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Abstract 

The literature on religious voting often assumes that religion will exert its effect on party 

preference through its effect on political values. Yet a recent study from the UK finds no such 

indirect effect. This article makes sense of that puzzle by arguing that political values will 

play the role often assumed in the literature, but only to the degree that parties offer 

sufficiently different policy positions connected to the relevant value orientation, and only to 

the degree that parties emphasize these policy positions. Combining party level data from the 

CHES expert survey with mass survey data from 16 West European countries, strong 

empirical evidence in favour of the theoretical propositions is found. The propositions are 

furthermore generalizable to all kinds of group differences in party preference. 
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1.0 Introduction: Religion still matters a great deal, but why? 

Religion was studied as one of the most important predictors of vote choice already in the 

classical works (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944; Berelson et al. 1954; Campbell et al. 1960) and 

identified as one of the four major cleavages in West European societies (Lipset and Rokkan 

1967). Many studies since have confirmed the continued importance of religion for electoral 

behaviour (e.g. Rose and Urwin 1969; Rose 1974; Lijphart 1979; Manza and Brooks 1997; 

Van der Brug et al. 2009: 1279; Norris and Inglehart 2011: 201). After being ignored for 

some time (see Broughton and ten Napel 2000b: 4), there has been a renewed interest in the 

religious cleavage. In contrast to the predictions of certain segments of secularization theory, 

several scholars have found the religious cleavage to be remarkably persistent over time (e.g. 

Knutsen 2004; Elf 2007, 2009) or even possibly of growing importance (Olson and Green 

2006).  

Just as much of the class voting literature, however, the modern studies of religious voting – 

including most of those cited above – are often focusing on the intertemporal and interspatial 

variation in religious voting. We now know that religion has an important, although varying, 

effect on political preferences in settings as diverse as the USA (e.g. Manza and Brooks 1997); 

Canada (Johnston 1985), Australia (Clive 1999), in EU elections (Van der Brug, Hobolt, and 

de Vreese 2009), and all over Western Europe (Broughton and Ten Napel 2000a). Especially 

for Christian and openly secular parties, such as many New Left parties, differences between 

religious groups and non-believers are immense (see e.g. Elff and Rossteutscher 2011). 

While there is thus little doubt as to the major influence of religion on political preferences, 

we do not know enough about how religion exerts this effect. Insufficient attention has been 

paid to the mechanisms connecting religion and party preference, and under what conditions 

these mechanisms work. This lacuna in knowledge has been criticized by, amongst others, 

Geoffrey Evans (2010: 638). This article aims to first discuss some oft-cited mechanisms at 

the individual voter level, and then to demonstrate how the behaviour of political parties 

influences which of these individual-level mechanisms are at work. 

Specifically, I claim that religion will have an indirect effect on party preference through 

political values when parties offer distinct policy positions of relevance to those political 

values, and when parties emphasize these policy positions. In other words, religion may 

provide useful cues for voters under these conditions. On the other hand, when parties do not 

emphasize issues of relevance, long-standing ties between denominations and political parties 

that are not based on shared values are more likely to remain intact. Combining data on 62 

political parties and more than 13,000 individuals from 16 West European countries, this 

article provides strong empirical evidence that religion exerts different types of effects on 

party preference depending on the behaviour of the parties.  

2.0 Three possible mechanisms 

James Tilley (2015: 909-911), in his excellent case study of religious voting in the UK, 

suggests three ways that religion might be associated with party preference. First, religion 
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might be correlated with other social characteristics that affect party choice. He finds little 

support for this in his British data.  

Second, direct historical ties might exist between religious groups and political parties. These 

may be effectively transmitted between generations through parental socialization or because 

children may take political preference cues from their parents. This is what Duriez et al. (2002: 

35) calls the direct pathway, e.g. when Catholics in Flandern vote for the Christian Democrats 

simply because they are considered to be the political representative of that particular social 

group. In this case, the political behaviour is influenced through a sense of belonging to the 

group, regardless of values. This is what Evans and de Graaf (2013X: viii) describe as “the 

idea that religious or class politics reflects an almost unthinking adherence to organizations 

representing religious principles or class interests”. This kind of religious voting could have 

negative democratic implications, to the degree that voters use cues from parents or priests of 

their denomination in a way that make them vote for parties they do not in fact share moral 

values with. 

The third explanation Tilley proposes is that religion affects (political) values, which in turn 

affect party choice. This is Duriez et al.’s (2002: 35) indirect pathway. The idea of social 

groups shaping their members’ values and thus their party choice is in accordance with 

traditional accounts of religious voting, such as the cleavage model of Lipset and Rokkan 

(1967) and the “funnel of causality” in the Michigan model of electoral behaviour (Campbell 

et al. 1960, see also Raymond 2011: 127). Indirect religious voting is in line with standard 

normative democratic theory, as it implies that voters elect parties that share their political 

values.   

It is often through its effect on political values that religion has been assumed to function on 

political behaviour. This is a demand-side explanation: Religion affects party preference 

because different religious groups hold different political values. Knutsen (2004b: 99), for 

instance, claims that the religious cleavage is important because it reflects “deeply held 

human values, which have a great potential for influencing behaviour”. Malka et al. (2012: 

275-276) also contend that some of the religious values tend to make people favour 

conservatism. The pertinent literature seems to expect that religion has broad effects, as 

authors discuss its impact on “human behaviour” (Esmer and Petterson 2007: 482), beliefs on 

how people should live their lives (Wald, Silvermand, and Fridy 2005) or the shaping of 

“basic orientations” (Parenti 1967: 261-262).  

