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Sub-constituency Campaigning in PR Systems. Evidence from the 2014 General Elections in 

Belgium. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Sub-constituency campaigning occurs when parties focus their campaign resources on 

specific geographical areas within an electoral district. This behavior was traditionally 

thought to occur only in single-member plurality elections, but recent research demonstrates 

that proportional systems with multi-member districts can also elicit sub-constituency 

campaigning. However, most studies of sub-constituency campaigning rely on self-reported 

measures of campaigning, not direct measures of campaign intensity in different regions and 

communities. We present novel data on geographical variations in the intensity of Flemish 

parties’ campaign advertising during the 2014 general elections in Belgium, which provides a 

direct measure of sub-constituency campaigning. Our findings show clear evidence of sub-

constituency campaigning: parties campaign more intensely in municipalities where they 

have stronger electoral support, and in municipalities with greater population density. 
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In the weeks and months prior to election day, parties wage intensive campaigns to sway 

voters. Given the importance of such campaigns, both in terms of their effects on voters and 

their importance for subsequent representative work (Mansergh & Thomson, 2007), there 

exists a large body of research investigating the strategies and modalities of these campaigns. 

One area of scholarly interest has been the extent to which parties engage in so-called ‘sub-

constituency’ campaigning, focusing their resources on specific geographical areas within the 

electoral district (André & Depauw, 2019; Crisp & Desposato, 2004). Single-member plurality 

elections tend to provide clear incentives for such sub-constituency campaigning. In such 

circumstances, it is most rewarding to focus the campaign on a confined region to maximize 

the chances of success (e.g. Hartman, Pattie, & Johnston, 2017). However, as the number of 

representatives elected in a district – district magnitude – increases, this incentive is thought 

to weaken, pushing parties to campaign evenly throughout the district. Because every vote 

counts, parties are expected to campaign everywhere, rather than to focus efforts on specific 

marginal geographic constituencies where increased campaign activity can tip the scales in 

their favour (André & Depauw, 2018). Consequently, much of the existing research on sub-

constituency campaigning emanates from single-member district elections (e.g. Denver & 

Hands, 2004; Denver, Hands, Fisher, & MacAllister, 2003). 

However, even in multi-member districts candidates are often aware that they draw more 

support from some areas within the district than others. Building on Fenno’s (1978) notion of 

incumbent representatives’ ‘home style’, in which they tend to develop a representational 

style congruent with their home district, Crisp and Desposato (2004) show that in larger 

electoral districts representatives focus more on their current home town in an effort to seek 

re-election. Similarly, André and Depauw (2018) demonstrate that rising district magnitude 

pushes representatives to not just cater to district opinion as a whole, but instead prioritize 

the interests of a geographical sub-constituency. Apart from these studies however, there is 

a distinct lack of studies investigating sub-constituency campaigning in multi-member district 

elections. Therefore, we investigate the level of sub-constituency campaigning in Flanders, the 

largest region of Belgium, during the 2014 general elections. Belgium employs a list PR system 

with multi-member districts and is therefore a suitable case for our purposes. 

We add to existing research in three ways. First, most of the (few) existing studies on sub-

constituency campaigning in multi-member districts rely on self-reported measures of where 
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representatives expend their resources (e.g. André & Depauw, 2018; Górecki & Marsh, 2012). 

Unfortunately, complementary observational data tracking the expenditure of campaign 

resources in different areas is largely absent (with exceptions, see Benoit & Marsh, 2008; Crisp 

& Desposato, 2004). In this research note, we present unique data that tracks when and where 

Flemish parties advertised in the written press. Because broadcast advertising is strictly 

limited in Belgium, parties tend to advertise quite intensively in the written press instead 

(Holtz-Bacha & Kaid, 2006; Van Praag & Van Aelst, 2010). More importantly, parties can opt 

to advertise in geographically delineated editions of newspapers. By tracking which ads 

appeared in which editions, and mapping this onto communities, we are able to assess in 

which areas parties were campaigning more or less intensively. Second, prior studies on sub-

constituency campaigning focus on individual candidates running for re-elections (André & 

Depauw, 2019; Crisp & Desposato, 2004). In contrast, we examine the overall campaign 

intensity of parties: campaigns in party-centric systems combine party and candidate 

resources. Therefore, focusing on a single type may under- or overestimate the intensity of 

campaigning experienced by voters in specific communities. Third, we move beyond existing 

research by examining the factors that drive campaign intensity in specific sub-constituencies. 

Whereas prior research focused on individual candidate’s home towns, we assess the impact 

of the party’s electoral strength in the community, the population density of the community, 

and the leading candidate’s home town. 

Our findings are relevant not just for the study of sub-constituency campaigning, but the study 

of campaigns more generally. As Gòrecky and Marsh (2012) point out, not accounting for 

geographical variations in campaigns constitutes an omitted variable bias in our analysis of 

campaigns. That is, when we do not account for intra-campaign differences, this affects our 

assessment of the overall campaign. Moreover, examining geographical variations in 

campaign intensity broadens our understanding of the modalities of contemporary 

campaigns. Whereas we know that campaign organisation is increasingly centralized, we also 

know that such centralization does not automatically translate in homogenous ‘national’ 

campaigns: Serazio (2014) found that US campaign consultants attempt to micro-target 

specific groups that are prone to persuasion. The growing persuasiveness of micro-targeting, 

whereby specific groups – delineated by personal, attitudinal or contextual characteristics – 

are targeted by campaigns, also raises important ethical concerns (Borgesius et al., 2018). One 
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crucial contextual variable is the geographical area of a voter: voters living in contested 

constituencies will experience more intensive campaigns than voters in ‘safe’ constituencies, 

for example. As such, examining the geographical variation in campaign intensity provides 

insight in the extent to which parties are indeed tailoring their (off-line) campaign to specific 

geographical areas. 

