Scandinavian Political Studics, Val, 23 - Mo, 2, 2000
IS5N DORO-6T3T
i Mordic Political Science Association

Comparing Class-Related Opinions between
MP Candidates and Party Supporters:
Evidence from Finland

Pauli Forma*

This article examines whether and 1o what extent opinions on class-related issues coincide
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mediation of interesis from grassroons level to the level of poliiical decision makme. [n theory,
adverse selection and moral hazard problems are identified to have serious implications for
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is assumed to be significant in the mediation of interests. Attitudes of the candidates in the
1995 parliamentary elections in Finland and those of citizens are compared empirically. The
cesults indicate that the attitudes of the citizens are not necessarily the same as those of their
representatives, Le the mediation of interests is not self-evident. A more detailed analysis
shows that the candidate’s gender, education and adopied representation role can be important
as regards the conformity of the candidate’s antitudes with those of citizens. Findings also
reveal that class struggle is tougher ai the level of candidates than at the level of party
suppocters. Differences in opinions are wider amonge candidates of the palitical parties than
Among parly supporters,

Introduction

One of the biggest 1ssues in political science and political sociology is
whether, and to what extent, ordinary citizens influence political decision
making. Do citizens have a say on issues on the political agenda or do the elite
groups dominate decision making? Although the question is fundamental.
not very much academic energy is consumed studying it. For example, the
power resources approach (see Stephens 1979; Korpi 1984; Esping-Andersen
& Korpi 1987), which is one of the most frequently utilised theoretical
perspectives in studying the development of the welfare state, has neglected
this theme. According 10 this perspective, representatives of social classes.
political parties and trade unions are assumed to promaote the interests of
classes in the process of decision making. However, power resources theory
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does not have much to say about how the will of the social classes at the
grassroots level is transformed into the aims and plans of the political actors.
The same weakness can be found in the structural-political perspective (see
Uusitalo 1984; Alestalo et al. 1985), which is based on premises quite similar
to those of power resources theory. Hence, the interesting link between social
classes and their political representatives is missing rom the central per-
spectives utilised in studying the development of the welfare state.

In representative democracy, ordinary people participate in political
decision making via their representatives, members of parliament (MPs).
The parliament is, in addition to trade unions and other intercst groups, the
most important institution that mediates between the preferences of the
citizens and actual political decision making. However, this link between
the grassroots level and the level of political decision making is not un-
problematic. Citizens’ concern about whether or not their MPs are opti-
mally promoting their interests is reflected in everyday discussions, More
academically, this theme is related to the problems of dealing with interest
mediation, the main focus being on how the preferences and interests of the
people are mediated between the grassroots level and the level of political
decision making.

This article approaches the mediation of interests in the parliamentary
arena from two different theoretical angles. Firstly, the member of parlia-
ment and his or her voter can be seen as an example of the principal-agent
relationship, in which issues of information and monitoring are crucial,
Secondly, the representative role adopted by the MP can have important
effects on the mediation process. Our empirical analysis is based on two
opinion-survey data sets. The first one highlights the opinions of the citizens.
Hence, these data are similar to those of typical opinion studies. However,
the second data set is different in that it consists of a questionnaire, in-
cluding similar questions to those of the citizen survey, which was posted to
candidates in the 1995 parhamentary elections. Thus, our two data sets make
it possible to compare the opinions of the citizens with the opinions of the
general-election candidates.! For this comparison, three opinion scales,
which roughly measure the old tripolar model of political organisation pre-
sented by Valen & Rokkan (1974), were constructed. These scales measure
the “class interests” of the farmers (land), workers (labour) and business
(capital). Thus, in addition to examining the representation of interests, our
research design allows us 1o test this old model of political organisation with
recent data.

The outling of the article is as follows, In the theoretical section, the basic
themes of principal-agent relationships are reviewed and their implications
for interest mediation are claborated. After that, we discuss representative
roles, In the empirical section, we look first at how candidates conceive ol
representation. After that, the opinions of the candidates and citizens are
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compared. In the last section the results are summed up and their impli-
cations for the field of research are discussed.

Citizens and Their Agents

The principal-agent relationship consists of the situation where one actor,
the agent, commits to do something on behalfl of another actor, the pringi-
pal (see Ross 1973, 134; more generally, Stiglitz 1989). The principal and
the agent make an agreement that the agent does something for the princi-
pal. Examples of this kind of relationship are easy to find: lawyer—client,
doctor-patient, politician—citizen and employer-employcee are all everyday
examples of principal-agent relationships. Obviously the most central prob-
lem in these relationships is that there is no guarantee that the agent works
for the principal after the agreement has been made. As Moe (1984, 736)
has stated:

there 15 no guarantee that the agent, once hired, will in fact choose 1o pursuwe the principal’s
best interests or 1o do so efficiently. The agent has his own interests an heart, and is induced
to pursug the principal’s abjectives only to the extent that the incemtive structure imposed in
their contract renders such behavioue advantageous.

