


 
 

Abstract 

Voter Demands and Representative Behavior 

by 

Mathias Wessel Tromborg 

This dissertation analyzes whether and when voters get the type of 

representation that they prefer from their political representatives in contemporary 

democracies. Theoretically, I argue that individual representatives are motivated to 

respond to the demands of the voters in their districts because of personal vote-

seeking incentives and party leader strategies. Likewise, governments have an 

office-seeking incentive to respond to demands from the national electorate when 

they produce policy. Empirically, I first show that vote-maximizing party behavior is 

not confined to mainstream parties, but applies to niche parties as well. Next, I show 

that individual representatives from parliamentary parties are responsive to policy 

demands from their district voters on issues that are not highly salient to the party’s 

brand, and that individual representatives in presidential democracies are more 

likely to prioritize the provision of national resources to their district when their 

district voters demand them more. Finally, I show that government social spending 

in OECD countries responds to the preferences of the median voter in the national 

electorate. These findings have important implications for the way that 

representation works in contemporary democracies.
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Elected representatives are supposed to “act for” their constituents 

according to one of the most popular visions of representative democracy (Pitkin 

1967). A normatively desirable system of representation from this perspective is 

thus one in which political representatives behave in the way that their voters 

prefer. The purpose of this dissertation is to contribute to the political science 

literature that analyzes whether, how and when voters are substantively 

represented in this way.  

Of course, substantive representation can take many different forms. A 

prominent form is policy responsiveness (Miller and Stokes 1963; Achen 1978) – 

that is,  the implementation of laws that respond to the demands of voters. However, 

representatives can also provide several other types of substantive representation 

such as casework for constituents who request assistance, the generation of pork 

barrel benefits for the district, as well as “home style” activities such as attending 



11 
 

and speaking at local public and private events (Miller and Stokes 1963; Eulau and 

Karps 1977; Mayhew 1974; Fenno 1978).  This means that several different possible 

models of substantive representation are possible, and, accordingly, research in 

different geographical areas has emphasized different aspects of substantive 

representation.  

Miller and Stokes (1963) famously found that the American system of 

substantive representation is a combination of three representational models: A 

Burkean model where individual representatives serve as “trustees” that have 

autonomy to act in their constituency’s interest, an instructed-delegate model where 

representatives serve their constituency’s will by taking positions that mirror the 

preferences in the electorate, and a responsible-party model where national parties 

in government serve the will of the national electorate. Accordingly, subsequent 

research on representation in the American context has both theorized and found 

empirical evidence that representative issue positions are a function of district 

preferences (Bartels 1991; Mayhew 1974), but that there is also party discipline 

(Cox and McCubbins 1993; Miller and Overby 2010; Sinclair 1995), and that national 

level policy making often reflects the policy preferences of the national electorate 

(Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002). 

In Latin America a substantial body of research has examined the role of 

electoral institutions in determining whether and how individual legislators 

emphasize their home districts in their legislative work. Based on work by Carey 

and Shugart (1995) many of these studies have shown that Latin American 
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legislators sometimes are motivated to do so because of the personal vote seeking 

incentive that they have. Specifically, political parties usually present a list of 

candidates in each electoral district before an election, and when voters are allowed 

to alter the order of that list at the ballot box, then legislators who desire re-election 

are motivated to appeal to their district voters by providing substantive benefits for 

them (Crisp et al. 2004; Ingall and Crisp 2001; Carey 2009; Ames 1995). However, 

even in contexts where personal votes do not matter for re-election, legislators may 

also be motivated to respond to district demands because of party leader strategies 

(Carey 1996; Taylor 1992; Calvo and Murillo 2004; Kerevel 2015).   

The parliamentary literature on representation, on the other hand, has 

traditionally approached substantive representation mostly from a responsible-

party model perspective. There is some parliamentary research on district-targeted 

legislative behavior, especially in Westminster democracies (Cain, Ferejohn, and 

Fiorina 1987; Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2005), but most of the parliamentary 

literature on substantive representation has emphasized the direct relationship 

between national electorate and parliamentary party policy positions  (Adams et al. 

2004, 2006; Ezrow et al. 2011), national electorate and government policy positions 

(Blais and Bodet 2006; McDonald, Mendes, and Budge 2004; Powell 2000), and 

national electorate policy preferences and outcomes (Brooks and Manza 2007). 

These studies generally find that national level policy congruence and 

responsiveness depend on contextual factors such as party types and electoral rules.  
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Political scientists thus know a lot about whether, how, and when 

policymakers focus on their voters. However, there are also some important gaps in 

our knowledge about the nature of substantive representation. First, much of the 

existing comparative research on district-targeted behavior among individual 

legislators in both the presidential and parliamentary context has focused on the 

role of institutions, but these studies usually do not actually measure constituent 

preferences directly. This is an important gap because one cannot say, for example, 

that legislators who spend a lot of time in their home districts substantively 

represent their voters if what those voters really needed and wanted was for the 

legislators to spend a lot of time in the national legislature securing funding for 

improvements in the constituents’ standard of living. Understanding whether and 

when voters are substantively represented thus requires knowing what voters 

want. 

Second, while there is a lot of parliamentary research on congruence 

between voter and government or party policy positions, there is a dearth of 

research on district-targeted position taking among parliamentary legislators and 

candidates. This is surprising because many parliamentary democracies utilize 

electoral institutions associated with personal vote seeking incentives such as open 

list proportional representation, and parliamentary party leaders could also 

encourage such behavior among their members under certain circumstances. 

Finally, most of the parliamentary congruence literature measures government 

positions using survey or manifesto data as opposed to actual policy outputs, but 

policy outputs are clearly a key component of substantive representation.  
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The purpose of this dissertation is to address these gaps theoretically and 

empirically in order to improve our understanding of whether, how and when 

voters receive substantive representation. Theoretically, I argue that legislators are 

motivated to respond to district demands in both presidential and parliamentary 

democracies because of personal vote seeking incentives and party leader 

strategies. Specifically, legislators may respond to district demands for different 

styles of representation because doing so will improve their re-election likelihood, 

but they may also do so because party leaders encourage this behavior as the party 

as a whole benefits from having more electorally popular candidates.1 At the 

national level I argue that governments are motivated to respond to the central 

preference tendency (i.e. the preferences of the median voter) because of the 

median’s pivotal role in creating a majority. Empirically, I test these possibilities in 

four chapters (chapters 2-5) where I also develop more specific theoretical models 

of different styles of substantive representation.   

1.1. Overview of Chapters 

A key assumption in this dissertation is that office-seeking motivations are 

the key mechanism that links voters and their individual representatives, parties 

and governments. However, some recent studies have suggested that niche parties 

                                                        
 

1
 As I argue in chapter 3 these explanations of substantive representation at the district level are not 

mutually exclusive. Party leaders may in some circumstances encourage their candidates to respond to 
personal vote-seeking incentives in order to motivate the development of electorally popular candidates 
across districts. There is thus not necessarily a tradeoff between party office goals and personal career 
goals within a political party. 
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(e.g. green and radical right parties), which have gained increasing electoral 

momentum in recent years, do not change their policy platforms strategically to 

changing electoral circumstances (Adams et al. 2006; Ezrow et al. 2011; Jensen and 

Spoon 2010). The first substantive chapter (chapter 2) challenges this conclusion 

and illustrates empirically that niche parties also moderate their policy positions 

strategically. Specifically, the chapter shows that niche parties respond strategically 

to the behavior of ideologically proximate parties on their most salient policy 

dimension (i.e. nationalism for radical right parties and environmentalism for green 

parties). The stage is thus set for legislators, parties and governments across the full 

party system to provide substantive representation for their voters because they are 

motivated by the electoral benefits that are associated with doing so.  

The second substantive chapter (chapter 3) examines substantive 

representation at the district level in a parliamentary democracy. The literature on 

parliamentary representation has traditionally assumed that political parties take 

clear and differentiated policy positions, but new research suggests that parties 

sometimes have an electoral incentive to present voters with a distribution of 

positions to select from at the ballot box. This chapter explores whether 

parliamentary parties pursue such a strategy by letting their candidates take district 

positions on issues where party and district voter preferences diverge, using unique 

elite and mass survey data from Denmark. The results suggest that parliamentary 

candidates take district positions in both institutional intra- and inter-party 

competition contexts, but not on issues that are highly salient to their party. 
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The third substantive chapter (chapter 4) also examines substantive 

representation at the district level, but in Latin America where district resource 

provision (i.e. pork provision) is a common legislative behavior. Consequently, this 

chapter develops a theoretical model of substantive representation that explains 

district-targeted resource provision as a function of a district’s relative deprivation 

of those resources. The model is tested with the first region-wide analysis of district 

resource provision using cross-national elite and mass survey data from Latin 

America. The results indicate that voters in rural districts tend to be relatively 

deprived of public and private resources, and, accordingly, that legislators who 

represent rural districts tend to prioritize the provision of such resources more.  

The final substantive chapter (chapter 5) examines substantive 

representation at the national level. The chapter theorizes that democratic 

governments have a political incentive to respond to the preferences of the median 

voter, which takes priority over their economic incentive to cut social spending 

when government debt levels are high. The theoretical model is tested using data on 

welfare state spending in 18 OECD countries, and the results show that high levels 

of government debt result in welfare state retrenchment except when the median 

voter favors more egalitarian outcomes. Under such circumstances there is no 

discernable relationship between government debt and social spending.   

The final chapter (chapter 6) summarizes these findings and their 

implications for the way that substantive representation works as well as for future 

research.  
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Chapter 2 

Space Jam: Are Niche Parties Strategic 

or Looney? 

This chapter is included in Tromborg, Mathias W. 2015. “Space Jam: Are 

Niche Parties Strategic or Looney?” Electoral Studies 40: 189-199. 

 

There is an emerging consensus that niche parties are fundamentally 

different from mainstream parties. Specifically, it is argued that niche parties differ 

from mainstream parties in their electoral strategies (Adams et al. 2006; Ezrow et 

al. 2011; Jensen and Spoon 2010) and in their electoral reward structure (Adams et 

al. 2006; Meguid 2005, 2008). These conclusions have important implications for 

the party literature more generally because they suggest that niche parties do not 

face the usual trade-off between expressing their sincere policy beliefs versus 

strategically moderating their policy platform in order to increase their vote share.  
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In this chapter I challenge the emerging consensus on two counts. First, 

classical spatial theory suggests that parties have an incentive to shift their positions 

in the same direction as their proximate parties (neighboring parties) because they 

will be rewarded electorally from doing so, but this possibility has not yet been 

tested in the context of niche parties. This gap in the literature plausibly exists 

because there are important endogeneity and spuriousness concerns associated 

with examining whether shifts by proximate parties are associated with similar 

shifts by niche parties. However, research by Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) 

shows that when parties enter government coalitions, then the perceived ideological 

distance between the participating parties is reduced. This suggests that when a 

government coalition is formed, an ideological space, or a policy space, may open up 

for parties to take electoral advantage. This is important because the concerns of 

empirical bias are reduced in analyses that examine the effects of such coalitions on 

niche party behavior. Specifically, it is unlikely that proximate parties get into 

government coalitions because of niche party policy positions, and it is unlikely that 

unmeasured variables simultaneously and systematically cause proximate parties to 

join government coalitions and niche parties to shift their policy positions in a 

certain direction. 

Second, existing studies test the behavior of niche parties in the traditional 

left-right ideological space, but niche parties are characterized exactly by competing 

on policy dimensions that do not fit easily on the left-right scale (Wagner 2012). 

This is potentially problematic because niche parties may have leftist positions on 

certain composite policy issues and rightist positions on others, which would 



19 
 

produce a lot of empirical noise that could lead to type II errors. This would occur, 

for instance, if changes in the independent variable lead radical right parties that 

favor social programs targeted at their key constituents to become more moderate 

on redistributive issues and nationalism simultaneously.  

Given these two concerns I present an empirical analysis that examines both 

whether niche parties respond to observed shifts by proximate parties, and whether 

they respond to coalition formations including proximate parties. The regression 

analyses examine green and radical right party behavior on their main issue 

dimensions and on the traditional left-right dimension in 17 countries from 1976 to 

the present with data from the Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP) and data on 

government coalitions from Döring and Manow’s (2015) Parliament and 

Government Composition Database (ParlGov). The results suggest that niche parties 

do moderate their policy positions strategically in response to the behavior of 

proximate parties, especially on their main policy dimension. 

2.1. The Conventional Wisdom: Niche Parties as Fundamentally 

Different from Mainstream Parties 

Niche parties are political parties that reject the traditional class-based 

orientation of politics, appeal to electorate groups that cross-cut the traditional left-

right line of political division, and limit their issue appeals to a few issues (Meguid 

2005). Because of such distinguishing features the niche party literature suggests 

that niche parties are fundamentally different from mainstream parties in two 
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additional ways. First, niche parties have different electoral incentives than 

mainstream parties. Niche parties are systematically punished at the polls when 

they moderate, unlike their mainstream competitors, because niche party 

supporters are particularly sensitive to such policy shifts (Adams et al. 2006). 

Instead, niche party electoral success occurs when mainstream parties take a 

strategy that benefits the niche party (Meguid 2005, 2008), or, in the case of radical 

right parties, when they commit to free markets while conveying nationalist 

messages (Kitschelt 1995; see also de Lange 2007). 

Second, and relatedly, it is argued that the behavior of niche parties differs 

from that of mainstream parties. The predictions are illustrated in Figure 2.1, which 

shows the expected effect of a change in the distribution of voter preferences. The 

solid line represents the initial distribution of voter preferences, and the dashed line 

represents a new distribution of voter preferences. The arrows reflect the argument 

in the literature that mainstream parties respond to changes in voter preferences 

among the general electorate (Adams et al., 2004; Stimson et al., 1995), whereas 

niche parties are not expected to respond to such changes (Adams et al., 2006). 

Rather, niche parties are expected to respond to shifts in the position of their own 

partisan constituency (Ezrow et al., 2011), and there is also evidence to suggest that 

niche parties differ from mainstream parties in their legislative behavior (Jensen 

and Spoon, 2010).  
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Figure 2.1 - Expected party responses to a change in the voter preference 

distribution 

 

 

It is clear, then, that many existing studies on niche party behavior base their 

conclusions on empirical analyses that examine whether niche parties respond 

strategically to changes in the demand for policies. However, classical spatial theory 

and conventional wisdom suggest that parties have electoral incentives to respond 

both to changes in the distribution of voter preferences and to changes in the supply 

of policy position offerings by proximate parties. The existing niche party literature 

has not examined how niche parties respond to the latter incentive, and this is an 

important gap in the literature, which suggests that we do not yet know whether 
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niche parties behave strategically. As a result the main purpose of this article is to 

articulate the key predictions from classical spatial theory that have not yet been 

examined empirically in the context of niche parties and to test them empirically. 

2.2. Spatial theory, Heuristics Theory and Niche Party Behavior 

2.2.1. Classical Spatial Theory 

In classical spatial theory the optimal policy position for a focal party 

depends on the distribution of voter preferences and the policy positions of its 

proximate parties in a unidimensional space (Cox 1990; Downs 1957; Enelow and 

Hinich 1984). Furthermore, changes in the policy position of a proximate party 

should motivate the focal party to shift its policy position in the same direction 

under certain conditions, but this possibility has not yet been examined in the 

context of niche parties. To understand why this electoral incentive sometimes 

exists, it is necessary to understand the assumptions that classical spatial theory 

makes about voters and parties. 

Classical spatial theory assumes that each voter has single-peaked 

preferences over a unidimensional space, that turnout levels are unrelated to the 

positions of the parties, and that voters vote sincerely (Cox 1990). Given these 

assumptions, a focal party’s voters are located between two cut-points that 

represent the midpoint between the focal party and a proximate party on the left 

and the midpoint between the focal party and a proximate party on the right. This 

means that the focal party’s vote share and optimal policy position change in 
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response to shifts by the proximate parties conditional on the distribution of voter 

preferences and the initial policy positions of the three parties.  

Classical spatial theory further makes some key assumptions about parties. 

Specifically, it is assumed that parties are vote-maximizers, that there are a fixed 

number of parties competing in a given election, and that parties can make 

incremental changes in their spatial positions without costs (Cox 1990). However, to 

account for non-convergence between parties, more recent literature suggests that 

it may be costly for parties to become too ideologically similar or to leapfrog other 

parties (Adams, Merrill, and Grofman 2005; Adams 2001). These assumptions 

collectively suggest that an exogenous shock to the position of a proximate party 

should motivate the focal party to change its policy position conditional on the 

distribution of voter preferences, the initial position of the proximate party, and the 

position of the focal party itself. 
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Figure 2.2 - Expected party responses to a change in the position of two 

proximate parties 

 

 

Given these assumptions, the untested theoretical prediction from classical 

spatial theory that would challenge the conventional wisdom in the niche party 

literature is that niche parties moderate their policy positions strategically in 

response to shifts by proximate parties. The logic is illustrated in Figure 2.2. The 

figure shows a normal distribution of voter preferences, and the vertical lines 

represent the midpoints between focal parties and their proximate parties. The focal 

parties in the figures are niche parties because this is the party type that this 

chapter is theoretically concerned with, but the classical spatial predictions apply 

uniformly to all party types. The solid vertical lines represent the initial midpoints, 
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the short dashed vertical lines represent the midpoints when the proximate parties 

move away from the focal parties, and the long dashed vertical lines represent the 

midpoints between the focal parties and the proximate parties when the focal 

parties move in the same direction as their proximate parties.  Given proximity 

voting, all voters located between a vertical line and a focal party will vote for the 

focal party. 

In the case where a focal party has two proximate parties (a moderate focal 

party), the focal party has an incentive to move in the same direction as a proximate 

party if such behavior increases the area under the curve of the voter distribution 

that is defined between the two midpoints that are associated with the focal party 

and its proximate parties. Whether this is the case depends on the nature of the 

voter distribution and the initial positions of the three parties because any shift by 

the focal party will cause some voters to be closest to the focal party, but other 

voters to be closer to a proximate party. When the distribution of voter preferences 

is normal as in Figure 2.2, classical spatial theory predicts that focal parties in an 

optimal location with two proximate parties should move in the same direction as 

the proximate moderate party (the party that is proximate to, but less extreme than, 

the focal party) if the proximate moderate party moves toward the center of the 

distribution. This is because any incremental move toward the center of the 

distribution increases the area under the curve defined between the two midpoints 

under a normal distribution. However, shifts by proximate parties away from the 

center of a normal distribution should not have this effect on moderate focal parties 

since any move away from the center of the normal distribution reduces the area 
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under curve between the two midpoints.2  If the distribution of voter preferences 

has a u-shape, then the predictions are exactly the opposite.  

The spatial predictions about extreme focal parties (focal parties that only 

have a single proximate party) are particularly important in the context of niche 

parties because niche parties are often perceived to be extreme. When focal parties 

are extreme, then classical spatial theory predicts that they should always move 

toward the center of the distribution when the distance between the extreme focal 

party and their proximate party increases.3 The reason for this is simple: If the 

proximate party shifts its policy position toward the center of the distribution, then 

a new space opens up for the “extreme’ focal party to capture, and it can do so 

without losing even its most extreme voters to another party. 

2.2.2.  Empirical Issues and Heuristics Theory 

The predictions from classical spatial theory that are described in the 

previous section have not been tested very extensively in the mainstream party 

literature. In fact, to my knowledge, only Adams and Somer-Topcu (2009) have 

systematically tested the extent to which parties at large respond to shifts by 

proximate parties. Arguably, empirical tests are so rare because the risk of empirical 

                                                        
 

2
 A shift toward the center by the proximate extreme party (the party that is proximate to, but more 

extreme than, the focal party), or a shift away from the center by a proximate moderate party could also 
lead focal parties to move in the same direction depending on the specific assumptions about the 
costliness of becoming ideologically similar to other parties.   
3
 A shift away from the center by a proximate party could also cause “extreme” focal parties to move in 

the same direction depending on the assumptions about the costliness of becoming ideologically similar 
to other parties.   
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bias looms large. Concretely, regression models that analyze whether niche parties 

change their manifestos in response to changes in proximate party manifestos (i.e. 

CMP-scores) will be biased by endogeneity if proximate parties respond to niche 

parties, and by spuriousness if unmeasured variables (e.g. political events) 

simultaneously cause niche parties and their proximate parties to move in the same 

direction. 

Another potential issue associated with regressing niche party manifesto 

scores on proximate party manifesto scores is that the independent variable then 

measures the actual, rather than the perceived, behavior of proximate parties.  

Classical spatial theory has often implicitly or explicitly assumed a perfect 

correspondence between “true” party policy positions and perceived policy 

positions, but since spatial predictions are based on the behavior of voters it is clear 

that vote-maximizing parties should be attentive to where voters perceive that 

proximate parties are located if a perfect correspondence does not exist. This is 

important because manifesto scores may not correspond to voter perceptions for 

two main reasons: First, opposition party strategies involve words rather than 

actions, and these words may not be very effective in moving citizens’ perceptions of 

policy positions (Adams 2012). Second, the policies that government parties 

implement may be different from their pre-election promises (Adams 2012; Andre 

Blais, Blake, and Dion 1993; Imbeau, Pétry, and Lamari 2001).  