SUB-CONSTITUENCY CAMPAIGNING 

Sub-constituency campaigning refers to the notion that representatives focus on a 

geographical subpart of their electoral district (André & Depauw, 2018). In the most basic 

terms, representatives can view ‘their’ electoral district in two ways (Fenno, 1978). On the one 

hand, they can view the district as a homogenous entity to be served. In this perspective, they 

will tend to spread out their resources evenly to serve all people in the district. On the other 

hand, representatives can view their district as a heterogenous entity, and opt to focus on a 

sub-constituency instead. These representatives are presumably driven by the idea that it is 

easier to represent groups rather than broad and ill-defined entities. Indeed, this 

heterogeneous view on districts seems widespread amongst legislators, especially in single-

member plurality systems (Weßels, 1999). In his study of US legislator’s sub-constituency 

behavior, Bishin argues that although “candidates should appeal to the average voter in the 

district … little evidence exists to validate this prediction, however” (2009, p. 9). In Britain, 

Conservative MP Gavin Barwell described how his campaign engaged in micro-targeting of 

specific groups in his extremely tight constituency, based on local opinion poll results (Barwell, 

2016). Appealing to specific groups within the district has lower costs – it is less costly to 

appeal to a geographically concentrated group than a dispersed group – and distinct benefits 

– similar arguments can be made to convince the group, as they are more likely to have shared 

concerns.  

However, scholars have argued that a focus on sub-constituencies is less likely to occur as 

district magnitude – the number of representatives elected – increases1. Smaller districts have 

clear geographical delineations and result in a closer relation between representatives and 

 
1 Throughout the research note, we refer to districts as smaller or larger for ease of reading. In this, our focus is 
always on the number of elected representatives in the district, not to the geographical district size (although 
both are often highly correlated). 
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the constituency. Consequently, representatives have a greater tendency to listen to specific 

demands from groups within their district. In contrast, as the district becomes larger the 

distance increases, and representatives may escape the pressures of specific constituents 

(Jewell, 1970). In these circumstances, representatives are more likely to cater to the median 

opinion in the district instead. The pattern whereby representatives cater to the whole district 

in systems with larger districts continues in the expenditure of campaign resources. These 

larger districts are typical in more proportional systems, as they allow more parties and 

representatives to obtain a seat. In these larger districts the baseline incentive is to campaign 

everywhere in the district. Every vote counts, so it would be “foolish indeed to forego the 

support of particular areas by deciding not to campaign there!” (André & Depauw, 2019, p. 

191; see also Karp, Banducci, & Bowler, 2008).  

On the other hand, there are several reasons why even in PR systems with larger districts it 

makes sense to cater to sub-constituencies. First, we already noted earlier that groups are 

easier to mobilize (Bishin, 2009). Focusing on a more homogenous subgroup within the district 

bypasses much of the difficulties of catering to a heterogenous set of opinions. This also holds 

true for geographical groups: for example, with an eye to re-election legislators can introduce 

bills that cater to specific geographical groups (Ames, 1995). This strategy of catering to 

homogenous subsets of the district increases as the district becomes larger: a lower percent 

of the district vote is needed to obtain a seat, so catering to a subgroup may be a viable 

strategy. Second, legislators are well-aware of the levels of support in different regions. Based 

on the results of prior elections, parties and candidates know in which regions their support 

is stronger or weaker. Consequently, when deciding where to expend precious campaign 

resources it makes sense to cater more to regions where the return-on-investment will be 

greatest. Alternatively, this argument may be more convincing when construed in the reverse 

manner: not paying enough attention to sub-constituencies that have strong support for the 

party may result in a tapering off of support in these key areas. Third, voters tend to favour 

local candidates, so parties may have an incentive to campaign intensely in those regions 

where their top candidates are situated (Górecki & Marsh, 2012). By maximizing the exposure 

of voters to proximate candidates, parties optimize the chance that their campaign increases 

support. As such, our basic expectation is that parties will indeed engage in sub-constituency 

campaigning in PR systems with larger districts. 
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Next, we move beyond formulating an overarching expectation of sub-constituency 

campaigning, and instead move to explain the variations in campaign intensity – in our case, 

party advertising in the written press - between sub-constituencies within the district. For this, 

we focus on the smallest geographical unit within the Belgium’s electoral districts: the 

municipality. Each electoral district consists of a multitude of municipalities, so the question 

then becomes: in which communities of the district do parties advertise more, or less? We 

propose three straightforward factors: the electoral strength of the party in the municipality, 

the population density of the municipality, and whether the municipality is home to the most 

prominent candidate of the party in the district. 

