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Abstract

Throughout its 40-year history, the Vlaams Belang (VB, Flemish Interest) has established itself as an important player
within the Belgian party system, albeit with significant electoral fluctuations. In 2019, it became the second largest party
in Flanders. The party developed and maintained a mass-party organisation by investing significantly in local party branches
and in a rigid vertically articulated structure. It relies heavily on social media, particularly Facebook, to communicate to
supporters beyond the more limited group of party members. Using both modern and traditional tools, VB representatives
aim to create communities of supporters bonded to the party, facilitating dissemination of the party’s messages. Despite
this investment in a grassroots organisation, the VB’s decision-making remains highly centralised. Social media and local
branches allow informal consideration of members’ views, but the party has not created significant mechanisms for inter-
nal democracy. While it is often claimed that political parties have moved away from the “mass-party” model, this article
demonstrates that the VB still maintains characteristics of the mass party, albeit with a modern twist. New social media
tools facilitate attempts to foster communities and disseminate party messages among a wider group of supporters, both

formal members and more informal sympathisers.
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1. Introduction

The time is ripe to re-examine the organisational struc-
tures of the Vlaams Belang (VB, Flemish Interest).
The party made a comeback in the October 2018 munic-
ipal elections and came second place in the May 2019
European, federal, and Flemish elections. This article pro-
vides an update to previous work on the VB’s organisa-
tional evolution (Art, 2008; Swyngedouw & Van Craen,
2002; Van Haute & Pauwels, 2016). Furthermore, | argue
that the contemporary VB displays key organisational ele-
ments of the mass-party model. The party also enthusi-
astically adopts social media tools to remain connected
to the party’s grassroots, modernising traditional mass-
party structures.

As discussed in the introduction to this thematic
issue, the mass-party model is characterised by a large,
active membership that keeps the party rooted on the
ground (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2015). The party cre-

ates closed communities of activists that develop collec-
tive identities (Panebianco, 1988). These communities
allow the party to mobilise voters and activists and can
facilitate the spread of information through party mem-
bership (Katz & Mair, 1995, p. 18).

The VB’s organisational structures follow this model
and display these characteristics. In particular, the VB
invests in growing locally-rooted organisational struc-
tures and seeks to connect with party supporters on and
offline. Strong links to the grassroots allow the party lead-
ership to create a community of party supporters who
campaign on the party’s behalf. Through social media
platforms, the VB speaks to a broad community of party
supporters, not only formal members. While the party’s
formal membership numbers remain modest, the VB’s
investment in its wider grassroots base remains crucial
to its political strategy.

In the first section of this article, | introduce the
VB as a party. Then | review the characteristics of the
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mass-party model and note how these characteristics
might be updated in light of modern technology and
means of communication. In the third section of this
article, | describe how the VB fits the mass-party model
based on its organisational structures and outreach to
members and supporters. In the fourth section, | con-
sider whether those members and supporters have influ-
ence in the party. To do so, | explore the level of
party centralisation and intra-party democracy, conclud-
ing that, while the VB displays many characteristics of
the mass party, party members are neither formally
nor informally empowered within the party’s decision-
making processes.

This article is based on an analysis of 32 interviews
with party representatives at supranational, national,
and local level. | also draw on secondary literature and
party documents, particularly the party’s statutes and its
2019 manifesto, to triangulate findings. Interviews were
conducted in 2019 and 2020, both in person and using
video conferencing platforms, due to the emergence of
the Covid-19 pandemic. Interviewees’ roles and regions
are detailed in the Supplementary File. Of the 32 rep-
resentatives interviewed, 14 were national or suprana-
tional parliamentarians. Interviewees played both insti-
tutional roles in political institutions, as local councillors
or parliamentarians, and party roles, as members of the
VB’s governing boards at branch, regional, or national
level. Interviews were conducted across three areas of
Flanders (West Flanders, East Flanders, and Antwerp) in
which the VB achieves various levels of electoral success.
Within the first two areas, representatives from urban
areas (Bruges and Ghent respectively) and smaller towns
were interviewed.

2. The Evolution of the Vlaams Belang

The VB is a continuation of the Vlaams Blok. The party’s
name was changed in 2004, when a Belgian court ruled
associations related to the party to be in breach of a
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racism law. Despite this change in name, the VB and
Vlaams Blok are functionally equivalent: Few changes
were made in response to the ruling, beyond a sym-
bolic moderation of policies (Erk, 2005). The Vlaams Blok
formed in 1978 as an electoral cartel between the VNP
and the VVP, two parties formed due to dissatisfaction
with the Volksunie’s stance on state reform. These two
parts ultimately merged into one after the elections of
1978. The Vlaams Blok struggled in its early years, but it
maintained an MP in its traditional electoral stronghold
of Antwerp.