An alternative approach would be to use survey data to measure the 

perceived distance between niche parties and their proximate parties and to 
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examine whether changes in the size of this distance has an effect on niche party 

behavior. However, the empirical results from such an approach would still be 

biased by endogeneity if proximate parties respond to the perceived position of 

focal niche parties, and they would be spurious if unmeasured variables such as 

political events simultaneously cause niche parties and their proximate parties to 

move in the same direction.4   

Fortunately, research by Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) reveals a new and 

innovative way in which it is possible to isolate cases where the perceived position 

of a proximate party shifts away from a focal niche party in isolation from the 

perceived behavior of the niche party itself. Specifically, Fortunato and Stevenson 

demonstrate that voters perceive government coalition parties to be more 

ideologically similar than other party pairs when controlling for the CMP codings of 

their election manifestos, everything else equal. According to Fortunato and 

Stevenson this is because voters use government coalition participation as a 

heuristic to infer that compromises have to be made among the participating 

parties.  

The Fortunato and Stevenson finding is interesting because it suggests that 

voters perceive that parties shift their policy positions when they get into 

government coalitions. From the perspective of niche parties this means that new 

votes are obtainable if a proximate party gets into a government coalition, and the 

                                                        
 

4
 Furthermore, such an empirical analysis would usually be confined to the left-right ideological space, 

which may not very well characterize niche party competition as I shall argue below. 
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implication from classical spatial theory is thus that niche parties have an incentive 

to change their policy positions. This is important because the decision by a 

proximate party to enter a government coalition is an action that is unrelated to the 

perceived position of the niche party. Consequently, if it can be shown empirically 

that niche parties respond systematically when proximate parties get into 

government coalitions, then it would indicate that niche parties conform 

strategically to classical spatial predictions, but the concerns of empirical bias would 

be significantly reduced. Specifically, endogeneity concerns are reduced because it is 

unlikely that shifts in niche party policy positions have a large impact on the 

probability that their proximate parties enter government coalitions, and 

spuriousness concerns are reduced because there are few obvious variables that 

could simultaneously cause proximate parties to join government coalitions and 

niche parties to shift their policy positions in a certain direction.5  

2.2.3. Which Space? 

While classical spatial theory and Fortunato and Stevenson’s heuristics 

theory collectively suggest that niche parties should respond when their proximate 

parties get into a government coalition, it is not clear on which policy dimension 

they should do so. The conclusions drawn about niche parties in the literature so far 

have placed niche parties in the traditional left-right ideological space. Specifically, 

                                                        
 

5
 It is possible that a left (right) shift in the distribution of voter preferences could cause a shift toward the 

extreme end of the policy spectrum by green (radical right) parties and also increase the likelihood that 
mainstream center-left (center-right) parties get into government. However, this would bias the results 
against the theoretical expectations.  
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existing studies examine whether niche parties act in ways that can be compared to 

those of mainstream parties in the left-right space, and whether they benefit 

electorally from doing so. The approach is justified with the argument that the left-

right dimension allows for meaningful cross-national comparison, whereas a 

multidimensional approach would complicate matters more than it would be worth 

in gained analytical leverage.    

There is no doubt that confining niche party analyses to the left-right space 

carries with it theoretical and empirical benefits by sacrificing nuance for 

generalizability. However, using the general left-right space as a theoretical and 

empirical tool also carries with it a number of concerns that are exaggerated in the 

context of niche parties. Most importantly, niche parties are often characterized 

exactly by not fitting well on the traditional left-right scale. Rather, they tend to 

compete on a small number of noneconomic issues (Wagner 2012), and these issues 

tend to cross-cut existing lines of political competition (Meguid 2005, 2008). 

For illustrative purposes consider the case of radical right parties in Western 

Europe. These parties are easily characterized as “right” in terms of their position on 

issues pertaining to nationalism, but their positions on issues related to 

redistribution can be much more ambiguous. The reason for this is that radical right 

parties often rely on votes from population segments that would benefit from 

redistribution, and radical right parties may even develop a reputation as working 

class parties (Mudde 1999). It follows that when existing studies find that niche 

parties are fundamentally different from mainstream parties, it may not be because 



31 
 

niche parties refrain from adjusting their policy positions strategically in order to 

maximize their vote share, but because they are examined on an ideological 

dimension that does not capture their strategic behavior very well. If, for instance, 

radical right parties tend to favor “leftist” redistribution to their core constituencies, 

then policy moderation on this issue will result in an overall left-right score in the 

CMP-index that is further right than it was before policy moderation took place. This 

issue could potentially drive some of the non-findings in the current state of the 

niche party literature. 

2.2.4. Theoretical Expectations 

Classical spatial theory assumes a unidimensional space much like the 

majority of the existing work on niche parties. This is usually thought of as the 

traditional left-right ideological dimension, but it need not be. Specifically, the 

nature of niche parties allows for a convenient compromise between nuance and 

generalizability in the context of issue dimensionality when testing classical spatial 

theory. Since niche parties attempt to compete on a small number of issues, it may 

be more appropriate to fit niche parties on a single dimension than mainstream 

parties as long as this dimension is the niche party’s most salient policy dimension. 

If, for instance, green parties predominantly seek to win votes from their position on 

the environment, then it makes intuitive sense that they should be more attentive 
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when a space opens up on this issue dimension than when a space opens up on the 

general left-right dimension.6 

Figure 2.3 – Expected party responses to a proximate moderate coalition 

 

 

Assuming a unidimensional space that varies by niche party family it is 

possible to synthesize the predictions from classical spatial theory and from 

Fortunato and Stevenson’s heuristics theory. As Figure 2.3 illustrates, niche parties 

                                                        
 

6
 This also assumes that mainstream parties position themselves at least somewhat on these dimensions, 

which appears a reasonable assumption (but see Meguid, 2005; 2008) 
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have an incentive to moderate their policy positions when a proximate moderate 

party on the same dimension enters a government coalition that consists only of 

parties that are more moderate than the niche party. I refer to such a coalition 

government as a proximate moderate coalition (PMC). 

The existence of a PMC cues voters that a proximate moderate party has 

shifted its policy position away from the niche party, and the niche party benefits 

electorally from shifting its policy position in the same direction as the perceived 

shift by the proximate moderate party. This is because such behavior will increase 

the area under the curve between the two midpoints associated with the niche party 

(assuming that voters perceive that the shift has occurred). Similarly, extreme niche 

parties benefit electorally if their perceived policy position shifts toward the center 

of the distribution when their proximate party gets in a government coalition 

because such behavior will increase the area under the curve between the endpoint 

of the distribution and the midpoint associated with the niche party.      

To be sure, Fortunato and Stevenson’s analysis also assumes a left-right 

ideological space. The theoretical framework in this chapter thus extends the 

Fortunato and Stevenson model by assuming that the same logic applies to other 

salient policy dimensions such as ‘environmental protection versus growth’ and 

‘internationalism versus nationalism’. There is some preliminary empirical evidence 

in favor of this assumption (Stevenson and Tromborg, 2015), but theoretically I 

argue that it is reasonable to assume that if a government coalition is formed 

between a party that tends to favor pro-environmental policies and a party that 
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favors growth policies, then voters perceive compromise on environmental issues. 

Similarly, I argue that if a government coalition is formed between a socially 

conservative party and a more internationally oriented party, then voters will 

perceive compromise on issues pertaining to the internationalism-nationalism 

dimension. The theoretical expectations, then, can be summarized in the following 

hypothesis:   

 

Hypothesis 2.1: Niche parties become more moderate on their most 

important policy dimension when the government consists of a PMC on the same 

dimension.  

2.3. Data and Methods 

2.3.1. The Sample 

To evaluate the hypothesis empirically a dataset has been assembled that 

includes data on government participation by political parties (Döring and Manow, 

2015) as well as data on radical right and green party CMP scores from early 1976 

to the present in 17 Western style democracies.7 The sample green parties are 

parties from Western style democracies coded as ‘ecologist’ in the CMP dataset, and 

the sample radical right parties are the Freedom Party of Austria, the Progress Party 

                                                        
 

7
 The dataset also contains the last election before 1976 for each party where such data exist to allow the 

differenced dependent variable score to begin in 1976. 
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and Danish People’s Party from Denmark, the Progress Party from Norway, the 

National Front from France, the Finns Party from Finland, the Alternative 

Democratic Reform Party from Luxembourg, and the Party for Freedom from the 

Netherlands.8 I exclude ethno-linguistic and regionally oriented parties from the 

radical right sample because such parties do not necessarily compete on the 

internationalism-nationalism policy dimension. Finally, to ensure that the parties in 

the sample can actually be considered niche parties according to Meguid's (2005) 

definition I do not include any observations where a party did not spend any 

manifesto space to discuss its main dimension, nor do I include any of this party’s 

previous elections.9 

 

                                                        
 

8
 Radical right party observations included in the analysis: Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (Austria): 1990-

2008. Fremskridtspartiet (Denmark): 1987-1998. Fremskrittspartiet (Norway): 1977-2009. Front National 
(France): 1986-2012. Dansk Folkeparti (Denmark): 1998-2011. Perussuomalaiset (Finland): 1999-2011. 
Alternativ Demokratesch Reformpartei (Luxembourg): 1989-2013. Partij voor de Vriijheid (Netherlands): 
2006-2012. 
 Green party observations included in the analysis: Die Grüne Alternative (Austria): 1986-2008. Vihreä 
Liitto (Finland): 1983-2011. Die Grünen (Germany): 1983-1987. Bündnis 90/Die Grünen (Germany): 1990-
2013. Federazione dei Verdi (Italy): 1987-2006. GroenLinks (Netherlands): 1989-2012. Partido Ecologista 
(Portugal): 1983-2011. Miljöpartiet de Gröna (Sweden): 1988-2010. Grüne Partei der Schweiz 
(Switzerland): 1979-2011. Green party (Ireland): 1989-2011. Les Verts (France): 1993-2012). Déi Gréng 
(Luxembourg): 1994-2013. Groen (Belgium): 1981-2010. Ecolo (Belgium): 1981-2010. Green party of 
Aotearoa New Zealand (New Zealand): 1999-2011. Australian Greens (Australia): 2004-2013. 
Vinstrihreyfingin (Iceland): 1999-2013.    
9
 The consequence of this exclusion criteria is dropping Fremskrittspartiet (Norway) in 1973, FPÖ (Austria) 

in 1986, Fremskridtspartiet (Denmark) in 1984 and earlier, and Alleanza National (Italy) in 2001 and earlier 
(this is the equivalent of dropping this party from the sample altogether). It makes theoretical sense to 
drop Fremskridtspartiet observations for this period because the party originated as an anti-tax party, and 
it did not develop into a nationalist party until the 1980s. It makes empirical sense to drop Alleanza 
Nationale altogether because this party spends consistently lower levels of attention to nationalist issues 
than other ridacal right parties in its election manifestos. In fact, from 1972 to 2006 there was only one 
election in which Alleanza Nationale spent more than five percent of its manifesto space to discuss issues 
pertaining to the nationalism-internationalism dimension, and the other radical right parties in the sample 
spent more than seven percent of their manifesto space on this dimension on average.   
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2.3.2. Dependent variables 

The theory predicts that niche parties will moderate their position on their 

main policy dimension in an attempt to gain votes when the perceived distance 

between them and a proximate moderate party increases. It is important to note 

that the research question is not whether niche parties are actually successful in 

convincing voters that their policy position has changed, but merely whether they 

attempt to do so.  Consequently, the dependent variables measure niche party 

behavior on their main axis of competition. As a robustness check I also examine 

niche party behavior on the general left-right dimension. 

All dependent variables used in the models are coded as the change in the 

niche party’s CMP score on a given policy dimension relative to the CMP score on 

the same dimension in the previous election. Table 2.1 reports the issue areas 

involved in constructing the policy scales for the niche parties’ main policy 

dimensions. Each policy dimension is measured as a logit scale as recommended by 

Lowe et al. (2011). This is done by taking the log of the count of all quasi-sentences 

that fall into a “left” position and subtracting this number from the log of the count 

of all quasi-sentences that fall into a “right” position. Following Lowe et al.’s advice I 

also add 0.5 to all counts to reduce any potential bias from the estimation 
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procedure. The left-right dependent variable is simply Lowe et al’s transformation 

of the left-right variable (‘rile’) in the CMP dataset.10 

Table 2.1 - Policy Dimensions 

Policy dimension “Left” position “Right” position  
Internationalism vs. 
nationalism  

602 National Way of 
Life: Negative + 
 
607 Multiculturalism: 
Positive  

601 National Way of Life: Positive + 
 
 
608 Multiculturalism: Negative 

Environmentalism 
vs. the paradigm of 
growth.  

501 Environmental 
Protection + 
 
416 Anti-Growth 
Economy: Positive 

410 Productivity 

 

Radical right parties compete mainly on the “internationalism vs. 

nationalism” policy dimension. Consequently, the construction of this policy 

dimension includes appeals to patriotism and negative statements about 

multiculturalism as “right” policy categories, whereas a “left” position is 

operationalized as appeals against patriotism and statements in favor of 

multiculturalism.11 Green parties, on the other hand, compete mostly on the 

“Environmentalism vs. the paradigm of growth” policy dimension. To measure 

                                                        
 

10
 A key reason for using Lowe et al.’s (2011) transformation of the CMP data is that it reduces bias 

coming from CMP`s use of proxy documents. However, Gemenis (2013) suggests that this approach may 
introduce random error in the party position estimates. Fortunately, if such error exists then it biases the 
results toward type II error rather than type I error. Or, put differently, there is no reason to suspect that 
using Lowe et al.’s data transformation should bias the results toward my theoretical expectations.  
11

 The use of CMP data is potentially limited in studying radical right parties because the coding scheme 
does not directly capture key issues such as immigration (Akkerman and Rooduijn 2015).  
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behavior on this dimension I use the “environmental protection” dimension 

proposed by Lowe et al. (2011). This means that “Left” positions are operationalized 

as statements in favor of environmental protection and anti-growth politics and 

sustainable development, whereas the “productivity” category embodies the 

paradigm of growth. 

2.3.3. Independent Variables 

I take three approaches to measuring theoretically relevant shifts by 

proximate moderate parties on both the main niche party dimensions and the 

general left-right dimension.12 First, I construct a set of independent variables that 

simply measure whether proximate moderate parties shifted left or right between 

elections.  Specifically, I code the variable called “observed right shift: Communists: 

Environment-growth scale” as a “1” if a Communist party shifted right on this policy 

dimension between election t-1 and t, and I code the independent variable called 

“observed right shift: Social Democrats: Environment-growth scale” as a “1” if a 

Social Democratic party shifted right on this policy dimension between election t-1 

and t (“0” otherwise).13 These party families are chosen because the parties that 

                                                        
 

12
 In all three approaches I drop all mainstream party-election observations for which the mainstream 

party received less than two percent of the vote. I do this because it is unlikely that niche parties position 
themselves against such small parties, and also because probably they are not very relevant for heuristics 
purposes. Furthermore, I drop French-speaking parties when coding the independent variable for Groen 
(the Flemish speaking green party in Belgium), and I drop Flemish speaking parties when coding the 
independent variable for Ecolo (the French speaking green party in Belgium). I do this because it is 
unlikely that Flemish speaking parties respond to the environmental positions of French speaking parties, 
and conversely in this polity.  
13

 Parties are assigned to party families according to their party family coding in the CMP dataset.  
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embody them are often considered proximate to green parties. I follow the same 

procedure for the variables called “observed right shift: Communists: left-right 

scale” and “observed right shift: Social Democrats: left-right scale”, but on the left-

right dimension. I also follow the same coding procedure for radical right parties 

except that the variable now takes a “1” when the proximate party shifted left on 

either the “left-right” or the “internationalism-nationalism” dimension, and the 

proximate moderate party families are Conservative parties and Christian 

Democratic parties.14  

The operationalization of the independent variables described above has the 

benefit of being a very direct measure of the key concept underlying the 

independent variable (shifts away from the niche party by proximate moderate 

parties). However, it is potentially problematic that the variable measures actual 

behavior by proximate parties rather than perceived behavior, and it has the 

potential to introduce bias caused by endogeneity and spuriousness to the empirical 

models.  To overcome these concerns my second approach to measuring 

theoretically relevant shifts by proximate moderate parties is to construct a variable 

that takes a “1” when a PMC forms. Concretely, the variable called “PMC: 

communists” takes a “1” whenever a government coalition was formed that included 

a communist party (“0” otherwise), and the variable called “PMC: Social Democrats” 

takes a ‘1” whenever a coalition was formed that included a Social Democratic party, 
                                                        
 

14
 The variables take a ”0” if one or more party from the relevant party family did not participate in the 

previous election, and/or if one or more of these parties shifted their position to the left in the case of 
green parties and right in the case of radical right parties.  
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and “0” otherwise. I follow the same procedure for the variables called “PMC: 

Christian Democrats” and “PMC: Conservatives” in the radical right party sample. 

The variables are always coded as a “0” if the niche party itself was involved in 

government.15   

While the four variables measured according to the second approach reduce 

spuriousness and endogeneity concerns, they are also based on a key assumption 

that could be systematically violated. Specifically, they assume that either 

Communist or Social Democratic parties are always proximate moderate to green 

parties, and that either Christian Democratic or Conservative parties are always 

proximate moderate to radical right parties. However, this assumption is violated if, 

for instance, Communist parties are sometimes proximate moderate to green 

parties, and Social Democratic parties are proximate moderate at other times. 

Furthermore, the assumption is violated if parties from a different party family are 

proximate moderate to a niche party, which is unlikely on the left-right scale, but 

plausible on their main dimension where we know fairly little about the consistency 

of relative party family orderings.    

Given these concerns the third approach also takes a “1” when a proximate 

moderate coalition forms, but according to this operationalization proximate 

moderate parties are identified using parties’ relative CMP scores on the niche 

                                                        
 

15
 In cases where two or more parties from the relevant proximate party family competed in the same 

election the variable takes a ”1” if they both were included in the coalition and ”0” otherwise. 
Furthermore, the variable always takes a ”0” if a party from the relevant proximate niche party family did 
not participate at t-1.  
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party’s most important policy dimension. The benefit of using this 

operationalization is that it is capable of identifying changes in the ordering of 

parties’ policy positions over time. Using this particular operationalization, 

however, does come at a cost since manifesto scores may not correspond to where 

voters perceive that parties are. Still, the operationalization is defensible because it 

merely uses CMP scores to measure the relative ordering of parties rather than 

incremental changes in perceived party policy positions. Put differently, even if CMP 

scores do not correspond perfectly with perceived policy positions of parties, the 

measure of PMCs still gets it right as long as the ordering of parties in the CMP 

dataset corresponds to the perceived order of the parties in the minds of voters.16 

Using this approach I code the independent variable “PMC: CMP: 

internationalism-nationalism” as a “1” in the radical right party sample if a 

proximate moderate party on this policy dimension at country-election t-1 was in a 

government coalition at country-election t, and if the coalition at t contained at least 

one party that was more moderate (further left) than the proximate moderate party 

at t-1, but no parties more extreme (further right) than the proximate moderate 

party at t-1. Otherwise the variable is coded as a “0”. This means, for instance, that if 

a proximate moderate party is in a coalition, but the coalition also contains a 

                                                        
 

16
 An alternative approach would be to use expert scores to determine the perceived relative ordering of 

parties. Unfortunately, however, expert scores are time-invariant meaning that using this approach would 
necessitate an assumption that the proximate moderate party is the same over the entire time-series for 
each focal niche party. Such an assumption would be far-fetched given that the entrance of new parties, 
as well as the exit of others, was relatively common in most party systems in the time period that is being 
examined.  
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different radical right party that is more extreme than the proximate moderate 

party, then the variable will be coded as a “0” rather than as a “1” because there is 

no reason to expect that the proximate moderate party should experience a 

perceived shift away from the focal radical right party. For the variable called PMC: 

CMP: Left-right scale” in the radical right party sample I follow the same approach, 

but on the left-right dimension. I also follow the same approach for green parties 

except on the environmentalism-growth scale instead of the internationalism-

nationalism scale.   

Importantly, the set of variables that are coded according to the third 

approach are only coded as a “1” if at least one party other than the proximate 

moderate party in the coalition received a CMP score in the previous election. For 

instance, it is possible that a proximate moderate party gets into a two-party 

coalition government with a party that did not participate in the previous election 

(this could happen if two parties merge between elections). Under such 

circumstances the variable is coded “0” because it is not possible to make any 

inference about the direction of the perceived proximate moderate party shift. Or, 

put differently, parties that did not receive a CMP-score at t-1 are ignored for the 

purposes of coding PMCs at election t. Furthermore, if more than one party is 

proximate moderate to the niche party at election t-1, then all proximate moderate 

parties must be in the coalition at election t for the variable to be coded as a “1”. 
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Finally, the independent variables are again coded as a “0” if the niche party was 

itself in government.17 

2.3.4. Control variables and other modeling choices 

The time-series cross-sectional nature of the data implies the potential 

presence of autocorrelation and heteroskedasticity. To deal with these issues all 

models are specified with a linear party-fixed effects estimator, a differenced 

dependent variable and robust standard errors clustered according to country. The 

party-fixed effects estimator is used to ensure that party or country-specific effects 

are not driving the observed empirical relationship, and the differenced dependent 

variable reduces the concern of autocorrelation within panels. Furthermore, the 

differenced dependent variable is theoretically justified because the hypotheses 

concern policy moderation rather than absolute policy positions. The robust 

clustering approach is used to reduce the concern of heteroskedasticity. Finally, all 

models control for unemployment and GDP growth in case that the shape of the 

economy simultaneously influences the independent and dependent variables. 

