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Abstract The emergence of personalized party organizations has called for a redef-
inition of the concept of party institutionalization (PI). This article brings different
strands of literature together and proposes a new multidimensional index of PI. PI
is conceived of as the interplay of objective and internal party features with the
external environment. The viability of the index is tested through its application to
a prominent case of personal party, the Italian Five Star Movement (5SM). Through
a detailed analysis of its history, we show that the 5SM has become more institution-
alized over time; however, this has especially affected its external facet, while other
specific party traits have been less involved. Findings suggest that the stabilization
of internal structures to connect party echelon and rank-and-file remains a challenge.
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Definition und Messung von Parteiinstitutionalisierung im Kontext
personalisierter Politik: Eine Fallstudie auf Basis der Fiinf-Sterne-
Bewegung

Zusammenfassung Durch die Entstehung personalisierter Parteiorganisationen ist
eine Neudefinition des Konzepts der Parteieninstitutionalisierung (PI) nétig. Die-
ser Artikel bringt verschiedene Literaturstringe zusammen und schlédgt einen neuen
multidimensionalen Index der PI vor. PI ist als das Zusammenspiel von objektiven
und internen Parteimerkmalen mit dem externen Kontext konzipiert. Die Anwend-
barkeit des Index wird am Beispiel der italienischen Fiinf-Sterne-Bewegung (5SB),
einem prominenten Fall einer personalisierten Partei, getestet. Anhand der detail-
lierten Analyse der Parteigeschichte zeigen wir, dass die 5SB sich im Laufe der Zeit
immer stirker institutionalisiert — was sich vor allem auf externe Ausprigungen der
Parteieninstitutionalisierung bezieht, wihrend interne Merkmale der Partei weniger
involviert wurden. Die Ergebnisse des vorliegenden Beitrags zeigen, dass die Sta-
bilisierung der internen Organisationsstrukturen zur Verbindung von Parteifiihrung
und Parteibasis eine Herausforderung bleibt.

Schliisselworter Parteiinstitutionalisierung - Personalisierte Parteien - Politische
Personalisierung - Fiinf-Sterne-Bewegung - Italien - Messung - Multidimensionaler
Index

1 Introduction

Party institutionalization is a core topic of political science research (Harmel et al.
2018). One cannot avoid tackling it when it comes to understand both the organi-
zational nature of political parties and their development. Moreover, according to
the literature, there is an indirect relation between institutionalized parties and sta-
ble democracies. Mainwaring and Scully (1995) as well as Kuenzi and Lambright
(2001), for instance, argue that party system institutionalization is one of the criteria
that a democracy should meet to achieve consolidation, or at least not to break down.
Although party system and party institutionalization are distinct concepts and they
should be treated as such (Casal Bértoa 2017), their requirements often overlap and
reinforce each other (Randall and Svasand 2002, p. 8; Meleshevich 2007, p. 16;
Casal Bértoa 2012).

Given the relevance of the topic, it is not surprising that several scholars of po-
litical parties have extensively worked on party institutionalization. However, there
is a lack of consensus on what party institutionalization means and which are the
main dimensions of the concept. Consequently, the debate on how institutionaliza-
tion can be empirically evaluated and measured is still open and lively. Especially
in recent times, party institutionalization and de-institutionalization have become
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crucial phenomena after the development of personal or personalistic parties!, that
is, parties strongly related to or even dependent on the figure of political leaders
(Musella 2018). These political parties often present peculiar modalities of consol-
idation and decline. Moreover, they show organizational traits that raise questions
about their chances to survive after the exit of their leaders from politics (Vercesi
2015). More generally, the spread of personal parties has appeared to present an
oxymoron: since institutionalization has been considered at the opposite pole of per-
sonalization, how is it possible to have strong and durable political parties centered
around their political heads?

In this article, we focus on political parties in Italy, which is considered one of
the most active and advanced laboratory of political personalization. Over the last
25 years, this country has been characterized by the crisis of party organizations and
the proliferation of both long and short-lived personal parties with thin organiza-
tions and powerful leaders (Bordignon and Ceccarini 2014; Pasquino 2014; Musella
2015).2 In this sense, Italy has been the forerunner of deep changes in the patterns of
party competition, which have concerned many other modern democracies (Musella
and Webb 2015). In 2013, a new restructuring of the party system occurred: the Five
Star Movement (Movimento 5 Stelle, M5S) emerged as one of the most important
party players in terms of public support and visibility, obtaining a quarter of votes
in the first parliamentary election it ran in (Natale 2014). In 2018, it entered a two-
party government coalition with the League (Lega) (Pedrazzani 2018). However, the
path towards its own institutionalization has met so far several challenges.

This article is made up of two main parts. First, it tackles the issue of the con-
ceptualization of party institutionalization. Party institutionalization is conceived of
as a multidimensional concept, defined by objective aspects, internal party features,
and types of interactions between the party itself and its political environment. The
dimensions are operationalized by means of different variables. This approach al-
lows building a normalized additive index of party institutionalization, based on
indicators and rank orderings along each variable. The second part of the article
provides a descriptive picture of the origins and the main characteristics of the M5S
within the broader context of Italian politics. Moreover, it analyzes the M5S in Oc-
tober 2018 in accordance to the conceptual framework presented beforehand. This is
particularly relevant because this party is supposed to be under a process of institu-
tionalization since the successful 2013 general election. The organizational fluidity
and the uncertainty on future developments of the M5S (Tronconi 2015; Corbetta
2017) make this party a crucial case study to test the viability of the index. The
article ends with a short discussion of the findings, making speculations about the
party’s stabilization.