All the more surprising, then, that Tilley in his empirical tests finds so little a role for the 

values he is testing. As he states, “…we cannot account for religious voting by reference to 

differences in ideology, whether economic, social, or national” (Tilley 2015: 920). In the 

following section, I will build on the supply side literature in providing a theoretical account 

of when we should expect indirect and direct effects of group belonging, depending on party 

behaviour. Briefly stated, I expect more of the effect of religion to be indirect where parties 

hold more extreme policy positions on relevant issues, and when parties emphasize these 

positions. Combining party and individual level data, I will then demonstrate that this 

relationship holds. 
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2.1 Religious Voting and Value Orientations 

Values are here defined as ‘conceptions of the desirable which are not directly observable but 

are evident in moral discourse and relevant to the formulation of attitudes’ (van Deth and 

Scarbrough 1995: 46). To translate unobservable values into an empirically useful device, van 

Deth and Scarbrough (1995: 41-43; 46) consider attitude patterns which are constrained by 

the values, called value orientations.  

Value orientations may only account for group differences given three sets of circumstances. 

This argument is general, but here applied to the religious case. First, there must be group 

differences in party support to account for. Second, the groups must hold different views 

along the relevant value orientation. And finally, the parties must hold and emphasize clearly 

different views on issues related to the value orientation. This is implicit in many scholars’ 

view of cleavage voting, like when Tilley (2015: 909) states that the indirect mechanism is 

one where “religion produces, or is at least correlated with, a particular set of values that are 

more or less similar to the policy offerings of different parties”.  

The theoretical argument is that value orientations will account for religious differences only 

when all three conditions are fulfilled. The first condition is absolute: If there is no association 

between religion and preference for a certain party, there should be no indirect effect. The two 

other conditions are probabilistic: The more the groups differ in their political values, and the 

more extreme policy positions the parties hold and the more they emphasize these positions, 

the more religious voting these values may account for.  

The argument is inspired by the supply side literature’s idea that the behaviour of parties 

affects social cleavages. The idea is not new (e.g. Lipset and Rokkan 1967, Sartori 1969, 

Przeworski 1985), but it has certainly received renewed interest and scholarly attention the 

last few years. This has notably been the case for class voting (e.g. Evans and Tilley 2012, 

Rennwald and Evans 2014), but the theoretical argument has been made also for religion 

(Evans and De Graaf 2013) and it has been found empirically that the level of religious voting 

also varies with the polarization of the parties in questions of traditional morality (Elff 2009; 

Jansen et al. 2012). 

Evans and de Graaf (2013: 17) argue that the extent of party ideological polarization should 

affect the link between religion and party preference. Their argument is that more party 

polarization along relevant issues such as abortion, the larger the link between cultural 

conservative ideology and party preference at the individual level and thus the higher the level 

of religious voting. 

The third condition for an indirect effect to take place, which is probabilistic, is traditionally 

stated such that parties have to differ in policy offerings that correspond more or less to the 

particular set of values that are studied at the voter level. Notice that while this is often 

assumed it is rarely empirically tested, although some studies have looked into how the level 

of religious voting – not the size of the indirect effect – depends on policy positions of parties 

(Elff 2009, Jansen 2011, the edited volume of Evans and de Graaf 2013). The argument in my 

case is that differences between religious groups’ in support for a party that holds a very 
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moderate view on traditional-progressive issues such as abortion or gay marriage, are less 

likely to be due to the religious groups having different traditional-progressive values.  

The argument applies to the share of the association that is due to shared political values (the 

“indirect effect”), not to the size of the total association (the level of religious voting). In other 

words, my aim is not to explain inter-spatial or inter-temporal variations in the level of 

religious voting, like much of the supply side literature (especially on class voting) has done 

so far. My aim is rather to study under what conditions religion works directly or indirectly to 

shape voters’ party preference. My argument is related to Evans and De Graaf’s argument 

above. They argue that party polarization (at the party system level) yields clearer alternatives, 

which then increases religious voting in the political system. I add that any individual party’s 

behaviour should affect the way the voters relate to that party, e.g. whether religious groups 

will have different support for a party due to long-standing historical ties or due to shared 

political values. 

Let me illustrate by way of example. Labour in the UK has for a long time had substantially 

more support among Catholics than among those with no denomination (Tilley 2015: 917). 

But Labour does not mobilize the Catholic voters through restrictive moral policies that match 

the Catholics’ traditionalist values – on the contrary, Labour is somewhat progressive rather 

than traditionalist (Larsen et al. 2012). Catholic mobilization in support of Labour has more to 

do with, for instance, historical ties between the two due to issues of Irish Home Rule (Tilley 

2015: 910-911). This is related to what Lipset and Rokkan (1967) described as a “frozen 

cleavage”, where old conflicts would live on in social structural differences in party support 

long after the original conflict stopped being salient (Knutsen 2004: 4-6). Religious 

differences in Labour support should thus not be accounted for by traditional-progressive 

values – the effect should be “direct” in the terminology established above. 