2.4. Evaluating strategic niche party behavior 

Given the operationalization of the different variables described in the 

previous section, the theory predicts that an observed right shift by a proximate 

                                                        
 

17
 There was some ambiguity in determining the electoral history of French parties, but it is comforting 

that excluding France from the analysis does not change the interpretation of the results. 
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moderate party, or the existence of a PMC, result in a positive score on the 

dependent variable (indicating policy moderation) when the unit of analysis is the 

green party-election. When the unit of analysis is the radical right party-election, on 

the other hand, an observed left shift by a proximate moderate party, or the 

existence of a PMC, should result in a negative score that indicates policy 

moderation.  

Table 2.2 and Table 2.3 report the results from the empirical analysis. Table 

2.2 shows the results for green parties, and Table 2.3 shows the results for radical 

right parties. The first four models in each table show results when the independent 

variables measures observed shifts by proximate parties, and the last six models 

examine the role of PMCs. In Model 2.2.4 – Model 2.2.8, and in Model 2.3.4 - Model 

2.3.8, PMCs are identified using the party family approach. In Model 2.2.9, Model 

2.2.10, Model 2.3.9 and Model 2.3.10, on the other hand, proximate moderate parties 

are identified according to their relative positions in the CMP dataset. Finally, odd 

numbered models examine niche party behavior on their main dimension, and even 

numbered models examine niche party behavior on the general left-right dimension. 
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Table 2.2 - Green Party Behavior 

Independent 
variables 

Model 2.2.1 
Environment 

Model 2.2.2 
Left-right 

Model 2.2.3 
Environment 

Model 2.2.4 
Left-right 

Model 2.2.5 
Environment 

Observed right shift: 
Communists 
 

1.047* 
(0.496) 

0.599 
(0.448) 

- - - 

Observed right shift: 
Social Democrats 
 

- - 0.545 
(0.482) 

0.294 
(0.197) 

- 

PMC: 
Communists 
 

- - - - 0.506 
(0.867) 

GDP growth -0.013 
(0.055) 

 

-0.057 
(0.055) 

0.006 
(0.056) 

-0.028 
(0.038) 

0.005 
(0.062) 

Unemployment 0.019 
(0.042) 

 

-0.038 
(0.045) 

0.018 
0.043 

-0.028 
(0.039) 

0.038 
(0.038) 

Constant -0.286 
(0.345) 

 

0.278 
(0.326) 

-0.389 
(0.314) 

0.121 
(0.290) 

-0.292 
(0.325) 

R2 

 
0.05 0.06 0.03 0.04 0.005 

N 90 90 90 90 90 
Independent 
variables 

Model 2.2.6 
Left-right 

Model 2.2.7 
Environment 

Model 2.2.8 
Left-right 

Model 2.2.9 
Environment 

Model 2.2.10 
Left-right 

PMC: 
Communists 
 

-0.774 
(0.901) 

- - - - 

PMC: 
Social Democrats 
 

- -0.011 
(0.359) 

0.119 
(0.220) 

- - 

PMC: 
CMP 
 

- - - 0.882* 
(0.501) 

0.486** 
(0.209) 

GDP growth -0.025 
(0.042) 

0.010 
(0.061) 

 

-0.032 
(0.039) 

-0.002 
(0.059) 

-0.030 
(0.041) 

Unemployment -0.018 
(0.038) 

0.039 
(0.037) 

 

-0.018 
(0.037) 

0.039 
(0.051) 

-0.023 
(0.039) 

Constant 0.209 
(0.318) 

-0.296 
(0.355) 

 

0.168 
(0.309) 

-0.477 
(0.427) 

0.098 
(0.333) 

R2 

 
0.02 0.003 0.01 0.05 0.05 

N 90 90 90 90 90 
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1, two-tailed test. Linear regression model with  
party fixed effects.  Robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses. 
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Table 2.3 - Radical right party behavior 

Independent 
variables 

Model 2.3.1 
Nationalism 

Model 2.3.2 
Left-right 

Model 2.3.3 
Nationalism 

Model 2.3.4 
Left-right 

Model 2.3.5 
Nationalism 

Observed left shift: 
Christian Democrats 
 

0.172 
(0.567) 

-0.335 
(0.647) 

- - - 

Observed left shift: 
Conservatives 
 

- - 0.208 
(0.471) 

-0.865 
(0.577) 

- 

PMC:  
Christian Democrats 
 

- - - - -1.468*** 
(0.353) 

GDP growth 0.385** 
(0.113) 

 

-0.019 
(0.063) 

0.375*** 
(0.102) 

-0.024 
(0.034) 

0.393*** 
(0.079) 

Unemployment 0.180 
(0.127) 

 

-0.040 
(0.078) 

0.172 
(0.143) 

-0.087 
(0.049) 

0.164 
(0.120) 

Constant -1.784* 
(0.771) 

 

0.369 
(0.348) 

-1.705* 
0.807 

0.704 
(0.442) 

-1.078 
(0.697) 

R2 

 
0.42 0.03 0.42 0.15 0.54 

N 36 36 36 36 36 
Independent 
variables 

Model 2.3.6 
Left-right 

Model 2.3.7 
Nationalism 

Model 2.3.8 
Left-right 

Model 2.3.9 
Nationalism 

Model 2.3.10 
Left-right 

PMC:  
Christian Democrats 
 

0.756 
(0.617) 

 

- - - - 

PMC: 
Conservatives 
 

- -0.688** 
(0.257) 

-0.301 
(0.387) 

- - 

PMC: 
CMP 
 

- - - -0.703 
(0.677) 

-0.201 
(0.730) 

GDP growth -0.045 
(0.047) 

0.377*** 
(0.095) 

 

-0.031 
(0.048) 

0.331** 
(0.126) 

-0.017 
(0.051) 

Unemployment -0.059 
(0.051) 

0.242 
(0.142) 

 

-0.028 
(0.046) 

0.215 
(0.170) 

-0.037 
(0.083) 

Constant 0.083 
(0.444) 

-1.854* 
(0.806) 

0.258 
(0.286) 

 

-1.540 
(0.896) 

0.264 
(0.390) 

R2 

 
0.09 0.45 0.03 0.47 0.02 

N 36 36 36 36 36 
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1, two-tailed test. Linear regression model with  
party fixed effects.  Robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses. 
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There are five key results that emerge from Table 2.2 and Table 2.3. First, 

and most importantly, there is evidence that niche parties moderate their policy 

positions strategically. Concretely, the coefficients for the main independent 

variables in Table 2.2 are positive across the models that examine green party 

behavior on their main dimension (except Model 2.2.3) and negative across the 

models that examine radical right party behavior on their main dimension (except 

the models that use observed shifts rather than PMCs for the independent variable 

operationalization). Furthermore, four of the 10 coefficients are both in the 

expected direction and statistically significant at the .l level (two-tailed test).  

This first result is important because it suggest that niche parties sometimes 

moderate their policy positions strategically, and that they thus face the same 

tradeoff as mainstream parties between expressing their sincere policy beliefs and 

changing their policy platforms in order to maximize their vote share. The findings 

also extend work by Meguid (2005, 2008) and Bale et al. (2010). Their findings 

suggest that that mainstream parties respond the behavior of niche parties, and the 

findings in this chapter suggest that niche parties also respond to the behavior of 

mainstream parties. Furthermore, the result is consistent with Meyer and Wagner's 

(2013) conclusion that niche parties change their public profiles strategically to 

increase their vote share. 
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Figure 2.4 - Marginal effects for green parties 

 

Note: Negative values on the horizontal axis represent a shift toward environmentalism and 
positive values represent a shift toward growth. The shaded areas represent 90 percent 

confidence intervals around the marginal effects. 

 

A second interesting result is that the substantive effect of a (perceived) shift 

by a proximate moderate party can be quite large. This is illustrated in Figures 2.4 

and 2.5. These figures show the kernel distribution of the dependent variables in the 

models that examine niche party behavior on their main policy dimension, and the 

marginal effect of an increase in the independent variable for a party with an 

average score on the dependent variable. The marginal effect is the distance 

between the black and red vertical lines, and it is quite large in the models with 

statistically significant coefficients (Model 2.2.1, Model 2.2.9, Model 2.3.5 and Model 
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2.3.7) when considering the distribution of dependent variable values. Furthermore, 

the marginal effects are larger in the models where the coefficient is in the expected 

direction than in the few models where it is not, even when comparing only the 

models where the independent variable coefficient has a p-value greater than 1. 

Figure 2.5 - Marginal effects for radical right parties 

 

Note: Negative values on the horizontal axis represent a shift toward internationalism and 
positive values represent a shift toward nationalism. The shaded areas represent 90 percent 

confidence intervals around the marginal effects. 
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Another interesting result that emerges from the two tables is that the 

evidence is more consistent for the models that examine niche party behavior on 

their main policy dimension than for the models that examine niche party behavior 

on the left-right dimension. Specifically, while the coefficients are usually in the 

expected direction across the different 20 models, they are only statistically 

significant at the .1 level in one model that examines niche party behavior on the 

left-right dimension. To be sure, this does not necessarily mean that niche parties 

are inattentive to the left-right dimension, but the findings do provide some 

preliminary evidence that at least some niche parties are more attentive to strategic 

opportunities on their main policy dimension than on the general left-right 

dimension.    

A fourth interesting result is that green parties appear more likely to respond 

to shifts by Communist parties than by Social Democratic parties on their main 

dimension, whereas radical right parties appear to respond to shifts by both 

Christian democratic and conservative parties on their main dimension.  The green 

party finding is consistent across the empirical models that analyze green party 

behavior on their main dimension (though the evidence is not statistically 

significant in Model 2.2.5), but for radical right parties there is only evidence of 

strategic behavior in the PMC driven analyses (Model 2.3.5 and Model 2.3.7) 

 

 

 



51 
 

 

Table 2.4 - Expected policy shifts by niche parties at different independent 

variable values 

Green party 
models 

Expected direction 
of niche party shift 
when IV = 0 

Expected direction 
of niche party shift 
when IV = 1 

Model 2.2.1 Environmentalism Growth 
Model 2.2.2 Left Right 
Model 2.2.3 Environmentalism Growth 
Model 2.2.4 Left Right 
Model 2.2.5 Environmentalism Growth 
Model 2.2.6 Right Left 
Model 2.2.7 Environmentalism Environmentalism 
Model 2.2.8 Left Right 
Model 2.2.9 Environmentalism Growth 
Model 2.2.10 Left Right 
Radical Right 
party models 

Expected direction 
of niche party shift 
when IV = 0 

Expected direction 
of niche party shift 
when IV = 1 

Model 2.3.1 Nationalism Nationalism 
Model 2.3.2 Right Left 
Model 2.3.3 Nationalism Nationalism 
Model 2.3.4 Right Left 
Model 2.3.5 Nationalism Internationalism 
Model 2.3.6 Left Right 
Model 2.3.7 Nationalism Internationalism 
Model 2.3.8 Right Left 
Model 2.3.9 Nationalism Internationalism 
Model 2.3.10 Right Left 

Note: The table shows the expected direction of Green and Radical Right party shifts when the 
control variables are set to their sample mean values. 

 

The fifth interesting result is that niche parties tend to become more extreme 

between elections unless they have a strategic reason to move in the opposite 

direction. As illustrated in Table 2.4 the expected value is negative (indicating a shift 

toward environmentalism) in 9 out of the 10 green party models when green parties 

have no observed incentive to moderate their policy positions, but positive 
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(indicating a shift toward growth) in 8 out of the 10 models when they have an 

observed incentive to moderate. Similarly, the expected value is positive (indicating 

a shift toward nationalism) when radical right parties have no observed incentive to 

moderate their policy positions in 9 out of 10 models, but negative (indicating a shift 

toward internationalism) when radical right parties do have an observed incentive 

to moderate in 7 out of 10 radical right models. These findings are interesting, and 

they should be examined further by future research because they suggest that niche 

parties have a natural tendency to become more extreme - perhaps because of 

demands by their core supporters – but that this tendency can be negated when 

there are strategic incentives to moderate.  

Finally, while the results generally suggest that niche parties respond to the 

(perceived) behavior of proximate moderate parties, it is important to note that 

several coefficients are not statistically significant. This could be because of the 

sources of error described in the data section: Uncertainty enters the models due to 

the use of observed rather than perceived proximate party positions, and due to the 

use of external assumptions about which parties are proximate moderate. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the number of observations in the analyses is 

relatively low, especially in the radical right models, and that increases the variance 

of the parameter estimates, which makes a low p-value less likely. However, another 

possible interpretation of the results is that niche parties only change their policy 

positions strategically under a very specific set of circumstances, and that these 

circumstances vary by niche party family type. I encourage future research to 

explore among these possibilities. 
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2.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has challenged the emerging conventional wisdom that niche 

parties do not moderate their policy positions strategically on two counts. First, the 

existing niche party literature has not considered the classical spatial argument that 

parties respond to the perceived behavior of proximate parties. Second, the existing 

niche party literature has mostly examined niche parties in the left-right ideological 

space, which may not characterize the policy dimensions on which niche parties 

compete. Consequently, I have argued that it is possible that niche parties respond 

to the behavior of perceived proximate parties in their most salient policy space. To 

test this possibility I have utilized insights from the heuristics theory developed by 

Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) and hypothesized that niche parties moderate on 

their main policy dimension when a PMC forms.  

The empirical tests revealed evidence in favor of this hypothesis although 

more research is needed. Specifically, while a large majority of the empirical model 

coefficients are in the expected direction, only 40 percent of the coefficients 

examining niche party behavior on their main dimension reach statistical 

significance at the .1 level using a two-tailed test. This could be because niche 

parties only respond strategically when a very specific set of circumstances are in 

place, it could be due to noise deriving from the estimation procedures, or it could 

be because an important weakness in this study is the relatively low number of 

observations in the models (especially the radical right models). Consequently, an 

important way in which future research can improve upon this study is by 
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increasing the number of observations. This study examines most of the radical 

right and green parties in Western style democracies, so the most promising way to 

increase the number of observations is to change the unit of analysis from the niche 

party-election to a unit of analysis that is based on a shorter time interval. This 

entails developing new measures of mainstream and niche party behavior such as 

scores derived from party leader speeches.    

Finally, while the evidence suggests that niche parties adjust their policy 

positions strategically, the empirical analysis is limited in that it does not examine 

whether niche parties benefit electorally from doing so. Such an analysis is beyond 

the scope of this chapter, but it is an important question because it is plausible that 

some niche parties do not benefit electorally from changing their policy positions 

strategically. This is plausible because niche parties only benefit from being 

strategic if they are able to convince voters that their policy positions have actually 

changed, and this is not a trivial task. Consequently, I encourage future research to 

examine the electoral effects of strategic niche party behavior on their main policy 

dimension. 
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Chapter 3 

Candidate and Constituency Positions 

in Parliamentary Democracies 

An emerging literature suggests that parliamentary parties are sometimes 

rewarded electorally from purposefully presenting voters with ambiguous rather 

than clear-cut policy platforms (Somer-Topcu 2015; Lo, Proksch, and Slapin 2016; 

Bräuninger and Giger 2016; Rovny 2012). This strategy helps a party to win votes if 

it can convince different groups of voters that it is ideologically closer to the 

positions that they prefer, and parties can pursue such an outcome by presenting 

voters with a distribution of different positions on particular issues to select from at 

the ballot box (Somer-Topcu 2015; Rovny 2012). Consequently, one might expect 

that the distribution of candidate positions within parliamentary parties is related 

to the distribution of voter positions in their home districts, but we currently know 

very little about whether and when parliamentary candidates diverge from their 

party on political issues.  



56 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to address this gap theoretically and 

empirically. Theoretically, I argue that party leaders sometimes have an incentive to 

encourage their candidates to take district instead of party policy positions – or at 

least to not sanction this candidate behavior – but only on issues that are not salient 

to their party’s brand. On salient issues, on the other hand, party leaders have an 

incentive to enforce party discipline in order to maintain the informational value of 

the party brand (Cox and McCubbins 1993) as well as the support of their partisan 

constituencies (Bräuninger and Giger 2016). Consequently, candidates should be 

more likely to take district instead of party positions on issues that are not salient to 

their party if party leaders perceive this incentive structure. Furthermore, 

candidates should engage in this behavior in institutional intra-party competition 

contexts where candidates have personal vote-seeking incentives to respond to 

voter demands, but also in institutional inter-party competition contexts where 

candidates have career incentives to comply with the preferences of their party 

leaders (Carey and Shugart 1995). 

Empirically, I test these possibilities using data from Denmark. The Danish 

case is useful because it contains a unique non-anonymous candidate survey with an 

unusually high response rate, which I merge with district level data on voter 

preferences, using an original mass survey and multilevel regression and 

poststratification (MRP) methods. Furthermore, the Danish case has some 

interesting institutional variation that few other countries have. The analysis of 

these data suggests that parliamentary candidates almost always take the same 

positions as their party leaders on issues that are highly salient to their party, but 
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that they often diverge from their party leader’s position and take positions that are 

more popular among the voters in their districts instead on less salient issues. 

Furthermore, candidates take district positions when they run in institutional intra- 

and interparty competition contexts. The findings thus suggest that party leaders 

cultivate clear-cut policy positions on issues that are salient to their party, but allow 

or encourage their candidates to take district positions on issues that are not salient 

to their party.   

These findings are important because the relationship between candidate 

and district voter positions is understudied in the parliamentary context, but also 

because the relationship has normative implications for representation. On one 

hand, clear and distinguishable party positions have traditionally been considered 

normatively desirable features of representative democracy (Ranney 1954; 

Dahlberg 2009). On the other hand, individual candidates have several 

opportunities to influence policy in the direction that their constituents prefer if 

they get (re)elected to a parliament. Specifically, Members of Parliament (MPs) can 

influence the content of bills in ministries (Laver and Shepsle 1996) and on 

legislative committees (Strøm 1998). Furthermore, they can influence their party’s 

policy positions within party factions such that the party votes differently when a 

bill comes up for a legislative vote (Budge, Ezrow, and McDonald 2010). The 

relationship between candidate and district voter positions thus has important 

implications for how representation works in parliamentary democracies. 
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3.1. Parties, candidates and voters in parliamentary 

democracies 

A key assumption in the literature on parliamentary representation – 

particularly the prominent literature on congruence – has traditionally been that 

each party in a political system takes a single clear-cut ideological position which it 

seeks to transform into policy in the government and/or legislature (McDonald and 

Budge 2005; Powell 2000; Blais and Bodet 2006; Budge and McDonald 2007; Huber 

and Powell 1994; Powell 2006; Powell and Vanberg 2000). However, half a century 

ago, (Downs 1957) famously argued that each party in a two-party system has an 

incentive to present voters with an ambiguous policy platform in order to expand 

the size of its electoral constituency. Accordingly, studies on representation in the 

United States have examined how and when parties and candidates obfuscate their 

policy positions for several decades since Downs’ seminal work (Campbell 1983; 

Tomz and Houweling 2009; Shepsle 1972; Page 1976; Bartels 1986; Aldrich 1995; 

Meirowitz 2005; Milita, Ryan, and Simas 2014).   

The idea that parties pursue ambiguity is more novel in multiparty systems 

where Downs predicted that parties take clear, consistent and differentiated 

positions.18 Empirical studies have thus only recently begun to systematically 

                                                        
 

18
 Kirchheimer (1966) famously argued that parliamentary parties follow a catch-all strategy, which entails 

moving to the ideological center while de-emphasizing traditional cleavage-based constituencies. 
However, taking a centrist position is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for the broad-appeal 
strategy (Somer-Topcu 2015). Rather, it is possible for parties to have clear and unambiguous centrist 
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examine whether and when parties take strategically ambiguous policy positions in 

the parliamentary context. Collectively, these studies suggest that parliamentary 

parties sometimes have incentives to obfuscate both their ideological positions 

(Bräuninger and Giger 2016; Lo, Proksch, and Slapin 2016; Somer-Topcu 2015) and 

their positions on particular policy issues (Rovny 2012). This becomes a winning 

electoral strategy for a party if it is able to convince diverse groups of voters that it 

is ideologically closer to them than they would otherwise perceive it to be. 

However, the emerging literature on strategic policy ambiguity among 

parliamentary parties has developed without fully considering the role of 

candidates and district voter preferences. Consequently, political scientists do not 

know whether and when parliamentary candidate positions are related to the 

positions of the voters in their districts instead of their party. Yet, if a party chooses 

ambiguity as an electoral strategy in order to convince voters that the party is closer 

to them, then a sensible strategy would be to present district voters with a 

distribution of candidate positions that is related to their preferences. Doing so may 

lead voters to perceive that there is a particular option on a party’s list that is 

ideologically closer to them than the party as a whole (in open list systems where 

voters can vote for individual candidates), or that the party’s list is ideologically 

closer to them than the party as a whole (in both open and closed list systems).  