After 1987, the party consistently won seats, albeit
with a sharp downturn in 2010 and 2014. The party
has been blocked from entering government by a strong
cordon sanitaire, agreed from 1989 onwards between all
other Belgian parties to rule out coalitions with the VB.
The party managed to continue its growth, with a sig-
nificant peak in the 2004 Flemish parliament elections.
However, this peak was followed by subsequent decline
until the 2018 local elections showed a resurgence of the
party’s popularity. Figure 1 illustrates the VB’s recent elec-
toral fluctuations in Flemish parliamentary elections; sim-
ilar patterns were followed in Belgian federal and local
elections. The party’s electoral decline after 2004 led to
frequent leadership turnover in 2008 (Bruno Valkeniers),
2012 (Gerolf Annemans), and 2014 (Tom van Grieken).

In 2014, Tom van Grieken, at the age of 28, was
elected as Belgium’s youngest-ever party leader at the
time. The party’s website notes that 2014 was the year
of “rejuvenation and renewal.” In the wake of its 2019
electoral success and other Belgian parties’ struggles to
form a coalition, the VB announced the “Mission 2024”
campaign that aimed to make it the largest party in
the next Flemish elections. This, they argued, would
make the cordon sanitaire untenable and give the VB the
right to lead the government-formation process (Vlaams
Belang, 2019a).

Flemish autonomy was initially most central to the
VB'’s policy platform, but the party’s ideology has shifted

2009 2014 2019

Figure 1. VB vote share over time in Flemish elections (1995-2019).
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towards nativist stances over time. In the 1980s, a
period called “Operation Rejuvenation” initiated by party
founder and leader Karel Dillen included popular new
leaders Gerolf Annemans and Filip Dewinter and shifted
the party platform towards opposition to immigration
(Van Haute & Pauwels, 2016, p. 51). In the party’s 2019
manifesto and magazines leading up to the 2019 elec-
tion, nativism remained the dominant theme. Nativist
statements were included throughout other policy areas
such as economic and welfare policies, whereas claims
for more Flemish autonomy were more contained.

The VB'’s socio-economic policies retain elements of
small government and low taxation but have begun to
focus on providing social security for “deserving” Flemish
citizens (Coffé, 2008; Fenger, 2018). The 2019 manifesto
promoted limiting access to social security based on
people’s length of stay and work performance (Vlaams
Belang, 2019b, pp. 60—61). The emphasis on deserving-
ness criteria, such as identity and reciprocity, allows the
VB to forefront the populist “us” versus “them” rhetoric
through their economic policies (Van Oorschot, 2000).

Recently, the VB has moderated its discourse.
Lucardie et al. (2016) described the attempt to “detox-
ify” the party and noted the shift in imagery from box-
ing gloves (associated with a campaign and political style
typified by Dewinter) to images of families and children.
The party has distanced itself from members’ controver-
sial, more hard-line behaviour (for example Dewinter’s
visit to Golden Dawn in Greece; see “Vlaams Belang
supremos,” 2016). However, as youth leader in 2012,
Van Grieken himself took part in a controversial action
at a school barbecue, protesting halal meat (“Vlaams
Belang voert actie,” 2012). Moderation is predominantly
a change in style rather than in core ideology.

Given the VB’s push to break through Belgium'’s
30-year cordon sanitaire and its recent electoral suc-
cesses, this is a useful time to reconsider how the party
organises itself and relates to its grassroots, and how this
grassroots base fits into the party’s strategy. In the fol-
lowing section, | consider how the mass-party model can
help us understand the modern VB.

3. Conceptualising the Modern Mass Party

This thematic issue starts from the fundamental claim
that the mass-party model persists, despite the increas-
ingly close relationship between the state and polit-
ical parties which led scholars to develop the cartel
party model (Katz & Mair, 1995). An analysis of party
cartelisation in Belgium and Italy found that Flemish par-
ties were moderately cartelised, more so than Belgian
Francophone or Italian parties. However, the VB resisted
cartelisation (Sandri & Pauwels, 2010).

The mass-party model persists in some right-wing
populist parties. Scholars have argued that these par-
ties may challenge the cartelisation of party politics
due to their claims to represent the “ordinary” citizen
and challenge the “cosy arrangements” between the

party and the state (Van Biezen, 2014, p. 181). Heinisch
and Mazzoleni (2016, p. 241) concluded that many
right-wing populist parties adopt “a mass party related
organisation” with a focus on locally rooted organisa-
tional structures and building a “grassroots following.”
Three key characteristics of mass-party organisations
should be emphasised: (1) the drive to recruit a large
activist membership; (2) rootedness through local activi-
ties and structures; and (3) preserving “collective identi-
ties through ideology.”