Let us for a moment imagine that Labour becomes extremely progressive on issues such as 

same-sex marriage and abortion. It is likely that the Catholics would stop voting Labour over 

time as their policy distance to Labour increases, so that Labour would be overrepresented 

among secular voters. This new difference between Catholics and secular groups in terms of 

Labour support would to a much larger extent be accounted for by the groups’ different values.  

The general theoretical expectation is thus that the more extreme policy positions a party 

holds on issues related to a relevant value orientation, the more of the differences between 

social groups in support for that party will be accounted for by that value orientation. In this 

case, the hypothesis takes the following form:  

The policy position hypothesis: The more extreme policy positions a party holds on moral 

issues such as abortion or divorce, the more of the differences between religious groups in 

support for that party will be accounted for by traditional-progressive values. 

This is another way of saying that the share of the association between religion and preference 

for a party that is indirect through a value orientation depends on the party’s stance on issues 

of relevance to that value orientation. The argument relies on the assumption that voters 

correctly identify the policy offerings of the parties and relate them to their own political 
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values. However, voters have limited resources to follow politics, and it thus seems likely that 

the more parties emphasize the relevant views, the more voters will react to them.  

Let us continue with using Labour as an example. Labour does not emphasize moral issues 

much, especially compared to economic issues (Larsen et al. 2012), and thus voters perhaps 

are less likely to capture accurately, and also respond to, the position of the party in these 

issues. This allows Catholics to keep their traditional ties to the party, regardless of whether 

they agree or not with Labour’s moral policies. The religious differences, again, are less likely 

to be accounted for by traditional-progressive values. A party that massively emphasizes 

moral issues, on the other hand, would make voters much more likely to correctly identify the 

party’s position, and to take it into consideration when they decide whether or not to support 

the party. In other words, we may hypothesize that: 

The policy salience hypothesis: The more the parties emphasize the relevant policy positions, 

the more of the differences between religious groups in support for that party will be 

accounted for by that value orientation. 

Again, we could formulate this as an expected increase in the share of the effect of religion 

that is indirect through the value orientation. Furthermore, the policy position and the policy 

salience may interact. If a party emphasizes its very moderate position in these questions, the 

value orientation should not account for much of the religious differences in party preference. 

Similarly, if the party has relatively extreme policy views but does not emphasize them, the 

voters are less likely to accurately recognize the party’s position on that view. Even if they 

recognize it, they are less likely to believe that the party will prioritize that issue. Thus value 

orientations should not account for much religious voting. However, as salience increases, the 

effect of policy position should increase, and vice versa.  

The interaction hypothesis: Policy position extremeness will matter more when policy 

positions are salient, and salience will matter more when policy positions are extreme.  

It should be mentioned, at this point, that a recent analysis of British party manifestos, 

parliamentary questions, and a discussion of policies on morality issues such as abortion and 

same-sex marriage, demonstrates that such issues are generally unimportant in the British 

party competition, and that British political parties do not pay much attention to them 

compared to economic questions (Larsen et al. 2012). No wonder, then, that Tilley’s case 

study of the UK found no indirect effects – it is not only consistent with, but follows from, the 

theoretical claims in this article. However, we would expect to see important indirect effects 

for parties in other countries that hold extreme moral policy positions and emphasize them.  

In sum, the general criteria for under what conditions political values should account for 

group differences in political preferences have been made explicit. Second, if the criteria hold 

true empirically, the theory is perfectly consistent with recent findings in the field of religious 

voting, namely that value orientations do not account for religious voting in the UK (see 

section 4). In the next section, I will discuss the political values of relevance to the religious 

cleavage, and identify the value orientation I will use to test the hypotheses above. 
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2.2 Religious Voting and Value orientations  

Recall that the second condition for an indirect effect was that the religious groups differ in 

their value orientations. Scholars have notably discussed whether religion affects 

environmental values, economic left-right values, and moral conservatism. 

Despite strong theoretical claims about an association between religion and environmental 

values (e.g. White 1967), empirical studies show little or no association between the two 

(Hand and van Liere 1984, Dietz et al. 1998, Clements et al. 2013).  

Results have been mixed when it comes to economic left-right values (Hunter 1991, Scheve 

and Stasavage 2006, Nicolet and Tresch 2009, Van der Brug et al. 2009, Malka et al. 2012). 

Tilley (2015) tests whether there religion has any indirect effect on party preference through 

economic left-right values in the UK and finds none.1 

Finally, we have moral values. Several studies show that religious people are more socially 

conservative when it comes to sexual norms, such as homosexuality or pornography 

(Woodrum 1988), gender and family relations (Woodrum 1988, Hayes 1995), or matters of 

life and death, such as euthanasia and abortion (Scheepers and Van der Silk 1998, Clements 

2014). De Koster and van der Waal (2007) discuss a dimension they label moral 

traditionalism, based on issues such as gender equality, homosexuality, abortion, euthanasia, 

and divorce. As they state, traditional stances in these issues are “deeply inspired by the 

Christian Bible and by socialization in Christian institutions”, and that “Christian religiosity 

seems, in other words, to be ‘naturally’ tied to moral traditionalism.”  

Tilley (2015: 912) measures social conservatism through an index based on questions related 

to authority, censorship and punishment. While this can certainly be termed social 

conservatism, it omits some of the aforementioned key aspects of social conservatism related 

to religious morality in questions of life, death, sexuality, and family life.  