                                                                                                                                                                     
 

positions just like it is possible for a party on the extreme end of the ideological spectrum to obfuscate its 
policy platform.  
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One way in which parties can achieve such an outcome is by letting their 

candidates be responsive to the preferences in their districts. Party leaders may thus 

encourage responsiveness by rewarding candidates who take certain district 

positions (and disciplining those who do not), but they can also rely on the personal 

vote-seeking incentives that parliamentary candidates have to respond to district 

demands in open-list proportional representation (OLPR) and single member 

district (SMD) contexts (Carey and Shugart 1995; Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 

2005; Lancaster 1986; Stratmann and Baur 2002; Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987; 

Lancaster and Patterson 1990). Personal votes influence how likely candidates are 

to get (re)elected to parliament in these systems, and a candidate can appeal to the 

district voters by taking an issue position that they favor more. Consequently, 

candidates in OLPR and SMD contexts may take district positions to get more 

personal votes, and party leaders could encourage (or at least not discourage) this 

behavior. 

Another way in which parties can achieve such an outcome is by 

systematically recruiting candidates who have pre-existing attitudes that correlate 

with those of their district voters. Party leaders can encourage this when they 

control the nomination process, but they can also plausibly rely on candidates self-

selecting into districts that tend to share their policy positions. Doing so makes 

sense for candidates who get career benefits from receiving personal votes, but also 

for candidates who get psychological benefits from being a district representative 

(Norris and Lovenduski 1993). These possibilities are also consistent with Latin 

American research showing that legislators in presidential democracies often 
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engage in district behaviors in institutional contexts where personal votes have 

little or no impact on re-election (Calvo and Murillo 2004; Carey 1996; Chasquetti 

and Micozzi 2014; Kerevel 2015; Taylor 1992; Taylor-Robinson 2010). 

3.1.1. When are candidates more likely to take district instead of party 

positions?    

It is not clear, however, that parties have an electoral incentive to let their 

candidates take district positions on all issues. Rather, a party’s total vote share is 

determined by its national reputation and the reputation of its individual candidates 

in the districts (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987). Consequently, parties only have 

an electoral incentive to let their candidates take district positions on issues where 

this behavior does not result in offsetting damage to the party’s reputation. 

Specifically, district position taking among candidates could damage a party’s 

national reputation if it causes voter to become uncertain about what the party’s 

policy positions are, and thus less likely to vote for it (Cox and McCubbins 1993).19 

Parties may thus prefer unity on some issues to protect the informational value of 

the party brand, and party leaders have several institutional tools available to 

enforce party discipline among their members (Kam 2009; Proksch and Slapin 

2015; Coman 2015). 

                                                        
 

19
 Consistent with this possibility Dahlberg (2009) shows that the extent of agreement in voters’ 

perceptions of parliamentary parties’ policy positions is affected by party behavior.   
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If party leaders sometimes discipline candidates who take district instead of 

party positions then I argue that they are more likely to do so on issues that are 

salient to their party’s brand.20 These are the issues where parties stand to get more 

party votes (Rovny 2012), and thus where damage to the informational value of the 

party’s brand is most electorally dangerous. Furthermore, when party leaders 

decide whether to produce clear-cut or ambiguous positions they respond to the 

demands of both the general public and their partisan constituencies (Bräuninger 

and Giger 2016), which can be difficult because partisan constituencies have policy 

positions that are distinct from those of the general public (Ezrow et al. 2011). 

However, partisan constituencies tend to agree more with, and care more about, the 

issues that are salient to their preferred party (Ray 2003; Neundorf and Adams 

2016).  Consequently, party leaders can appeal to their party’s constituency by 

enforcing party discipline on issues that are salient to their party while 

simultaneously appealing to the general public by letting their candidates be 

responsive to mass preferences in their districts on less salient issues. Two key 

empirical implications of this party leader based theory of district position taking 

among parliamentary candidates are thus as follows:   

 

H3.1: Candidate positions are positively related to the positions of their party 

leaders, but more so on salient issues. 

                                                        
 

20
 In addition, a party leader may also rely on co-partisan candidates to self-select into the party because 

they share the party’s positions on the issues that the party emphasizes the most. 
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H3.2: Candidate positions are positively related to the positions of their district 

voters, but less so on salient issues. 

 

To be sure, it is also possible that party leaders prefer unity on all issues, but 

that candidates take district positions nonetheless when personal votes matter for 

the probability of (re)election to a parliament. This possibility, however, is 

inconsistent with the party leader based explanation of district position taking, 

which suggests that party leaders have tools and incentives to encourage district 

position taking in both institutional intra- and inter-party competition contexts. 

Specifically, while parties may rely on intra-party competition to encourage district 

position taking in open list contexts, a party leader can also encourage this behavior 

among the co-partisan candidates in institutional inter-party competition contexts 

by strategically moving them up or down on the party list, and a party can also rely 

on the recruitment of candidates who take sincere policy positions that their district 

voters prefer.  

It is possible to distinguish between the two explanations of district position 

taking among parliamentary candidates empirically because they have different 

implications for when district position taking occurs. Specifically, if the key 

mechanism that links district and candidate positions is personal vote-seeking 

incentives, then candidates should only take district positions in institutional 

contexts that are characterized by these incentives such as OLPR and SMD (Carey 
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and Shugart 1995; Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2005; Lancaster 1986; Stratmann 

and Baur 2002; Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987; Lancaster and Patterson 1990). If, 

on the other hand, party leaders encourage – or at least do not discipline – district 

position taking among their co-partisan candidates then the empirical implication is 

that candidates take district positions in both institutional intra- and inter-party 

competition contexts. Consequently, the party leader based theory of district 

position taking suggests that: 

 

H3.3: Candidate positions are positively related to the positions of their district 

voters in both institutional intra- and interparty competition contexts.   

 

3.2. Empirical analysis 

I test the three hypotheses using data from Denmark. The Danish case is 

chosen because of the existence of a particularly useful candidate survey, which I 

detail below. These data are available for both the general election in 2011 and 

2015, but the testing of hypothesis 3.3 requires institutional variation that was only 

present during the 2011 election. Consequently, the next subsection tests 

Hypotheses 3.1 and 3.2 using data from 2015, and the subsequent section tests 

Hypothesis 3.3 separately using data from 2011 with a more limited sample. Before 

turning to these empirical analyses, however, a few words are in order about the 

Danish case more generally.  
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Denmark has had a unicameral parliament since 1937. There are 179 MPs 

sitting in the parliament with four of them being from the Danish commonwealth 

countries (2 MPs from Greenland, and 2 MPs from the Faroe Islands), and during the 

2011 and 2015 general elections they represented voters from 10 different Danish 

districts within 8 different parties. Those parties were the Unity List, the Socialist 

People’s Party, the Social Democrats, the Radicals, the Liberals, the Conservatives, 

the Liberal Alliance, and the Danish People’s Party.21 The former four parties are 

often considered to be members of a left bloc that usually supports a Social 

Democratic prime minister, and the latter four parties are often considered to be 

members of a right bloc that supports a prime minister from the Liberal Party. 

However, regardless of whether the prime minister is from the left or right block 

(s)he usually leads a minority government consisting of either a single party or a 

coalition of parties within the party bloc. Accordingly, the incumbent government in 

2011 had minority status and was composed of the Liberals and the Conservatives, 

while the incumbent minority government in 2015 was composed of the Social 

Democrats and the Radicals.   

When Danish candidates seek (re)election to the parliament within this party 

system, they are usually placed on an open list, but parties also have the option to 

place their candidates on so-called flexible lists in individual districts. The flexible 

list is similar to a closed list except that voters can reorder it if an individual 
                                                        
 

21
 I restrict the analyses to include only candidates from those eight parties, but the Christian Democrats 

also had a single incumbent MP candidate running in the 2011 election, Per Ørum Jørgensen, who had 
switched from the Conservatives to the Christian Democrats within the parliamentary sitting.   
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candidate gets enough votes to meet a high threshold.22 However, this threshold is 

almost never met.23 The only party to use the flexible list in 2015 was the Unity List, 

which it used almost exclusively across districts,24 but in 2011 the Socialist People’s 

Party used flexible lists in some districts and open lists in others, which I will take 

advantage of when I test Hypothesis 3.3 later in the empirical section. Before doing 

so, however, I test hypotheses 3.1 and 3.2 in the next subsection, using candidate 

and original mass survey data from 2015. 

3.2.1. Candidate positions, party leader positions, district positions and 

issue salience  

I test Hypotheses 3.1 and 3.2 using candidate survey data from a so-called 

voting advice application (VAA) that was implemented by the political news agency 

“Altinget.dk” and the television station “TV2” before the 2015 Danish general 

election. The VAA asked all candidates running in the election to take positions on 

20 political issue statements. For each statement candidates were allowed five 

response options ranging from 1 “completely disagree”, 2 “partially disagree”, 3 

“neither/or”, 4 “partially agree”, to 5 “completely agree”.25  Voters and other citizens 

could then go to Altinget.dk’s website and answer the same questions, and a 

                                                        
 

22
 A party’s district-threshold is calculated as the total number of district-party votes divided by a number 

that is two integers larger than the number of the district-party-candidates who were (re)elected to the 
parliament.  
23

 Only 16 candidates received enough personal votes to alter the flexible list order from 1945 to 1984 
when the use of the flexible list was more frequent (Det juridiske Laboratirum ved Københavns 
Universitet, 1986).  
24

 Except in the Bornholms Storkreds district.  
25

 The exact wording for each of the issue statements is presented in Appendix B.  
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computer algorithm would then reveal their level of agreement with each candidate 

in their district.26  

These candidate survey data are very useful to test the hypotheses on at least 

three different counts: First, unlike most publicly accessible elite surveys, the 

candidate responses to the VAA questions are not anonymous, which allows me to 

match each candidate to a district and also to identify a party leader positions on 

each issue. Second, the candidate response rate was 91 percent, which is 

exceptionally high for an elite survey (Bailer 2014), and almost certainly caused by 

the electoral incentives associated with answering the survey.27 Specifically, 

answering the survey gives a candidate important electoral exposure and allows for 

the possibility that a computer algorithm will tell the voters in the candidate’s 

district that they are ideologically congruent with the candidate. The high response 

rate reduces concerns about bias caused by systematically missing elite survey data 

(Montgomery et al. 2008). Third, the candidate responses to the voting advice 

application statements measure the candidate position-taking concept very well 

because each candidate response to an issue statement represents an actual case of 

a candidate taking a publically visible position on a political issue. The distribution 

of candidate responses over issues is shown in Appendix C. 

                                                        
 

26
 Unfortunately, the voter response data are not accessible, but even if they were, they would not 

necessarily be useful because respondents can take the survey as many times as they want, and there is 
no age restriction. 
27

 680 of 807 candidates took the survey in 2011. 739 of 798 took the survey in 2015.  
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To test Hypotheses 3.1 and 3.2 I also need data on how popular the various 

possible policy positions in the candidate survey were among district voters. 

Consequently, I administered an internet-based mass survey mass in the days 

leading up to the 2015 general election in Denmark in which I asked over 1,300 

Danish citizens 10 of the 20 questions from the 2015 VAA and gave them the same 

five response options as well. Furthermore, I asked the respondents to provide their 

postal code, which allows me to match them to a district. Finally, I inquired about 

their gender, education level, age, and party vote choice. The survey was 

implemented by Survey Sampling International (SSI), and their sampling procedure 

is described in online appendix D. 

I use these mass survey data in combination with census data and MRP 

methods to develop my measures of district level public opinion. MRP is a technique 

that was developed by (Gelman and Little 1997) and (Park, Gelman, and Bafumi 

2006), and it is designed precisely to handle situations where researchers want to 

make inferences about public opinion in subnational units using a normal-sized 

national survey. Consequently, it has been applied by several recent studies to 

measure state level ideology and public opinion in the United States context (Enns 

and Koch 2013; Lax and Phillips 2009; Pacheco 2011).  

The MRP method works through two stages: A first stage, which uses a 

multilevel model of individual survey responses to estimate the relationship 

between demographic status and public opinion, and a second stage that weights 

the estimates for each demographic respondent type from the first stage against the 
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percentages of each demographic type in each district using census data. For this 

particular project I then take the weighted average of the estimated percentage of 

voters that gave each response option in each district for each question, such that I 

get a mean voter position for each district on each issue. The key advantage of the 

MRP method is thus that it uses all 1300 respondents to obtain this measure for 

each district rather than just the subset of respondents who resided in the district. 

The results from the two MRP stages (and thus the distribution of mean voter 

positions over districts and issues) are shown in Appendix E.  

The distribution of voter preferences at the district level is thus summarized 

as the mean district voter position in order to get a measure of how popular an issue 

position is among voters in a district. That is not to say that the average of the 

district voter distribution is the only aspect of that distribution which might 

influence candidate behavior, but I use this as my measure of generalized district 

voter preferences nonetheless because it is consistent with the way that existing 

congruence and responsiveness research aggregates voter preferences at the 

national level (McDonald and Budge 2005; Powell 2000; Blais and Bodet 2006; 

Budge and McDonald 2007; Huber and Powell 1994; Powell 2006; Powell and 

Vanberg 2000; Tromborg 2014; Adams et al. 2006; Brooks and Manza 2007), and 

because it summarizes information about the distribution of district voter issue 
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positions in an effective and intuitive way.28 Specifically, a mean district voter 

position closer to “5” (completely agree) is indicative that voters in a district tend to 

agree more with an issue statement on average.29  

Next, the model also needs a measure of salience for each party on each issue. 

A common way in which political scientists measure this concept is through the use 

of data from the Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP).30 However, manifesto data 

are not very useful for this analysis because there is no firm manifesto tradition in 

Denmark (Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011). This has led the CMP group to use 

different document types such as speeches, drafts, and even documents from local 

elections to measure party positions and issue salience in the Danish context, which 

“in many years produce a completely distorted picture of the actual positions of Danish 

political parties” (Hansen 2008). For example, the document that the CMP group 

uses to code issue positions and issue salience for the Social Democrats in Denmark 

                                                        
 

28
 The congruence and responsiveness literature often use the median instead of the mean voter to 

summarize the policy preferences of the national electorate. However, the mean voter position 
summarizes differences across district voter distributions more effectively than the median voter for this 
particular dataset because the median voter position would be confined to only five possible values (1, 2, 
3, 4 or 5) whereas the mean voter position can be measured as a continuous variable between the bounds 
of 1 and 5.  
29

 Furthermore, generating an estimate of the district voter position for each issue is generally more 
appropriate than, for example, scaling the district (and candidate) responses on a single – or few – 
ideological dimensions because these summaries likely would say more about how ideologically 
consistent district voters and candidates are than how ideologically leftist or rightist they are (Broockman 
2016).  
30

 Another way in which previous studies have measured issue salience is through the use of expert 
scores, but the issue dimensions in existing expert surveys (e.g. the Chapel Hill Expert Survey) only map 
onto a narrow subset of the issue dimensions in the elite survey. Consequently, using these data would 
necessitate dropping a lot of relevant data. Furthermore, the expert survey issue dimensions are not 
chosen at random, meaning that the missing issue dimensions are likely to be those issue dimensions that 
tend to be least salient for most parties (and thus exactly the cases where hypothesis 3.2 suggests that 
district position taking should occur).  
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in 2011 (the most recent Danish election with available CMP data) is actually a joint 

statement with the Socialist People’s Party, which itself issued an independent 

manifesto before the election.   

The manifesto data are thus clearly not appropriate for this analysis, but the 

Danish case offers another interesting data source, which provides a solution to the 

issue. Specifically, I take advantage of the fact that each party in Denmark issues a 

magazine several times each year (the party magazines are also occasionally used as 

manifesto data by the Comparative Manifesto Project). Concretely, I obtained the 

last magazine issued before the 2015 election for each party and analyzed it 

carefully in order to determine whether each issue from the elite survey was 

mentioned in the magazine.31 I then coded issues that were mentioned by a 

candidate’s party as a “1” (salient) and issues that were not mentioned as a “0” (non-

salient).32  

A key advantage of measuring issue salience in this way is that the party 

magazines tend to have similar lengths, and they follow similar formats. Specifically, 

the party magazines have an editorial on the second or third page where the party 

leader specifies the political themes that (s)he considers most important in the 

                                                        
 

31
 For the Liberal Alliance I use the party’s first ever magazine, which was issues after the 2015 general 

election in June, 2016. Doing so makes sense because the Liberal Alliance used the new magazine 
platform to specify the party’s key issues (tax cuts and public sector reduction) much like the other parties 
did in their election magazines from 2015. Furthermore, omitting the Liberal Alliance from the analysis 
does not change the direction or statistical significance of the empirical results.  
32

 Another approach would be to measure how often an issue was mentioned rather than whether it was 
mentioned at all, but preliminary analyses suggested that what matters for candidate positions is the 
latter rather than the former, which makes sense considering that the issues in the elite survey are fairly 
specific and usually only mentioned once in each magazine (if at all).  
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forthcoming (or ongoing) election campaign, followed by several sections that detail 

the party’s position on the issues that comprise the themes. The documents thus 

provide an excellent data source for issue salience because they highlight the issues 

that are most important to each party in a way that is comparable across parties. 

Furthermore, the coded variable correlates well with expert codings of issue 

salience and shows clear signs of face validity.33  

Finally, the model also needs to take party leader positions into account. The 

elite survey data offer a convenient opportunity to do so because the survey was not 

anonymous, which allows me to generate a variable that measures the position of 

the party leader on each issue.34 Including this variable not only allows for an 

analysis of the relationship between district and candidate issue positions while 

holding the party leader position constant, but it also allows for an analysis of the 

                                                        
 

33
 The Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the issue salience variable and expert codings of the 

following relevant issues in the VAA (EU integration, environment versus growth, law and order versus 
civil liberties, and public sector growth versus tax cuts) is ≈ .49. Furthermore, this relationship is positive 
and statistically significant at the p < .001 level with t == 29.01. The variable also shows signs of face 
validity in the following way: VAA issues pertaining to social security schemes were mentioned by the 
three leftist parties in Denmark, the importance of tax cuts was highlighted by the Liberal Alliance and the 
Conservatives, integration of religious minorities and the transferring of sovereignty to the European 
Union were mentioned by the Danish People’s Party, and the issue of environmental protection versus 
the paradigm of growth was mentioned by the Unity List party, which is also nominally referred to as the 
“Red-Greens”. These are exactly the types of issues that are conventionally thought to be salient to these 
parties’ brands and the variable thus seems to measure the concept of interest well.  
34

 The leaders of the Liberals (Lars Løkke Rasmussen) and the Social Democrats (Helle Thorning-Schmidt) 
did not answer the survey in 2015, so I use answers from Claus Hjort Frederiksen (Liberals) and Mette 
Frederiksen (Social Democrats) to identify the leader position for those parties instead. I choose this 
strategy because Claus Hjort Frederiksen became finance minister in the government that formed after 
the election, and Mette Frederiksen took over as party leader from Helle Thorning-Schmidt who retired 
from Danish politics.  
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relative strength of the relationship between candidate and party leader positions 

versus candidate and mean district voter positions.35   

I use these data to test Hypotheses 3.1 and 3.2 in a single model by 

regressing candidate positions on mean district voter positions, party leader 

positions, and issue salience with the unit of analysis being the candidate-issue, and 

with an ordered probit estimator given the ordered-categorical nature of the 

dependent variable. Furthermore, the right-hand side includes an interaction term 

for the mean district voter position and issue salience in order to appropriately test 

the hypothesis that the relationship between district voter and candidate positions 

is conditional on issue salience (Hypothesis 3.2). Likewise, the model includes an 

interaction term for the party leader position and issue salience to test for the 

possibility that the relationship between party leader positions and candidate 

positions depends on the salience of the issue (Hypothesis 3.1).  

The data also have a complicated multilevel structure that could result in 

correlated errors if not accounted for properly. First, it is possible that all candidates 

from all parties in all districts systematically agree more or less with some issue 

statements for reasons that are unrelated to the mean district voter position, the 

party leader position and issue salience. Second, it is possible that candidates from 

                                                        
 

35
 Another possibility is to measure the party’s issue position as the party’s modal response to the issue. 

Doing so does not change the substantive or statistical interpretation of the results because the party 
leader’s response usually is also the party’s modal response as one would expect (in 69 of 80 possible 
cases).  
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the same party agree more or less with some issue statement across all districts for 

reasons unaccounted for by the fixed variables in the model. Third, it is possible that 

there is systematic error because candidates from all parties agree more or less with 

some issue statement in a particular district. Finally, it is possible that candidates 

from a particular party in a particular district agree more or less with a particular 

issue statement for reasons that the independent variables do not measure. I 

address these possibilities by letting the intercepts vary at four different levels: 1) 

the level of the individual issue, 2) the level of the issue-party, 3) the level of the 

issue-district, and 4) the level of the issue-party-district.36 The statistical model can 

thus be summarized in the following error components equation where J candidates 

take positions on I issues in P parties and D districts:  

Equation 3.1 - Candidate positions, party leader positions, district positions 

and issue salience 

 

                                                        
 

36
 The model assumes that the random intercept distributions are centered on zero and have 

uncorrelated variances.  
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Figure 3.1 - Candidate positions, party leader positions, district voter 

positions, and issue salience 

 

Shaded areas represent 95 percent confidence intervals. There were no cases of party leaders 
choosing the “neither/or” category on salient issues. The results are obtained using an ordered 

probit estimator. 
 

Using the parameter estimates from this model specification,37 Figure 3.1 

shows the average (expected) candidate position for different party leader positions 

                                                        
 

37
 The regression table with parameter estimates is shown in Table F1 in Appendix F rather than in the 

main paper because raw coefficients – particularly for interaction terms – are notoriously uninformative 
in non-linear models. See Ai and Norton (2003), and Berry, DeMeritt, and Esarey (2010) for evidence in 
favor of this point. 
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over the mean district voter position.38 The figure shows evidence of several 

interesting relationships between candidate positions, party leader positions, 

district voter positions and issue salience. First, the figure shows clear evidence that 

the position of the party leader is a key determinant of candidate positions. 