I According to Calise (2015, p. 130) “the personal party marks a sharp departure from the legal-rational,
bureaucratic, and collective form of authority, which has been dominant in the development of political par-
ties all through the 20th century, whereas bringing back the role of patrimonial and charismatic resources”
(see also Calise 2000). Gunther and Diamond (2003, p. 187) use the notion of personalistic parties to an-
alyze the most recent type of electoral party, which aims to provide “a vehicle for the leader to win an
election and exercise power”.

2 We rely on the minimal Sartori’s (1976, p. 64) definition of the political party as “any political group
that presents at elections, and is capable of placing through elections, candidates for public office.”.
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2 The concept of party institutionalization

In this section, we review different conceptualizations of party institutionalization
provided by the literature. Scholars have usually linked the concept to several di-
mensions of analysis. However, the cumulative advancement of knowledge in this
field has been undermined by the fact that the increase of the number of studies has
witnessed a parallel increase in the number of alternative definitions. While we try
to assess systematically what the scholarship has told us so far and to highlight the
main theoretical deficits, we also aim to unify different perspectives under an encom-
passing yet parsimonious framework. A number of dimensions for the construction
of an index are put forward.

One of the most cited works on institutionalization is Huntington’s (1968) Po-
litical Order in Changing Societies. Here, the author is interested in the strength of
political institutions, including parties. The level of institutionalization is paired with
the scope of support to define the strength of a political organization or procedure.
Institutionalization, on its turn, is defined as “the process by which organizations
and procedures acquire value and stability” (Huntington 1968, p. 12). Huntington
proposes four dimensions of institutionalization: adaptability (ability to survive en-
vironmental challenges and to last longer); complexity (multiplication and differen-
tiation of internal sub-units); autonomy (from other social groupings and behaviors);
coherence (internal unity and consensus). It is worth noting that an institution, to
be “institutionalized”, is supposed to be able to avoid excessive personalization of
procedures and decisions, so to live long after the founding-father leaves the scene
(Huntington 1968, p. 12-24). Similarly, Selznick (1957, p. 21) indicates “infusion
with value” and “self-maintenance” as requisites for institutionalization. The for-
mer criterion makes the latter “more than mere organizational survival; it becomes
a struggle to preserve the uniqueness of the group in the face of new problems
and altered circumstances”. In both conceptualizations, time plays a central role:
institutionalized organizations are able to last as independent organizations.

In Selznick, only adaptability and autonomy are dimensions of analysis. In this
case, autonomy is considered as autonomy from personalities (the organization is
not a mere instrument of specific individuals), more than autonomy from the envi-
ronment. This approach seems particularly useful for the study of party institution-
alization. As a matter of fact, a party may have strong ties to interest organizations,
still being a stable organization with value per se (Harmel et al. 2018). Randall
and Svasand (2002, p. 8) have tackled the issue and proposed to circumscribe the
attention to decisional autonomy, rather than autonomy fout court in Huntington’s
terms.

With regard to Huntington’s adaptability and coherence, one should notice that
they are not on the same analytical level of the concept of institutionalization,
because they are logical followings. Adaptability is “a likely but not inevitable con-
sequence of institutionalization” (Randall and Svasand 2002, p. 15), and coherence/
cohesion is something obtainable via institutionalized and clear procedures, when
consensus cannot be built through other means. Both dimensions are thus (possi-
ble) outcomes of the process of institutionalization, not one of its inherent aspects.
Finally, complexity does not seem a necessary nor sufficient condition of party
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institutionalization. A party can be structured with many sub-units and be not insti-
tutionalized as well as have a thin (functioning) organizational apparatus and yet be
able to last for a long time.

For the mentioned reasons, Huntington and Selznick’s dimensions are not useful
for the study of the institutionalization of political parties in democracies, except
for the redefined notion of autonomy. However, we do not have to discard their
conceptualizations as well. First, an institutionalized party has actually value in
itself. This means that it works as an organization on its own, not depending on who
leads it at time t (e.g., Levitsky 1998; Arter and Kestila-Kekkonen 2014, p. 935;
Vercesi 2015), and being able to take fundamental party decisions autonomously.
Secondly, it has some record of survival (Harmel and Svasand 1993). Together
with decisional autonomy, the second dimension of party institutionalization is thus
durability. Durability is different from adaptability. Durability concerns the creation
of proper internal structures to keep on pursuing party goals. Adaptability may be
favored by durability. However, without particular external shocks, an organization
may be durable and perform without being adaptable.

In his classic work on parties, Panebianco (1988, p. 53) defines institutionalization
as “the process by which organization incorporates its founders’ values and aims”.
His definition of institutionalization embraces the aforementioned idea of decisional
autonomy. Moreover, the second dimension Panebianco introduces is systemness,
considered as interdependence between internal sectors. Systemness looks similar to
what Levitsky (1998) calls behavioral routinization, which concerns the formation
of entrenched intra-organizational rules and patterns of behaviors (complex or not).
These rules may be either formal or informal (Randall and Svasand 2002; Arter and
Kestild-Kekkonen 2014). This dimension is particularly important, since reducing
uncertainty is a core function of institutions (Scharpf 1989; North 1990). Basedau
and Stroh (2008, p. 8) take it in consideration indirectly, when they conceptualize
party institutionalization as “a process in which individual political parties that
participate in elections experience an increase in organizational stability and value”.