Thus, from the principal’s point of view, an incentive system that guar-
antees the promotion of his or her interests is needed. Hence, a crucial part of
the principal-agent theory concerns the monitoring of the agent. The prin-
cipal needs information about the circumstances and actions of the agent in
order 10 monitor him or her. However, information is often distributed
asymmetrically so as to benefit the agent (see Moe 1984, 756; Calvert 1986,
30-32). When the asymmetric nature of information is focused on, the con-
cepts of adverse selection and moral hazard are important. The former refers
to a situation where the agent has information about his or her own
knowledge, skills, preferences and diligence which is not available to the
principal. From the principal’s point of view these are highly important
issues when deciding whether or not to employ a potential agent. Hence, the
principal can be forced to make a decision about employing an agent with
weank or perhaps even badly skewed information. The principal cannot be
sure who would be the best agent for him or her. Adverse selection problems
belong to the point in time when the agreement is considered. Moral hazard
problems become acute later on when the agreement has already been made.
This concept refers to a situation in which the principal does not have an
opportunity to see in what kind of circumstances the actions of the agent are
being taken. More precisely, the principal does not know if the agent is doing
a good or a bad job. In the following, we will discuss in more detail the
relevance of these concepts 1o the subject of this article.
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From the citizen’s point of view, problems begin as carly as elections,
when citizens have to choose between the agent candidates available, The
citizen does not know which of the candidates will best promote his or her
interests if elected. It is the candidates themselves who are most familiar
with their own skills and knowledpe. This is an example of the adverse
selection problem discussed above. Voters do not know how the candidates
would promote their interests if elected and they have to make their choices
under uncertainty {Wiberg & Salonen 1991, 154). However, the choices have
Lo be made somchow. Here the concept of siznalling, developed by Spence
(1973), is helplul. Because the citizens do not know much about the skills of
the candidates, they have to use, for example, the education and work
experience of the candidates as a measure of the aptitude of the candidates
for the work of an MP. Candidates may use their educational and career
achievements to show that they would be good MPs if elected. In a similar
vein, ideology can be taken as a signal. The ideology of a political party is a
label that identifies whose interests a party promoics (see Holcombe &
Gwartney 1989, 671). The citizens can assume that, for example, political
parties on the left work best for the workers® interests. Hence, ideology
lessens the need for collecting information because citizens do not have Lo
evaluate the candidates of each party separately (Downs 1957, 98-100).

Post-clection problems are a little different. The agents have now achieved
their aim of getting elected. The question arises of whether or not the agent
works on the i1ssues on which she or he promised to work during the
campaign (see e.g. Ferejohn 1986). It is extremely diflicult for the citizen to
monitor his or her agent: il the principal wants to monitor the agent
perfectly he or she would need to expend a lot of time and energy sitting in
the parliament building histening and watching his or her agent working.
Only a few citizens have the opportunity to underiake this kind of moni-
toring. Here, however, partics help the citizens, since they keep track of
their MPs and their actions. This is rational behaviour on the part of the
parlies because if they failed to do so competing parties could publish
negative information concerning their MPs (Holcombe & Gwartney 1989).

The above discussion highlights the problems of monitoring the agent.
Another problem 1s that citizens have very few opportunities Lo intervene in
MPs” work. Normally the period between elections is long, four years in
the case of Finland. Between the elections citizens rarely have the means to
punish their MP il they are not satisfied with his or her work. This kind of
situation, where the principal lacks opportunitics to punish the agent, is
assumed to reduce the willingness of the principal to moniter the agent
(Holcombe & Gwartney 1989, 670). More precisely, this may be a source of
political alicnation. In the following section we move on Lo our second
theoretical perspective and discuss the importance of the representative
roles.
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The Impact of the Representative Role

In direct democracy citizens participate directly in political decision making.
However, because this kind of democracy is possible only in small com-
munities the participation of citizens is usually manifest in representative
democracy. Citizens choose their representatives, who then make political
decisions on their behalf. However, there are some problems with represent-
alive democracy, which are the subject of this article. Should the MPs in
parliament mirror the preferences of the citizens as closely as possible? Or do
the citizens allow their representatives to work in parliament in the way in
which they themselves think best (see e.g. Pitkin 1967; Riker 1982)?

The question of the extent to which a member of parliament reflects the will
of his or her constituency is fundamental here. This theme can be analysed
using different models of representation. In their classic study The Legislative
Sysrem, Wahlke et al. (1962, 272-80) elaborated threec models of represent-
ation. First, a trustee is a representative who works independently of his or
her constituents. When considering issues on the political agenda, he or she
tries 1o do what he or she thinks to be just or legal. A trustee thinks that he or
she has more information about political issues than the people he or she
represents and therefore the electors do not have much of a say in political
issues. The second model, the delegate, is the opposite. The delegate thinks
her or his work in the parliament should be based on the preferences of her or
his constituents rather than her or his own choices. Delegates collect in-
formation about the views of constituents before making decisions. Some
delegates think that this information 1s the ultimate basis of decision making
and overrides their own opinions. However, other delegates may not con-
sider this type of background information to be so conclusive. The third
model of representation, politico, is a mixture of the first two. Depending on
the issue at hand, representatives may behave ascither a trustee or a delegate.
It is also possible that representatives act according to the politico model
when balancing their own interests with those of their constituency.,