Specifically, the intercept in each of the subfigures varies according to the party 

leader’s position such that candidates are much more likely to (dis)agree with an 

issue statement that their party leader also (dis)agrees with. Second, the candidate 

position slopes are positive, which suggests that when candidates take a position 

that is different from that of their party leader, then it tends to be related to the 

average district voter position instead. Candidates thus sometimes take district 

instead of party positions despite the unitary actor assumption that has traditionally 

been applied in parliamentary research.    

Third, party leader positions matter more on issues that are salient to the 

candidate’s party (Hypothesis 3.1), and district voter positions matter more on 

issues that are salient to the candidate’s district (Hypothesis 3.2). This is most clear 

on issues where the party leader position is extreme – that is, issue statements that 

the candidate’s party leader either agrees or disagrees with completely. On these 

issues candidates tend to take the same position as their party leader when the issue 

is salient to their party regardless of the mean district voter position. If, on the other 

hand, the issue is not salient and party leader and district voter positions diverge 

                                                        
 

38
 The average candidate position corresponds to the expected value (weighed average) of the ordered 

probit probability distribution. 
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then candidates tend to take less extreme positions than their party leaders (the 

differences in slopes between salient and non-salient issues are statistically 

distinguishable, which is shown in Figures F1 and F2 in Appendix F). District voter 

positions thus matter for candidate position taking, but less so on salient issues. 

Fourth, Figure 3.1 reveals evidence that candidates take district positions on 

issues where the party leader position is not extreme – that is, issue statements that 

the party leader does not agree or disagree with completely – regardless of whether 

the issue is salient to their party. However, it is important to be somewhat careful 

when interpreting this finding because party leaders almost always (dis)agree 

completely with issue statements that are salient to their party (15 of 18 cases). In 

fact, party leaders never gave the “neither/or” response to an issue that was salient 

to their party. Nonetheless, an interesting possibility that follows from the empirical 

results is that candidates are more likely to take district positions on issues where 

their party leader’s position is less extreme. 

Figure 3.1 thus provides evidence in favor of Hypothesis 3.1 and Hypothesis 

3.2 (with some modification to account for cases where the party leader position is 

less extreme), but in a fairly generalized way. Consequently, Figure 3.2 shows the 

predicted distribution of candidate positions in a specific Danish district on a 

particular issue. The black colored distribution represents the MRP based 

distribution of voter positions in the ‘Vestjyllands Storkreds’ district on the 

following issue statement: “The parliament should introduce minimum sentencing 

guidelines for aggravated assault and rape”. The mean voter position in this 
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particular district on this particular issue was roughly 4.25, indicating that the 

average voter from this district favored minimum sentencing guidelines.   

Figure 3.2 - Expected candidate positions in ‘Vestjyllands Storkreds’ on law 

and order 

 

What, then, does the empirical model suggest about the distribution of 

candidate positions when the party leader takes a position in the opposite direction 

(completely opposed to minimum sentencing guidelines)? The green colored 

distribution shows that candidates faced with this scenario almost always take the 

party leader position if the issue is salient to their party – even though their district 

voters generally are opposed to this position. However, the blue colored distribution 

shows that if the issue is not salient to the party, then nearly half of all candidates 
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will take a position that is different from their party leader’s position and more 

popular among the voters in the district.   

The results so far are thus consistent with the party leader based theory of 

district position taking among parliamentary candidates, but it remains to be seen 

whether this relationship holds in institutional intra- and interparty competition 

contexts (Hypothesis 3.3). The next subsection uses candidate survey data from the 

2011 VAA to test that possibility because of the institutional context that 

parliamentary candidates from the Socialist People’s Party found themselves in 

during this election.39 

3.2.2. Do candidates only take district positions in institutional intra-party 

competition contexts? 

Danish political parties have the opportunity to decide whether their 

candidates run on an open party list where the candidate order is determined 

completely by the voters in a district, or a flexible list where district voters are much 

more limited in their ability to change the list order as detailed in the beginning of 

the empirical section. Over time, the norm in Denmark has become that candidates 

run on an open list where personal vote-seeking incentives to respond to district 

voter demands should be reasonably high – 50.1 percent of all Danish voters gave a 

                                                        
 

39
 These data were obtained from the Hansen and Rasmussen (2013) dataset. 
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personal vote to an individual candidate in the two most recent elections.40 

Accordingly, all parties in Denmark used an open list in 2015, except for the Unity 

List, which used the flexible list almost exclusively.41 Preliminary analyses did reveal 

that candidates from the Unity List took more party positions, and fewer district 

positions, than other candidates in 2015, but it is not possible to know whether this 

is because of electoral rules, or for other reasons that are specific to the party, such 

as its far-left ideology. Or, put differently, it is possible that Unity List candidates 

would also have taken few district positions on an open list.  

It follows that a more useful analysis examines the relationship between 

electoral rules and candidate positions while holding party characteristics constant. 

The Danish context makes such an analysis possible because the Socialist People’s 

Party used different types of lists in different districts in 2011. Specifically, this 

party used flexible list rules in 3 of the 10 Danish districts, which means that some 

candidates within the Socialist People’s Party were running on an open list, while 

others were running on a list that was de facto closed. This allows for an 

examination of whether candidates take district positions in a de facto CLPR context 

while knowing whether they do so when running on an open list.  

It is important to note at the outset of this analysis, however, that the Danish 

case does not constitute a natural experiment because the treatment (electoral 

                                                        
 

40
 According to Statistics Denmark. The information can be retrieved using the following weblink 

http://dst.dk/Valg/Valg1487635/other/2015-Folketingsvalg.pdf 
41

 The Unity List only used an open list in the Bornholms Storkreds district, which is the smallest district in 
Denmark (M = 2).  
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rules) is not randomly assigned to the subjects (candidates). Rather, it is possible 

that party leaders select flexible lists exactly in the types of districts where they 

anticipate more district instead of party position taking among their candidates. For 

this reason, the purpose of the analysis below is not to test whether electoral rules 

have a causal effect on candidate position taking, but rather to examine whether 

district position taking occurs at all for parliamentary candidates on a de facto 

closed list (while knowing whether it does on an open list). If it does, then that 

means that intra-party competition is not a necessary condition for parliamentary 

candidates to take district positions.  

The fairest test of this possibility replicates the analysis from earlier, but 

adds a variable on the right-hand side that measures whether the list is flexible or 

open and interacts that measure with the mean district voter variable (and 

potentially the other independent variables as well). However, this model 

specification is not possible because there are no available mass survey data that 

replicate the 2011 VAA questions. Instead, I test Hypothesis 3.3 in two ways. First, I 

examine whether Socialist People’s Party candidates on flexible and open lists ever 

take positions that are different from those of their party leader. Such personal 

position taking is a necessary condition for candidates to be taking district positions 

that diverge from those of their party.42  Or, put differently, if candidates on open 

lists take positions that diverge from those of their party leaders, but candidates on 

                                                        
 

42
 I define a personal position as any position that is different from the party leader’s position on a 

political issue. 
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flexible lists do not, then that suggests that Hypothesis 3.3 can be rejected. If, on the 

other hand, candidates on both types of lists take personal positions in comparable 

ways then Hypothesis 3.3 remains an empirical possibility. Second, I examine the 

level of district position taking among candidates on open and flexible lists on a 

particular 2011 VAA question for which district voter preferences are easy to infer, 

and which I describe in more detail below.   

In order to examine the level of personal position taking among candidates 

on different lists, I estimate a probit model where the dependent variable takes a “1” 

whenever a Socialist People’s Party candidate took a position that was in a different 

direction from the party leader (“0” otherwise). The dependent variable thus takes a 

“1” for issue statements that Socialist People’s Party candidates did not (dis)agree 

either partially or completely with when their party leader did.43 The right-hand 

side of this empirical model is composed of a dummy variable that takes a “1” for 

candidates on flexible lists (“0” otherwise), and another dummy variable that takes a 

“1” for issues that were salient to the Socialist People’s Party in 2011, as well as an 

interaction between the two independent variables.44  

This model is summarized in the following equation where J Socialist 

People’s Party candidates take personal or party positions on I issues in D districts, 

                                                        
 

43
 The party’s leader was Villy Søvndal in this election 

44
 The Socialist People’s Party in 2011 from the parties in 2015 by highlighting their election platform in an 

election manifesto instead of the last party magazine before the election. Consequently, I use the Socialist 
People’s Party’s 2011 election manifesto to code issue salience for this analysis. 5 of the 20 canddiate 
survey issues were mentioned in the Socialist People’s Party 2011 election manifesto. 
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and where the intercepts are allowed to vary at the level of the issue and district-

issue: 

Equation 3.2 – Candidate position taking, issue salience and electoral rules 

 

 

Using the parameter estimates from this model specification, Figure 3.3 

shows how often candidates on flexible and open lists took positions in a different 

direction from those of their party leader on salient and non-salient issues.45 The 

results suggest that personal position taking occurs frequently among candidates on 

both open and flexible lists, though almost never on issues that are salient to their 

party. These findings are consistent with the party leader based theory of district 

position taking because they suggest that candidates diverge from their party 

reasonably often on issues that are not salient to their party’s brand in both 

institutional intra- and interparty competition contexts.  

 

                                                        
 

45
 The coefficients are shown in Table F2 in Appendix F.  
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Figure 3.3 - Personal position taking among candidates from the Socialist 

People’s Party 

 

The results in Figure 3.3, however, do not rule out the possibility that 

candidates only take district positions in the open list context. Specifically, it is 

possible that the personal positions candidates take are related to the positions of 

the voters in their districts in open but not flexible list contexts. As previously 

mentioned, I do not have mass survey data available from 2011 that bear on this 

possibility, but district voter preferences are nonetheless easy to infer on one VAA 

issue statement from this year. Specifically, the 2011 VAA asked the Danish 

candidates to take positions on the following statement: “The parliament favors the 

Copenhagen area over the rest of the country”. It appears reasonable to assume that 
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voters in districts outside of Copenhagen had a tendency to agree with this issue 

statement (8 districts in total), while voters residing in Copenhagen districts (2 

districts in total) had a tendency to disagree with the statement because the 

question taps directly into the center-periphery cleavage (Lipset and Rokkan 1967).  

For this reason, and because the issue was not salient to the party’s brand,46  

the party leader based theory of district position taking suggests that candidates on 

both open and flexible lists should have been more likely to disagree with the issue 

statement if they were running in a Copenhagen district. I thus regress candidate 

positions on this issue on the electoral rules variable from before, and a variable 

that takes a “1” for candidates who ran in a Copenhagen district (“0” otherwise), as 

well as an interaction term for the two independent variables, using an orded probit 

estimator. This model is summarized in the equation below where J Socialist 

People’s Party candidates take positions in D districts, and where the intercepts are 

allowed to vary in different districts: 

Equation 3.3 – Candidate position taking, district location and electoral rules 

 

                                                        
 

46
 The issue was not mentioned in the party’s election manifesto.  
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Figure 3.4 uses the parameter estimates from this model specification to 

illustrate the substantive relationship between candidate positions, list type and 

district location.47 These results are again suggestive that candidate positions are 

positively related to district voter positions, but more weakly to electoral rules. 

Specifically, 2011 Socialist People’s Party candidates on open and flexible lists were 

on average more likely to disagree that Copenhagen was favored by the Danish 

parliament if they were from a Copenhagen district. This is consistent with the 

empirical expectations from the party leader based theory of district position taking 

because it suggests that institutional intra-party competition is not a necessary 

condition for district position taking among parliamentary candidates.   

                                                        
 

47
 The coefficients are shown in Table F3 in Appendix F. 
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Figure 3.4 - Socialist People’s Party candidate agreement with the statement 

that the Danish Parliament favors the Copenhagen area. 

 

3.3. Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the sources of candidate positions within 

parliamentary parties. The main findings are that candidate positions are 

determined by party leader positions, but also by the mean district voter position on 

issues that are not salient to the candidate’s party organization. Furthermore, such 

district position taking among candidates is evident in both open- and closed list 

contexts in Denmark. These findings have important implications for how 

representation in parliamentary democracies works and thus at least three 
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implications for the broader literature on representation in the parliamentary 

context.  

First, the empirical results presented in this chapter are consistent with 

recent research, which suggests that party leaders sometimes are motivated to 

develop ambiguous as opposed to clear-cut and differentiated policy positions 

(Somer-Topcu 2015; Lo, Proksch, and Slapin 2016; Bräuninger and Giger 2016; 

Rovny 2012). Consequently, the findings contribute to an emerging literature that 

relaxes the assumption that parliamentary parties occupy a single location in each 

policy space (or a single ideological position). Specifically, the results presented 

here suggest that parliamentary parties are unified on issues that are particularly 

salient to them, but that they tend to present voters with a distribution of candidate 

positions that is related to variation in district voter preferences on other issues.  

Second, the institutional results presented here are consistent with results 

from studies in the Latin American literature, showing evidence of representative 

behaviors that are often considered to be personal vote-seeking behaviors in 

contexts where personal votes matter little or not at all for reelection (Calvo and 

Murillo 2004; Carey 1996; Chasquetti and Micozzi 2014; Kerevel 2015; Taylor 1992; 

M. M. Taylor-Robinson 2010). To be sure, this does not mean that institutions do not 

matter for district behavior among legislative candidates and representatives. The 

Socialist People’s Party’s leadership may have opted to use flexible lists exactly in 

the district where it anticipated that candidates would otherwise engage in personal 

position taking, and that may in turn explain why there is no empirical relationship 
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between candidate positions and list type. However, the fact that we do observe 

non-negligible levels of district position taking among candidates in the flexible list 

context suggests that personal vote-seeking incentives are not a necessary condition 

for this type of candidate behavior. Consequently, future research on district level 

representation would benefit from further exploring alternative mechanisms that 

link district voter demands to behavior among legislators and non-incumbent 

candidates such as party leader recruitment strategies and self-selection.   

Finally, I hope that this chapter stimulates further research on how 

individual candidates can transform constituency positions into policy if they are 

(re)elected to the parliament. For example, in the lead-up to the 2011 Danish 

general election, Morten Messerschmidt from The Danish People’s Party promised 

voters that if he was elected to the Danish parliament (which he was), his first task 

would be “to change the Danish People’s Party’s political position” on Danish 

membership in the European Union (Skærbæk 2011) – a position that has indeed 

since changed in the direction that Messerschmidt wanted (Friis 2016). Yet, we 

currently know very little about the internal process within parties that lead them 

to change their official policy platforms. Consequently, the results presented here 

suggest that future research on parliamentary representation would benefit 

tremendously from analyzing how individual legislators fit into this process. 



 

 

Chapter 4 

Constituent Demand and District-

focused Legislative Representation in 

Latin American Democracies 

This chapter is included in an unpublished manuscript co-authored with 

Leslie Schwindt-Bayer titled: “Constituency Demand and District-Focused 

Legislative Representation”.  

  

Representative democracy is rooted in the relationship between constituents 

and their elected officials. According to perhaps the most common vision of 

representative democracy, those elected are supposed to be responsive to the 

concerns and preferences of constituents (Miller and Stokes 1963; Pitkin 1969; 

Wahlke 1971; Eulau and Karps 1977; Fenno 1978; Page and Shapiro 1983; Glazer 

and Robbins 1985; McDonald and Budge 2005; Lax and Phillips 2009). A prominent 
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line of research in this area has focused on what motivates elected representatives 

to focus attention on their districts, and more specifically, prioritize and engage in 

the provision of public goods and resources to their districts.48 Yet, most of this 

work has examined the ways in which electoral and other political institutions 

shape legislators’ district-focused behavior (Carey and Shugart 1995; Crisp et al. 

2004; Stratmann and Baur 2002; Ingall and Crisp 2001; Chang and Golden 2007; 

Carey 2009; Morgenstern 2004; Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2005) rather than 

directly considering the influence of constituents on legislators’ priorities and 

actions. 

 We argue that, if representation is rooted in representatives being 

responsive to their constituents, then constituent demand for district-focused 

legislative representation may be a critically important, but often overlooked, 

explanation for that representation.49 Existing research has often implicitly assumed 

that demand for district-focused legislative behavior is constant, in other words, 

that all constituents in all electoral districts have the same level of demand for 

district-focused representation. Yet, that is unlikely to be the case. Demand for 

                                                        
 

48
 “District-focused” representation encompasses a range of behaviors including position taking, resource 

provision, and constituency service (Carey 2009; Carey and Shugart 1995; Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 
1987; Crisp et al. 2004; Fenno 1978; Mayhew 1974; Morgenstern 2004) that occur through a wide variety 
of specific legislative activities—voting, sponsoring bills, proposing amendments, visiting the district, and 
casework, to name a few. We view the provision of public resources to the district as one type of district-
focused representation, and it is the type of representation that we focus on specifically in this chapter. In 
the conclusion we discuss how our findings could apply to other forms of district-focused representation 
too. 
49

 We define demand as what a citizen wants from his or her incumbent representative(s) at the individual 
level. Variation in demand at the district level thus refers to variation in the distribution of citizen 
demands across districts. 
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different types of representation is likely to vary across districts and have important 

influences on representative behavior. Therefore, in this chapter, we bring 

constituents to the forefront and articulate a demand-based theory of district-

focused legislative representation. 

Our theory focuses specifically on one type of district-focused 

representation—the allocation of legislative resources (money, goods, and/or 

services) to districts. We begin with the observation that individuals live in districts 

with varying needs. Citizens in some districts face a lower baseline level of public 

and private resources, which generates stronger feelings of relative deprivation 

among those citizens when they compare their resources to those in other districts. 

This, in turn, leads to greater needs for the district and spurs citizens to demand 

more public and private resources to respond to those needs. Legislators and 

parties recognize the credit-claiming and vote-getting opportunities that are 

generated by that demand and thus have incentives to prioritize being responsive to 

the needs of their districts. They respond with locally-targeted public goods and 

resources. This theory, then, generates one overarching hypothesis—greater 

constituent demand for resources should produce more legislative priority on 

district-focused resource provision. 

We conduct a regionwide analysis in Latin America, using mass and elite 

survey data from the Latinbarometer and Parliamentary Elites of Latin America 

(PELA) surveys, to demonstrate the validity of our theory. Our results show that 

more rural citizens are more dissatisfied with their local services and more likely to 



93 
 

contact their elected legislators about the problems in their communities than more 

urban citizens. Focusing on a subset of data where we can aggregate to the district-

level, we find that this occurs at the district level as well. We then show that 

legislators who represent more rural districts are more likely to prioritize the 

provision of public resources to their districts. These findings suggest that 

constituent demand is a key component of legislators’ district-focused priorities and 

an important piece of the representation puzzle. 

4.1. Existing research on district-focused representation 

Comparative research on district-focused legislative attitudes and behavior 

developed into a systematic enterprise in the late 1980s when scholars began to 

consider whether elected representatives in countries other than the United States 

also engage in political activities aimed at cultivating electoral support for individual 

legislators rather than just parties. Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina (1987) offered the 

first such comparison of the U.S. and Great Britain, finding that British MPs also 

engage in personalistic behaviors such as constituency service, although they do so 

to a lesser degree than in the United States. Later studies expanded this research to 

other countries, and over the years, scholarship began to identify electoral 

institutions as the primary explanation for the amount of district-focused 

representation that elected representatives engage in (Lancaster and Patterson 

1990; Crisp et al. 2004; Morgenstern 2004; Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2005; 

Carey 2009). 
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Yet, neither the institutional nor the non-institutional studies have focused 

much attention on the role of constituent preferences for explaining variation in 

district-focused behavior. The studies that have drawn attention to constituents in 

this research have either not studied constituent demand or have not allowed it to 

vary in its impact on district-focused legislative representation. Calvo and Murillo's 

(2004) study of patronage spending in Argentina comes closest to studying 

constituent demand because it highlights that low skilled workers have a higher 

demand for patronage than other voters, and, accordingly, that the Peronist party, 

which has close ties to the working class, is rewarded more for patronage spending 

than other parties. The focus of their paper, however, is on testing how Argentine 

federal and electoral institutions influence that patronage spending rather than how 

exactly constituent demand matters. Desposato (2006) also suggests the importance 

of constituents and points out that legislators’ decisions about party switching can 

depend, in part, on needs to provide public goods to their districts, which in turn 

depends on constituent demands. However, the demand and public goods 

relationship itself is not tested in the paper.  

The view of representation as responsiveness, however, is longstanding and 

widespread (Pitkin 1969; Eulau and Karps 1977). Constituent preferences should be 

an important part of any explanation for legislators’ preferences, priorities, and 

behavior. Many studies have made precisely this point. In his classic study, Fenno 

(1978) finds that important linkages exist between home and hill styles with home-

style activities getting legislators committed to ideas and actions before they have to 

go to the office and engage in them. Legislators’ work on the “hill” (in the capitol) 
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reflects what they hear and learn back “home” (in the district), in other words, they 

are responsive. Research on congruence (Miller and Stokes 1963; Powell 2000; 

McDonald and Budge 2005) and clientelism (Taylor-Robinson 2010; Taylor-

Robinson 2006; Desposato 2006a; Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007; Stokes et al. 2013) 

emphasize responsiveness, as well, but in a more endogenous way—representatives 

and constituents are responsive to each other. Responsiveness is key in 

parliamentary representation too but often viewed as responsiveness between the 

party (or parties) in government and the national electorate (Powell 2000; 

McDonald and Budge 2005; André Blais and Bodet 2006; Soroka and Wlezien 2015; 

Hobolt and Klemmensen 2008).  