This definition introduces a further crucial facet of party life in democracies,
which is overlooked in the other definitions: relations with voters and other parties.
Focusing on this, Janda (1980, p. 19) defines institutionalization simply as party
reification “in the public mind”. Reification is taken into account by Harmel and
Svasand (1993) too. Randall and Svasand (2002, p. 8), on their turn, state that, “[a]s it
becomes increasingly a taken-for-granted feature of the political horizon, individuals
and institutions, including other parties, will more or less consciously adjust their
expectations and aspirations accordingly”. More prosaically, Pedahzur and Brichta
(2002) follow in Rosie and Mackie’s (1988) steps and focus on electoral stability as
the only dimension of party institutionalization. These authors convincingly argue
that filling electoral lists and gaining votes are constitutive party’s activities that
cannot be excluded from the analysis of party institutionalization. However, they
propose a too narrow conceptualization, since they neglect the internal dimensions
of organizational institutionalization (Harmel and Svésand 1993; Vercesi 2015).

Arter and Kestild-Kekkonen (2014, p. 936) propose a further dimension: social
rootedness. According to them, institutionalized parties “‘will have a core of regular
voters/members who will have an attachment to and identification with the party.”
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Somehow, this dimension may be detectable also in Baer (1993, p. 13), for whom
party institutionalization is the set “of four inter-related phenomena: organizational
vitality, organizational interdependence, stable factions that augment partisan linkage
between elites and non-elites, and an integrative community life”.

Overall, Casal Bértoa (2017, p. 405-6) notices that most of the studies on party
institutionalization lack fully-fledged conceptualizations. Indeed, they are oriented
towards empirical analyses, and, for this reason, they put forward empirically ori-
ented definitions. The author seeks to summarize the debate, by proposing an own
conceptualization as “the process by which parties reproduce consistent patterns
of mass mobilization and internal organization”. However, a shortcoming is that
he focuses on the structural aspects of institutionalization, excluding the attitudinal
facet.

Here, we define an institutionalized party as a durable party organization with
value per se, with an easily identifiable public image, and rooted in the society. Based
on our discussion, we link this conceptualization to five dimensions of analysis:
(1) decisional autonomy; (2) durability; (3) routinization; (4) reification; (5) rooted-
ness. In Sect. 3, we operationalize our variables in view of the empirical analysis.

3 Indicators and measures of party institutionalization

We posit that a party can show different levels of institutionalization, along each
dimension. For instance, a party can score high on autonomy and durability, whereas
internal procedures are not routinized and the party is not well-rooted in the society
(and vice versa). This allows having a more precise assessment of a party’s institu-
tionalization. The five dimensions may be empirically linked, but we are interested
in analytical distinctions.

Decisional Autonomy Our first dimension concerns either autonomy from internal
actors or autonomy from external environment. Thus, decisional autonomy encom-
passes both internal and external aspects of party institutionalization. Building on
Panebianco (1988), we argue that internal autonomy means, basically, autonomy
from the own leader. A political party may be more or less dependent on its own
leader. When power changes hands from the founding-father to a new leader, the
party becomes more institutionalized. Moreover, “if the new leader is not a mem-
ber of the party’s first generation, the party will move more substantially towards
institutionalization” (Vercesi 2015, p. 399). This suggests that a personal party is
by definition more (potentially) institutionalized along other dimensions, rather than
decisional autonomy. Overall, we can operationalize internal decisional autonomy
by means of two different variables. The first is the change of leadership. We give
0 points if no leadership change has occurred; 1 for one change; 2 for two changes;
and 3 for three or more changes. Similarly, we take generational change in consid-
eration and we give 0 points if only leaders of the founding generation have led the
party; 1 point if the second generation has reached power; 2 for the third generation;
and 3 for the fourth or later generation of leaders.
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Secondly, we turn to external autonomy. In this case, we have already mentioned
that a party may be linked to societal groups via patron-clientelistic connections,
yet it can have value per se as an autonomously deciding organization (e.g., La
Palombara (1964) on Italian parties). Thus, we need to focus only on a very specific
case, that is, a party whose very strategic decisions are not taken (only) by inter-
nal members. Here, the variable at issue is the autonomy in taking strategic party
decisions (i.e., program/policy goals and organization) from external actors. In this
case, we assign 0 points if the party is fully dependent on external actors; 1 if it is
partly dependent; and 2 if it is fully autonomous.

Durability Durability is an objective aspect of party institutionalization. This di-
mension refers to simple duration as well as other indicators of temporal stability.
With regard to chronological age, one can only assess the degree of institutional-
ization up to the time of analysis. From an operational viewpoint, it is somewhat
arbitrary to decide how long a party has to exist to be considered (more or less)
institutionalized. Rose and Mackie (1988) and Smith (1989) propose three legisla-
tive terms. Considering the duration of a legislative term of at least four/five years,
we can reasonably assign 1 point to those parties that have lasted until (about) five
years; 2 when the party has been founded between six and ten years back in time;
3 when the duration is between 11 and 15 years; and 4 if the party has been work-
ing for more than 15 years. It is worth noting that, according to Janda and Gillies
(1980, p. 166—167), once a party reaches 15 years of life, the probability to continue
existing nearly doubles.