In this article, | specifically explore how mass-
party structures have been adapted through the use
of modern digital tools. The effect of new technolo-
gies (social media, online communications, campaign-
ing apps, among others) on political party organisa-
tions has been the subject of recent scholarly discus-
sion with a focus on how they affect campaigns and
party membership (Dommett et al., 2021; Kefford, 2018;
McSwiney, 2020). Gerbaudo (2018) developed the con-
cept of the “digital party” and Margetts (2006) explored
the “cyber party.” These types of party are “profoundly”
digital; online organising and communications are inher-
ent and fundamental to them. However, many parties
use these technologies within traditional, established
organisational structures. The VB is one such party.

Digital tools affect one key element of the mass party:
party membership. Members are crucial to the mass party
since they provide political resources and ideas and bet-
ter relationships with voters. The cartel party, on the
other hand, becomes less dependent on members due to
increased state support (Gauja, 2015, pp. 234-235; Katz
& Mair, 2009). Across Europe, the size of party member-
ship in relation to the total electorate has shrunk from
approximately 15% to 4.7% in 2008 (Van Biezen et al.,
2012). In response to this shift and newly available dig-
ital tools, parties developed new forms of engagement
with citizens and created new forms of partisan affiliation,
such as supporter or friendship networks (Gauja, 2015;
Scarrow, 2014, p. 3). Online partisan affiliation has diverse
faces, from “friend” to “audience” to “digital activist,” and
some online followers, such as the “digital activist,” are
also often formal members (Gibson et al., 2017).

Relationships between parties and supporters may
be mediated less by formal membership cards or
contacts and more through social media networking.
However, these developments are not antithetical to the
mass-party model. Rather, in a modern mass party, the
“masses” of a party may be both formal members and
more informal supporters, and parties may make use of
new, increasingly important digital tools of communica-
tion alongside a traditional “ground game.”

4. The Vlaams Belang and the Modern Mass-Party
Organisation

The VB seeks to have an active and large grassroots base
(formal members and informal supporters), organised
through clearly articulated local, regional, and provincial
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executive boards. Local branches play a key role in organ-
ising social and political activities which maintain regular
connection with active supporters and recruit new sup-
porters. Recruitment occurs through a mixture of digital
and traditional tools. Party representatives’ motivations
behind maintaining these structures highlight the impor-
tance of party communities in spreading party informa-
tion to voters.

Within the mass-party structure, the party has
invested in social media tools. Social media support
recruitment by helping to identify informally affiliated
supporters and engage them in local activities. The move
towards social media forms of organising has also engen-
dered more ambivalence towards the importance of the
formal party member. Party activities and communica-
tions seek to be open to both formal members and infor-
mal supporters.

4.1. Organisational Structures

The VB has a high degree of organisation (“the extent
of regularised procedures for mobilising and coordinat-
ing the efforts of party supporters”) which allows the
party to maintain close links to its grassroots base (Janda,
1970, p. 106). Vertical organisational linkages, which
structure the relationships between the grassroots and
elites, are one of the key characteristics of the mass party
(Panebianco, 1988, p. 264). In this section, lillustrate how
the VB follows a mass-party model by considering the
party’s locally rooted organisational structures.

The party is characterised by a series of formal execu-
tive bodies, at various geographical levels: local branches,
regions, provinces, and a national-level party council.
As described in the party statutes, these levels are linked
through delegates from lower levels to upper levels—
i.e., local branch members are selected to represent the
branch at regional level; representatives from the region
are delegated to the provincial executive; and members
of regional and provincial boards represent their areas
at the party’s national council. A key function of del-
egated members is to transmit information from the
national level to the local branches (Interview 1). They
also provide direct linkage between the local branch
and the national party; local respondents often dis-
cussed feeling that they had a “direct line” to the party’s
Brussels headquarters.

The VB has approximately 160 branches across
Flanders’ 300 (previously 308) municipalities. This is
fewer than the largest Flemish party, the N-VA, which
in 2012 had 306 branches (Beyens et al., 2017, p. 396).
The third-largest party in Flanders, the CD&YV, lists 288
branches on its website. While the VB falls behind
in absolute number of branches, the party has tar-
geted increasing this number as part of its current
growth strategy. The investment in branches is what
leader Van Grieken calls “local anchoring” and is part of
the party’s plan for gaining power nationally (“Horizon
2024, 2020).