If representation is about responsiveness, then theories of district-focused 

legislative representation must incorporate constituent preferences and demands 

into their models. In the next section, we suggest a theory for how demand may 

influence one specific type of district-focused representation—the provision of 

public resources, such as money, goods, and services, to the district. 

4.2. A theory of constituent demand and resource provision 

Our theory starts by arguing that constituent demand for district-targeted 

representation varies and does so across electoral districts. Research has long 

recognized that districts vary in their degree of wealth, urbanization, heterogeneity, 

and ideological preferences, among other things, but the source of many of these 

differences, we argue, is variation in districts’ baseline levels of resources. These 
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baseline resources are a combination of both the private resources of citizens and 

the public resources already available in a district. First, the private resources of 

citizens vary across districts, specifically their wealth and socioeconomic status. 

Some districts have very wealthy citizens living in them whereas poor citizens 

dominate others. This creates different levels of need in different districts (Calvo 

and Murillo 2004). Second, the extent to which governments provide public 

resources to districts varies. Some districts get a lot of public resources and others 

get very few. The public and private resources combine together to produce 

different baseline levels of resources across districts.  

Districts where citizens face a lower baseline level of public and private 

resources are likely to have a greater demand for improvements in their 

communities.  We argue that this is because of “relative deprivation”—citizens 

perceive that they have less of what they feel entitled to than others. Citizens in 

districts with a lower baseline level of resources are likely to feel more deprived 

relative to citizens in districts with a higher baseline level of resources. If this 

happens, then those feelings of dissatisfaction and discontent with the services in 

one’s district are likely to translate into a greater demand for additional public 

resources. This demand can be expressed through the formal political process, with 

citizens writing letters to their representatives, attending representative office 

hours, venting frustrations at public meetings in their districts, etc. It also gets 

expressed outside of the formal political process through demonstrations and 

protests.  
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Since citizen demand for public resources varies across districts, the extent 

to which legislators allocate and prioritize allocating resources to their districts 

should vary as well. We argue that elected representatives are likely to be 

influenced by citizen demands for two reasons. First, as noted in the last section, 

representation is about responsiveness, and thus, we should expect responsive 

legislators to allocate more resources to districts where constituents demand more 

of them. Second, legislators should recognize the greater opportunities for credit 

claiming (and the electoral spoils available) in districts that demand more 

resources. Given their finite time, rational legislators will allocate government 

resources to districts where doing so has the fewest costs and largest potential 

benefits. Paying attention to constituent demand provides important cues about 

how best to spend time and money to achieve those benefits.  

Figure 4.1 summarizes this argument. Electoral districts have systematically 

different citizen compositions. Citizens observe their own wealth and the public 

resources in the district, and where that combined baseline level is low, it generates 

feelings of relative deprivation. That relative deprivation translates into demand for 

more resources, which motivates elected representatives and political parties to 

prioritize work that responds to those demands and allocate more resources to 

those districts.  The theoretical model generates a clear and simple overarching 

hypothesis: elected representatives from districts with higher constituent demand 

for resources should be more likely to allocate (and/or prioritize allocating) public 

resources to their districts than elected representatives from districts with less 

constituent demand. 
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Figure 4.1 – A theory of constituent demand 

 

4.3. An empirical analysis of constituent demand and resource 

allocation 

We test these empirical implications of our theoretical model with the first 

region-wide analysis of legislators’ district resource priorities in Latin America, 

using mass and elite survey data. Latin America has been a popular region for the 

study of legislative behavior because of the cultural and socioeconomic similarities 

of countries and the varying electoral rules across countries. Yet, most studies of 

district-focused legislative behavior have focused on individual countries rather 

than the region as a whole, and they have used archival data to measure legislative 

behavior that can be difficult to obtain for a large number of countries. Some other 

studies have also used elite survey data to examine the relationships that legislators 

build with voters in their districts, but they also tend to focus only on one or a small 

number of countries.   

Our theory argues that incentives for legislators to prioritize allocating (or 

actually allocate) resources to their districts derive, in part, from constituent 
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demand. Yet, measuring constituent demand and assessing its relationship to elite 

behavior can be a challenge. First, mass survey data are rarely stratified to be 

representative at the electoral district level within countries.  Second, mass survey 

data do introduce a problem of endogeneity in the constituent demand and resource 

allocation relationship. When we regress legislators’ resource allocation on a mass 

survey variable measuring constituent demand, then we cannot distinguish whether 

constituent demand leads to more pork provision or the provision of pork 

influences the demand for subsequent pork barrel efforts.  

To solve these problems, we do two things. First, we theoretically and 

empirically develop a proxy measure of constituent demand—urbanization. We 

argue that urbanization can serve as a proxy measure of constituent demand for 

greater local resources for both theoretical and empirical reasons. Theoretically, 

there is reason to believe that rural citizens perceive that they are relatively 

deprived of public and private resources because they are poorer, on average, and 

because their accessibility and quality of government provided resources such as 

roads, public transportation, sanitation systems, hospitals, schools, etc. are lower 

(Barkley 1974; Bull et al. 2001; Fay and Morrison, 2006; Moseley 1979). The 

literature identifies two mechanisms that link urbanization with the provision of 

these services. First, per capita costs for services that require large forms of capital 

that are fixed in space, such as roads, water systems and sewers, get higher as 

population density decreases. Second, since rural areas have a lower tax base, they 

have a more difficult time funding public goods and services on their own. For these 
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mechanical reasons, citizens in rural districts are likely to remain relatively 

deprived of public and private resources.   

Empirically, urbanization is an excellent proxy for three reasons. First, 

citizens are likely to be more dissatisfied with services in rural than urban areas, 

and they are more likely to contact elected officials to demand solutions to problems 

in their locality. We demonstrate this later in our empirics. Second, we can measure 

urbanization at the district level for use in our elite analysis. Third, we can evaluate 

its relationship to resource allocation with fewer endogeneity concerns because it 

correlates well with demand, but it is difficult to imagine that resource provision 

exerts much of an effect on the urbanization of districts.  

The second way that we try to address the challenges of assessing the 

relationship between demand and resource allocation is to run reduced-sample 

models that use direct survey measures of demand in those districts where the 

survey we use has enough respondents to allow us to measure aggregate district 

demand. This still has the problem of not necessarily being a representative sample 

at the district level and inducing possible endogeneity (which we attempt to address 

using a two-stage least-squares model), but we think that these results combined 

with the urbanization measure results provide sufficient evidence to evaluate 

support for our theory. 

To proceed, we divide the analysis into two parts. First, we conduct analyses 

using data from the Latinobarómetro (2008) mass survey to explore the 

relationship between urbanization and constituent demand. We show that citizens 
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who live in a rural context are less satisfied with their local services than those who 

live in more urban contexts, and that they are also more likely to reach out to their 

legislators to resolve this problem. Furthermore, we show that the urbanization and 

demand relationship holds at the district level in reduced-sample analyses. Second, 

we use elite survey data from the Latin American Parliamentary Elites (PELA) 

survey to examine whether legislators from rural districts are more likely to place 

value on procuring resources for their districts than those from urban districts. We 

show that they are. We also offer a reduced-sample analysis that finds a direct 

relationship between constituent demand and priority for directing government 

resources to a legislator’s district. 

4.3.1. Part I:  A cross-national analysis of the urbanization of districts and 

demand 

We use the 2008 Latinobarómetro survey to demonstrate that rural citizens 

are more likely than urban citizens to demand resource allocation from their 

representatives at the individual level. We use this particular survey and year 

because it included questions on (1) how satisfied citizens are with one aspect of 

local resources, namely the local services in their districts (1 to 5 scale of increasing 

dissatisfaction), and (2) whether citizens would contact their member of the 

legislature to resolve the problems that affect their communities (1 to 3 scale of 

increasing likelihood of contacting).  In terms of services, the question asked 

specifically about satisfaction with (1) roads and paving, (2) public transportation, 

(3) garbage, and (4) sewerage.  These questions are the dependent variables in 
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ordered probit analyses where the unit of analysis is the individual respondent. We 

analyze whether citizens who live in rural areas feel more deprived of local 

sanitation and transportation services relative to citizens from urban areas and 

whether such dissatisfaction leads to demand for incumbent legislators to resolve 

the situation.  

We measure urbanization at the individual level with a survey question that 

asks about the size of the town that a respondent lives in. There were 7 response 

categories ranging from 5,000 or less to 100,001 or more.  We expect that 

individuals who live in more rural areas are more dissatisfied with their sanitation 

and transportation services than individuals who live in more urban areas, and, 

consequently, also are more likely to contact their representatives to resolve the 

problems that affect their communities. Furthermore, some models control for 

individual income levels as well in order to make sure that the relationship between 

urbanization and satisfaction with local services is not merely a function of rural 

districts having fewer private resources, but also a function of these services being 

more difficult for local governments to fund or subsidize for the reasons laid out 

earlier in the chapter. This is important to do because if the mechanism linking 

urbanization to satisfaction is simply private resources then this variable should be 

a better indicator of demand than urbanization. If urbanization is significant, then 

we know that demand derives from public resources as well. For the income 

variable, we use a question that asked respondents to place themselves on a 1-10 

scale where “1” corresponds to “very poor” and “10” corresponds to “very rich.” 

Finally, we are interested in the relationship between urbanization and demand 
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within countries rather than between them; thus, we estimate all models with 

country fixed effects. 

Table 4.1 shows results for the analysis of dissatisfaction with local services. 

We present two models for each type of service—the first model excludes the 

measure of personal income whereas the second model includes it. The results of 

both models for all types of local services reveal evidence that citizens in more rural 

areas are more dissatisfied with their local services. Specifically, the coefficient for 

size of one’s home town/city is negative across all eight models, and it is statistically 

significant at the .01 level in 7 of the models. Income also has a significant negative 

effect on all four types of services, meaning that wealthier people are less 

dissatisfied, as we would expect. Most importantly, the urbanization findings hold 

even when income is controlled (the second model for each dependent variable)—

being in a rural setting is associated with more dissatisfaction with the provision of 

local services even at a constant level of private resources. 
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Table 4.1 - Determinants of dissatisfaction with local services 

Variable Model 4.1.1: 
Roads and 
paving 

Model 4.1.2: 
Roads and 
paving 

Model 4.1.3: 
Public 
transportation 

Model 4.1.4: 
Public 
transportation 

Size of home -0.022*** 
(0.005) 

-0.015*** 
(0.005) 

-0.014*** 
(0.005) 

-0.008 
(0.005) 

Income - -0.045*** 
(0.004) 

- -0.045*** 
(0.005) 

Cut point 1 -1.034 
(0.040) 

-1.217 
(0.045) 

-0.913 
(0.040) 

-1.102 
(0.045) 

Cut point 2 -0.014 
(0.039) 

-0.187 
(0.044) 

0.171 
(0.040) 

-0.011 
(0.045) 

Cut point 3 0.874 
(0.040) 

0.708 
(0.045) 

1.025 
(0.040) 

0.851 
(0.045) 

Cut point 4 2.164 
(0.044) 

2.016 
(0.048) 

2.24 
(0.044) 

2.074 
(0.049) 

N 14,227 13,915 14,141 13,831 
Variable Model 4.1.5: 

Garbage 
Model 4.1.6: 
Garbage 

Model 4.1.7: 
Sewerage 

Model 4.1.8: 
Sewerage 

Size of home  -0.063*** 
(0.005) 

-0.057*** 
(0.005) 

-0.076*** 
(0.005) 

-0.068*** 
(0.005) 

Income - -0.048*** 
(0.005) 

- -0.063*** 
(0.005) 

Cut point 1 -0.972 
(0.040) 

-1.166 
(0.045) 

-1.333 
(0.041) 

-1.605 
(0.046) 

Cut point 2 0.209 
(0.040) 

0.025 
(0.045) 

-0.248 
(0.040) 

-0.507 
(0.045) 

Cut point 3 0.948 
(0.040) 

0.768 
(0.045) 

0.476 
(0.040 

0.223 
(0.045) 

Cut point 4 1.783*** 
(0.042) 

1.614*** 
(0.047) 

1.383 
(0.041) 

1.146 
(0.046) 

N 14,172 13,864 14,002 13,699 
Notes: ***p<.01, **p<.05, *<0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. All coefficients are from 
ordered probit models. The unit of analysis is the individual respondent in the 2008 Latin 
Barometer dataset. Country dummy variables are included, but not shown. 
 

 

To assess the substantive relationship between urbanization and 

dissatisfaction with local services, Figure 4.2 shows the cumulative probability 

distribution for each model at different levels of urbanization. The relationship 

between urbanization and roads and paving and demand for transportation 



105 
 

infrastructure is statistically different from zero, as reported in Table 4.1, but it is 

substantively smaller than that for urbanization and garbage and sewerage services. 

For sewerage services, the expected probability of being either “rather” or “very” 

satisfied with sewerage services in the most rural areas is 0.43, but it increases to 

0.59 in the most urban ones. These findings show that citizens living in rural areas 

are less satisfied with government services than citizens who live in urban areas, 

though the substantive strength of this relationship varies by government service. 

Figure 4.2 - Urbanization and satisfaction with services 

 

 
 



106 
 

We now show that there is also a higher demand for legislators to resolve 

local problems among citizens in more rural areas. We do this with two measures of 

demand. First, we use the Latinobarometer question we described earlier that asked 

respondents whether they had contacted, or would contact, a legislator to resolve 

the problems that affect them in their community (1=has done, 2=would do, 

3=would never do). Second, we create a more nuanced measure of demand that 

combines this “contact” question with the dissatisfaction with services questions 

just analyzed. We do this because of two potential problems with simply measuring 

demand as contact. First, contacting a legislator is not the only possible way that 

citizens express their demands—individual citizens could have a high demand for 

(and thus electorally reward) district-targeted resource provision without ever 

contacting a legislator directly about it. In fact, a large literature suggests that 

political participation such as contacting a legislator is more common for individuals 

with a higher socio-economic status, not because they have a higher demand, but 

because they are better able to bear the costs of participation (Verba and Nie 1972; 

Verba et al. 1993; H. E. Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995). The second problem is 

that a citizen’s contact with a legislator may be related to community problems that 

have nothing to do with resource allocation at all—crime, for example. Our second 

measure, thus, is a variable that takes a “1” for respondents who were highly 

dissatisfied with, or did not have access to, at least one of the four local services just 

analyzed and who simultaneously said they would (or had) contact(ed) an 

incumbent legislator to resolve these types of issues (that is, issues that affect the 

community). This demand variable takes a “0” otherwise.  
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Table 4.2 shows the parameter estimates that we obtain when we regress 

contact (Models 4.2.1 and 4.2.2) and demand (Models 4.2.3 and 4.2.4) on 

urbanization and income with a similar model specification as before (ordered 

probit estimators with country fixed effects when the dependent variable is 

“contact” only, and probit estimators with country fixed effects when the dependent 

variable is the dichotomous “demand” variable). Citizens in more urban areas are 

less likely to contact their representatives about local problems in all four models, 

with the latter three producing statistically significant negative coefficients. Model 

4.2.2 shows that urbanization reduces the probability of contact with a legislator 

when income is held constant, and also that wealthier citizens are more likely to 

contact their representatives. Furthermore, urbanization is also negatively 

associated with the probability that a citizen is highly dissatisfied with a service in 

the community and would contact (or had contacted) their legislator to resolve such 

concerns (Models 4.2.3 and 4.2.4). In model 4.2.4, income is not significantly 

associated with this measure of demand, contrasting with the positive and 

significant coefficient in the contact dependent variable model (Model 4.2.2). This 

means that wealthier people do contact their elected officials more but not because 

they are dissatisfied with local services or because they have greater “demand.” This 

is exactly what the existing literature argues and increases our confidence in the 

validity of combining contact and dissatisfaction as a measure of constituent 

demand.  
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Table 4.2 - Determinants of Demand at the Individual Level 

Variable Model 4.2.1: 
Contact 

Model 4.2.2: 
Contact 

Model 4.2.3: 
Demand 

Model 4.2.4: 
Demand 

Size of home  -0.001 
(0.006) 

-0.010* 
(0.052) 

-0.032*** 
(0.007) 

-0.034*** 
(0.007) 

Income - 0.052*** 
(0.006) 

- -0.002 
(0.008) 

Constant - - -0.810*** 
(0.057) 

-0.790*** 
(0.065) 

Cut point 1 0.118 
(0.046) 

0.312 
(0.052) 

- - 

Cut point 2 1.450 
(0.048) 

1.654 
(0.054) 

- - 

N 13,870 13,577 13,575 13,296 
Notes: ***p<.01, **p<.05, *<0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. Coefficients in Model 4.2.1 
and Model 4.2.2 are from ordered probit models. Coefficients in Model 4.2.3 and Model 4.2.4 are 
from probit models. The unit of analysis in all models is the individual respondent in the 2008 
Latin Barometer dataset. Country dummy variables are included, but not shown. 

 

Figure 4.3 shows the substantive relationship between urbanization and 

demand (using results from Model 4.2.3). The figure shows that the probability that 

individuals are dissatisfied with a local service and would contact their legislator 

about this type of dissatisfaction is 0.20 in the most rural setting and 0.15 in the 

most urban setting. Although this difference may not appear large, it is a decrease of 

25% from small towns to large cities in an activity that only a small percentage of 

people participate in. A twenty-five percent difference in the proportion of citizens 

contacting public officials in rural and urban areas would very likely correspond to 

elected officials paying different amounts of attention to demands for resource 

provision in those areas. It is important to keep in mind too that contacting public 
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officials also is only one way that citizens can express their demands and a method 

that often involves only a small number of people. The difference between an 

estimated 20% of citizens demanding solutions to local problems compared to 15% 

is notable.  

Figure 4.3 - Urbanization and Demand at the Individual Level 

 

Note: Dashed lines represent 95 percent confidence intervals 

 

These results thus suggest that urbanization can capture some degree of 

constituent demand at the individual level. However, we have not shown any 

indication of this at the district level. Therefore, in Table 4.3, we present reduced-

sample models at the district level (as we mentioned previously).  To measure 

district-level demand, we calculated the percentage of respondents who were coded 
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as a “1” on the demand variable from the earlier analysis (that is, the percentage of 

respondents who were highly dissatisfied with, or did not have access to, at least 

one of the four local services and who simultaneously would contact a district 

representative about it). For district urbanization, we use census data from Statoids 

to measure population density. Specifically, population density is measured as the 

log of citizens per square kilometer in the district.  Model 4.3.2 adds a control 

variable for (the log of) district GDP per capita (Gennaioli et al. 2013) to ensure that 

it is district urbanization and not merely district wealth that drives district-level 

variation in demand. 

Table 4.3 - Determinants of Demand at the District Level 

Parameters Model 4.3.1 Model 4.3.2 
District population density -2.593*** 

(0.821) 
-2.743** 
(1.153) 

District GDP per capita - -2.491 
(3.275) 

Constant 40.604*** 
(5.575) 

50.537* 
(28.274) 

Avg. constanta 27.023 52.135 
R-squared 0.67 0.73 
N 98 68 
Notes: ***p<.01, **p<.05, *<0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. The 
models are linear, and the unit of analysis in all models is the individual 
district.  

a See footnote 50 below for information about how this coefficient was 
calculated and why. 

 

The results in Table 4.3 provide evidence that district population density and 

aggregate district demands for improvements in local services are related, even 
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after district GDP wealth is controlled for. In terms of substantive effects, Figure 4.4 

shows that a one-unit increase in the log of district population density leads to more 

than a 2.5% decrease in the percentage of people in the district who have expressed 

demand for improvements in local services. This is fairly substantial as the log of 

citizens per square kilometer in the district ranges only from .88 to 8.38 (2 to 

4,377). In the most rural district in the sample, the estimated percentage of district 

citizens with an expressed demand for improvements in local services is 25%, while 

it is just 5% in the most urban district.50 

Figure 4.4 - Urbanization and Demand at the district level 

 

Note: Dashed lines represent 95 percent confidence intervals 

                                                        
 

50
 Each country contains an average of approximately 10 districts in these models, which results in a great 

deal of variation in the size of the country specific intercepts. Consequently, this figure uses the average 
intercept (similar to the “grand intercept” in a random effects model) across all countries, which is 
calculated as the constant + the average country dummy coefficient value.  
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This section of the empirical analysis has shown that rural citizens are more 

dissatisfied with local public services than urban ones and are more likely to contact 

their elected representatives as a result. This happens even after differing income 

levels of citizens are accounted for. It also holds in a reduced sample where we 

measure demand directly with citizen preferences and at the district level. All of this 

evidence combined is suggestive of a meaningful relationship between urbanization 

and demand for improvements in local services at the district-level. Next, we 

explore how representatives respond to citizen demand. 

4.3.2. A Cross-national analysis of demand and district resource allocation 

We examine whether legislators are responsive to the demands of citizens in 

their districts using the PELA survey.  The PELA survey has been conducted in the 

lower houses of Latin American national legislatures across five waves since the 

early 1990s. Our dataset includes 13 Latin American countries, each of which was 

surveyed two to four times between 1996 and 2008.   