Other indicators of durability are proposed by Harmel et al. (2018). All are
proxies of party’s probability to survive, based on experience. Leaving aside leader-
ship changes, these indicators are name changes, organizational discontinuities, and
changes of party programs. Name changes, however, seem important only if some
adaptation is needed, but they are not necessary conditions in order to reach insti-
tutionalization. The Finnish Centre Party was founded in 1906 as Agrarian League,
but it can be considered institutionalized because it has been lasting for a long time,
not because it has changed its name. At the same time, the German SPD has been
keeping its name since 1890 and it is commonly considered a very well-institution-
alized party. In other words, chronological duration logically covers this indicator.
The same applies to organizational discontinuities. Thus, we remain with changes
of party program and core issues. We consider a party that has never changed the
basic features of its ideological profile as scoring 0; a party that has changed it once
scoring 1; and finally we assign 2 to parties that have changed the ideological profile
twice or more.

Routinization Routinization is an internal dimension of party institutionalization.
Institutionalization as routinization implies that party behaviors become predictable
(e.g., North 1990). In this regard, Panebianco (1988, p. 58—60) proposes as indica-
tors of routinization a centralized bureaucratic structure, a correspondence between
the actual party functioning and party statutes, and predictable career paths. The first
indicator does not seem useful for our analysis. Parties can decide to rely on either
centralized thick structures or thin decentralized organizations. In both cases, be-
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haviors can be either predictable or uncertain. Moreover, Levitsky (1998, p. 86) has
convincingly criticized the second indicator. According to this author, Panebianco’s
view “leads to ignore or understate the degree to which intra-party politics is struc-
tured by stable, regularized patterns of behavior that nevertheless depart from (or
are unrelated to) formal rules and procedures”.

Regularity has to be connected to stability. Therefore, regular behaviors cannot
be dependent on subjective individuals’ will. Ignazi et al. (2010, p. 198) suggest
assessing party leaders’ freedom of choice in two fields: party appointments and
control. If these powers are high and free from organizational constraints, then the
leader will be able to modify rules and procedures whenever s/he wants. We oper-
ationalize routinization as (1) predictable career paths (following Panebianco) and
(2) power de-personalization. Power de-personalization implies that party behaviors
exist beyond the incumbent leader and are deemed legitimate because they are func-
tional or appropriate for the party as such, not because they are the result of leader’s
decisions (Harmel et al. 2018).

With regard to predictable career paths, we use the presence of explicit procedures
for candidate selection (formal or informal) as an indicator. This indicator is treated
as dummy (0=no; 1=yes). Power de-personalization is instead observed by means
of two proxies. The first is the presence of explicit rules to contest for party leader-
ship. We give 0 if no rules exist; 1 if rules exist but they are ineffective (ultimately
depending on the leader’s will); 2 if (possible) competition is open and follow the
explicit rules. The second is the holding of regular party congresses “in accordance
with party statutes—that is, as scheduled and without major irregularities in their
conduct” (Basedau and Stroh 2008, p. 13). We look at the previous five years. Zero
is given to parties without congresses or with facade congresses;® 1 to parties with
one congress; 2 to parties that have held more than one congress.

Reification Reification is the first of our external dimensions of party institution-
alization, being rootedness the second. Reification refers to perceptions of party
relevance, both in the electorate and in other parties (Harmel et al. 2018). Vercesi
(2015, p. 398) uses party electoral success as a proxy of these perceptions as well
as record of survival. Following in his steps, we propose to measure perception of
“staying power” (Harmel and Svasand 1993, p. 74-75) among voters as evidence of
voters’ attitudinal support at the national level (or regional, for regionalist parties).
Conceptually, electoral strength is different than reification. However, we argue that,
as long as a party benefits from a high electoral support, it is more likely that political
actors “see” it and take it in consideration when it comes to make the own strategic
choices. We assign 0 if recent national polls show up to 2% of prospective support;
1 from 3 to 5%; 2 from 6 to 10%; 3 from 11 to 15; 4 from 16 to 20; and 5 for

3 It is debatable what fagade congress means. It seems safe to say that a congress is a fagade when the
incumbent leader autonomously proposes him or herself or a successor for leadership and others approve
by acclamation or unanimous vote. If a multi-candidate contest takes place, a solution could be instead
to use the index of competitiveness of Kenig (2008), which divides Laakso-Taagepera index calculated
on the electoral strength of candidates by the number of real candidates. This index ranges from 0 (no
competitiveness) to 1. A value below 0.33 (i.e., about 1 divided by 3) can be considered as a proxy of
a fagade congress. See De Luca (2016, p. 29) for a justification of this measurement.
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more than 20%. With regard to the perception in other parties, we link it to Sartori’s
(1976) notion of blackmail potential. We operationalize it as the number of seats in
the first parliamentary chamber. We give 0 if the party is not in the parliament; 1 if
the party holds up to 5% of the seats; 2 if seats range between 6 and 10%; 3 from
11 to 15%; 4 from 16 to 20%; and 5 if more than 20% of parliamentary seats are
held.

Rootedness Rootedness can be operationalized by focusing on party electoral
achievements (Casal Bértoa 2017, p. 410). Electoral achievements concern the pres-
ence of a core of supporters and the stability of support (Arter and Kestild-Kekkonen
2014, p. 38-39). In our analysis, we measure core support as the percentage of votes
over time. We look at national (first parliamentary chamber) and European elections,
since these elections are the only that can provide data on the entire national territory
(with caveats for regionalist parties) (e.g., Vercesi 2015, p. 397). We consider 5% as
the arbitrary threshold for having a core of supporters (considering where the party
actually presented lists). If the party has never obtained this amount of votes, we
give a value of 0; if the party has reached 5% of votes in one election, we give 1.
Moreover, a party scores 2 if it reached the threshold at issue twice; 3 if the party
reached it in three elections, 4 in four elections; and 5 for five or more elections.