In line with the idea of value orientations as attitude constraints, and following much of the 

literature on religion and voting, I will here develop an index based on substantial questions 

about individuals’ views on homosexuality, abortion, euthanasia and divorce. These issues are 

often seen as being intimately linked to, and even expressions of, religious values (e.g. 

Nicolet and Tresch 2009; Lachat 2012: 8, Engeli et al. 2012: ch. 2). To avoid confusion with 

Tilley’s social conservatism, and because my index does not contain the exact same items as 

De Koster and van der Waal’s (2007) moral traditionalism, I refer to this index as the 

traditional-progressive value orientation. It is this value orientation I believe is most relevant 

in a study testing the mechanism of political values as a mediator between religion and party 

preference.  

In the next section I will explain how I test the theoretical argument empirically. The test is 

then conducted in section 4 on more than 13,000 respondents and 62 parties from 16 countries, 

                                                           
1 In my data (see section 3), there are no – or very small – differences in economic left-right values between the 

religious groups, which explain why there are no indirect effects through these values, confer condition 2. 
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and the results lend strong support to the first two hypotheses, and limited support to the 

interaction hypothesis.  

3.0 Data and Methodology 

To test the hypotheses, my research design is in two stages. In the first stage, I use voter level 

data from the most recent European Values Study at the time of writing (EVS 2010) to 

establish how important the indirect effect of religion on party preference through religious 

values is for each political party in 16 West European countries. A detailed account of how 

this is done follows in section 3.1. The EVS is ideal as it contains data on the respondents’ 

religious affiliation, party preference, and a range of substantial questions about issues that 

can be used to construct a variable that measure the respondents’ positions along the 

traditional-progressive value orientation.  

In the second stage, the result from the first stage (i.e. the size of the indirect effect) is used as 

the dependent variable, while the independent variables are measures of how extreme views 

the parties hold along the moral-traditional axis and how salient the issues are for the party. 

These measures are taken from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES). In the second stage, 

then, the units are the political parties in Western Europe. 

The EVS data was collected in 2008-2009. I have therefore used the 2006 version of the 

CHES (Hooghe et al. 2010), which is the closest one that pre-dates the data collection at the 

individual level. The CHES works well because it has data on the parties’ positions on 

“lifestyle issues” which corresponds reasonably well with the traditional-progressive value 

orientation. All Western European countries that are included in the CHES 2006 are included 

in this study, i.e. Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, 

Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. While Norway was 

not included in the 2006 round, it was included in the next round, from 2010 (Bakker et al. 

2015). I have thus used 2010 data for Norway’s political parties. It seems fair to assume that 

Norway’s parties did not dramatically change their position from 2006 to 2010 in these 

questions, and in any case, the results do not differ substantially when Norway is excluded. In 

Italy, data collection for the EVS was done throughout 2009. Due to large changes in the 

party system from 2006-2009, many of the most important parties in Italian politics at the 

time of the data collection of the EVS, were not present at the time of the data collection for 

the CHES in 2006. For this reason I have also used 2010 CHES data for the Italian parties. In 

most cases, however, I use party policy position and salience in 2006 to explain which 

mechanism that was at play for voters in 2008-09. 
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3.1. The first stage: Estimating indirect effects at the voter level 

To estimate how much religious voting that is accounted for by traditional-progressive values, 

I utilize EVS data on a total of 13,745 respondents from sixteen countries: Austria, Belgium, 

Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, 

Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK. 

3.1.1 The independent variable: Religion 

There are, generally speaking, two dimensions of the religious cleavage: The denominational 

aspect and the religiosity aspect (see e.g. Jansen 2011, Knutsen 2004b). Tilley (2015) 

combines the two aspects in his measurement, as is sometimes done in the literature (e.g. 

Lachat 2012, van der Brug et al. 2009). I follow Tilley’s approach, in distinguishing between 

non-affiliated, passive denomination members and active denomination members, thus 

capturing both aspects at once. The variable is constructed through two questions in the 

European Values Study. The non-affiliated are simply those who stated that the question of 

what religious denomination they belong to was “not applicable”, while those who did not 

respond or said that they do not know were coded as missing. The passive Protestants (and 

Catholics) are those who expressed that they belong to a Protestant (or Catholic) 

denomination while also responding that they visit church either only on special occasions, 

once a year or less often. The active Protestants and active Catholics are those who belong to 

a Protestant or a Catholic denomination and go to church at least monthly. In some countries, 

there are almost no Catholics (or Protestants). In these cases, I operate with only three 

categories: Those with no denomination, passive Catholics (or Protestants) and active 

Catholics (or Protestants). In the Netherlands, there is a third important group which allows 

me to also include passive and active Evangelists/non-conformists. In Greece, I operate with 

three groups: Those with no denomination, passive Orthodox, and active Orthodox. A full 

summary of the operationalization in each country is in the appendix. 

Party 
policy 

position, 
2006

Party 
policy 

salience, 
2006

Indirect effect of religion 
on party preference, 2008
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3.1.2 The intermediate variable: Traditional-progressive values 

The traditional-progressive value orientation is an additive index based on four questions, as 

discussed in section 2.1. The respondents are asked whether they think abortion, divorce, 

euthanasia, and homosexuality can be justified on a scale from 1 (never) to 10 (always). The 

indices are added so that it obtains a value between 4 and 40. It is then, for ease of 

interpretation, transformed so it is constrained to go from 0 to 10. Respondents with the value 

0 on this index are traditionalists who never justify abortion, divorce, euthanasia, or 

homosexuality, while respondents with the value 10 always justify these things and as such 

are the most progressive. The index has a grand mean in the data of 5.7, although this varies 

between countries. Austrians are most traditional with a mean of 4.8 and Danes are most 

progressive with a mean of 7.1.  