The PELA survey asks a variety of questions about legislators’ attitudes and 

behaviors, but one question asks specifically about the allocation of resources to the 

district: “How important to your legislative work is securing resources for your 

region/district/province/department?” The response categories are 1=not at all 

important, 2=a little important, 3=fairly important, 4=very important.  We use these 
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answers as our dependent variable with the unit of analysis being the respondent 

(i.e., legislator) in a country-wave.   

Measuring citizen demand with the urbanization proxy, we expect that 

legislators from more rural districts should prioritize district-targeted resource 

provision more due to the credit claiming opportunities that such behavior affords. 

Consequently, we first regress the priority legislators assign to providing district 

resources on district population density. We use an ordered probit estimator 

because of the ordinal nature of the dependent variable. We also include fixed 

effects for country-waves because we care about the relationship between 

urbanization and district resource provision within countries at a particular point in 

time, and we use random intercepts for districts in each wave since district resource 

provision may be more prevalent in some districts than others for reasons 

unaccounted for by our covariates.   

Table 4.4 shows the results. The first model examines how population 

density is related to the value legislators place on district-targeted resource 

provision without a control for district wealth, whereas the second model controls 

for district GDP per capita. This second model has a reduced sample size because we 

do not have wealth data by district for Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and 

Costa Rica. Both models control for district magnitude because districts with more 

representatives give each representative less incentive to prioritize allocating 

resources to the district.   
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The results show that the covariate parameters for both population density 

and district magnitude are negatively associated with the priority legislators assign 

to district-targeted resource provision and distinguishable from zero. Consistent 

with our theory, Latin American legislators thus appear to be more likely to 

prioritize allocating district resources when they represent more rural districts, 

even at a constant level of district magnitude and district GDP. 

Table 4.4 - District urbanization and resource allocation priority among 

legislators 

Variable Model 4.4.1 
 

Model 4.4.2 

District population density -0.078*** 
(0.022) 

-0.099*** 
(0.022) 

District magnitude -0.222*** 
(0.048) 

-0.246*** 
(0.048) 

District GDP PC  - -0.114* 
(0.057) 

Cut point 1 -3.025 
(0.184) 

-4.132 
(0.520) 

Cut point 2 -2.181 
(0.179) 

-3.335 
(0.518) 

Cut point 3 -1.254 
(0.176) 

-2.373 
(0.517) 

Random intercept variance: Districts 0.057 
(0.017) 

0.027 
(0.014) 

N 3,551 2,852 
Notes: ***p<.01, **p<.05, *<0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. Coefficients  
are from ordered probit models. The unit of analysis in all models is the PELA  
survey wave-legislator. The number of observations is larger when district GDP  
per capita is not included because we do not have data on this variable for  
Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and Costa Rica. The number of observations  
in the pooled models is also slightly larger than the sum of open and closed list 
 models because we do not have list type data for a small number of parties in  
Colombia after 2002. Survey wave-country dummy variables are included,  
but not shown. 
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Figure 4.5 shows the substantive relationship between urbanization and 

district resource priority using the parameter estimates from Model 4.4.2. It 

presents the cumulative predicted probabilities for the importance that legislators 

place on providing resources for the district at different levels of urbanization. The 

relationship is clearly substantively meaningful—when district population density 

is at its most population-sparse value in the dataset (the Alto Paraguay district in 

Paraguay, which has roughly one person per seven square kilometers living in the 

district, on average), there is a 0.84 probability that the district representative(s) 

will consider providing district resources “very important,” whereas there is a 0.53 

probability that a legislator from the most population dense district in the sample 

(the federal capital district in Argentina with roughly 14,000 citizens per square 

kilometer) considers district resource provision “very important.” This finding—

that legislators who represent more rural districts prioritize district resource 

provision more in their legislative work than legislators who represent more urban 

districts—provides the third piece of evidence that, combined with the previous 

analyses, supports our theoretical model. 
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Figure 4.5 - District urbanization and district resource priority among 

legislators 

 

Note: This figure presents substantive results from model 4.4.2. The log of district magnitude is 
set to its median value (1.79).   

  

As a fourth piece of evidence, we present a set of reduced-sample analyses 

that include a more direct measure of constituent demand. We use a two-stage least-

squares model that allows us to estimate the causal and direct relationship between 

urbanization, constituent demand, and legislators’ resource allocation priorities. In 

the first stage, we regress our district-level demand variable from the dependent 

variable in Table 4.3 on urbanization for each legislator who was interviewed within 
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five years of the 2008 Latinobarometer survey. In the second stage, we regress 

legislators’ district resource priority on the predicted values from the first stage. We 

also bootstrap the standard errors from the first and second stage of the two-stage 

procedure together. This two-stage approach provides an estimate of the 

relationship between legislators’ district resource priority and district demand 

caused by its relationship with district urbanization, to reduce endogeneity 

problems.51  

 Table 4.5 presents the results of this analysis. Model 4.5.1 presents 

the results from the first stage, which shows the expected negative relationship 

between district population density and demand. Model 4.5.2 shows the results 

from the second stage. The empirical expectation is that predicted demand should 

be positively associated with the value that legislators assign to district resource 

provision in their legislative work. The demand coefficient is in the expected 

direction and statistically significant at the .05 level, which suggests that the 

relationship between district urbanization and legislators’ district resource 

priorities exists because rural districts demand district resources more than urban 

                                                        
 

51
 This modeling approach reduces the potential endogeneity issue between direct measures of demand 

and legislator resource provision because it is unlikely that the importance legislators assign to providing 
district resources has an impact on population density in a district. However, it is important to be clear 
that this model specification still has some drawbacks. First, it assumes that district demand was constant 
from 2003 to 2013, and second, it drops data from any other year. Furthermore, the district estimates of 
demand rely on non-representative samples because, as mentioned previously, the Latinbarometer 
survey is not stratified at the district level. That being said, there is no reason to suspect that these 
sources of error would bias the results in the direction of our expectations. The analyses are also on a 
smaller sample of data. 
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districts. It also benefits from directly incorporating a measure of citizen demand 

into the model. 

Table 4.5 - Urbanization, Demand and Legislators’ District Resource Priority 

Variable Model 4.5.1 
First stage: 
Predicting 
demand 

Model 4.5.2 
Second stage:  
Predicting district resource 
priority among legislators 

District population density -4.296*** 
(0.402) 

- 

Predicted demand from 1st 
stage 

- 0.033** 
(0.015) 

District magnitude 2.997*** 
(0.533) 

-0.266*** 
(0.053) 

Constant 38.177*** - 
 (2.199)  
Cut point 1 - -1.807 

(0.414) 
Cut point 2 - -1.076 

(0.420) 
Cut point 3 - -0.209 

(0.423) 
R-squared 0.57 - 
N 992 992 
Notes: ***p<.01, **p<.05, *<0.1. Bootstrapped standard errors are in parentheses. The unit of 
analysis is individual legislator in a survey. Country dummy variables are included in all models, 
but not shown. 

 

The substantive effects of demand (as a function of district population 

density) are shown in Figure 4.6. The figure illustrates that moving from the 10th to 

the 90th percentile of the demand distribution (from districts with an estimated 5 to 

22 percent level of demand) results in a 0.22 increase in the probability that district 

representatives will consider district resource provision “very important” in their 

legislative work. The effect that urbanization has on legislative priorities through 
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demand is thus substantively large, which again suggests that demand is an 

important piece of the representation puzzle. 

Figure 4.6 - District demands and district resource priority among legislators 

 

4.4. Conclusion 

Research on representation has long studied the elite side of the 

representational relationship. It has not explored as thoroughly the specific 

relationship between constituent demand and the district-focused behavior of 

elected representatives. We address this issue by developing a theory of constituent 

demand for district-targeted resource provision that argues that demand for 
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resources should be stronger when constituents face greater relative deprivation, 

and in turn, legislators should be more likely to cater to constituent needs and 

concerns in districts where constituents are more relatively deprived and, thus, 

demanding of public resources. Accordingly, we presented statistical evidence that 

demand for district resources is higher in rural than in urban areas and that 

legislators who represent rural districts are more likely than those who represent 

urban districts to value the provision of district resources in their legislative work.  

These findings suggest that the demand side of the constituent-

representative relationship needs more attention in future research. Some studies 

of legislative behavior, for example, have considered constituents but more from the 

perspective of how constituents respond to elite behavior rather than how 

constituents influence that behavior to begin with. Other research has explored the 

relationships that legislators build with voters in their districts as a dimension of 

legislative behavior but not how and why citizens might seek out stronger 

relationships. In this study, we focused on Latin America as the context for empirical 

analysis, but we think that this theory should apply to other democracies as well. All 

representative democracies have districts or regions with different socio-

demographic compositions, and thus with different credit claiming opportunities for 

representatives. Thus, we think that the theory of constituent demand is widely 

applicable.  

All of this said, much work remains to be done. First, since so little research 

has studied constituent demand, we need more studies exploring what demand 
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looks like and how and why it varies. We focus here on urbanization as a proxy for 

constituent demand, but studies are needed that measure demand in other ways 

and explore how it varies across constituents within and across districts. 

Additionally, we need more direct measures of citizen demand. Few mass surveys 

are conducted at the district-level but more are needed to tap directly into demand 

for representation.  

Second, our study was based upon survey measures of priorities for district 

resource provision, but it will be important to assess its validity with research using 

archival measures of realized district resource provision. Without extensive 

resources to fund data collection, this will require country-specific analysis, but that 

type of research coupled with large-n analyses such as ours can work together to 

build a body of evidence for the role of constituent demand in legislative 

representation.  

Related to this, we need additional research that explores how applicable the 

theory is to other dimensions of legislative behavior that involve catering to district 

interests and concerns, such as position-taking activities and constituency service. 

We focused on resource provision but other forms of district-focused 

representation exist.  

Examining the relationship between constituent demand and representative 

representation is important because, as we have shown here, representation is 

about responsiveness. Elected officials are responsive to the demands of their 

constituents, and so understanding demand and its effects on legislative 
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representation is critical. But, understanding the relationship is also important for 

normative reasons—representatives providing more resources to districts that 

demand them is a desirable feature of a representative democracy. Cultivating this 

relationship further can have positive implications for democracy. 
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Chapter 5 

Bringing the Median Voter Back in: 

Government Debt, Median Voter 

Preferences, and Welfare State 

Spending 

This chapter is included in Tromborg, Mathias W. 2015. “Bringing the Median 

Voter Back in: The Relationship Between Government Debt, Median Voter 

Preferences, and Welfare State Spending” Journal of European Social Policy 24(2): 

107-121. 

 

In the prominent new politics school of welfare reform the conventional 

wisdom holds that welfare state retrenchment is difficult to implement because 

retrenchment initiatives are deeply unpopular among electorates (Pierson 1996). 

This explains welfare state resilience, but the question still remains when and why 
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retrenchment takes place (Starke 2006: 104). In the economics literature the 

conventional wisdom holds that government debt creates an economic incentive to 

cut social spending for consolidation purposes (Alesina and Perotti 1997; Ardagna 

2009; McDermott and Wescott 1996). This helps to explain why welfare 

retrenchment may occur, but leaves open the question why, if spending cuts are so 

effective, policymakers do not always engage in these consolidation efforts (Alesina 

and Perotti 1997: 245). 

The purpose of this article is to develop a parsimonious theoretical model of 

welfare state policy outputs that is capable of explaining both welfare state 

retrenchment and welfare state resilience. Building on insights from the new 

politics and economics schools I argue that government debt creates an economic 

incentive for policymakers to cut social spending, but that this incentive will 

manifest itself in welfare state retrenchment only if it does not conflict with the 

political incentive to stay in power. I theorize that retrenchment will conflict with 

the political incentive to stay in power when the median voter opposes 

retrenchment because of the median’s pivotal role in creating a legislative majority 

(Downs 1957; Laver and Schofield 1990). This implies that major retrenchment is 

unlikely to occur unless government debt is high, and the median voter does not 

oppose spending cuts.  

The theoretical framework also implies that the adverse effect of government 

debt will be stronger in those welfare programs that are least popular with the 

median voter. There is reason to believe that the median voter favors welfare 



125 
 

programs that protect against life course risks, such as old age pensions over 

welfare programs that protect against labor market risks such as unemployment 

benefits (Elmelund-Præstekær and Klitgaard 2012; Jensen 2012). Consequently, I 

argue that the adverse effect of government debt is stronger on labor market-

related programs than on life course-related programs. 

The theoretical framework makes two other contributions to the literature. 

First, the question still remains when and why retrenchment takes place, but several 

scholars have made progress in answering this question. Their research suggests 

that retrenchment may occur when the party system provides strategic incentives 

to implement otherwise unpopular policies such as retrenchment (Kitschelt 2001), 

when governments have incentives to take electoral risks (Vis 2010; Vis and van 

Kersbergen 2007), when policymakers can engage in blame avoidance strategies 

(Hering 2008; Hood 2002; Pal and Weaver 2003), or when opposition parties do not 

take steps toward making retrenchment policies salient in the political debate 

(Armingeon and Giger 2008). The theoretical framework contributes to this 

literature because the logic of the median voter theorem implies that across party 

systems it is the policy position of the median voter that determines the riskiness of 

electoral reforms, the necessity of blame avoidance strategies, and the effort that 

opposition parties will undertake to make retrenchment issues salient among 

voters. 

Second, the article also contributes to the welfare state literature by 

theorizing about how government debt influences welfare state policy outputs. 
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While the literature has considered other economic variables such as 

unemployment rates and globalization (for example, Jensen 2012), no other study, 

to the author’s knowledge, has theorized about, and empirically examined, how 

government debt influences welfare state policy outputs in established democracies 

other than as a control variable. This is surprising given the attention the 

relationship between government debt and social spending has received in the 

public debate and in the economics literature. 

The theoretical framework is tested empirically in a series of regressions in 

18 established democracies from 1980 to 2007, using hard figures on government 

debt and government social spending from the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) as well as cross-national survey data from the 

European Values Survey (EVS) and the World Values Survey (WVS) to measure the 

policy position of the median voter. The main empirical results can be boiled down 

to the following important finding: it is only when the median voter is not in favor of 

welfare state expansion that government debt is associated with social spending 

cuts. The empirical analysis also demonstrates that the effect of government debt is 

stronger on unemployment spending than on old-age pension spending, which is 

consistent with the theoretical framework because old age pensions protect against 

life course risks, whereas unemployment benefits protect against labor market 

risks. 
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5.1. Economic incentives to cut welfare spending and political 

incentives to maintain the status quo 

5.1.1.  Economic incentives to cut welfare spending 

While no study so far has systematically examined the impact of government 

debt on social policy outputs in established democracies, a few studies have 

examined this relationship in developing countries, but with mixed results. Lora and 

Olivera (2007) find that government debt had a negative impact on social spending 

from 1985 to 2003 in a sample of 58 countries. Similarly, Dessy and Vencatachellum 

(2007) find that debt relief in Africa has had a positive impact on the share of 

resources allocated to the social sectors. Other studies, however, have found that 

social expenditures are generally shielded from retrenchment when highly indebted 

developing countries engage in spending cuts (Hicks 1989; Hicks and Kubisch 

1984), and Chauvin and Kraay (2005) find little evidence that debt relief has had 

any impact on the level or composition of public spending in developing countries. 

For established democracies, on the other hand, there is a considerable body 

of economics literature that examines policymakers’ incentives to cut social 

spending when government debt is high. Running deficits is widely recognized as an 

appropriate policy response to financial crises, but such a strategy does not come 

without costs as higher levels of government debt lead to increased interest rates on 

government bonds (Ardagna, Caselli, and Lane 2007) and slow economic growth 
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(Checherita-Westphal and Rother 2012; Diamond 1965), which in turn increase the 

likelihood of budget deficits and hence lead to more government debt 

The result of the self-perpetuating relationship between government debt, 

government bond interest rates, and economic growth is that the higher the level of 

government debt, the higher the economic incentive to implement a consolidation 

package. Such a package can consist of spending cuts, tax increases, or a mix of the 

two, but studies in the economics literature suggest that spending cuts in general 

(European Commission, 2007), and social spending cuts in particular (Alesina and 

Perotti 1997; Alesina, Perotti, and Tavares 1998; Ardagna 2009; McDermott and 

Wescott 1996), constitute particularly effective methods of consolidation. This is 

because as social spending cuts are permanent, they show that policymakers are 

serious about the fiscal adjustments, and they do not necessarily have 

contractionary effects (Alesina and Perotti 1997). Moreover, social spending cuts 

are particularly effective in reducing the interest rates on government bonds that 

are likely to be high when government debt levels are high (Ardagna 2009). 

In sum, the findings in the economics literature collectively suggest that high 

levels of government debt are associated with low growth and high interest rates on 

government bonds, but that there is reason to believe that social spending cuts can 

reduce bond interest rates without hurting growth. Consolidation packages 

consisting of tax increases or cuts in other types of government spending, on the 

other hand, are more likely to have contractionary effects. This implies that high 

levels of government debt signal to policymakers an economic need to cut social 
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spending, and that government debt thus should be a variable of theoretical interest 

to welfare state researchers. 

5.1.2. The new politics of the welfare state 

 While economists tend to agree that spending cuts are effective 

consolidation tools, they have been less successful in explaining the logical follow-

up question raised by Alesina and Perotti (1997: 245): why, if spending cuts are so 

effective, do policymakers not always engage in such consolidation efforts? The 

answer could very well be voter preferences. If a majority of voters oppose social 

spending cuts, it may not be politically feasible for policymakers to engage in such 

policies (Lassen, 2010). 

The argument that voter preferences constrain policymakers from 

implementing retrenchment policies is a familiar one for political scientists. The 

scholarly debate about this issue became a hot topic when Pierson (1996) 

introduced his theory of ‘the new politics of the welfare state.’ Pierson observed that 

a common trend across established democracies is that economic challenges have 

shifted political attention away from questions of welfare state expansion and onto 

the prospects for extended austerity. Building on this observation Pierson 

developed the argument that the new politics of welfare state retrenchment is not 

simply the mirror image of the old politics of welfare state expansion. This is 

because welfare policies have broad public support, so while the expansion of social 

benefits was generally a process of political credit claiming, political advocates of 
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retrenchment must persuade the majority of welfare supporters that the price of 

reform is manageable, which presents a considerable obstacle to welfare reform. 

The distinction between old and new politics is now widely accepted in the 

contemporary welfare state literature (Green-Pedersen and Haverland 2002; Palier 

2001; Starke 2006). Voters are expected to oppose retrenchment because 

individuals react more strongly to losses than gains (Kahneman and Tversky 1979), 

and because retrenchment policies impose tangible losses on concentrated groups 

in return for diffuse gains (Klitgaard 2008: 482; Pierson 1996: 145). Consequently, 

policymakers are expected to engage in retrenchment policies only when they have 

electoral incentives to pursue risky reforms (Vis 2010; Vis and van Kersbergen 

2007), when they can engage in blame avoidance strategies (Hering 2008; Hood 

2002; Pal and Weaver 2003; Pierson 1994), or when the retrenchment issue is not 

salient among voters, which may occur when the opposition parties do not 

emphasize the retrenchment issue in the political debate (Armingeon and Giger 

2008). Furthermore, specific party system constellations may produce strategic 

incentives for policymakers to implement unpopular retrenchment policies in which 

they would not otherwise engage (Kitschelt 2001). 

While these recent studies have certainly contributed to our knowledge 

about why and when welfare states retrench, prospect theory and the blame 

avoidance literature can be criticized for having too stringent assumptions (Giger 

and Nelson 2011). Specifically, most of the contemporary welfare state literature 

assumes that voters are always opposed to retrenchment, and that governments can 
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dissolve this discontent through various strategies. However, retrenchment is not 

always unpopular among voters (Giger 2010). Rather, socio-structural change has 

rendered social reform politically feasible and achievable for policymakers when 

they are able to foster broad cross-class agreements behind reform packages 

(Häusermann 2010). Furthermore, mass preferences vary between welfare 

programs (Boeri et al. 2001) and between countries (Dallinger 2010), which has 

real effects on welfare state spending (Brooks and Manza 2006). 

These findings problematize the assumptions underlying most contemporary 

welfare studies because they imply that reforms are not always risky, that blame 

avoidance is not always necessary, and that the government opposition does not 

always have an incentive to make the retrenchment issue salient. Furthermore, 

many contemporary welfare state studies assume that the economic environment is 

constantly unfavorable, and although the economics literature has difficulty 

explaining instances of welfare state resilience, the findings in this literature imply 

that the economic incentives to engage in welfare reforms vary between countries 

as well. 

Given the limitations and strengths of the two approaches, a synthesis that 

recognizes real country differences in the economic environment and in voter 

preferences appears promising. It is clear from the economics approach that the 

severity of the economic environment can be conceptualized as the country’s level 

of government debt, and I reintroduce the argument that the severity of voter 

constraints can be conceptualized as the policy position of the median voter. 
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5.2. Government debt, median voter preferences, and welfare 

state spending 

5.2.1. The relationship between government debt, median voter 

preferences and welfare spending 

Scholars have long theorized about the potential impact of the median voter 

on welfare state policy outputs, so while the new politics school’s emphasis on (the 

lack of) retrenchment is a theoretical innovation, the argument that voter 

preferences matter is far from new. Meltzer and Richard (1981) popularized the 

argument that the policy position of the median voter influences welfare state 

spending by theorizing that the level of redistribution in a given polity should be a 

function of the distance between the mean and median voter on the income scale. 