The model of representation adopted by an MP is crucial when it comes
Lo mediation of interests. [t can also be claimed that different models of
representation are based on different understandings of the nature of inter-
ests, In discussion concerning the concept of interest, a distinetion between
objective and subjective interests has been made (see e.g. Reeve & Ware
1983; Hindess 1989 Coleman 1990). The concept of objective interest as-
sumes that the interests of an actor derive directly from the actor’s location
in society and the social structure: workers have workers™ interests. pen-
sioners have pensioners” interests and women have women's interests, no
matter what they themselves think. On the other hand. when subjective
understanding is employed. no one else can say better than the actor himsell
or hersell what his or her interests are.
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This discussion about objectivity or subjectivity of interests 1s also rele-
vant to the theme of this article. If the objective concept of interest is
employed, the representative is not obliged to clarify what the opinions of
the electors are. It is useless to ask the electors because their interests are
already known, since they derive from their location in the social structure.
But, when the subjective concept of interest is adopted, it is important for
the representative to know the preferences and opinions of those he or she
represents. No one other than the electors themselves can know the interests
of the electors. Now, if this discussion is related to the models of represen-
ation described above, it can be argued that the trustee model employs an
objective concept of interest. The representative does not ask his or her
constituents about their opinions because he or she does what is considered
to be in the objective interests of those he or she represents. The delegate
utilises the subjective concept because he or she wants to know about the
opinions and preferences of the electors. Lastly, the politico may employ
the subjective concept of interest in some cases and the objective concept in
others.

[n sum, the representation of citizens’ interests in parliament encounters
several difliculties. The problems of moral hazard and adverse selection can
cause difficultics in monitoring the agent. Even if the principal suceceds in
monitoring the agent it can be difficult to punish him or her. The member of
parliament may act according to a model of representation which has nega-
tive implications for the representation of interests. In the following section,
we will present the research design of our study and move on to examine
the representation of interests empirically.

Research Design
Dara

The empirical analysis in our study is based on two different opinion
surveys. The first one represents the adult population of Finland (n = 1737)
and was collected at the end of 1994 and the beginning of 1995, The sample
is the Finnish part of the International Survey of Economic Attitudes
project (ISEA) {sce Forma & Kangas 1999 for a more detailed description).
The questionnaire included questions dealing with the public sector,
working life, economics and social policy. The response rate for this survey
was 56 percent. One obvious reason for the fairly low response rale was
the length of the questionnaire (37 pages). However, the structure of the
sample corresponds well with the structure of the Finnish population as
regards age, gender and socioeconomic position.

The second survey was posted to a sample of candidates in the 1995
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parliamentary elections in Finland (# = 529). The sample was constructed
by randomly selecting names to be included in lists of candidates nominated
by the political parties. The survey was posted just before the elections,
which obviously had a negative impact on the response rate, which was 49
percent. It was thought that collecting the data after elections would not be
a good idea. All the most important political parties in the Finnish political
system are included in the sample. Numbers of candidates according to
political party are: National Coalition Party (73 candidates), Centre Party
of Finland (82), Green League (97), Finnish Social Democratic Party (91).
Left Alliance (95) and "Other Parties’ (89). The structure of the candidate
sample was compared with background information (Statistics Finland
1995) about all candidates in the 1995 elections. The structure of the sample
corresponded almost exactly to the structure of the whole candidate popu-
lation according to gender. When it came to education, candidates in our
sample were slightly more educated than the other candidates. The question-
naires for citizens and candidates differed slightly from each other; the
citizen guestionnaire was longer than the candidate questionnaire. However.
the two questionnaires included a set of questions that were the same. which
makes it possible to compare the opinions of the citizens and the
candidates.

Hypotheses

Traditionally, political organisation in the Scandinavian countrics has been
based strongly on the class structure of society. Each social class has had
its own political party, which has represented class interests in political dec-
ision making, and trade unions. which have taken responsibility for rep-
resenting economic interests (see Alestalo & Kuhnle 1987). Valen and
Rokkan (1974, 333) have presented a tripolar model that describes paolitical
organisation in the Scandinavian countries by separating three factors of
production: land, labour and capital, Wages and social benefits are in the
workers’ interests, the business sector is interested in prices and taxes, and
farmers are interested in prices and support for agriculture (Nousiainen
1971; Alestalo et al. 1983: Salminen 1993, 44-47). In Finland. the Centre
Party of Finland (the former Agrarian Party) has been the most important
political representative of the farmers. The National Coalition Party has
represented the interests of the business sector. The specific feaure of the
Finnish political system has been that the left side of the party spectrum has
been divided between two parties, the Social Democratic Party and the Lel
Alliance (the former Communists). Studies focusing on the development
of the welfare state have shown that. for example. the development of the
wellare state in the Nordic countries has been the result of struggles between
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different social classes (see Alestalo et al. 1985; Esping-Andersen & Korpi
1987; Salminen 1993),

Recently, social class has not been one of the most fashionable per-
spectives in social sciences. Therefore, the starting point of this article may
seem odd or old-fashioned. 1t is true that the trend in Western societies has
been towards declining class voting (Clark & Lipset 1991, 403), which has
been interpreted as an element of the diminishing significance of social class
in general (Clark et al. 1993). This trend can also be found in Finland (see
Pesonen et al. 1993). However, the choice o focus on classes can also be
defended and claims about the “death of classes’ may be exaggerated, since
there still seem 1o be issues where social class matters. The welfare state
scems Lo be one such issue, since several studies have reported that the social
class of the respondent is one of the most powerful explanations of opinions
towards the welfare state (see e.g. Ervasti & Kangas 1995; Kangas 1995a;
Svallfors 1995).