Since the electoral successes of May 2019, VB repre-
sentatives report newfound interest in starting or rejuve-
nating branches (Interview 4). The extent of this rejuve-
nation or increase in branches is not possible to measure
concretely. However, the party’s funding to support party
branches is clearer. The party has set up a system of
mentorship between national representatives and new
branches in their area in which parliamentarians act as
“godparents” for new branches. Since 2019, the party
has allowed branches to retain all their local area’s mem-
bership fees rather than asking them to share 30% of
membership fees with the national level, as was previ-
ously mandated. The party recently expanded its staff
from 30 to 100. This included newly hired provincial staff
members that provide support to existing and prospec-
tive branches, for both in-person and digital activities
(Interviews 4, 30, 31).

The VB’s local anchoring strategy and delegated ver-
tical strategy is consistent with the mass-party model,
which entails organising a broad group of grassroots
supporters and developing a “locally rooted, com-
plex and durable organisation” (Heinisch & Mazzoleni,
2016, p. 241).

4.2. Membership and Member Recruitment

Local anchoring requires having active members to sit on
local executive boards, organise activities, run on local
electoral lists, and campaign across Flanders. The party
seeks to identify new members and to engage existing
members. Identifying voters is also the focus of local
party organising, and this is set to become more impor-
tant as the legal requirement to vote has been lifted for
local elections in Flanders. A key parliamentarian and
member of the party’s executive structures noted that
the party would engage in more voter-mobilisation activ-
ities as a result of this change (Interview 32). In this
section, | explore the party’s efforts to recruit support-
ers/members and argue that this core feature of the
mass party remains a crucial element of the party’s
strategy. | then consider, drawing on previous litera-
ture on the evolving nature of party membership, how
informal forms of partisan support are incorporated in
the VB.

Traditional mainstream parties (socialists, Christian
Democrats, and liberals) in Flanders and Wallonia saw
their membership numbers peak by 1991 and decrease
throughout the 1990s and early 2000s (Van Haute et al.,
2013). The VB grew its membership through the 1990s
and early 2000s, alongside Flemish nationalist competi-
tors the N-VA and radical left PvdA/PtB. However, as can
be seen in Table 1, the party’s current membership has
fallen below its peak in the mid-2000s. Representatives
suggested that this membership stagnation was part of a
wider trend of disengagement from political party mem-
bership. However, decreases in party membership corre-
sponded with electoral defeat as the party underwent
internal turmoil, leadership turnover, and defections
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to the N-VA and short-lived populist competitor LDD
(Pauwels, 2011; Van Haute & Pauwels, 2016, p. 54).

Table 1. Membership numbers over time (1984-2018).

Year Members
1984 3,269
1988 2,485
1992 4,682
1996 10,039
2000 17,167
2003 16,860
2007 25,000
2009 22,500
2012 17,063
2018 18,153
2021 22,194

Notes: Data until 2000 was taken from Swyngedouw and
Van Craen (2002, p. 15); data from 2003-2009 was taken
from Van Haute et al. (2013); data for 2018 was taken from
Vlaeminck (2018); data for 2021 was taken from “Vlaams
Belang ziet ledenaantal stevig stijgen” (2021).

Recruitment of new members and member engage-
ment occurs both through local branch activities and
through social media. One staffer estimated that about
half of members join through local branches and half
through online tools (Interview 30). Most respondents
noted that online and in-person contacts were comple-
mentary. Social activities organised locally, such as new
year’s receptions, or political talks by big names such as
Van Grieken or Dewinter, are open to non-members and
provide recruitment opportunities (Interviews 10, 14).
Prospective members can also request a “trial member-
ship” for three months, during which time a local rep-
resentative or branch member will visit the trial mem-
ber’s home.

One party staff member working closely with local
branches explained: “In terms of the local... personal con-
tact is still the best. For example, what’s being said to us,
also in relation to the 2024 campaigns, is that we have to
concentrate on house-to-house visits.” In Ninove, where
the party achieved 40% of the vote in the last local elec-
tions, the local VB organisation does extensive house-to-
house canvassing to seek out supporters (Interview 18).
This is now being tried in other municipalities such as
Brasschaat (near Antwerp) and Ghent (Interviews 6, 8).

House-to-house recruitment is supported by digital
tools. The party’s recent face mask campaign provides
an example of this. On social media, the party heavily
advertised its offer of free VB face masks for those who
“registered as VB voters.” These contact details were col-
lated, and the party created a mobile app to facilitate
visits to these contacts by offering locations of houses
and walking directions between them. Figure 2 shows
one of the graphics used on Facebook for this campaign.
Recruitment required both capital investment into social
and digital media and party activists’ labour. This echoes

successful political movements elsewhere, where social
media campaigning is paired with labour-intensive sup-
porter mobilisation (Kefford, 2018, p. 659). Party elites
referred to Donald Trump’s campaign social media and
rallies as an inspiration (Interviews 14, 30, 32).

o

1 &
DOE MEE
REGISTREER U ALS VB-KIEZER

Figure 2. VB Facebook graphic advertising free face
masks. Source: Vlaams Belang Geraardsbergen (2020).