Finally, we look at the stability of party results in a sequence of national or
European elections. For simplicity’s sake, we look at the two most recent elections
(e.g., Basedau and Stroh 2008). We assign 0 if volatility is more than 20%; 1 if
volatility is between 15 and 20%; 2 if the oscillation ranges between 10 to 15%; 3
if variation is between 5 and 10%; 4 if it is below 5%.*

Our index of party institutionalization is built by calculating for each dimension
a sub-index as the sum of all relevant scores, and then divided by the maximum
possible result in the best case (Vercesi 2017). This procedure is conducive to five
sub-indices that range from O to 1, where 0 means no institutionalization and 1
means high institutionalization.’ The mean of these five sub-indices provides us the
final index of party institutionalization.

4 Tt is worth noting that rootedness is analytically distinct from reification. Both dimensions refer to (actual
or potential) electoral achievements. However, the former takes in consideration performances over time
and the presence of a stable group of supporters. In contrast, the latter points to voters’ attitudes at a given
point in time.

5 Given that I is the Index, v the score on a i rank ordering and n, the highest additive score obtainable,
in formal terms each sub-index is I = % The calculation is based on the assumption that institu-
tionalization is a multidimensional concept and therefore each dimension contributes in a crucial way. For
each dimension, we have proposed a couple of indicators, which are theoretically derived and should be
taken all into account. The final index weights equally all the components of institutionalization, whose
possible differences in terms of relevance are substantially collapsed by normalizing the values of the three
dimensions.
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4 Personal parties’ institutionalization and the rise of the Five Star
Movement

The rise of personal leaderships appears as a consolidated trend in contemporary
party politics®. In several Western democracies, party heads are becoming essen-
tial for party identity and organization (Kostadinova and Levitt 2014). On the one
hand, new participatory methods for selecting party leaders with access to elec-
toral constituencies facilitate a plebiscitary conception of democracy, where the
leader communicates directly with his or her supporters. On the other hand, theories
of presidentialization (Poguntke and Webb 2005) suggest that, when party leaders
act as chief executives, they become more autonomous vis-a-vis their own parties,
thus able to shape offices and instruments for independent action in policy-making
(Musella 2018).

It has been argued that there exists a trade-off between the strengthening of party
leaders as unconstrained figures and party institutionalization. As Mainwaring and
Torcal (2005) notice for the third wave of democratization, the main indicator of
party institutionalization is “the depersonalization of parties and party competition”.
Panebianco (1988, p. 143) distinguishes between political parties based on rules,
internal career patterns, and a clear division of labor and parties “founded on ex-
clusively personal ties” (italics in the original): charismatic parties. Janda (1980,
p- 19) claims that an institutionalized party “is fixed in the public mind, it exists
as a social organization distinct from the current leadership and the organization
demonstrates recurring patterns of behavior valued by those who identify with it”.
Moreover, studies on party organization commonly argue that parties with person-
alist leaderships and weak organizations are unlikely to remain in power once the
leader leaves the position (Panebianco 1988; Chiapponi 2010; Kefford and McDon-
nell 2018). At first glance, personalistic parties contradict the core notion of any
definition of institutionalization, that is, “stability”.

Yet the “institutionalization-personalization oxymoron” has recently moved away
from its apparent contradiction. First, on empirical grounds a personal or personal-
ized party may present different levels of organizational complexity (Vercesi 2015).
This means that personalization does not equate organizational weakness. For in-
stance, early Berlusconi’s Forza Italia was one of the most relevant cases of party
organized as a business firm. The founding-father (party president) has embodied
and centrally directed his own party. He has filled the posts with managers and
staff members, based on personal trust and friendship; he has removed those in
political disgrace; he has selected the candidates at all levels; and he has defined
policy lines in several domains (Hopkin and Paolucci 1999; Calise 2000). Notwith-
standing this, the party could establish an articulated organization from time to time

6 The rise of single leaders in the new democratic landscape may be considered as the result of
three interrelated processes: a) the development of a direct—not mediated by parties and often emo-
tional—relationship with citizens, so that the leader assumes the role of a political representative “above
the party” and the main channel for collecting the popular vote; b) the trend towards a monocratic prin-
ciple of political action, so that leaders tend to become the true domini of party organizations, while also
increasing their control over governmental activities; c) the tendency of political leaders to use their role
for private ends, mainly as a springboard for future careers in the business and financial world (see Musella
2018).
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(Vercesi 2015, p. 401). Second, the institutionalization of personal parties can wit-
ness different development stages. This means that the equilibrium between leader
and other party components may be substantially redefined, confirming the initial
leader-based structure or leading to the formation of undisciplined factions (Musella
2014). Finally, personal parties have proved to be sometimes able to “resist” even
after their leader’s political end. Although the succession of strong leaders is quite
problematic, political science literature is exploring the hypothesis that representa-
tives and members may react in different ways when a strong incumbent departs
from leadership, although this seems to depend on the level of definition of party
platforms and territorial organization. Some recent cases of transformation of com-
parable populist parties as Lega Nord (now League) in Italy or Front National (now
Rassemblement National) in France are cases in point (McDonnell 2016; Vercesi
2015; Ivaldi et al. 2017; Albertazzi et al. 2018). These three reasons lead to look
for different paths—and degrees—of institutionalization in leader-centered parties;
we should be able to find a way to assess whether some personal parties are more
institutionalized than others.