Class-based political organisation has also been a cornerstone in power
resources theory, which has been frequently used to explain the develop-
ment of welfare states (see Stephens 1979; Esping-Andersen 1985; Esping-
Andersen & Korpi 1987). However, the question of how the interests of the
people are transmitted from the grassroots level to the level of political
decision making has been beyond the scope of power resources theory (see
Korpi 1989) and research focusing on this topic has been rare (see, however,
Kangas 1995b; Forma 1996; Saari 1996). This article aims to shed some
light on the theme of interest mediation. The empirical analysis 1s based on
Valen and Rokkan's (1974) model discussed above. The model is operation-
alised by the following three hypotheses.

Hypothesis | - Land

Farmers are interested in the maintenance of their employment and mini-
mum prices for agricultural products. The operationalisation of the land
interest consists of the following two statements:

{a) Government should subsidise agriculture to protect farm jobs.
(b) Government should guarantee minimum prices for agricultural pro-
ducts.

Hypothesis 2 - Labour

Workers are interested in centralised bargaining in the labour markets and
they also feel sympathy toward trade unions in general. The operationalis-
ation of the labour interest consists of the following three statements:

fa) Wages and salaries should be set nationally in negotiations between
government, national union confederations and employers’ groups.
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(b} Allimportant economic decisions should be made jointly by the govern-
ment, trade unions and employers’ groups.

{c) There should be trade unions in all government enterprises and private
business.

Hypothesis 3 — Capital )

Entreprencurs support bargaining at company level and they also want to
restrict governmental intervention in labour-market bargaining. The capital
interest is operationalised by utilising the following three statements:

{a) Wages should be negotiated in each individual company, rather than
for the industry as a whole.

(b) Employers should have the right to negotiate earnings with each indi-
vidual worker.

{c) Government should not get involved in disputes between unions and
employers.

All the above-mentioned questions had the same scale of responses:
‘Strongly agree’, "Agree’, ‘Don’t know’, *Disagree” and “Strongly disagree’.
Additive scales measuring the “class interests’ of different classes were con-
structed. The scales consist of issues that are in the ‘objective interests’ of
the social classes. The land scale consists of questions measuring farmers’
iterests. The labour scale includes three variables measuring workers” in-
terests. Finally, the capital scale consists of three variables measuring the
interests of business people. The weakness of our analysis is that our ques-
tionnaires lacked questions that could be used for operationalisation of the
knowledge interest which has been assumed to be important especially to
the middle classes (see e.g. Uusitalo 1985). Details of the scales are provided
in Table 1. According to Cronbach’s alpha test the reliabilities of the scales
are satislactory.

Tahle 1. Scales Used in the Analysis

Standard Cronbach’s
Range M ean deviation alpha

Lamd

Citizens 210 630 249 0.73

Candidates 2-10 626 20 (LR
Labour

Citizens 3 1038 10z 0,70

Candidates 5 991 350 0,74
Capital

Citizens 315 Q.61 IEh 56

Candidiates 315 5.3 348 71




In examining the representation of interests, the starting point is that
the closer the opinions of the candidates and the supporters of the parties
are, the better their interests are represented. I the difference in opinion
between candidates and citizens is negative, i.e. candidates’ opinions to-
wards their own class interests are more negative than the opinions of the
citizens, there are problems in the representation of interests. The opposite
is also possible: if the difference is positive, 1.e. candidates’ opinions are
more positive towards class interests than are the opinions of the citizens,
this means that candidates represent class interests more eagerly than the
supporters of the parties wish. Each social class should have its own poli-
tical party which represcents the interests of the class. In order to examine
this, the following hypothesis is submitted.

Hypothesis 4
Each social class has its own political representatives, which are predicted
Lo be as follows:

{a) The Centre Party of Finland represents farmers’ interests.

(b) The National Coalition Party and the Centre Party of Finland represent
entrepreneurs’ interests.

{c) The Leftist parties (Left Alliance and Social Democratic Party) repre-
sent workers' interests.

Although the Greens are not easily accommodated in the land-labour-
capital model, we will also compare the opinions of the candidates and
supporters of this party. At the beginning of our empirical analysis, we will
examine who the MP candidates think they will be representing if they are
elected. After that, we will see whether or not classes differ from each other
regarding their opinions on land, labour and capital interests. Claims about
the declining significance of class might suggest that there should not be
large differences between social classes, Next, we will see how these class
interests are transmitted from the grassroots level to the level of political
decision making. This is done by comparing the opinions of party sup-
porters and parliamentary candidates. Lastly, we will sce whether or not
some candidates represent interests better than others, by examining what
kind of impact gender, education or commitment to class representation
has on the representation of interests.

Results
Opinions of the Candidates on Representation

The discussion above suggested that the model of representation adopted
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Table 2. Opinions of the Candidates on Representation: Percemage Shares of Affirmative
Answers

Whole Own electoral Owen Supportersof Own social

fation district volers the party class
MNATCO 83 23 24 70 52
CEMTRE 86 O 54 74 44
GREENS 65 83 - Bl 73 51
sDP L¥) L 92 ]| a2
LEFT 6% 8l | 83 66
All 77 o0 87 71 53
#-test (# value) {1.CH0HD 0.000 0.064 0,34 117

Nore: LEFT = Lelt Allance: 3DP = Social Democratic Party, GREEMS = Gireen League;
CENTRE = Centre Party of Finland; NATCO = National Coalition Party.

by MPs can be crucial when it comes 1o the representation of interests.
Therefore, we included a set of questions about representation in the candi-
dates’ guestionnaire. The exact question used was: “Who do you think
members of the parliament are representing?” The options given were: “The
whole nation’, *My own electoral district’, ‘My own voters’, ‘The supporters
of the party’ and "My own social class’. Five responses were offered for
cach option: *Strongly agree’, ‘Partially agree’, ‘Do not know’, “Partially
disagree’ and “Strongly disagree’. Table 2 presents the percentage shares of
affirmative answers to the questions among different parties.

