at P< 0.001 (**) The effects are significant at P< 0.05. (***) The effects are significant
at 0.10 or lower.