In terms of online engagement, respondents noted that
new party members also regularly join “spontaneously”
through the party’s national website (Interviews 6, 22,
23). The VB spent more than any other party on online
advertising during the May 2019 election, and this invest-
ment has continued after the campaign (Vandeputte &
De Smedt, 2019). Maly (2020) analyses the party’s social
media posts and highlights that the VB used both ads and
provocative “organic” viral content to grow its following
over time.

The party has 611,000 Facebook likes as of August
2021, just under 200,000 more than its closest com-
petitor, the N-VA. This does not necessarily indicate the
size of absolute support for the VB, as the number will
include non-VB voters and some fake “bot” accounts.
However, the Facebook page provides a way for the party
to keep in touch with its grassroots support and often
provides access to those in the party’s “audience” or
“friends” group alongside party members. One represen-
tative explained: “Not everyone [who follows the party
on Facebook] is, of course, a member, maybe not every-
one supports all of what we do, but they do follow us”
(Interview 6). A DEMOS survey in 2011, which included
the VB, found that 67% of Facebook followers voted for
the party at the most recent national election (Bartlett
et al., 2011). The party’s Facebook thus brings together
a significantly wider pool of the party’s supporters than
formal membership.

Social media allow the party to identify and recruit
some non-member sympathisers to formal membership.
Dewinter, in an interview, noted: “Through social media
we get a lot of contact details from people who have
sympathy for the party but then also aren’t members.
If you can engage those people and recruit them and
create a bigger engagement, that’s important.” Another
MP explained:
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Specialised staff members in Brussels post Facebook
advertisements....For example, if there are problems
with an asylum centre in Koksijde then Facebook
posts or advertisements are sent to the people of
Koksijde and then we get responses. Staff mem-
bers in West Flanders collect those, with addresses,
and that’s how you get addresses and make contact.
(Interview 14)

The VB invests both in membership recruitment and
more diffuse engagement of its informal supporter base
online. Party elites emphasise that the audience for its
online communications is not only members but a more
diffuse group of supporters. The party’s campaign ask-
ing these followers to “register as VB voters,” discussed
above, shows how the VB is seeking to capitalise on
new forms of partisan affiliation. Scarrow (2014) has
emphasised that affiliation with political parties takes
many forms. She identifies relationships with members
using electronic media as the most common new form of
party affiliation. Parties may offer “cyber membership”
or engage with social media “followers” or an online
“news audience.” No form of affiliation is necessarily
more important than the other and each provides par-
ties with different opportunities. Social media followers,
for example, may receive significant amounts of informa-
tion from the party and participate in two-way exchange
(Scarrow, 2014, pp. 33-35).

Registration as a voter requires no monetary commit-
ment, unlike party membership, but benefits the party
by providing clear voter identification and contact details.
Non-member sympathisers are also encouraged through
social media to become involved in local party life.
All party events are advertised on Facebook, and local
events are almost always open to non-members. Like reg-
istering as a voter, an open approach to party events and
communications offers a “low level” way of becoming
involved in the party (Interview 10). Social media sup-
port is seen as a corrective to the overall societal trend
of falling party membership numbers. A Flemish MP with
key executive roles in the party explained: “I think that
membership [of all organisations] is declining... but that
doesn’t take away from the fact that they support us—
for example, on Facebook or social media” (Interview 4).

The VB thus displays key characteristics of the mass
party, investing in and seeking to expand its supporter
base. However, the party adopts a more modern and flex-
ible concept of the mass party. In the following section,
| show that the motivations for investing in an activist
base echo the motivations of the mass party: creating a
sense of collective identity and mobilising the grassroots
to reach voters.

4.3. Motivations for the Mass-Party Structure
In the mass party, identity was a crucial driver of party

membership and members were “actively recruited and
encapsulated” within close communities (Katz & Mair,

1995, p. 18). When exploring the motivations for the
VB'’s investment in local activities and members, elites
pointed to the creation of community and the mobilisa-
tion of that community to reach out to voters.

The VB invests in social activities at a local level,
such as yearly festive meals, barbecues, wine and cheese
evenings, brunches, and book launches. Local activities
create small, close communities. The purpose of activi-
ties, one provincial councillor explains, is to bring people
together in a pleasant and sociable way (Interview 20).
Dewinter explained: “Cultivating camaraderie is impor-
tant. It has to be a friendship group. You have to bind
them to each other.” Social media also play a part in
developing community. The VB’s social media coordina-
tor and MP Bart Claes explained to De Morgen: “In 2014,
VB was nowhere to be found. Not in the media, nor
in people’s minds. That is why we have put a lot of
effort into building a community, a digital community”
(Kelepouris, 2019).