We first expect that parties will spend more resources in municipalities where they have 

stronger electoral support. We argued above that in larger districts, parties only need to 

convince part of the district to obtain representation (Karp et al., 2008). In this sense, it is 

logical for parties to focus on those municipalities where support is highest: advertisements 

fielded in these municipalities are seen by more people that are supportive of the party and 

are thus more likely to help maintain or increase support for the party. Given this, we expect 

that H1: Parties advertise more in municipalities where their electoral support is higher, 

compared to municipalities where their support is lower. 

Secondly, we expect that parties advertise more in municipalities with higher population 

density. Given that every vote counts in PR systems, fielding advertisements in those areas 

within the district where more people will be exposed to them rationally makes sense. 

Maximizing exposure, all else equal, should help the party garner support. What is particularly 

appealing to these dense geographical concentrations of voters is that it allows parties to cater 

to a relatively large subset of voters, while still holding some of the advantages of Bishin’s 

notion of appealing to groups within the district: “Concentration may further reduce the cost 

of appealing to potential voters and facilitate communication among group members about 

issues that affect their interest” (Bishin, 2009, pp. 29–30). In other words, although likely 

heterogenous in some respects, voters living in an area are more likely to share at least some 

similar concerns, making it easier for parties to appeal to these interests. Given this, 

municipalities with higher population levels living in a small area are particularly interesting 

as they allow parties to garner more support relative to the resources invested. We expect 
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that H2: Parties advertise more in municipalities with higher population density, compared to 

parties with lower population density. 

Finally, we argue that parties will be more likely to campaign intensely in those municipalities 

in the district that are home to their top candidate. This builds on the notion that voters prefer 

candidates from the same region (Górecki & Marsh, 2012). In list-PR systems, however, this 

does not readily translate into an expectation as to where parties will then advertise: parties 

are fielding many different candidates hailing from different municipalities. Parties should 

have an additional incentive to cater especially to the top candidate on the list. To begin with, 

the top candidate is typically the most visible and popular candidate of the party within the 

district. As such, it makes sense for parties to ensure that support for this candidate is 

maximized by safeguarding proper publicity for the candidate in his / her home town 

throughout the campaign. Moreover, the parties’ budget for advertising is typically 

supplemented with the budgets available to individual candidates. In this respect, top 

candidates have a further advantage: individual campaign spending is capped in Belgium at € 

5000, but the candidates on the top of the list can spend substantially more – an additional € 

3700 and € 0.035 per registered voter in the district (Weekers & Maddens, 2009). Given these 

two factors, we expect to see more intense advertising in the hometowns of the top 

candidates: H3: parties advertise more in municipalities that are home to the parties’ top 

candidate in the district, compared to other municipalities. 

METHOD 

To test our expectations, we rely on a novel dataset, gathered during the 2014 election 

campaign in Flanders, the largest region of Belgium (Deschouwer, 2009). To assess whether 

parties engage in sub-constituency campaigning, we rely on a quantitative content analysis of 

party advertisements in the Belgian written press. Prior evidence on sub-constituency 

campaigning relies heavily on self-reporting by politicians (e.g. André & Depauw, 2018). Our 

evidence complements such survey data well and offers several advantages of its own. First, 

and most obvious, is that our data do not rely on self-reporting by politicians. For all its merits, 

survey evidence may be subject to a variety of biases stemming from factors such as non-

response and social desirability. In contrast, our data investigate a visible output of the 

campaign that is unmediated and highly visible to large parts of the audience. Although 
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readership of especially paid newspapers has been declining, it is increasingly complemented 

by free newspapers that continue to enjoy widespread readership. Second, as we document 

below, party advertising in the written press is often focused on specific geographical areas – 

oftentimes only a few communities. Compared to other means of communication, which are 

aimed at a national audience, many Flemish newspapers have regional editions, which are 

distributed in only a small geographical area. Parties can opt to purchase advertising space in 

only a single regional edition, several editions, or all editions – effectively choosing to engage 

in sub-constituency campaigning, or not. As such, this type of party communication provides 

direct insight in the extent to which parties focus their campaigns on specific geographical 

regions. Third, party advertisements are a costly form of communication, and as such are a 

good measure of parties’ strategic campaign efforts. Advertising requires substantial party 

funds (Kaid, 2004). Party advertisements typically cost several hundred euros a piece, 

oftentimes even much more depending on the readership of the medium and placement or 

size of the advertisement. Although Belgian election campaigns increasingly use other forms 

of communication as well (e.g. social media), our evidence suggests that parties still reserve 

substantial campaign funds for traditional advertisements (Van Aelst, Erkel, D’heer, & Harder, 

2017). This is aided by the Belgian limitations imposed on advertising on broadcast media, 

which forces parties to turn to the written press (Van Praag & Van Aelst, 2010).  

Our content analysis tracks party advertisements that appeared during the last two weeks of 

the 2014 election campaign (N=3,083) in eleven newspapers: three major quality broadsheet 

newspapers (De Morgen, De Standaard and De Tijd), two major popular newspapers (Het 

Laatste Nieuws and Het Nieuwsblad), two weekly free newspapers (De Streekkrant and De 

Zondag), a free daily newspaper (Metro) and three regional newspapers with high market 

penetration in specific constituencies (Gazet van Antwerpen, Het Belang van Limburg and 

Krant van West Vlaanderen). De Morgen, De Tijd and Metro have only a single edition for the 

entire region of Flanders. The other newspapers have regional distributions of varying sizes: 

Table 1 lists the number of editions for each of the newspapers, the total number of party 

advertisements in each newspaper, and the minimum and maximum number of 

advertisements in the editions of the newspaper between parentheses. These latter numbers 

already foreshadow the variability of the intensity of advertising in various regions. For 

example, in one edition of De Streekkrant, only three advertisements appeared in the last two 
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weeks of the campaign. In contrast, another edition featured 36 advertisements – 12 times as 

much. 