The M5S is one of the most evident examples of how a personal party may face the
challenge of party institutionalization. In 2013 general election, this party—led by
the former comedian Beppe Grillo—obtained an astonishing result: 25.6% of votes
for the first chamber (Chamber of Deputies, Camera dei Deputati). This happened
although that was the first participation in a nationwide election. During the electoral
campaign, the party stimulated an anti-establishment sentiment and the final success
was strongly boosted by Grillo’s personal image and communication abilities (Dia-
manti and Natale 2013). Party identity, however, has remained quite problematic
because of two main factors. On the one hand, votes came from both center-right
and center-left electorates; on the other hand, the electoral manifesto was based on
specific policy points on energy, waste management, sustainable mobility, as well
as more generic anti-politics issues or generic expectations of a total regeneration
and a radical change of the Italian political system. Moreover, a dilemma has also
concerned party organization, as M5S, while proclaiming itself as a movement, is
a centralized party where militants and supporters are variously controlled by central
offices through an intensive use of new technologies. These technologies are “the
primary medium of communication, recruitment and organisation” (Bartlett et al.
2013, p. 13; Mosca 2014). Even after the great electoral expansion of 2013, the
MS5S has remained undermined by contradictions and a magmatic political forma-
tion, which is very hard to define. It provides “an unusual mixture in which various
elements converge and react with each other, thus producing the explosion observed
over the course of the last year” (Diamanti 2014, p. 6).

This uncertainty has affected also the party in parliament. Since their party’s
campaign was driven by wave of indignation and protest towards the political class,
“the 5 Star parliamentarians have often been considered merely a disturbance to the
regular functioning of the representative institutions, concerned only to delegitimise
them” (Biorcio 2014, p. 37). Moreover, the refusal of professional politics has led
Beppe Grillo, especially in the first phase after the 2013 electoral success, to have
only a few direct contacts with deputies and senators in Rome. He has also devaluated
their role by launching the statement according to which any individual counts
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Table 1 Theoretical expectations about the institutionalization of the M5S over time

Dimension of institutionalization Expected move
Internal +

Objective ++

External ++

Overall +

+ means moderate increasing trend; ++ means more pronounced increasing trend

one (“uno vale uno”) within the movement (Bordignon and Ceccarini 2013). Yet
more recently, the party had to start a process of adaptation to the parliamentary
environment, generating new rules and practices for the party in public office. Thus,
according to several scholars the party is living a process of “institutionalization of
charisma” or “normalization”, also reflected in an expected stability of the electoral
base (Bordignon and Ceccarini 2014; Tronconi 2015).

The anti-elitist rhetoric remained a leitmotiv of the 2018 electoral campaign.
In spite of its presence in parliament, the party was able once more to appeal to
citizens’ mistrust towards traditional institutions. From the organizational viewpoint,
more power to decide over programs and candidacies was given to the prominent MP
Luigi Di Maio, who became a sort of second leader together with Grillo (Corbetta
et al. 2018; Salvati and Vercesi 2018; Tronconi 2018).

A definition of an organizational form, where the parliamentary component ben-
efits from larger autonomy and alternative leaderships are conceivable, is underway.
According to our theoretical premises, we can thus expect to observe a party that has
become more institutionalized over the years; because of its personalistic nature and
the young age, the greatest progresses should display on the external dimension.
In contrast, we can expect that the internal institutionalization has been a major
challenge for the party, which has had to cope with a strong top-down organization.
At the same time, we can suppose that the presence in parliament and the likelihood
to enter the government before the 2018 election have pushed somehow towards the
definition of a more defined way of managing all-day party life. Finally, we presume
that the passage of the five-year lifespan threshold to have contributed substantially
to the overall party institutionalization. Table 1 summarizes our conjectures.

All these processes call for more calibrated attempts for the evaluation and mea-
surement of party institutionalization, in order to analyze either similarities or dif-
ferences between new personal parties or different stages of their development.

5 The challenge of institutionalization for the Five Star Movement

In this section, we apply the index if institutionalization to the Italian M5S (see
Appendix). The first dimension—decisional autonomy—refers to one of the most
controversial issues in the climbing to power of the M5S. Since its birth, the lead-
ership has been the crucial element for M5S’ electoral success (Chiapponi 2017)
so that the party symbol displayed the name of Grillo’s personal website (Www.
beppegrillo.it). During electoral campaigns, both Grillo’s outspoken language and
body have been relevant ingredients to strengthen the party’s political message,
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which have provided an alternative view to traditional politics. Even after the 2013
elections, party internal decision-making remained totally anchored to the founder
Grillo alongside his web strategist and publisher of his blog Gianroberto Casaleggio
(died in April 2016). In spite of the party rhetoric of internal democracy, Grillo and
Casaleggio effectively controlled the party organization; several expulsions of party
members and elected officers aimed at eliminating possible internal dissent are evi-
dences in this respect (Turner 2013). Yet recently, alternative leadership tried to arise.
For example, Luigi Di Maio—former vice speaker of the Chamber of Deputies—has
tried to soften the protest side of the party and proposed himself as a candidate for
prime ministership (Passarelli et al. 2018), eventually entering a coalition cabinet in
2018 as minister and deputy prime minister. Thus, while the M5S would not exist
without Beppe Grillo (Diamanti 2014), the strong and centralized Grillo’s leader-
ship has been counterbalanced. According to our indicators of decisional autonomy,
Grillo’s party is overall making progress. However, the party has not witnessed any
fully-fledged leadership or generational change. At most, one could argue that the
prominent role acquired by Di Maio has flanked Grillo’s in the definition of the
party’s communication (e.g., Bobba and Roncarolo 2018). In addition, only a partial
autonomy may be recognized, due to the role of the Milan-based firm “Casaleggio
Associates” (currently led by Gianroberto’s son and “heir” Davide Casaleggio) in
the determination of party policy lines and strategic choices.