3.1.3 The dependent variable: Party preference 

Party preference is operationalized through a question of vote intention in the EVS. For voters 

who have not indicated a vote intention, their answer to the question of what party that 

appeals to them the most is chosen. Parties with so few voters that no logistic models can be 

estimated are excluded. For a full list of the parties that are analysed in each country, see the 

appendix. 

3.1.4: Control variables 

Variables that occur simultaneously as – or before – religion in the temporal sequence may be 

included as controls. These will not bias the effects of religion downwards. Among the few 

variables that fulfil this criterion are age and gender, which are included as controls in all 

models estimated in stage 1. 

Many other variables are likely to come after religion in the causal chain, and as such 

introduce post-treatment bias. Religion is most commonly obtained at an early age and often 

remains relatively stable over time for a given individual (Voas and Crocket 2005: 15). Many 

denominations register new members already at birth, and while few people in general change 

their denomination during their lifetime, peak conversion rates are reached around age 13-16 

(Regnerus and Uecker 2006: 217), while changes in religiosity levels reach a height at around 

age 18 (Regnerus and Uecker 2006: 226) – in other words, before variables such as income, 

education and union membership. It seems implausible that people obtain their income or 

education before they obtain their religious outlook. Although there might be reciprocity 

involved, studies show that college attendance rarely lead to apostasy (e.g. Mayrl and Oeur 

2009). Other examples of control variables to avoid in the baseline models are political 

attitudes, which when estimated simultaneously with religion in multivariate models may 

absorb the explanatory power of religion (Evans 2010: 638; Cordero 2014: 7). The models 

here as thus estimated without any intermediate variables that may introduce post-treatment 

bias. 

3.1.5: Estimating the models 
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Multi-categorical independent variables are still problematic in mediation analysis, as we do 

not in this case want to calculate the indirect effect separately for each individual coefficient, 

which only measures one religious group’s difference from the reference category.2 Tilley 

(2015) instead compares the differences in predicted probabilities for preferring a party 

between religious groups before and after controlling for the relevant value orientations. I 

make use of a more advanced version of this way of thinking here. 

To measure the role of value orientations as an intermediate variable connecting religion and 

voting, we need a measure of the total impact of religion on voting, which may be used with 

and without control variables. The measure also needs to be able to distinguish between 

different parties. The kappa index has these desirable properties. It was developed by Hout et 

al. (1995) for class voting, but was later applied to religious voting by Manza and Brooks 

(1997) and has commonly been used in studies of both class, religion, and educational 

cleavages (e.g. Knutsen 2006, Stubager 2006, Jansen 2011, Lachat 2012). This measure is not 

limited to whether religious voters vote for religious parties, but captures total religious 

voting, i.e. the full relationship between a voter’s religion and party preference. Indeed, it is 

usually seen as the very definition of class voting or religious voting (see Hout et al. 1995, 

Manza and Brooks 1997), and I adopt that understanding of it here. Religious voting, or the 

kappa index, is simply the standard deviation of religious differences in vote choice (Manza 

and Brooks 1997: 50-51).  

The kappa index can be broken down into sub-kappas that apply to any of the separate voting 

outcomes (Hout et al 1995: 813), allowing us to study how the importance of value 

orientations as an intermediate variable varies between parties. In the first set of models, I 

estimate the following logistic regressions for each political party in each country: 

ln (
P

1 − P
) = 𝛽0 + 𝜷𝟏𝑹𝒊 + 𝛽2𝐴𝐺𝐸 +  𝛽3𝑆𝐸𝑋 

where P is the probability that a respondent prefers the party in question (versus preferring 

any other party in the same country), R is a vector of dummy variables indicating what 

religious group the respondent belongs to, 𝜷1 is a vector of the coefficients of these dummies, 

𝛽2  is the coefficient of the variable age and 𝛽3 is the coefficient of the variable sex.  

I can then calculate a “gross” kappa by simply taking the standard deviation of the 

coefficients in the vector 𝜷1. The larger the standard deviation, the larger the relative religious 

differences. In other words, the kappa is defined as: 

𝜅𝑟𝑒𝑙 =  √∑ (𝛽𝑠
𝑗

−  𝛽𝑠
𝐽̅̅ ̅)2𝑆

𝑠=1

𝑆
 

 

                                                           
2 Even the very helpful recent advance, the KHB method, which allows effect decomposition in logit models, 

decomposes each difference separately, as far as I understand (see Breen et al. 2013).  
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where 𝛽𝑠
𝑗
 is the coefficient from a binary logistic regression for religious group s and voting 

outcome j (with the β coefficient of the social group chosen as the reference category being 

equal to 0), and 𝛽𝑠
𝐽̅̅ ̅
 is the average regression coefficient across all S religious groups (Lachat 

2007: 9). Parties who do not have statistically significant differences between the religious 

groups at all are not used in stage two, as there is no bivariate association to decompose into 

direct and indirect effects (see section 2.1).  