Table 1: Overview of newspapers / editions, total number of ads per newspaper, and minimum / maximum number of ads per 
edition. 

Newspaper N Ads (Min / Max) Editions 

De Morgen 15 (15 / 15) One edition for all Flemish communities. 

De Tijd 8 (8 / 8) One edition for all Flemish communities. 

Metro 15 (15 / 15) One edition for all Flemish communities. 

De Standaard 124 (22 / 30) Five editions, one for each province. 

Het Laatste Nieuws 977 (21 / 57) 22 editions. 

Het Nieuwsblad 621 (26 / 56) 16 editions. 

De Zondag 292 (12 / 27) 15 editions. 

De Streekkrant 390 (3 / 36) 48 editions. 

Het Belang van Limburg 90 (90 / 90) One edition for all communities of the 
province of Limburg. 

Gazet van Antwerpen 277 (43 / 54) Six editions covering various parts of the 
province of Antwerp. 

Krant van West Vlaanderen 274 (19 / 34) 11 editions covering various parts of the 
province of West Flanders. 

Total 3,083  

We did not sample editions or days, but instead coded the population: all advertisements from 

all editions in all newspapers that appeared in the final two weeks of the campaign. For each 

advertisement we coded several variables. First, size tracks the percent of the newspaper page 

that was taken up by the advertisement. This was determined by dividing the total size of the 

advertisement by the size of the newspaper page (Krippendorff’s α = 0.992). Second, party (α 

= 1.00) indicates the party that sponsored the advertisement (1=CD&V, 2=Groen, 3=LDD, 4=N-

VA, 5=Open VLD, 6=sp.a, 7=VB, 8=Other). Coders determined the party by scanning the 

advertisement for the party logo or name, or by looking up the candidate(s) in the ad to 

determine the party name. Third, day tracks the amount of days between the date the ad was 

published, and the day of the elections. Furthermore, we track the community in which the 

 

2 To assess intercoder reliability, student coders double coded a sample of 20 advertisements. 
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advertisement was distributed, as well as District, which indicates the electoral district in 

which the advertisement appeared (1=West Flanders, 2=East Flanders, 3=Antwerp, 4=Flemish 

Brabant, 5=Limburg). We focus on the districts for the regional and federal elections, as for 

the European elections there is only a single district3. The district is determined based on the 

edition of the newspaper in which the advertisement appeared4. When editions cross district 

boundaries, they are counted as having appeared in both districts. 

For our first analysis, which examines geographical variations in advertisements across 

communities, we employ a dataset that then matches these advertisements to specific 

communities: for the initial descriptive analysis, we use a dataset with community – party 

combinations as the unit of analysis. For each community, we calculate the total amount of a 

party’s ads, weighted by their size, that appeared in the written press that was distributed in 

this community. This allows us to compare ad intensity across the 308 Flemish communities, 

and across parties. The dependent variable in the analysis is ad intensity, an absolute number 

which is the sum of a party’s ads’ size in a given community. A straightforward interpretation 

of ad intensity is the number of full-page advertisements that were published in newspapers 

distributed in a community. For example, if over the entire period three advertisements, each 

taking up 40% of a newspaper page appeared in newspapers that were distributed in a 

community, ad intensity equals 1.2 (0.4 + 0.4 + 0.4). 

Our second analysis seeks to uncover patterns in where parties advertise – and how much. 

We predict daily ad intensity for each community – party combination with the following set 

of independent variables: previous election result is used to assess H1. It tracks the percent of 

votes the party received in the most recent elections, in that community. We took the parties’ 

results in each municipality from the 2012 provincial elections, for two reasons. First, the 

 

3 We did include all advertisements in the analysis – i.e. we did not exclude ads that only included candidates for 

the EU elections – because we did not code which candidates / topics were present in the ad itself for all 
advertisements. This might be taken as a weakness in the design: for the EU elections there might be different 
patterns. That said, ads specific to the EU elections constitute a (very) small minority of ads, and as such they do 
not influence the results much. Moreover, if they do influence them, they will serve to decrease our chances of 
finding sub-constituency campaigning: larger electoral districts in general lead to less sub-constituency 
campaigning, and this is what typifies the single electoral district for the EU elections in Flanders. 

4 We assigned postal codes to each newspaper edition based on two sources. We first asked the newspapers 

directly to provide us with a list of postal codes for each edition. If this was not available or newspapers refused, 
our second source was the online marketing sites of the newspapers, which provided an interactive map 
depicting the geographical coverage of the various newspapers. 
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provincial elections are contested by the national parties, not local lists, and therefore better 

match the national party ad attention, while still being available for each community. Second, 

due to the lesser importance of the provinces, the provincial elections are typically seen as a 

‘national test’ of the national parties, making the results ideally suited for our purposes. 