The sense of community in the VB is not rooted
in being part of the same union or church, as may
have traditionally been the case for the mass party.
The community feeling is instead rooted in members’
feeling of exclusion from mainstream Belgian politics.
The cordon sanitaire, one West Flemish provincial coun-
cillor explained, “ensures that we have the bond of
‘us’ versus the rest...All the attacks that we receive
ensure that we have a very high ‘Robin Hood’ feeling”
(Interview 16). Friendships are more meaningful because
“you are in the same boat; you don’t have anyone else”
(Interview 13). As such, the VB as a modern mass party
builds upon socially integrated communities.

These communities spread party propaganda to vot-
ers. One MP and local councillor explained: “The word-of-
mouth effect is still very important. If you have friends
who are Vlaams Belangers, and who do well and are
engaged, then you are very quickly inclined to come
along or maybe to vote for our party” (Interview 13).
Activists also provide publicity by speaking with friends,
delivering leaflets, putting up posters, and distributing
materials at local events (Interview 6). One local staff
member explained: “You can say that you do everything
online now, but you still need to put up posters, deliver
leaflets, and there it’s very good to trigger those active
members, to hold them to you” (Interview 22).

Information sharing also occurs online. One MP elab-
orated: “Over the last few years we have seen that
people are informed much easier through social media”
(Interview 5). The nature of social media (retweeting or
sharing on Facebook) allows the central party to con-
trol local messaging, because central messages can eas-
ily be replicated (Interview 13). Strong digital commu-
nities ensure that the party’s information gets shared
through supporters as well as advertisements. The party
has focused on hiring strong social media staff and has
developed party messages that are “clearly constructed
for online engagement” and “ready-made for uptake”
(Maly, 2020, p. 9).
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The VB’s emphasis on informing supporters directly
rather than through the mass media could be inter-
preted as a sign of its adoption of the mass-party model.
The traditional mass party used “a party press and
other party-related channels of communication [to make
up] for what it lacked in access to the commercial
press” (Katz & Mair, 1995, p. 10). De Jonge (2019)
notes that Flemish media have generally been more
open to the VB than media counterparts in Wallonia.
However, respondents perceived that the party and
Van Grieken received less attention than mainstream
parties in Flemish media. Increasingly throughout 2020
and 2021, they made claims of “censorship” on social
media platforms. Suspensions or threats of suspension
by these platforms against Van Grieken were widely
publicised by the party. VB representatives argued that
their use of social media and direct communication style
were necessitated by what they perceived as a lack of
access to the traditional mass media. While they may
have access to the mass media, it is clear that the
party uses narratives of exclusion to drive community
building and promote information sharing through these
party communities.

The VB remains committed to the fundamental moti-
vations underpinning the mass-party structure, using an
activist base and sense of community between members
to spread information. In the next section | show that,
despite investment in a mass-party structure, the grass-
roots of the party do not play a significant role in VB
decision-making processes.

5. Centralisation of Power and Internal Democracy

Scholars have documented how political parties intro-
duced new forms of participation to incentivise party
membership (Faucher, 2015; Gauja, 2015; Poguntke
et al., 2016). A review of recent party research suggests
that intra-party democracy is part of parties’ “efforts to
repair the broken links with the electorate and party
members and activists,” although evaluations suggest
that the effect may not have actually revitalised polit-
ical parties (Borz & Janda, 2020; Ignazi, 2020). Digital
media, which can facilitate intra-party democracy, has
also been seen as an opportunity to open parties up to
rejuvenation from below. In some cases, these new ways
of communicating within the party mean that “citizens
are breathing new life into the party form, remaking par-
ties in their own changed participatory image” (Chadwick
& Stromer-Galley, 2016, p. 285).

However, while social media provide new opportuni-
ties for two-way communication, members’ influence on
party decision-making is not necessarily increased. While
the VB invests in growing a grassroots base and in social
media, it maintains highly centralised decision-making
processes. The VB’s enthusiastic adoption of social media
and informal types of party affiliation have not altered
members’ power in the party. The party invests in com-
municating central decisions to supporters, but these

supporters are not empowered to contribute to party
decision-making.