I then include controls for the traditional-progressive values of the respondent (I add 𝛽4𝑇𝑃𝑉 

in the regression above) and calculate the kappa again, now based on the coefficients from the 

new model including controls. The percentage reduction in the kappa value (i.e. the total 

religious voting) between model 1 and model 2 indicates how much of the religious voting the 

value orientation accounts for. While this is not standard mediation analysis, it supplies a 

rough measure of the share of the association between religion and party preference that is 

indirect through traditional-progressive values, in the same way that Tilley’s (2015) 

eyeballing of predicted probabilities did.  

The stage one analyses are conducted in each country individually and are available upon 

request (see also the appendix).  

To sum up in a less precise, but also less technical way: I estimate how important religion is 

for preference for a party (controlled for age and gender), then re-estimate how important 

religion is for preference for that same party when controlling for the voters’ traditional-

progressive values. The percentage reduction in the importance of religion between the two 

models is how much religious voting the value orientation accounted for, or in other words – 

to stick with the language of Tilley – the share of the association that is indirect. 

3.2 Stage Two: The Party Level 

In the second stage, party-level data is used to test the hypotheses discussed in section 2. 

There are a total of 62 parties from 16 countries that are included in both the CHES and the 

EVS and which fulfilled the criteria in stage 1 (see section 3.1).3 

3.2.1: The Variables 

To test the hypotheses stated in section 2, we can use the percentage reduction in the kappa 

value as a party-level measure of how large the indirect effect of religion on preference for 

that party is. This becomes the dependent variable in the second set of analyses. 

The policy position hypothesis only requires data on the position of the parties on issues 

related to the traditional-progressive value orientation. Recall that the value orientation is 

measured by questions about abortion, euthanasia, divorce, and homosexuality. For this 

                                                           
3 There are in total 114 parties in the CHES dataset (when including Italy and Norway 2010, and excluding Italy 

2006). Of these, 18 minor parties either do not exist in the EVS 2010 or are so small that no stage 1-analyses 

could be performed. After removing these, we are left with 96 parties, representing on average 91.8% of the 

national electorates. Of these, 34 have the same support among all religious groups (i.e. non-significant 

differences at the 5% level) and were thus excluded, cf. section 3.1. The remaining 62 parties (representing 67% 

of the national electorates) are analyzed here.  
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reason, I will use a CHES variable that measures the parties’ positions on “lifestyle issues”, 

e.g. homosexuality. This variable goes from 0 (strongly supports liberal policies) to 10 

(strongly opposes liberal policies). The hypothesis, however, simply holds that the indirect 

effect increases with the extremeness of the party position. The closer to 0 or to 10, the more 

extreme views are held. I thus generate a variable measuring the absolute distance from the 

midpoint 5, which indicates a neutral or moderate position. This new variable thus 

theoretically ranges from 0 to 5, with an observed range of 0 to 4.83 and a mean of 2.52 

among the 62 parties in the data. The higher the value, the more extreme the party policy 

position. 

To test the policy salience hypothesis, I also need a measure of the salience of the issues for 

the party. This is also provided by the CHES. The experts rate the salience of these issues for 

each party from 0 (not important at all) to 10 (extremely important), with an observed range 

of 4 to 8.8 in the data, and a mean of 5.98. 

I then estimate OLS regressions to test the theoretical propositions developed in section 2. 

The models will be estimated with cluster robust standard errors. First, this takes into account 

the dependence and heteroscedasticity due to the clustering of parties within party systems 

(Midtbø 2012: 113). Second, it has been shown that in most cases, OLS with robust standard 

errors is likely to be the best approach when the dependent variable is based on estimates 

from auxiliary analyses (Lewis and Linzer 2005: 363). This is the case here, where the 

dependent variable is based on estimates of the indirect effect from the stage 1 analyses. 

In summary, I first calculate how large the differences between religious groups are in terms 

of support for a political party. I then calculate how much of these differences we can account 

for by controlling for traditional-progressive values. This is the share of the association 

between religion and party preference that is indirect. I then, in the following sections, explain 

why traditional-progressive values account for much of the religious differences for some 

parties (a large indirect effect) and few or none for others (small indirect effect): It depends on 

how the parties behave. 

3.3 Causality, endogeneity, uncertainty 

The amount of loyal voters with long-standing historical ties to a party (large direct effect) 

could influence a party’s policy-position or salience: The more loyal voters (the larger direct 

effect), the more flexibility to change policy positions (or change the saliency of issues) to 

capture new voters. If this is the case, then it might be that the mechanism at the voter level 

affects the parties’ behaviour rather than the other way around. This problem is reduced by 

the fact that I use the parties’ behaviour in 2006 to explain the voters’ behaviour in 2008-2009. 

Yet, if the parties’ behaviour is stable over time, the problem is not completely solved. 

Endogeneity is a potential problem here, like in all cross-sectional analyses. Future research 

should extend these analyses in time so we may consider the degree of endogeneity, if any. 

This is, however, no easy task, given that access to comparable data across many countries 

and decades currently is hard to come by. 
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Omitted variable bias is, of course, a possibility as well. Perhaps there are other variables than 

the parties’ stance and insistence on moral-traditional values that affect the nature of the 

religious cleavage, i.e. whether the effect of religion is direct or indirect. These could be 

related to national history or country-specific political traits. To make sure that this is not 

affecting the results, I will also estimate the models with country fixed effects. There could 

perhaps be omitted variables that are related to the type of parties included. I estimate the 

models with party family fixed effects as well.  