In general, representing ‘My own electoral district” receives the highest
and representing *My own social class’ the lowest support. The strongest
support for representing “The whole nation” comes from candidates of the
biggest parties in the Finnish political system. the National Coalition Party.
the Centre Party of Finland and the Social Democratic Party. On the
other hand, the Greens have much more negative feelings towards this kind
of wide representation. Candidates of the Social Democratic Party. the
National Coalition Party and the Centre Party of Finland also emphasise
the importance of representing their own electoral district. Candidates of
the Social Democratic Party., the Left Alliance and the Centre Party of
Finland are quite positive towards representing their own voters, and the
two Leftist parties emphasise representing the supporters of their own
party. The P values in the bottom row of the table indicate that the most
significant differences between political parties are found when it comes to
representing “The whole nation’, "My own electoral district” and "My own
volers’, The differences between parties are not statistically significant when
it comes to opinions on the representation of supporters of the party or
one's own social class.”



Interestingly, representing one’s *own social class’ does not receive strong
support among the candidates. The explanation for this could be that
candidates are laundering their interests (Goodin 1986; sec also Elster
1985). According to the laundering hypothesis, it is not legitimate to pub-
licly reveal selfish interests. In our case, this could mean the interests of the
actor’s own social class. In order to maximise votes, it is more rational to
reveal more general preferences and interests, for example the interests of
the whole nation or the electoral district. However, it is important to notice
that laundering preferences do not rule out acting selfishly: candidates
may say that they represent wide segments of the nation while in fact they
promote the interests of much narrower groups.

Qpinions en Land, Labour and Capital

After examining opinions on representation among the candidates we are
now ready to analyse attitudes towards class-related issues. According to
the hypotheses presented above, farmers should have the most positive
opinions towards the land interest, workers should have the most positive
feelings towards the labour interest, and capital interest should be empha-
sised by entreprencurs. In addition, it is also interesting to see what the
opinions of the middle classes are, although their own interest, knowledge,
is not included in our research design. According to the results presented in
Figure 1, our hypotheses are confirmed. The opinions of social classes to-

Figure 1. Opinions on Land, Labour and Capital, Means,
5

WORK FARM ENTR L-MC U-MC

—8— LAND —— LABOUR —k—CAPITAL

Neote: WORK = workers: FARM = farmers: ENTR = entreprengurs: L-MC = lower middle
class; U-MC = upper middle class.
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wards their own, objective class interests are most positive. Interestingly,
the opinions of the two middle-class groups are quite close to those of the
workers. The explanation for this might be that scales measuring capital
and labour interest consist of guestions that are similarly important to all
wage earners, not only for workers.

Whither, then, the representation of interests? How similar are the
opinions of the candidates and the citizens? Our assumption here is that
workers’ interests are represented by lefust parties (the Left Alliance and
the Social Democratic Party), the interests of the farmers by the Centre
Party of Finland, and the interests of business people by the National
Coalition Party and also the Centre Party of Finland. Figure 2 presents a
comparison of the opinions of citizens and candidates with regard to the
land interest. The longer the bars, the more positive the opinions are. When
it comes lo interest representation, bars representing the candidates’ and
citizens’ opinions should be as close to each other as possible. If the darker
bar (candidates) is longer than the lighter one (eitizens), candidates have
more positive opinions on the land interest and vice versa. The asterisks
indicate the statistical significance (Mann-Whitney's L-test is used) of the
difference between the opinions of the candidates and the citizens.

Our hypothesis regarding the representation of the land interest is sup-
ported. since the opinions are most positive among candidates and sup-
porters of the Centre Party of Finland. When 1t comes to the representation
of farmers’ interests, the opinions of the candidates and the supporters of
the Centre Party of Finland are very close to each other. Thus, farmers can
be quite satisfied with the representation of their class interest. Opinions

Figure 2. Opimions on the Land Interest, BMeans and Statistical Significance of the

Diffcrences, *** 2 = 0.01.

LEFT |
spp ()
GREENS h |
centre —
NATCO h : 5

2 4 ] B 10
'OThe Citizens m The Candidates |

Newe: LEFT = Left Allianee: SO = Social Democratic Party, GREENS = Green League:
CENTRE = Centre Party of Finland: MATCO = Nutonal Coalition Pary.




are quite similarly distributed among the Left Alliance, the National Co-
alition Party and the Green League. Both the candidates and the supporters
of these parties feel fairly strong sympathy towards farmers and their
interests, The land interest is supported least at the candidate level in the
Social Democratic Party. Interestingly, there is a substantial and statistic-
ally significant difference between Social Democratic candidates and party
supporters: supporters of the party appear to understand farmers’ interests
nearly as much as the candidates and supporters of the other parties. How-
ever, the Social Democratic candidates reveal much more hostile opinions,
This finding obviously indicates that the contradiction between farmers and
workers and their interests is sironger at the candidate level than at the
citizen level.