Population density (H2) is the number of people living in the community, expressed in 100.000 

people per km². Prominent politician (H3) tracks whether the party’s top candidate (first on 

the list) in that district lives in the community (1) or not (0). We also add two controls to 

account for systematic differences between electoral districts: party (reference: Open VLD), 

as we expect that some parties will tend to advertise more frequently than others. Second, 

district (reference: Antwerp), which tracks the district within which the municipality is 

situated. 

RESULTS 

To start our exploration of the data, Figure 1 plots the number of advertisements published 

per day in daily newspapers. We only include daily newspapers that appear Monday to 

Saturday for this graph, as inserting the weekly newspapers would result in large increases in 

the number of ads on the days on which weekly newspapers are published (e.g. Sunday for De 

Zondag, Tuesday for Streekkrant). The graph makes clear that Flemish parties steadily ramped 

up their advertising throughout the final two weeks of the campaign, with a surge of 

advertising in the final three days of the campaign. As such, we can be confident that despite 

limiting ourselves to the final two weeks of the campaign, we do cover most advertisements 

published in the written press. 
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Figure 1: Number of advertisements per day, published in daily newspapers (N=2,112). 

 

Although the number of advertisements steadily rises, there are large differences in the 

number of advertisements published by the various parties. Open VLD published most ads 

(868), followed by N-VA (850), sp.a (709), CD&V (379), Vlaams Belang (187), Lijst Dedecker 

(42), Groen (24) and other parties (24). However, when we look at the number of 

advertisements weighted by size (ad intensity), N-VA has 337.3 pages of advertising space 

compared to 315.9 for Open VLD, indicating that the Flemish Nationalists typically had 

substantially larger advertisements. Note that in the remainder of the analysis, we will leave 

aside ads by other parties, instead focusing on the 7 main parties. A few things are worthy of 

note here. First, Vlaams Belang is unique in its pattern of outlets: it only publishes ads in free 

newspapers (De Zondag, Streekkrant, Metro, Krant van West Vlaanderen). This could be a 

deliberate strategy, but it is more likely that publishers of some paid newspapers refused to 

publish ads of the party, as this happened structurally in the past (Voorhoof, 2008). Second, 

the low number of ads for Groen is noteworthy: we do not have an explanation for this, but it 

seems that the party itself did not implement a party-based ad campaign in the written press 

in Flanders. Instead, as we will see later on most of the ads seem to be ‘spillover’ from Groen’s 

campaign in Brussels. Finally, Lijst Dedecker was unique in its geographical focus: given that it 

only competed in West Flanders, the party did not advertise in any of the newspapers with 

only national editions, instead opting to advertise only in newspaper editions covering the 

West Flanders constituency. 
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Next, we examine the distribution of ad intensity (number of ads, weighted by size) per 

community – both across all parties, and for each party individually. The top pane of Figure 2 

shows the density of advertisements across all outlets and parties. Put simply: the darker the 

community, the more advertising appeared. Both Antwerp and Limburg received 

comparatively more advertising compared to the other regions: especially East Flanders’ 

communities have lower advertising numbers. Because this graph includes newspapers with 

regional distributions – most notably Gazet van Antwerpen and Belang van Limburg, which 

are only distributed in these two regions – the bottom pane also presents the data, this time 

including only those outlets which have editions that span all of Flanders. This graph tells us 

three things: first, it underlines the importance of these regional newspapers for party 

campaigns: removing these newspapers underestimates the prevalence of advertising in 

specific regions. This bias is consequential because of the high market penetration of Gazet 

van Antwerpen and Het Belang van Limburg in their respective districts5. Therefore, these 

advertisements are reaching a high number of voters. Second, while Limburg is less targeted 

in national newspapers, we find that the Antwerp region was subject to the most intense 

advertising in nationwide newspapers, together with specific regions in the other provinces. 

Third, we can already see that within some of the districts there are areas where more ads 

were placed than in others, suggesting that as expected, parties engage in sub-constituency 

campaigning – that is, their campaign intensity varies between areas within the electoral 

districts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Gazet van Antwerpen is read by 46% of newspaper readers in the Antwerp district; Belang van Limburg is read 
by 85% of newspaper readers (MediahuisConnect, 2017). 
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Figure 2: Density of advertisements, weighted by ad size. Top pane: all outlets, Bottom pane: only outlets with national 
distribution. 

 

We now turn to the data for the different parties. Figure 3 shows the number of 

advertisements broken down for each party. We always include all outlets for these graphs 

because we are interested in obtaining an overview of all advertising done by a party. Because 

the average amount of advertising varies widely across parties, to keep the graphs comparable 

the maps are colored based on that party’s mean and standard deviation: communities with 

the lightest coloring received no or less than two standard deviations below the party’s mean 

in advertising, whereas communities with the darkest coloring received more than two 

standard deviations above the party’s mean in advertising – with other colors covering the 

other categories in between these extremes. Although this allows us to look at differences in 

emphasis within a party, one should be careful not to compare intensity across parties, as 
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some parties advertised a lot more (N-VA, Open VLD, CD&V) than others (Groen, LDD and 

Vlaams Belang). 

Figure 3: Weighted number of advertisements by Flemish parties. Colouring indicates communities that receive more (darker) 
or less (lighter) advertising. 