4.0 Results: Indirect effects are found where parties take a (visible) stand 

Let us start by relating some of the results from stage 1 of the analyses. Traditional-

progressive values account for substantial amounts of religious voting for many parties, while 

it is completely unimportant for other parties. For instance, none of the differences between 

religious groups in support for the Conservative party in the UK are accounted for by 

traditional-progressive values. On the other hand, about 60% of the relative differences 

between the religious groups in support for the Izquierda Unida in Spain are accounted for. 

The question, then, is whether the indirect effect of religion on party preference through 

traditional-progressive values is systematically related to the parties’ position and/or salience 

of issues related to these values. The answer is yes, as I will demonstrate in the next section. 

4.1 Party behaviour affects the indirect mechanism at the voter level 

Table 1 shows the results from three models. The first column, the policy position model, 

gives clear support to the policy position hypothesis. When policy position becomes more 

extreme, the share of the indirect effect of religion on party preference through traditional-

progressive values increases by a large magnitude. The explained variance stands at an 

impressive 18.3%. The second column, the policy salience model, also indicates that as the 

parties emphasize their stands on lifestyle issues more, the indirect effect through values 

increases substantially. The explained variance is 15.3%. Both results are statistically 

significant at the 1% level.4  

Table 1: OLS analyses. Dependent variable: Size of indirect effect (as % of total association). 

Units: Parties. 

 Policy Position Policy Salience Full Model 

 Model Model  

Policy Position 5.68**  3.99* 

Extremeness (1.52)  (1.82) 

    

Policy   5.29** 2.72+ 

Salience  (1.34) (1.42) 

    

Constant -4.37 -21.71** -16.35* 

                                                           
4 In most cases, but especially here due to the non-random properties of the sample, and its small size of 62 units, 

considerations of effect magnitudes are more substantially interesting than considerations of statistical 

significance (see e.g. McCloskey and Ziliak 2008). However, standard errors and statistical significance will be 

reported and briefly commented upon. 
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 (2.53) (6.50) (5.70) 

N 62 62 62 

R2 0.183 0.153 0.207 
Cluster robust standard errors in parentheses 
+ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

The results are visualized in figure 1 to give a better impression of the magnitude of the 

effects. The figure demonstrates how there is no indirect effect of religion on party preference 

through progressive-traditional values for parties which are very moderate – including the 

Conservatives in the UK.  

When it comes to salience, we see the exact same thing. However, the experts did not assign 

any party to a salience of zero for lifestyle issues. In fact, none of the 62 parties are 

considered by experts to have any lower value than four. It thus seems fair to consider four a 

low salience in this context. Again we see the same pattern as for policy position extremeness. 

At low levels of salience, there is no indirect effect, while the indirect effect increases 

dramatically with increasing salience. The predicted indirect effect through values for a party 

with the highest salience is more than 25%. It is important to note not only that there effects 

are positive, as hypothesized, but that the predicted indirect effects are nil at low levels of 

extremeness or salience.  

Figure 1: The effect of policy position extremeness and policy position salience on the size of 

the indirect effect, with 95% confidence intervals. Predictions from the Policy Position Model 

(left panel) and the Policy Salience Model (right panel) from table 1. 
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However, policy position extremeness and policy salience are likely to be related to each 

other. Parties that are very liberal or very conservative in these moral issues are likely to also 

emphasize their views, while parties that take middle positions are less likely to emphasize 

them. This is clear from the data, where the two variables correlate positively with a pearson’s 

r equal to 0.63. To distinguish the separate effects of the two, I include both at the same time. 

The results are reported in the third column, the full model, in table 1. The individual effects 

of the two variables are reduced, but still of substantial importance. Policy position 

extremeness is now significant at the 5% level rather than the 1% level, and policy salience is 

marginally significant.5 The explained variance increases with a couple of percentage points, 

which implies that most of the explained variance is common, yet the variables also explain 

some share of the variance in the role of political values uniquely. 

The critical reader might now be thinking that these are only bivariate associations. There 

might be other variables that cause both the parties’ positions and policy salience, on the one 

hand, and the size of the indirect effect of values on preference for that party on the other 

hand. There could be differences at the country-level, for instance the voters in France might 

differ from the voters in Norway, or the political competition around the issues could be 

different in a way that affects both the independent and the dependent variables. To make sure 

that this does not affect the results, I have re-estimated the models with country fixed effects 

(column 1-3) in table 2. This means that all unmeasured variables at the country-level are 

controlled for and cannot affect the coefficients of the two independent variables of interest. 

We are basically testing whether, within each country, the relationship between religion and 

party preference is more indirect for more extreme parties or parties for which moral issues 

are more salient.  

Table 2. OLS analyses. Dependent variable: Size of the indirect effect (in %). Units: Parties. 