Figure 3 presents the results regarding the labour interest. Opinions
reveal a clear leli-right distinction with regard to the labour interest.
Support for the workers” interest is stronger at the left side of the party
spectrum than at the right side. Counting Greens out, there are statistically
significant differences between candidates and citizens in all political parties,
The differences are guite interesting. Among leftist parties the opimions ol
the candidates towards the labour interest are more positive than the
opinions of party supporters. However, among rightist parties the situation
is the opposite: candidates reveal more negative attitudes than supporters
ol these parties. Thus, it seems that candidates are defending the interests of
their own social class even more strongly than are people at the grassroots
level. In addition, the difference of opinion between candidates and party

Figure 3. Opinions on the Labour Interest. Means and Swatistical Sipnificance Differences,
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Figure 4. Opiniens on the Capital hnterest. Means and Statistical Sigmficance of Dnfferences.
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supporlers among rightist parties 15 very much in line with the finding
presented above regarding the land interest and Social Democratic
candidates: candidates seem to be more strongly antipathetic 1o the class
interests of the competing classes than are party supporters at the grass-
roots level.

In Figure 4 the results regarding the capital interest are presented. Here.
too, a clear lefi-right distinction 15 found. Support for the capital interest is
stronger among the rightist partics than among the lefuist parties.
Interestingly, this distinction seems to be stronger among the candidates
than among the citizens. Differences between candidates and party sup-
poriers are substantial when it comes to the Social Democratic Party and
the Left Alliance, while the candidates reveal much more hostile attitudes.
As regards the Green League and the Centre Party of Finland. the opinions
of the candidates and party supporters are quite similar. However. there 1s
a statistically significant difference within the National Coalition Party:
candidates support the interests of capital more enthusiastically than do
party supporters.

To sum up. the above evidence indicates that there are significant dif-
ferences between the opinions of the candidates and the parties” supporiers.
Therefore, the representation of class interests is not seli-evident or clear.
Two findings are worth emphasising. First. it seems that with regard to
labour and capital interests, candidates are promoting these interests even
more enthusiastically than their supporters expect. Secondly, also regarding
labour and capital imerests, candidates see the interests of the competing
class in a much more negative light than do party supporters: candidates of
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the rightist parties have negative opinions on issues that are in the interests
of the workers and leftist candidates are antipathetic towards the interests
of entreprencurs. Also, Social Democratic candidates have negative feelings
towards the interests of farmers. Thus, our findings indicate that class
struggle is tougher at the candidate level than it is at the citizen level.
Citizens have much more understanding for the interests of the other classes
than the candidates have.

Comparing means, as was done above, may hide imteresting diflerences
between the citizens and different kinds of candidates. It might be that
differences of opinion between some groups of candidates and citizens are
smaller than the means may suggest and that, therefore, some candidates
may represent interests better than others. Earlier research has indicated
that gender and education may be relevant factors here. For example,
Holmberg & Esaiasson (1988, 126) found that female members of parlia-
ment knew better than men their voters’ opinions on different political
issues. When it came to educational level, members of the parliament with
higher education were more aware of the preferences of their voters than
were less educated members of parliament. The relatively small size of the
candidate data prevents us [rom undertaking a very detailed analysis here.
However, it is possible to control for some of the background variables. In
the following, we will examine the impact of MPs' gender and educational
level on the fit between the opinions of candidates and citizens. Further-
maore, we will examine whether those candidates who emphasise the repre-
sentation of social class (see above Table 2) represent class interests more
enthusiastically than others.

Table 3 presents the differences in opinions between citizens and different
groups of candidates. The figures have been calculated by subtracting the
scale value for the opinions of the group of candidates from the scale value
for the opinions of the citizens. The negative sign indicates that candidates
have more negative opinions than do supporters of the party, and the
positive sign indicates the opposite. Asterisks indicate the statistical signifi-
cance of the difference of opinion between the candidate groups and the
citizens.

Gender seems to be unimportant when it comes to the representation of
the land interest. The only statistically significant difference is found with
regard to the Social Democratic Party, in which female candidates’ opinions
differ significantly from the opinions of Social Democratic Party sup-
porters, With regard 1o the labour interest, it seems that the male candidates
of the Social Democratic Party represent the workers™ interests better than
do the female candidates. Also, the capital interest seems W be better
represented by the male candidates of the National Coalition Party. Be-
cause of the limited size of the candidate data, we have 1o use [airly rough
categories when analysing the impact of education: the education varniable
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Table E Comparisons of Citizens” and Candidates’ Opinions, Differences® 1o Citizens and
Means

Female Blale Lo High
candidates  candidates  education®  education® ‘Class™
Land
MATCO +0.47 +0.0% +0.13 +0.33 +0.23
CENTRE +10.37 +[0.04 +0.17 Ei +1L23
GREENS (156 0,07 o] 03 =08 1,66
SDp —{ e ~h B4 —{gis —1.84 =[.1]**
LEFT 0102 +ih44 +0.47 +0.13 +0.24
Diflerences (mean): .46 .72 053 .28 .49
Wark
MNATCO =049 =].T5* =] 20* =].6l =143
CENMTRE — ] gahee =3 X kkn —2 e =204 =3 5[
GREENS —1.82 —1.14 —(.E0 —0E: —{).93
5D +1.32%* + 2. ()= +2,11%=# +1,30%%* Rt Wl
LEFT + .55 +1.30* +1.39** +1.11 44
Diafferences (mean): .20 I.68 .53 1.38% .67
Capital
MNATCO +0.20 +1,35%% +1,72%% +0 75 +1.2ar=
CENTRE =028 =06 =56 +0.24 +0.25
GREENS =75 =3, 3 =04 =173 =130
Shp =k 4ree =3 [4Er* =1 14k%e =3 0= - R
LLEFT =3 jgeas =3 Qe e ek =14a= =3 | e
Daifferences (mean: 249 1.55 1.74 1.5% 1.65

Nores: Levels of significance: * P = 005 ** F < 001 *** P = 0L001,

LEFT = Left Alliance: SDI* = Social Democratic Pary: GREENS = Green League:
CENTRE = Centre Party of Finland: WATCO = National Coalitien Pary.