 

 

 

 

Eyeballing the different panes of Figure 3, it first becomes clear that parties are not 

campaigning with the same intensity in all electoral districts. In our opinion, for the most part 

these patterns match what could reasonably be expected. Starting with CD&V, we see that 

the party opted for an evenly spread out campaign across the entirety of Flanders (indicated 

by the slightly darker coloring in many communities), with an additional emphasis in two 

regions: West Flanders and Limburg. This was achieved mostly through additional ads being 

published in the regional newspapers covering these regions, in which the party sometimes 

engaged in very extensive advertising. Groen took a similar approach, with a few ads published 

over the entire region (although these were published through the free newspaper Metro, in 

contrast to CD&V which emphasized paid subscription newspapers). This was then 
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complemented by additional ads that appeared in specific subregions in Flemish Brabant, 

Limburg and to some extent West Flanders. That said, Groen published very few ads to begin 

with, so it is hard to draw firm conclusions as even a few ads more or less in a specific 

community can have a big impact on our figures. As expected, Lijst Dedecker only published 

ads in West Flanders, with a few additional ads appearing in Dedecker’s ‘stronghold’ region 

near the Belgian coast. The Flemish-nationalist N-VA followed the pattern of CD&V, with 

advertising that spanned the entire region, supplemented with additional ads in specific areas 

in Antwerp (city and suburbs) and Limburg. The advertising of N-VA was very consistent: with 

very few exceptions, the party had visually consistent ads, which featured different candidates 

& quotes that matched the region. One exception to this pattern was party chairman Bart 

Dewever, who featured in advertising throughout all districts. For Open VLD, the pattern is 

less clear – or at least did not match our initial expectations. Although the party focuses on 

urban regions – Antwerp and the Brussels suburbs – the lack of very intensive advertising in 

East Flanders was surprising as the party has several prominent figureheads in the district and 

tends to do well electorally there as well. Instead, the advertising concentrated mostly on 

Antwerp and Flemish Brabant. For the latter, the answer seems to be Maggie De Block, the 

incumbent popular state secretary of immigration, who featured extensively in advertising in 

this region. The socialist sp.a had the most uniform advertising pattern of all parties: the 

majority of its ads were published across the entire region, with a minority of ads being fielded 

in specific regions. Here, the pattern seemed straightforward, with a greater emphasis in 

Antwerp and Limburg, where the party traditionally did well. Although additional ads also 

appeared around Gent (featuring mayor Termont), the number of additional ads there was 

relatively limited. Finally, Vlaams Belang had a very dispersed pattern of advertising – although 

it should be noted that the number of advertisements is relatively limited compared to other 

parties. Most ads appeared in West Flanders, which was surprising: we do not have a quick 

explanation for this pattern. The other patterns are more straightforward, with more 

advertising going to (the suburbs of) Antwerp and Brussels, regions where the party 

historically scored well. 

More generally, the patterns above provide first evidence to support the notion that parties 

do engage in sub-constituency campaigning: almost all parties had instances where the party 
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campaigned more intensively through advertising in specific regions and communities. Next, 

we assess whether systematic patterns exist in sub-constituency campaigning.  

Table 2 shows the results of two linear regressions that regress the weighted number of 

advertisements from a party that appeared in a given community on the election result of that 

party in that community in the 2012 provincial elections6 (H1), the population density of the 

community (H2), whether or not the community is home to a leading politician of the party 

(H3), the constituency (reference: Antwerp) and the party (reference: Open VLD), with 

clustered standard errors for the community. These latter two variables are important, as they 

account for systematic differences between districts and parties. The remaining variance to 

be explained is then constrained to within district variance – i.e. patterns of sub-constituency 

campaigning. In Model 1, we estimate only direct effects, whereas in Model 2 we add 

interaction terms for party and constituency to account for the fact that parties may in general 

prefer to advertise in some constituencies over others. This serves to account for even more 

systematic differences between districts and provides a more stringent test of our hypotheses. 

Recall that the dependent variable, weighted number of advertisements, can be most easily 

interpreted as the number of newspaper pages that would be filled by a party’s 

advertisements in newspapers circulating in that community. A value of 1.00 of the dependent 

variable means that across all newspapers distributed in the community, the ads from the 

party would take up one full page. The mean value of the dependent variable is 13.3, so in the 

average community a party publishes ads that combined would take up 13.3 pages of 

newspapers.   

 

6 Two remarks: first, because Lijst Dedecker did not compete in the provincial elections, the party cannot be 

included in this regression. Second, because in some communities sp.a and Groen contested the provincial 
elections as a cartel, they had to be excluded from the analysis in those communities as well. However, we also 
ran the models using a proxy measure (attributing half of the electoral result to both parties), and this did not 
substantively affect our findings, as we report below. 
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Table 2: Linear regression of weighted number of advertisements in newspapers distributed in a community by a party. 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Election Result 2012 (H1) 0.09*** (0.01) 0.03*** (0.01) 
Population Density (H2) 0.05*** (0.01) 0.05*** (0.01) 
Leading Politician (H3) -0.46 (0.46) -0.32 (0.21) 
Constituency (ref: Antwerp)     