As regards the second dimension of institutionalization—durability—the MS5S
was founded only a few years before the first general election it ran in in 2013. In
2007-2008, some civic lists, described as “friends of Beppe Grillo”, were set up,
electing some members of theirs in local councils. After being officially established
in October 2009, the MS5S ran in the 2010 regional election in five regions: the
party obtained more than half million votes, with a peak of 6% in Emilia-Romagna.
Especially in the first phases, the MSS proposed itself as a party “under permanent
construction”: “rather than to exist as a stable ideological manifesto, established
by the party’s leaders and approved by the party’s national assembly, the program
aims to represent an ‘open platform’ able to welcome all proposals an suggestions
submitted by members and citizens by the time” (De Petris 2015, p. 140). Grillo’s
party has been the vehicle of several and often contradictory proposals, bounded by
anti-politics sentiments. In addition to core issues of interest to grass-root groups
(e.g., environment, common goods, civil rights), the M5S has advocated demands
and raised social conflicts, bringing into the institutions social movements’ behaviors
(Mosca 2015). The M5S has not so far clarified its position on the left-right spectrum
and the current ideological profile is still in search of a definition (Manucci and
Amsler 2018). More recently, the formation of the M5S-League government has also
increased such uncertainty by pushing Di Maio’s party toward rightist positions.

An uncertain picture is offered by the routinization dimension as well. Party
procedures are very dependent on leader’s will. On the one hand, the party statute
has been defined by the party leadership, with no involvement of party members
or supporters;’ on the other hand, apparently more formalized aspects of party
life—such as procedures for candidate nomination at different layers of govern-

7 “Le nuove regole del Movimento 5 Stelle”, Il Post, 30 December 2017.
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ment—have been pointed out in the official party website, which actually belonged
to Grillo. In this regard, rules for candidate selection have changed over time, mov-
ing from members’ selection to a mix system where both members and the leader
are involved (Salvati and Vercesi 2018, p. 90). In the name of a more direct and
participatory form of democracy, party members are involved only through exper-
iments of online voting. Albeit against political professionalization, however, MPs
has had to adapt their behavior to the codes and routines of the institutionalized
parliamentary life. This may represent a premise for internal party routinization. Yet
so far, nothing testifies the presence of working intermediate bodies between leader
and people.

Moreover, it is worth noting that there is a significant lack of structures to con-
nect central office and local territories. Along with the full control of the leader
over party’s central dynamics, the MS5S is structured as a pyramid truncated in the
middle (Vignati 2015). In fact, the disconnection with the party on the ground is
a common feature of all personalized parties, as these are unable to adopt a federal
structure that could include regional or local components (Calossi and Pizzimenti
2015). In the case at issue, grass-root activists have consisted of members dispersed
across local communities and connected each other via Grillo’s blog, by means of
local “Meet-up groups”, or the “Rousseau” online platform to discuss bill proposals
(Passarelli et al. 2018, p. 187). No local or regional party councils or assemblies
contribute to the internal organization of the party; this undermines the potential
for a higher organizational strength (Tavits 2012). Scholars have depicted the M5S
as an “internet-fuelled party”, where the party intermediate level is not involved in
the organization, communication, decision-making and identity-building functions
(Mosca et al. 2015). Even the online primaries where Di Maio has been elected as
the “candidate” for the premiership in view of the 2018 general election showed an
extremely low level of competitiveness.?

Reification—our fourth dimension—refers to the presence of a party in the mind
of the electorate and other party leaders. In this regard, the M5S seems more on the
road of its own institutionalization. In the 2013 general election, the party succeeded
in electing 109 deputies in the first chamber out of 630, according to the electoral
system’s allocative mechanisms. At the same time, 54 MS5S’s senators entered the
second chamber, where 320 are available. However, during the legislature, party
switching and expulsions occurred, and the party seats eventually decreased to 88
and 35 in the first and second chamber, respectively. With the 2018 general election,
the M5S gained 222 seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 109 seats in the Senate.

From 2013 “electoral tsunami” onwards, the party has been able to gather a large
potential consensus. In 2018, it reached about 33% of votes and polls have assigned
about 29% of potential preferences to the MS5S, after entering government.’

The fifth dimension of institutionalization—rootedness—is connected to a stabi-
lization of the M5S’ electorate. As we have seen, the party has remained a major
actor of Italian politics also after the 2013 election, where it gained about 26% of

8 According to the aforementioned Kenig’s index, about 0.18. Data are drawn from “Di Maio candidato
premier MSS. Alle primarie grilline 37mila votanti”. Il Messaggero, 23 settembre 2017.