* Difference = scale (candidate) = scale (citizen), which means that a negative sign indicates
thint eandidates have more pegative feelings than citizens hove and a positive sign indicates that
candidales hive more positive feclings towarnd the 1siue in guestion,

" Means for differenges have been counted by using absolute values; therefore the sign of the
difference does not manter.

*Candidares with vocationary schooling or less,

* Candidates with university schooling or more,

“Candidites who have positive feelings toward representing social class (see above).

was recoded into two classes: “lower” and “higher® schooling (see Table 3
footnotes for details). The representation of the land interest through the
Centre Party of Finland is not very dependent on the educational level of
the candidate. However, as regards the labour interest, education has some
impact: less educated candidates of the leftist parties represent labour
interests better than do candidates with higher education. Similarly, less
educated candidates ol the Mational Coalition Party seem to represent the
interests of capital better than do candidates with higher education. Results
indicate that the more educated the candidates are the more they
understand the interests ol other classes.
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On the far right side of the table we analyse the impact of commitment
to class representation on the fit between the opinions of the candidates and
the citizens. Results indicate that those candidates of the Social Democratic
Party who emphasise the representation of social class have very negative
feelings towards the land interest. The situation is similar with regard to
candidates of the Centre Party of Finland and the labour interest. Hence, it
seems that candidates who emphasise class representation do not have
substantively more positive opinions towards their own class interests.
However, they do differ from other candidates by having a more negative
attitude towards the interests of the competing social classes.

Conclusions and Discussion

We began our analysis by examining candidates’ opinions towards repre-
sentation. There was some weak evidence that the candidates preferred a
wide model of representation to a narrow one. In the next step of the
analysis we operationalised Valen’s and Rokkan's (1974) tripolar model,
land-labour-capital. The purpose was to see how this old model describing
political organisation in the Scandinavian countries works in the 1990s
when tested against opinion data. The aims of the analyses were, first, to see
whether opinions of the social classes differ from each other. Do the classes
support issues that are close to their predicted, objective class interests?
The second aim was to see how the opinions of the candidates and party
supporters correspond with each other. The assumption here was that the
closer the opinions of the candidates and party supporters are the better the
Interests are represented.

The results of these comparisons indicaled that the opinions of the
social classes can be understood from the viewpoint of objective interests.
Workers, entrepreneurs and farmers emphasise issues that derive from their
location in the social structure. With regard to the representation of
interests, the results indicated that this process is not self~evident and clear
in all political partics. When it came to the Centre Party of Finland and
farmers’ interests, the opinions of the candidates and supporiers of the
party were very close to each other. However, regarding labour and capital
interest we found evidence that candidates place even more emphasis on
the representation of class interests than do the voters themselves. Further-
more, the candidates seem to have more negative feelings toward competing
class interests than the citizens have: candidates of the leftist parties, for
example, have a much more hostile attitude towards the interests of capital
than do the supporters of leftist parties. These findings are in line with some
previous studies, For example, McClosky et al. (1960} state that the party
elite has a greater need to defend their party’s standpoint and they also have
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more interest in developing a consistent set of attitudes. The party elite is
also more motivated not only to support the party appropriate to their
beliefs but also to learn how it differs from the opposition party.

We also examined what kind of impact candidates’ gender, education
and commitment to class representation had on the fit between the opinions
of the candidates and the citizens. The results indicated that the gender
and educational level of the candidate matter when it comes to consislency
between the opinions of the candidates and the citizens. Less educated
candidates were relatively focused on their own class interests while more
cducated candidates also understood the interests of other classes. The com-
mitment of a candidate to class representation also had some impact on
the consistency between the opinions of the candidates and the citizens.
Those candidates who emphasised the representation of social class had
more hostile opinions towards the interests of competing classes. Hence,
from the viewpoint of the citizens, it does matter to whom the vote is given
—some agents seem to work for the people better than others.

Discussion about the objectivity and subjectivity of interests is relevant
when interpreting the results of this study, Who is a good agent. a rood
representative of interests? Does a good agent follow as closely as possible
the opinions of his or her principal? Or does a good agent promote as
strongly as possible those things that are assumed to be in the objective
interests of the principal? There is no correct answer to this question. since
the answer depends on our understanding of the concept of interest (see
above). Some differences in opinion measured here can be interpreted from
the viewpoint of strategic choices. For example, collective bargaining in the
labour markets influences the power of trade unions. 1t can be argued that
the elite knows better than the average member or party supporter the
importance of this kind of strategic choice. The candidates of the leftist
parties are more aware than voters of the effects of bargaining at the level
of the individual firm. Therefore, the candidates ol the leftist parties may
adopt a much more eritical attitude 1o questions like this. Candidates ol the
leftist parties may think that collective bargaining is in the objective inter-
csts of the worker.