 Position Salience Full Position Salience Full 

 Model Model Model Model Model Model 

Position 4.56*  2.70 8.21**  6.13* 

 (1.91)  (2.87) (2.05)  (2.39) 

       

       

Salience  4.78** 2.77  6.49** 2.96+ 

  (1.32) (2.08)  (1.70) (1.49) 

       

Country FE Yes Yes Yes    

       

       

Party Family    Yes Yes Yes 

FE       

       

Constant -14.58* -33.07** -27.50** -19.96** -35.40** -31.55** 

 (5.34) (8.62) (8.23) (6.63) (9.98) (8.55) 

N 62 62 62 62 62 62 

                                                           
5 That the coefficient of a variable gets a higher standard error when estimated simultaneously with another 

variable with which it correlates at 0.63, with only 62 units, is neither surprising nor worrying. 
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R2 0.422 0.422 0.436 0.539 0.484 0.561 
Cluster robust standard errors in parentheses 
+ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

The effect of policy position and policy salience are still – after controlling for all country 

level differences – of substantial importance. In fact, they are only slightly reduced, and 

significant at the 5 and 1% level, respectively. The effect size is somewhat reduced – yet still 

important - in the model where they are estimated simultaneously (column 3), although they 

are no longer statistically significant. This is not surprising given that we now estimate 18 

coefficients with 62 units and given the aforementioned correlation between the two 

independent variables. 

There might also be confounding variables at, say, the party family level. For instance, several 

Left Socialist parties like the Danish Socialistisk Folkparti (SF) or the Spanish Izquierda 

Unida (IU) have an even larger indirect effect that the model predicts based on their party 

policy, while some New Right parties have a smaller indirect effect, or even a suppression 

effect. This could be, for instance, because Left Socialist parties like the IU has had moral 

questions among its most important issues for decades and actively push them on the agenda 

(see Bonafont et al. 2012). On the contrary, many of the New Right parties are primarily 

known for their immigration policies, and their extreme salience on this issue might “crowd 

out” their visibility in morality issues – future research should look into the effect of relative 

salience. I re-estimate the models with party family fixed effects. Just as in the country fixed 

effects model, this controls for all unmeasured aspects at the party family level that might 

confound the coefficient of our main independent variables. We can see whether, within each 

party family,  

This is a quite conservative test of the hypothesis. Yet, as we can see, the effect is now in fact 

even stronger than before, at 8.21. Going from a moderate view to the most extreme view, 

then, would increase the indirect effect for a party with an astonishing 41 percentage points. 

Increasing salience by one unit, on the other hand, makes the indirect effect 6.49 percentage 

points larger – which is also a highly substantially important effect. Both results are 

statistically significant at the 1% level. When controlling for all differences between party 

families, and including both variables at the same time, extremeness remains strong and 

significant while salience becomes less important and marginally significant. 

In conclusion, there is strong evidence that the parties’ behaviour affect the role of political 

values as a mediator between religion and party preference. The more extreme views the 

parties take on morality issues, and the more they emphasize these views, the larger role for 

traditional-progressive values as an intermediate variable that explains the association 

between religion and party preference.  

4.2 But is there an interaction? 

In the theory section, a third hypothesis was proposed, namely that the effects of the policy 

position extremeness and the salience of the policy for the party would positively interact. 

This should in principle easily be tested by introducing an interaction term between the two 
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variables. The hypothesis receives support if there is a positive interaction term between the 

two variables, and there is indeed a clear, positive interaction effect in the data. Figure 2 plots 

the interaction. As we see, there is no indirect effect for parties with moderate policy positions, 

regardless of how salient the issues are to them. On the other hand, parties with extreme 

policy positions have larger indirect effects the more salient the issues are to them.  

[Figure 2 about here] 

However, the high correlation between the two variables and their interaction term, and the 

small number of units, make it very hard to accurately estimate the interaction effect. In other 

words, the uncertainty around the estimates is high, and the confidence intervals of the two 

lines overlap. This may well be a product of the data limitations, but we should still be very 

careful to make confident claims here. The evidence is limited at best, and further studies with 

more data are needed to establish whether party positions interact with saliency to affect the 

mechanisms at the voter level. 

 

 

Figure 2: Interaction between policy extremeness and salience. 

 

 

5.0 Conclusion 



19 
 

Religion is still one of the most important predictors of party choice, as is well established in 

the literature. Yet we are lacking in knowledge of how religion exerts this effect. Former 

studies have suggested three different pathways through which an association may arise 

between religion and party preference, two of which are causal: A direct effect related to 

historical group belonging and an indirect effect related to shared values. Despite the 

literature theorizing or assuming a strong indirect effect, the most recent, major study on the 

matter concludes that religion has no indirect effect on party preference in the UK, but works 

through group belonging.  

In this article, I have argued that religion will affect party preference indirectly through values 

only to the degree that parties espouse extreme views on issues of relevance to the values, 

and/or emphasize these views. This study of 16 West European countries establishes that 

religion does indeed exert an indirect effect through the political values of the citizens, 

although this varies between parties. It has furthermore been shown that the size of this 

indirect effect is clearly related to how parties behave. This has important democratic 

implications: Religion may provide good cues for electoral behaviour when parties hold clear 

and relevant policy positions. 

The findings are perfectly consistent with recent findings from the UK. They are also 

consistent with recent findings in the class voting literature, which have established that party 

behaviour influences class voting in a variety of ways. While more work is needed, especially 

over time and outside of Western Europe, we now know more about how and under what 

conditions one of the most important determinants of electoral behaviour comes to have its 

effect on people’s political preferences. The theoretical propositions are also relevant for all 

kinds of group differences in party preference that are related to political values, such as class, 

urban-rural residence, or gender. 
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