- Limburg 0.45* (0.19) -0.79* (0.33) 
- East Flanders -3.73*** (0.21) -5.45*** (0.41) 
- Flemish Brabant -3.12*** (0.20) -0.98* (0.47) 
- West Flanders -3.11*** (0.17) -10.20*** (0.32) 

Party (ref: Open VLD)     
- CD&V -13.78*** (0.36) -18.33*** (0.23) 
- Groen -20.93*** (0.28) -25.65*** (0.30) 
- N-VA -0.96*** (0.26) 0.35 (0.25) 
- sp.a -5.77*** (0.26) -2.74*** (0.11) 
- VB -21.16*** (0.29) -25.27*** (0.27) 

Constituency * Party     
- Limburg * CD&V   4.87*** (0.24) 
- Limburg * Groen   - - 
- Limburg * N-VA   1.14*** (0.19) 
- Limburg * sp.a   - - 
- Limburg * VB   0.90** (0.31) 
- East Flanders * CD&V   4.77*** (0.39) 
- East Flanders * Groen   5.59*** (0.42) 
- East Flanders * N-VA   -1.22*** (0.27) 
- East Flanders * sp.a   -3.99*** (0.19) 
- East Flanders * VB   4.98*** (0.41) 
- Flemish Brabant * CD&V   -0.12 (0.38) 
- Flemish Brabant * Groen   1.70*** (0.47) 
- Flemish Brabant * N-VA   -6.41*** (0.28) 
- Flemish Brabant * sp.a   -9.86*** (0.28) 
- Flemish Brabant * VB   1.28** (0.46) 
- West Flanders * CD&V   16.22*** (0.23) 
- West Flanders * Groen   10.47*** (0.32) 
- West Flanders * N-VA   4.14*** (0.18) 
- West Flanders * sp.a   0.76*** (0.17) 
- West Flanders * VB   10.74*** (0.30) 

Intercept 24.01*** (0.35) 26.52*** (0.32) 

Adj. R² 0.92 0.98 
N (Ncommunity) 1,760 (308) 1,760 (308) 

Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01. In Model 2, the coefficient for Limburg * Groen and Limburg * sp.a could 

not be estimated, as in many communities the parties ran on a cartel list. 
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With regards to H1, the evidence supports the notion that parties favor communities where 

they are electorally stronger: for each additional percent of the vote a party has obtained in a 

community in the previous elections, the amount of advertising space it bought in the 2014 

elections increased with 9% of a page. Note that this is controlling for the (substantial) 

differences between constituencies, which we discuss later: even if we add in an interaction 

between parties and constituencies, we find that the community-specific electoral strength of 

parties matters, although the strength of the coefficient is reduced from 0.09 to 0.03. As such, 

H1 is confirmed. 

We also expected that population density would affect the intensity of party campaigning in 

a community. Given the large constituencies of the electoral system, the potential upside to 

campaigning is larger in densely populated regions compared to less populated regions: more 

voters are exposed to the advertising, increasing the (potential) electoral effect of the 

campaign. Our findings confirm this expectation: communities with more dense populations 

are targeted more with advertising. As the population density is expressed in a ratio of 100.000 

people living per km², a one-unit increase (density increases with 100.000 people / km²) 

results in an increase of the weighted number of ads increases with 5% of a page. As 

population density ranges from 0.5 to 31.3, the difference between the most and least densely 

populated community is 1.7 full pages of ads per party. This is substantial: the mean level of 

advertising is 13.3 pages per party / community, so 1.7 represents a 13% difference in the 

average level of advertising. In sum, we confirm H2. 

Our third hypothesis expected that communities that are home to leading politicians of a party 

would receive more advertising, but this clearly turns out not to be the case. The coefficient 

is non-significant and even negative – running completely counter to our expectation. Given 

the strong findings for H1 and H2, the explanation seems clear: parties go much more for 

communities where they are electorally strong in general, and where they can reach more 

voters, than selectively ‘propping up’ communities that feature a prominent politician. 

Although the limited operationalization of the variable may have an impact – we only track 

the candidates at the top of the list and not a broader set of top politicians – it should be noted 

that this list of politicians includes pretty much every major politician that was featured in the 

ads themselves. So, although these politicians were a centerpiece of the campaign their 

hometowns were not put on a pedestal. H3 is rejected. 
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Wrapping up this regression (Model 1) is a series of variables that do not relate directly to our 

investigation into sub-constituency campaigning but are critical control variables as they take 

out systematic variance across, rather than within, constituencies. Moreover, they yield 

interesting findings in their own right. Model 1 serves to confirm the descriptive findings from 

earlier: compared to Antwerp, most districts receive less advertising. Not surprisingly, the 

Antwerp district is also the one with the greatest electoral weight (providing 33 MPs for the 

Flemish parliament, 24 for the Federal parliament). That said, the comparative weight of 

Limburg in advertising seems inflated compared to its electoral weight, whereas East Flanders 

receives comparatively limited advertising despite it being the second most important 

electoral district. We do not have a quick and easy explanation for this: if we exclude the 

regional newspapers, of course the relative disadvantage of the province is substantially 

reduced – but that does not mean the parties did not spend money on advertising in these 

regional newspapers, on top of what they spent on the advertising in the other newspapers. 

One explanation may then simply be the lack of available additional options in terms of 

regional newspapers for this province. Party differences are also in line with the earlier 

findings: compared to Open VLD, which had most advertisements, all parties advertise less, 

with N-VA being at almost the same level of advertising intensity.  