5.1. Highly Centralised Decision-Making

As noted previously, the VB has a vertically articulated
series of executive boards from which members are del-
egated upwards. Statutorily, the VB’s highest organisa-
tional body is the Party Council. However, in this section
| show that the party leader and executive (selected by
the leader) still make most of the important decisions in
the party. They wield influence on policy, strategy, disci-
pline, and candidate selection. Given this party centrali-
sation, ordinary party members, or those only active in
local politics, have very little influence on party decision-
making. One MP noted: “Our Party Council was once
powerful. It has even rejected proposals from the Party
Executive, but that was some time ago now. It can hap-
pen but it’s not self-evident” (Interview 11). A local coun-
cillor also emphasised: “The Party Executive is omnipo-
tent; it is the daily leadership” (Interview 7).

The party leader is responsible for the party’s
overall policy and political direction and disciplinary
matters. The Party Executive comprises twelve to fif-
teen members: leaders of the parliamentary groups,
deputy leader(s), party treasurer, chairman of the
Party Council, and additional members selected by the
leader. The leader appoints all these positions, further
consolidating their power (Wauters & Pittoors, 2019).
The Executive determines urgent political questions and
daily management of the party. This small group of party
elites is instrumental in the party’s policy, campaign, and
disciplinary decisions.

However, policymaking requires a diverse range
of contributors, given the range of topics covered.
The party’s manifesto is developed by a working group
comprised of party and parliamentary staff, elected
members, and members of the Party Executive. The man-
ifesto then undergoes a process of revisions by the Party
Council. The Party Executive’s “day-to-day” role gives it
the power to make short-term policy and strategy deci-
sions which are rarely or never challenged by the Party
Council (Interview 21). Party staff and the Executive are
alsothe mostimportant actors in campaigns. During cam-
paigns, the party provides leaflet templates and coordi-
nates printing centrally (Interview 1). Party branding and
campaign strategies are thus centralised. Social media
also “ensures that a small group centrally sends a mes-
sage, and it then gets spread” (Interview 14).

Another way to shape the behaviour of its local
members on social media is through social media train-
ing and guidance provided by party staffers. However,
controversial statements are sometimes made by party
members and raised with the party, often by the media.
In these cases, and other cases of internal conflict, the
party leader and the Executive are also crucial in con-
ducting disciplinary procedures. Each level of the party
(local, regional, provincial) can mediate an emerging
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disciplinary issue. If this does not generate a resolu-
tion, the party leader and the Executive get involved
directly and can sanction members. According to the
party’s statutes, all sections of the party are responsi-
ble for reporting “facts that jeopardize the proper func-
tioning or reputation of the party” to the party leader
(VB statutes [party statutes are not publicly available but
were provided to the author by the party]). Disciplinary
procedures are thus favourable to the interests of the
party rather than those of the complainant.

Finally, candidate selection is centred on the wishes
of the Party Executive. Multiple interview respondents
described the process as “complicated,” and selection
procedures are not clearly set out in the party statutes.
Respondents explained that the Party Executive, in dis-
cussion with provincial executive members, determines
list leaders and electable list places. The list leader and
provincial executive then fill out the rest of the candi-
dates. All lists are ratified by the Party Council. Across
the decision-making procedures, we can see that the
Party Council’s role is one of ratification rather than deci-
sion. This highlights the way that the VB’s leader and the
Executive, supported by staff, maintain central control,
and make most decisions directly.

The nature of the Belgian system allows for some
internal “balance of power” between elite members.
Belgium’s divided legislative institutions ensure that no
one individual is in complete control. In Belgium, the
role of party leader has traditionally not overlapped
with the role of government or parliamentary leader.
Tom van Grieken is not the leader of the VB group in
the Belgian Chamber of Representatives, for example.
By decentralising power internally, representatives can
build a profile locally. Several representatives noted how
that, as group leaders in city councils and parliamentari-
ans, they could act as the figurehead in their specific city.

The VB also distributes power internally by “match-
ing up key party officials with political issue areas”
(Van Haute & Pauwels, 2016, p. 67). Under Van Grieken’s
leadership, significant staffing resource has been focused
on the party’s parliamentary staff. In a process of pro-
fessionalisation, the party’s parliamentarians have thus
begun to specialise in different policy areas and to
develop more substantive knowledge (Interviews 9, 32).
Rhetorically, some leaders like Dewinter and Dries
van Langenhove take more “hard-line” stances while oth-
ers use more moderate language. Although a balance
is found between elites, those who take the lead in
decision-making on policy, campaigns and discipline are
still a relatively small group of people.