9 See http://www.termometropolitico.it/sondaggi- politici-elettorali (accessed on 25 October 2018).
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Table 2 The institutionalization of the MS5S by dimension of analysis (25 October 2018)

Dimension of institutionalization Index of party institutionalization
Decisional autonomy (internal/external) 0.19%

Durability (objective) 0.33

Routinization (internal) 0.40

Reification (external) 1.00

Rootedness (external) 0.56

Overall level of party institutionalization 0.50

2 Because of the very specific cohabitation between the founding father Grillo and Di Maio at the top of
the party organization, we have assigned 0.5 with respect to “leadership change”
Sources: elezionistorico.interno.gov.it

votes. In the 2014 European election, the percentage decreased to 21.7%. Over-
all, M5S’ voters have shown a limited degree of volatility (at least until the 2019
European elections). So far, support has come from voters with diverse political
background and positions along the left-right spectrum (Corbetta et al. 2018). This
fact has suggested the idea of a bus conducted by Grillo, which has offered hospi-
tality to those dissatisfied with crises and ready to welcome an anti-political protest
(Diamanti 2014). However, empirical analyses have also shown that Grillo’s voters
have developed a more convinced and stable attitude toward the M5S over the years,
expressing strong affinity with the party (Bordignon and Ceccarini 2014).

Table 2 summarizes our discussion and shows the scores of the MS5S on each
dimension and the general score of party institutionalization on 25 October 2018.
Moreover, Fig. 1 provides information on the level of institutionalization, by distin-
guishing by internal, objective and external aspects.

The resulting picture shows us significant variations between dimensions of in-
stitutionalization and aspects of institutionalization. In particular, the M5S displays
higher levels of institutionalization in terms of reification and rootedness, and more
generally with regard to its external institutionalization. On the contrary, the lack of
definition of party internal rules and the lower autonomy of the organization per se
still represent the main obstacles on the route toward party institutionalization.

However, we know that (de-)institutionalization is a process. For this reason, we
have also calculated variations over time (Fig. 2). In particular, we have observed the
level of institutionalization of the MS5S after the 2013 general election (on 31 March
2013) and the 2014 European election (on 31 May 2014). A comparison with the
situation in October 2018 provides further insights about overall party trajectory.

Numbers indicate that the MS5S has actually gone through a process of institution-
alization both in general terms and on single dimensions. The external dimension
is constantly interested by the highest values, while the internal dimension depicts
the lowest. One can also notice that the highest increase between 2013 and 2018
has concerned objective institutionalization. Overall, these findings move in the di-
rection of our theoretical expectations. Moreover, they fit with our knowledge of
personalistic parties, where the leader overwhelms the organization. This leader,
however, fulfils the function of the main magnet for voters’ support.
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Fig. 1 The institutionalization of the MSS by aspect of institutionalization (25 October 2018). Note:
scores are calculated following the same procedure proposed for the index, but based on the three aspects
of institutionalization
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Fig. 2 Variations of the institutionalization of the M5S over time. Note: the percentage of seats is always
that in the Italian Chamber of Deputies. For 2013, the electoral poll refers to 28 March 2013 (https://www.
termometropolitico.it/39476_sondaggio-ipsos-3.html, accessed on 25 October 2018); for 2014, it refers
to end of May 2014 (https://it.blastingnews.com/politica/2014/06/sondaggi- politici-elettorali- piepoli- 18-
giugno-2014-a-confronto-con-il- 10-giugno-00103789.html, accessed on 25 October 2018). Sources: see
Table 2; Lanzone and Rombi (2018)

6 Conclusions

This article has posited that, above all, political parties are political organizations.
Secondly, that the concept of institutionalization is one of the main angles to look at
party features and development. These assumptions have unveiled two necessities.
The first has been to integrate a large amount of contributions that have accounted
for the topic, though often lacking cumulative spirit. We have looked at the classic
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conceptualization of institutionalization operated by Samuel Huntington; at Angelo
Panebianco’s attempt to adapt it to political parties; and at recent contributions,
which have tried to study political organizations in times of crisis. Works we have
skimmed through have provided own interpretations of political institutionalization,
however without focusing on the use of an additive approach. Our index of party
institutionalization is one of the first, and still provisional, experiments to combine
different perspectives into a single measurement.

The second need has been to demonstrate the utility of our approach in the age
of personalization of political parties. Indeed, while most authors have considered
personalization simply as the opposite pole of institutionalization—probably echoing
the ancient contraposition between the law of men against the collective law of rules
(Bobbio 1984)—we notice that even personalistic parties can show different degrees
of institutionalization; a proper conceptualization may be a crucial step to distinguish
among them. It is worth stressing also the role of the party leader as a source of party
stabilization and his or her impact on the party stamina during the challenging phase
of leadership succession (Vercesi 2015). Overall, the investigation of a personalistic
party requires the identification of specific routes toward institutionalization.

This applies to the case of the MS5S, a party that has been strongly tied to the
destiny of its founding-father. This party has faced a tricky process of institutional-
ization, especially after its rapid and astonishing ascent. The M5S ran at the 2013
general election for the first time with a strong top-down organization; however, its
electoral success, enhanced in 2018, has been also a relevant push toward the for-
mation of internal collegial bodies and more certain rules of party functioning. Our
analysis has shown that the party has progressed in terms of both organization and
electorate’s stabilization; however, the definition of internal structures connecting
the party apex to the rank-and-file still remains problematic. Probably, the profes-
sionalization of the party in public office due to the significant presence of members
in parliament is a premise in that direction. This could allow the M5S to enter the
club of those parties that have been able to reproduce personal leaderships over time
and remain strong players of the political game.
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Appendix

Operationalization and Party Scores
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