More interesting is the interaction in Model 2, which provides insight into the districts that 

generally tended to get more or less advertising from specific parties. To ease interpretation, 

we estimated the predicted number of ad pages for each party – district combination, while 

keeping the other variables at their mean or median value. The results are displayed in Table 

3.  

Table 3: Predicted number of ad pages (based on Model 2 from Table 2), per party and district. 

Party Antwerp Limburg East Flanders 
Flemish 
Brabant 

West 
Flanders 

CD&V 8.9 13.0 8.3 7.8 15.0 
Groen 1.6 - 1.8 2.4 1.9 
N-VA 27.6 28.0 21.0 20.2 21.6 
Open VLD 27.3 26.5 21.8 26.3 17.1 
sp.a 24.5 - 15.1 13.7 15.1 
VB 2.0 2.1 1.5 2.3 2.6 
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By and large, the findings confirm the descriptive findings from the visual depiction in Figure 

3. For CD&V, Limburg and West Flanders were clearly a focus of its advertising. Especially West 

Flanders, one of its historically strong districts, saw nearly twice as much advertising compared 

to Flemish Brabant. For Groen, the only constituency with clearly above average ad intensity 

is Flemish Brabant: as we noted before, we suspect that this is a ‘spillover’ effect from the 

Brussels elections. Note that for Groen and sp.a, we cannot estimate predictions for Limburg, 

as the variable for ‘Election Result’ (H1) was missing for both parties since they ran on a cartel 

list. As a check, we estimated the predictions when we included the expanded election results 

that assigns a proxy electoral score to both parties (50% of the cartel score) for the Limburg 

communities. This yields an estimated number of ad pages of 1.9 for Groen.  

N-VA had the most evenly spread number of ads: this was also apparent throughout the 

coding: the party had many ‘generic’ advertisements featuring Bart Dewever, supplemented 

by ads featuring regional politicians. As such, all districts received a large number of 

advertisements. That said, two districts – Antwerp and Limburg – did receive a substantially 

higher number of advertisements. For Open VLD, there is clearly less intense advertising in 

West Flanders (17.1 predicted ad pages), and to some extent also in East Flanders (21.8 ad 

pages), a fact we already noted when discussing the descriptive findings. sp.a had a relatively 

evenly spread campaign, with only Antwerp (24.5 ad pages) receiving substantially more 

advertising. Similar to Groen, we estimated sp.a’s predicted number of ad pages for Limburg, 

which came out to 18.9 –corroborating the earlier finding that Limburg tended to receive 

slightly more advertising as well. Finally, for VB we find slightly lower advertising in East 

Flanders, and slightly higher in Flemish Brabant and West Flanders. Although the increased 

attention in West Flanders is surprising, for Flemish Brabant we attribute this to ‘spillover’ 

effects from Brussels and Ninove (East Flanders), where the party is strong: as is visible from 

the map in Figure 3, VB concentrated its advertisements in the area between Ninove to the 

west, and Brussels to the east. 

CONCLUSION 

We set out to assess to what extent Flemish parties engaged in sub-constituency campaigning 

in the 2014 Belgian general elections. Almost all prior research on sub-constituency 

campaigning focused on single-member systems on the assumption that PR systems do not 
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provide the correct incentives for parties to focus on selective areas within constituencies, 

since every vote counts parties are simply assumed to campaign throughout the constituency. 

However, the few studies that did examine sub-constituency campaigning in PR systems found 

evidence of sub-constituency campaigning (André and Depauw 2019; Crisp and Desposato 

2004). 

In contrast to prior research, we presented evidence on a key tool of party campaigning: party 

advertisements in the written press. Because advertising on broadcast media is restricted in 

Belgium, parties tend to advertise extensively in the written press. More importantly, Flemish 

newspapers allow parties to buy advertising space for specific region-bound editions. We 

conducted a quantitative content analysis of 3,083 advertisements that were published in 127 

editions of eleven newspapers. These data lift the veil on a mostly unknown element of party 

campaigning in Belgium: do parties engage in sub-constituency campaigning? And if so, in 

which regions do they campaign more or less intensively? Our findings clearly demonstrate 

that Flemish parties did engage in sub-constituency campaigning, buying more advertising 

space in specific municipalities compared to others. 

We also made headway in understanding which regions are likely to see more intensive 

campaigning. First, a party’s electoral strength in a community mattered: the Belgian electoral 

system’s allocation of seats rewards higher electoral shares with comparatively more seats. 

Consequently, we expected that parties would campaign more intensely in areas where they 

were stronger, and they did. Second, parties advertised more intensely in communities with 

higher population densities. Within the Belgian electoral system’s larger constituencies, it is 

more effective to campaign in areas where more votes are concentrated. Finally, based on our 

data, we can also rule out one factor: parties did not invest more in the home communities of 

the top politician on their lists. This may be because they are advertising the top candidate 

throughout the entire district, rather than just his/her home town. Still, the finding is 

counterintuitive and goes against prior research. 

In sum, these findings build on prior research demonstrating the prevalence of sub-

constituency campaigning in PR systems, and extend them by introducing two key factors 

explaining when and where parties are likely to spend most of their resources.   
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