Other studies that have contrasted opinions of the citizens to opinions
of elite groups in Finland have also found differences between the elite
groups and the general population, For example. a study focusing on opin-
ions towards social services revealed opimion discrepancies between the
municipal elite and the population (see Blomberg & Kroll 1999). According
o this study. these dilferences even grew during the 19905, The authors sug-
gest that one reason for the opimon gap could be the future political
interests of the municipal elite, The ehite might think that it is more advan-
tigeous Lo reduce the municipal debt or 1o refrain from raising taxes and
not 1o listen 1o the demands ol citizens who do not want cuts in welfare
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services. Future political interests of the elite come close to strategic choices
as discussed above. Another interesting finding in a study by Blomberg and
Kroll (1999) was that opinions of the political elite were closer to opinions of
the population than were opinions of the administrative elite at the municipal
level. Also other studies point out that opinions of the political elite are closer
1o opinions of the population than are views of the other elite groups (see
e.g. Forma 1999). Thus, while the evidence found in this study shows
differences between the MP candidates and party supporters, it should be
kept in mind that contrasting the opinions of party supporters o those of
other elite groups could reveal even more dramatic discrepancies.

The results of this article indicate that the old land-labour-capital
distinction still has at least some validity with regard to political organ-
1sation in Finland. When issues relevant to class are focused on, differences
in opinion between classes can be found. Although many authors have
claimed that social classes have lost their importance, it scems that classes
still have relevance at least when it comes to public opinion (see e.g. Ervasti
& Kangas 1995; Kangas 1995a; Svallfors 1995). Second, we found evidence
that each social class still has its own political party which understands the
interests of that class best. In Finland the Centre Party of Finland secems to
represent the interests of the farmers, the Left Alliance and Social Demo-
cratic Party represent the interests of the workers, and the Centre Party of
Finland with the National Coealition Party represents the interests of busi-
ness people.

Comparisons between candidates and citizens indicated clear differences
of opinion which suggest that the representation of interests 1s not straight-
forward. The frequently utilised power resources perspective, which has
been used to study the development of the welfare state, has not discussed
or tried 10 empirically analyse problems dealing with interest represent-
ation. In discussion about the driving forces behind different wellare pro-
grammes the explanation for this or that outcome has been attributed to the
different classes. For example, the working class has been credited with the
universalism of the Scandinavian wellare state (Esping-Andersen 1985),
According to Baldwin (1990} it was the middle class which fought for uni-
versalism. However, in that discussion social classes refer to political parties
and trade unions, not the people belonging o the working class or to the
middle class. The results of this article show that the preferences of a social
class at the grassroots level can be very different from preferences at the elite
level.

Another implication ol the findings concerns the use of the results of
public-opinion studies in general. Opinion studies often do not discuss the
impact of public opinion on political decision making. [t can be argued that
the way in which opinion researchers interpret the impact of public opinion
on political decision making is over-optimistic. For example, several re-
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searchers have been very optimistic about the future of the welfare state
after observing that support for the welfare state at the level of the citizens
is strong (sce ¢.g. Taylor-Gooby 1995). However, the differences in opinions
between parliamentary candidates and citizens form the basis for a pre-
diction that public opinion and political decision making do not necessarily
go hand in hand.

The evidence found in this study suggests that more studies that operate
both at the citizen level and at the elite level are needed in order to obtain a
deeper understanding of how interests mediate from the grassroots level to
the elite level. It is clear that types of research design other than the one
utilised in this study are also needed. Although opinion studies do not reveal
much about the actual process of interest mediation. they do provide some
interesting information about this subject. If no differences between the
representatives and the represented people were found there would not be
much to study. However, the fact that differences are found indicates that
there really is something at stake here.
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searchers have been very optimistic about the future of the welfare state
after observing that support for the welfare state at the level of the citizens
is strong (sce ¢.g. Taylor-Gooby 1995). However, the differences in opinions
between parliamentary candidates and citizens form the basis for a pre-
diction that public opinion and political decision making do not necessarily
go hand in hand.

The evidence found in this study suggests that more studies that operate
both at the citizen level and at the elite level are needed in order to obtain a
deeper understanding of how interests mediate from the grassroots level to
the elite level. It is clear that types of research design other than the one
utilised in this study are also needed. Although opinion studies do not reveal
much about the actual process of interest mediation. they do provide some
interesting information about this subject. If no differences between the
representatives and the represented people were found there would not be
much to study. However, the fact that differences are found indicates that
there really is something at stake here.
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MNOTES

1. The empirical strmegy used here has s weaknesses. First, opinions do not tell much
about actual behaviour, Second. political decision making is not only preference aggre-
mition; coordination. log relling and compromises are also parts of the process. Third,
there is no guaramiee of the reliability of answers in this kind of survev, For instance,
candidates may express strategic opinions rather than their setual opinions. Hewever,
the methed has clear merits, too: the greatest sdvantage is that the variables compared
are commensurale. Comparing opinions and political decisions would be more dif-
ficude,

This measure is s bin problematic. since it is difficult w know exactly what "own class’
really means for the responden. One might wonder whether it means the class of the
politicians or their elass before their political career. However. sinee this is a survey for
M P condidates, aiming 1o become members of parliament. we can quite firmly assume
thit the respondents relate it to their present class position.
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