5.2. Limited Internal Democracy

Including members in decision-making can occur
through assembly (exchange of arguments in party
organs, inclusiveness of forums) and plebiscitary meth-
ods (on a one member, one vote basis; see Poguntke
et al., 2016). In the VB, the only case in which members

vote is for leadership selection. To elect a VB leader, an
internal vote occurs within the Party Council. Once this
process is completed, the Party Council puts forth one
candidate to party members, who convene at a national
congress. All individuals who have been a member for
at least one year can cast their ballot to support (or not)
that candidate. The only contested leadership selection
at the stage of the Party Council vote was during the elec-
tion of Gerolf Annemans (elected 2012). All other lead-
ers were elected unopposed. In fact, until 2008, party
leaders were not elected at all. After almost 20 years of
leadership, founder Karel Dillen appointed his successor,
Frank Van Hecke. The lack of competition and newness
of this procedure means it is not robust and is generally
seen as a formality by representatives.

In terms of the exchange of ideas in assemblies, the
VB has numerous levels of executive boards. Ordinary
members can get involved by joining local executive
boards and becoming delegates to regional, provincial,
and national bodies. There is a low barrier to entry,
with most interested members accepted onto local exec-
utive boards (which seem to have no limit on mem-
bership numbers). However, regional and provincial lev-
els are not empowered to make many decisions. One
MP explained: “We have provincial structures, but those
rarely come together, and regional structures, but they
are more about passing on information top to bot-
tom” (Interview 18). In fact, the regional level is likely
to be removed after a reorganisation of Flemish elec-
toral boundaries.

Social media provide another way for ordinary mem-
bers to provide input. The VB can test policies, using reac-
tions as a sounding board. One Flemish MP explained:

We have a team, in the Vlaams Belang that is con-
cerned with social media and mostly with the reac-
tions we get. We take those reactions into account,
and it’s not always members who [respond online]
but also normal citizens, who are not members.
(Interview 9)

This substantiates the expansion of the concept of a
grassroots base in the VB, as the party considers input
not only from members but from a wider group of
online supporters. However, responding to supporters’
concerns on social media should not be conflated with
internal party democracy. While eliciting opinions on
social media allows a party to gauge supporters’ posi-
tions and presents an image of two-way exchange with
supporters, there is no obligatory inclusion or delibera-
tion in this process.

The concept of intra-party democracy is often fuzzy.
Intra-party democracy could include plebiscitary and
assembly methods, and various elements of democracy,
such as representation, responsiveness, and competition
(Borz & Janda, 2020). The VB has very limited voting
rights for party members. Furthermore, the party’s most
important assembly for exchange of ideas, the Party
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Council, tends to take a ratifying rather than deliberative
function. Given these limitations, despite an interest in
fostering a wide supporter base, it is the Party Executive
and leader that make key policy and strategy decisions.

6. Conclusion

The VB maintains a mass-party model which includes a
vertically delegated and strongly articulated set of local,
regional and provincial bodies. The party’s leader Tom
van Grieken has emphasised the importance of local
anchoring in branches, and party representatives at all
levels emphasised the need for and existence of a sense
of community between members. Local branches thus
seek to bring existing members together and to recruit
new members and activists. Local activities and social
media can mobilise these party communities to dissemi-
nate information. In fact, the party’s “Mission 2024” elec-
toral strategy is highly reliant on mobilising and growing a
grassroots base, highlighting the importance of the mass-
party model.

In this article, | have focused on the VB’s investment
in new technologies such as social media networks and
digital campaign tools such as Facebook advertisements
and mobile apps. Through these tools, the mass-party
model can take on a more modern form. This modern
form is typified by a more expansive understanding of
parties’ grassroots bases. While the VB seeks to build
a formal membership, it also uses social media to iden-
tify more informal “friends” of the party. In the modern
mass party, then, party affiliation is truly “multi-speed,”
as Scarrow (2014) argued. The masses that the VB seeks
to identify, assemble, and influence do not all carry the
party’s formal membership card. Rather, some may sim-
ply be followers while others may seek affiliation by reg-
istering as voters or ordering party materials such as face
masks. Regardless of which form of affiliation is chosen,
the party seeks to communicate with these people and
encourage a sense of collective identity. That collective
identity is based not on traditional affiliations such as
churches or unions, but rather in a feeling of exclusion
from mainstream Belgian politics.

Although the party invests in growing its grassroots
base, when it comes to internal decision-making, grass-
roots supporters are not empowered to make decisions.
The party leader and the Executive have decisive roles in
most aspects of party life. The party’s ordinary members
have limited input. While party representatives argue
that consultation with party supporters occurs through
feedback on social media and through local executives,
this feedback is ultimately informal. As such, it cannot
be conflated with internal party democracy.

The VB is a modern mass party that has enthusias-
tically adopted new technologies. These new technolo-
gies have facilitated the party’s relationship with a wide
grassroots supporter group. The VB is thus a useful case
of a party which incorporates digital tools into tradi-
tional forms of political party organisation. Combining

new technologies with local organising may rejuvenate
the mass-party model which was thought by some (pre-
maturely) to be an organisational model of the past.
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