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link voters and officials, but for the link to truly enhance democracy—that is, the control 
of leaders by citizens—certain conditions have to be met. Political scientists call the fulfill-
ment of these conditions the responsible party model.11

Under the responsible party model, each party should present a coherent set of 
programs to the voters, consistent with its ideology and clearly different from the other 
party’s programs, which the candidates for each party pledge to support and implement if 
elected. Voters should make their choices based on which party’s programs most closely 
reflect their own ideas and hold the parties responsible for unkept promises by voting 
their members out of office. Each party, then, should exercise control over its elected 
officials to ensure that party officials are promoting and voting for its programs, thereby 
providing accountability to voters.

The responsible party model proposes that democracy is strengthened when voters are 
given clear alternatives and hold the parties responsible for keeping their promises. Voters 
can, of course, hold officials accountable without the assistance of parties, but it takes a 
good deal more of their time and attention. Furthermore, several political scientists have 
noted that although individuals can be held accountable for their own actions, many, if not 
most, government actions are the products of many officials. Political parties give us a way 
of holding officials accountable for what they do collectively as well as individually.12

The responsible party model fits some systems, especially parliamentary systems 
such as in Great Britain, quite well. Strong, disciplined, and determined parties are 

Figure 11.1  �Party Identification, 1952–2013

Year

RepublicansRepublicans

Democrats

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f t

h
e 

el
ec

to
ra

te

Independents

1952 1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2008
10

20

30

40

50

60

2000 2004 2013

Sources: American National Election Studies, University of Michigan; data made available by the Inter-University Consortium for Political 
and Social Research; for 2009 -2013, data from Pew Research Center, “Party Identification,” www.pewresearch.org/data-trend/political-
attitudes/party-identification/.
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