More generally, the Meltzer and Richard model is based on a Downsian framework, 

which assumes that political candidates seek to win office, and that each voter will 

vote for the candidate or party that is closest to his or her ideological position in a 

unidimensional space (Downs 1957). Political candidates and parties thus have an 

incentive to converge to the position of the median voter since any majority must 

include the median per definition. 

To be sure, the median voter theorem is a simplification of reality, and the 

median voter is not always decisive. For instance, electoral rules distort the 

proportionality of election results, which means that majority support among voters 

is not necessarily sufficient to win a legislative majority. This is potentially 
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problematic for the median voter theorem because the median voter’s political role 

stems from the ability to create such a majority. The degree of proportionality also 

influences the number of parties in a given system, which is a potential issue 

because the original Downsian model predicts convergence in two-party systems 

where preferences are normally distributed, but allows for non-convergence in 

multiparty systems. Furthermore, party positions are not only oriented toward the 

preferences of the median voter, but also determined by constituency preferences 

(Adams, Merrill, and Grofman 2005), and Downs also allows for non-convergence in 

two-party systems where voters are strongly polarized. 

Despite the caveats noted above, the median voter theorem is still relevant. 

This is because voters are usually not strongly polarized in established democracies, 

and because majority support is usually needed to establish a legislative majority in 

two-party systems as well as in multiparty systems (McDonald and Budge 2005). In 

fact, McDonald and Budge suggest that government policy positions are more likely 

to mirror the policy position of the median voter in multiparty systems than in two-

party systems because of the median voter’s important role in creating a legislative 

majority through the median party. 

Using the concept of the median voter it is thus possible to synthesize the 

insights from the economics and new politics approaches into an integrated 

theoretical model of welfare state policy outputs. The economics literature suggests 

that policymakers have an economic incentive to cut social spending when 

government debt levels are high because social spending cuts are particularly 
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effective consolidation tools. However, regardless of whether policymakers are 

policy-seekers or office-seekers they need a legislative majority as a means to reach 

their end (Laver and Schofield 1990). This means that regardless of whether 

policymakers wish to respond to economic incentives because they perceive that 

consolidation is ‘good policy’, or because they hope to be rewarded electorally from 

successful consolidation, they first have to consider whether retrenchment will 

result in a political backlash that outweighs the potential benefits of such a strategy. 

Successful consolidation may also be achieved using other methods of fiscal 

consolidation such as raising taxes or cutting spending that is not social, but 

spending cuts are likely to result in a political backlash when the median voter is 

opposed to retrenchment. Consequently, I only expect that the economic incentive 

to cut social spending when government debt is high will manifest itself in 

retrenchment policies when the median voter is unopposed to welfare state 

retrenchment. 

 

H5.1: When government debt is high, the likelihood that governments will cut 

social spending increases only when the preferences of the median voter permit such 

cuts. 
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5.2.2. The relationship between government debt, median voter 

preferences, and welfare program spending 

Hypothesis 5.1 applies to social spending in general, but the theoretical 

framework is also capable of predicting what particular welfare programs are most 

likely to be cut. Recent research suggests that voters located at the centre of the 

ideological spectrum are likely to favor certain welfare programs over others. This is 

because voters tend to favor welfare state programs that protect them from 

economic uncertainty, and different welfare programs protect against different 

kinds of risks (Kitschelt and Rehm 2006). Esping-Andersen (1999) distinguishes 

between labor market risks, which are risks associated with individuals’ position in 

the labor market, and life course risks, which are risks that everybody faces. The 

distinction is important because the median voter’s likelihood of experiencing risks 

that stem from the life course of individuals, such as old age, is higher than the 

median voter’s likelihood of experiencing labor market-related risks such as 

unemployment, which is highly skewed towards low-income individuals (Elmelund-

Præstekær and Klitgaard 2012; Jensen 2012). 

Assuming that the median voter favors government spending on programs 

that protect against life course risks over spending on programs that protect against 

labor market risks, the theoretical framework of this article predicts that spending 

cuts as a consequence of government debt are more likely to occur in labor market-

related programs than in life course related programs. This is because government 

debt creates an economic incentive to cut spending for any given welfare program, 
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but since policymakers have a political incentive to take into consideration the 

policy preferences of the median voter, they have an incentive to cut spending first 

in those welfare programs where the median voter is least opposed to 

retrenchment. 

 

H5.2: The adverse effect of government debt is stronger on labor market-

related programs than on life course-related programs. 

 

5.3. Data and methods 

To evaluate the two hypotheses empirically, a dataset has been assembled 

that includes survey data on public preferences towards the welfare state as well as 

hard figures on government debt and social spending. This allows for a test of 

hypothesis 5.1 in an analysis of 18 established democracies during the period from 

1990 through 2007.52 Hypothesis 5.2 is tested in the same countries during the 

period from 1980 to 2007. The discrepancy in data coverage is caused by data 

availability for the median voter variable. The unit of analysis in all models is the 

                                                        
 

52
 These countries are: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, 

Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, New Zealand, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States 
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country-year. Table 5.1 reports summary statistics for the variables used in the 

empirical analysis. 

Table 5.1 – Summary Statistics 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
ΔSocial spending 468 0.121 0.836 -2.893 5.043 
ΔUnemployment spending 461 -0.014 0.238 -0.933 1.58 
ΔOld age pension spending 468 0.029 0.258 -2.32 1.5 
Welfare state median voter* 52 4.712 1.143 2 7 

Welfare state median voter**  255 4.7 0.954 2 7 

Debt 442 50.122 29.472 5.181 164.546 

Female labour force 504 62.934 10.375 35.487 80.856 

Electoral proportionality 504 13.931 33.490 1 150 

ΔUnemployment level 504 0.020 0.981 -3.15 5.062 

ΔDependents 504 -0.072 0.244 -0.969 0.817 

ΔPopulation over 65 504 0.115 0.180 -0.711 0.842 

GDP growth 504 2.627 1.934 -6 10.917 

Budget balance 424 -0.464 4.125 -17.727 9.867 

Trade openness 504 68.254 33.476 16.012 184.742 

*Before interpolation 

**After interpolation 

 

The dependent variables of the empirical analysis are the annual change in 

social spending, the annual change in unemployment spending, and the annual 

change in old-age pension spending. I use unemployment spending and old-age 

pension spending to represent labor market-related and life course-related 

programs, respectively, because these are welfare programs that have commonly 

been examined in the literature due to their size, and because appropriate control 

variables are readily available. All dependent variables are expressed as spending as 

a percentage of GDP, which is in accordance with the majority of studies in the 

literature (Brooks and Manza 2006; Huber and Stephens 2001; Iversen 2005; Kittel 
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and Obinger 2003; Kwon and Pontusson 2010). Some scholars have pointed to the 

limitations of using spending data as an indicator of welfare state policy outputs 

because conflict over social policy may pertain to attributes of the welfare state not 

captured by spending measures (Esping-Andersen 1990; Scruggs and Allan 2006). I 

opt to use spending measures because the theoretical framework emphasizes the 

economic side of the social policy conflict. Furthermore, social spending measures 

have the important quality of being strong predictors of inequality in democracies 

(Brady 2003; Kenworthy 2004; Moller et al. 2003). 

The spending data come from the OECD’s Social Expenditure Database 

(SOCX), which contains data on government social spending by individual welfare 

programs from 1980. The measure of overall social spending includes public 

spending on social assistance, healthcare, care for the elderly and disabled, 

childcare, family allowances, active labor market programs, housing subsidies, 

parental leave insurance, unemployment insurance, sick pay insurance, and public 

pensions. It is also important to note that the measure of government old-age 

pension spending, when used to test hypothesis 5.2, excludes all other types of 

public pension spending such as early retirement transfers. 

The measure of the median voter policy position towards the welfare state as 

a whole is derived from EVS and WVS survey data from 1990 to 2007. The median 

voter policy position in a country-year is recorded using a two-step procedure. First, 
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I identify the median voter using a 10-scale left–right self-placement variable that 

exists for each survey wave in the integrated EVS and WVS survey dataset.53 Several 

respondents are identified as giving the median answer to the left–right self-

placement survey question, and I then use the social policy preferences of these 

voters for the empirical analysis. Specifically, I code their median response to the 

following question: ‘How would you place your views on this scale? 1 means you 

agree completely with the statement on the left, 10 means you agree completely 

with the statement on the right, and if your views fall somewhere in between, you 

can choose any number in between: “People should take more responsibility to 

provide for themselves vs The government should take more responsibility to 

ensure that everyone is provided for.”’ Thus, a high median voter score on this 

variable indicates that the median voter favors more government social effort. 

The EVS and WVS survey question is broad, but it is particularly relevant for 

measuring public opinion towards social policy because it asks about relative rather 

than absolute preferences on government social effort, and relativistic questions are 

particularly informative when examining dynamic preferences (Dallinger 2010; 

Stimson 2004). The question is relative in the sense that respondents are asked 

whether they want more or less social effort rather than how much. This means that 

the variable measures not so much the respondents’ ideals about social effort, but 

rather their judgments against the circumstances of current government effort.  

                                                        
 

53
 The median voter was identified as responding with a ‘5’ on the 1–10 scale in approximately 77 per cent 

of all cases, and as a ‘6’ in all other cases. 
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The EVS and WVS question is asked in five survey waves from 1990 to 2007. 

This means that there are missing observations for some country-years. To address 

this issue I interpolate between observations. This approach is theoretically justified 

because one of the most consistent findings in the literature is that public opinion 

on the welfare state is slow moving. In fact, this is the underlying assumption 

regardless of whether one takes Esping-Andersen (1990: 32) approach that ‘a 

theory that seeks to explain welfare state growth should also be able to understand 

its retrenchment or decline,’ or Pierson's (1996: 151) approach that ‘retrenchment 

is not simply the mirror image of welfare state expansion.’ Since public opinion on 

the welfare state is slow moving, it seems reasonable to assume that a discrepancy 

in the recorded median voter policy position between two time points in a given 

country represents a real trend. 

Finally, data for debt stocks, the other main explanatory variable, are from 

OECD’s National Accounts Statistics Database. Debt data are expressed as a 

percentage of GDP and are available from 1980 onwards. An important feature of 

these data is that they cover both external and domestic debt, but exclude state and 

local government debt. 

5.3.1. Control variables 

In addition to the theoretical variables, I control for a series of political and 

socio-economic factors. All control variables are from OECD unless stated otherwise. 

Since the dependent variables are social spending measured as a percentage of GDP, 

it is essential to control for real economic growth, the dependency ratio, and the 
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unemployment ratio. Real GDP growth must be included because when spending 

remains constant, GDP growth automatically translates into a decline in social 

spending due to the nature of the dependent variable. The dependency ratio is 

defined as the share of the population below the age of 15 years and above the age 

of 64 years and is included because a large proportion of total social spending in 

established democracies target children and the elderly. When the dependent 

variable is spending for old age pensions, I control for the population >65 years old 

rather than the dependency ratio for obvious reasons. The unemployment rate is 

also included as a control variable because the unemployed are another large, and 

easily measurable, target group for social spending. 

The empirical models also control for budget balance, trade openness, female 

labor force participation, the proportionality of the electoral system, and 

government partisanship. The budget balance is included to ensure that it is the 

level of government debt rather than the change in government debt that causes the 

observed relationship. Trade openness is measured as imports plus exports relative 

to GDP and is included because an open economy may cause a higher demand for 

risk protection. Female labor force participation is included because a high 

proportion of women in the workforce implies that a high proportion of voters have 

a direct interest in certain kinds of benefits, making it electorally dangerous for 

policymakers to implement retrenchment policies. Data for the proportionality of 

the electoral system are from Robin E. Best’s Seats and Votes Dataset and the 

variable is operationalized as average district magnitude (the number of 

parliamentary seats divided by the number of lower level districts). This variable is 
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included because there is no consensus in the literature on whether the median 

voter theorem applies equally in more and less proportional systems, and because 

the proportionality of the electoral system has been argued to have a positive effect 

on social spending (Iversen and Soskice 2006), but also to make welfare reform 

more likely by influencing coalitional flexibility (Häusermann 2010). Finally, 

government partisanship data come from the CMP database, which determines 

governments’ policy positions by reporting the percentage of quasi sentences of 

election manifestos that fall into 54 policy areas. The variable ranges from −100 

(extreme left) to +100 (extreme right), and is particularly appropriate for time-

series cross-section analyses because it tracks changes in policy positions over time 

while tracing real ideological differences between governments in different 

countries.54 The variable is interpolated so that years in which no government was 

formed are given the CMP-value that corresponds to the most recent government 

that formed, and CMP-scores in government formation years are weighted 

according to the timing of the government formation. Values for years that extend 

immediately beyond the coverage of the CMP-dataset are interpolated between the 

latest government formation year in the CMP-dataset and the next known 

government formation year. 

                                                        
 

54
 To avoid the inclusion of an excessive number of control variables I do not control for other political 

factors such as union density or institutional veto points in the final models. However, it is comforting that 
including Visser’s (2009) measure of union density and Huber et al.’s (2004) measure of constitutional 
veto points does not change the substantive results. I was unable to control for the party system effects 
argued by Kitschelt (2001) to influence social policy outputs because good cross-national data that 
measure these effects are difficult to obtain. Including a control variable for the effective number of 
parties did not change the substantive results. 
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5.3.2. Statistical model specifications 

The data have a time-series cross-sectional structure, which raises a number 

of estimation issues that have the potential to produce misleading results if they are 

not dealt with properly. These issues include the possibility of serially correlated 

errors and heteroskedasticity. To deal with these issues, all models are specified 

with a random effects estimator, a differenced dependent variable, and robust 

standard errors clustered according to country. Many studies use a fixed effects 

approach to account for omitted variable bias and other nonrandom error 

structures. I opt to specify my models with a random effects estimator because it 

reduces any potential serial correlation in the composite error term while capturing 

cross-national variation. Fixed effects require a purely within-country analysis, 

which is inappropriate for the purposes of this article because the theoretical 

framework predicts that, depending on the policy position of the median voter, it 

should matter when one country has a higher level of government debt than another 

country.55 The dependent variable is differenced because the theoretical framework 

concerns change in social spending. This is convenient because a differenced 

dependent variable also addresses issues of nonrandom error structures. I use the 

robust clustering approach because clustering addresses country-specific effects in 

                                                        
 

55
 In the course of the analysis I also estimated the models with a fixed-effects estimator. The substantive 

results were generally similar to those produced with the random-effects estimator. The only major 
difference is that government debt has a statistically significant impact on old-age pension spending with 
the fixed effects estimator, but not with the random effects estimator 
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the error term not dealt with by the random effects estimator, and robust standard 

errors reduce potential heteroskedasticity issues. 

Finally, I lag all independent variables that may cause a government to 

implement policies that create a change in welfare spending. This reduces any 

potential endogeneity issues, and it makes sense theoretically that there is a lag 

between a policy change and its substantive effect. I do not lag real economic 

growth, the dependency ratio, or the unemployment rate because these variables 

have a direct and immediate impact on the dependent variable. Instead, I difference 

the last two variables because it is the change in the dependency ratio and the 

change in the unemployment rate that have a direct impact on the change in 

spending. I do not difference GDP growth because it is already measured as the 

change in GDP.56 

5.4. Results 

5.4.1. Government debt, median voter preferences, and welfare spending 

Table 5.2 reports the findings from the regression analyses where the 

dependent variable is the change in social spending for the welfare state as a whole. 

The period covered in this table is from 1990 to 2007. Model 5.2.1 reports the 

                                                        
 

56
 With the model specification laid out above the Durbin–Watson test indicates no significant 

autocorrelation. All models were also checked for stationarity using the Maddala and Wu (1999) test, 
which rejected the null hypothesis of nonstationarity. Finally, including a time trend in the models does 
not change the substantive results. 
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findings from the baseline estimation, Model 5.2.2 reports the findings when an 

interaction term between government debt and the median voter policy position is 

added to the equation, and Model 5.2.3 is a robustness check which uses the same 

model specification but with non-interpolated data. Figure 5.1 depicts the marginal 

effects of government debt at various levels of median voter policy positions for the 

interpolated data.57 

Collectively, Table 5.2 and Figure 5.1 report evidence in favor of hypothesis 

5.1. The coefficient for the lagged level of government debt is negative and 

significant in Model 5.2.1, indicating that government debt has a negative effect on 

social spending, and the interaction term in Model 5.2.2 is significant, indicating that 

the negative effect of debt is contingent on the median voter policy position. Figure 

5.1 shows that the estimated negative impact of government debt on social spending 

is substantively stronger when the median voter policy position is low (when the 

median voter is unopposed to retrenchment), and that the impact of government 

debt is not statistically significant when the median voter policy position is ≥6 

(when the median voter is opposed to retrenchment).58 

                                                        
 

57
 During the course of the analysis I also examined how the budget balance interacts with median voter 

preferences in shaping welfare spending. The effects of deficits are substantively similar to the effects of 
debt on overall welfare spending and old-age pension spending, but not on unemployment spending 
where debt has a negative impact whereas deficits have no statistically significant impact. 
58

 In the non-interpolated model the marginal effects of government debt are also significant and negative 
only when the policy position of the median voter is 5 and below. 
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Table 5.2 - Government debt, the median voter policy position, and social 

spending. 

Independent 
variables 

Model 5.2.1 
Interpolated 

data 

Model 5.2.2 
Interpolated 

data 

Model 5.2.3: Non-
interpolated data 

Debtt-1 -0.0051* 
(0.0025) 

-0.0467** 
(0.0171) 

-0.0583** 
(0.0182) 

Median votert-1 -0.0611 
(0.066) 

-0.4246* 
(0.1862) 

-0.4212** 
(0.1512) 

Debt*Median votert-1 - 0.0081* 
(0.0032) 

0.0101** 
(0.0033) 

Gov’t partisanshipt-1 -0.0023 
(0.0034) 

-0.0013 
(0.0033) 

0.0021 
(0.0039) 

Female labour forcet-1 -0.0199** 
(0.0065) 

-0.0217** 
(0.0067) 

-0.0296*** 
(0.0075) 

Electoral 
proportionalityt-1 

-0.0037*** 
(0.0009) 

-0.0034*** 
(0.0008) 

-0.0025** 
(0.0008) 

ΔUnemployment level 0.2032* 
(0.0874) 

0.225* 
(0.089) 

0.6186*** 
(0.0825) 

ΔDependents 0.226 
(0.3158) 

-0.0524 
(0.2628) 

0.7302** 
(0.232) 

GDP growth  -0.1707** 
(0.0608) 

-0.1621** 
(0.0547) 

-0.1252*** 
(0.0326) 

Budget balancet-1 0.0173 
(0.0255) 

0.0204 
(0.024) 

0.049*** 
(0.0121) 

Trade opennesst-1 0.0003 
(0.0023) 

0.0013 
(0.0021) 

0.0023 
(0.0019) 

Constant 2.4308*** 
(0.6355) 

4.3102*** 
(1.1410) 

4.7816*** 
(1.0038) 

R2 0.37 0.40 0.92 
N 221 221 38 
Notes: ***p<.001, **p<.01, *<0.05.  

 

The results presented in Figure 5.1 also reveal that the substantive effect of 

government debt can be quite large when the median voter is not opposed to 

spending cuts. For illustrative purposes consider a country where the median voter 

strongly favors retrenchment (a country with a median voter policy position of 2). 
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For such a country the estimated effect of a 10 per cent higher level of government 

debt to GDP is a cut in social spending equal to 0.30 per cent of GDP every year. This 

is quite substantial as the average welfare effort in the sample is 22.5 per cent of 

GDP. The estimated effect of a 10 per cent higher level of government debt to GDP 

for a country with a median voter policy position of 3 is cuts in social spending equal 

to 0.22 per cent of GDP per year, 0.14 per cent of GDP for a country with a median 

voter policy position of 4 and 0.06 per cent of GDP for a country with a median voter 

policy position of 5.59 

                                                        
 

59
 Although the theory concerns the marginal effects of government debt, a few words are also 

appropriate about the marginal effects of median voter preferences. The estimated marginal effect of 
median voter support for social protection is negative at low levels of government debt, and positive at 
high levels of government debt. It is puzzling that the estimated effect of median voter support is negative 
when government debt levels are low, but the relationship is in the expected direction. This is because it 
is when government debt levels are high that welfare state retrenchment is expected to occur in the 
absence of median voter opposition to such policies. 
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Figure 5.1 – Marginal effects of a one percent increase in government debt on 

social spending 

 

Note: Dashed lines represent 95 percent confidence intervals. A higher value on the 
median voter policy position indicates that the median favors more government social effort. 

 

The control variables in Table 5.2 behave more or less as expected as they 

are either consistent with the theoretical expectations or not statistically significant. 

GDP growth is negative and significant because it corrects for changes in the 

denominator of the dependent variable, and an increase in the unemployment rate 

has a positive impact on total spending because more people are receiving 

government transfers. The proportionality of the electoral system has a negative 

effect on social spending, which runs contrary to Iversen and Soskice's (2006) 
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findings, but it is consistent with Häusermann's (2010) argument that proportional 

electoral rules lead to coalitional flexibility which increases the likelihood of welfare 

state reform. The only control variable that does show a somewhat surprising result 

is the size of the female labor force, which is associated with less social spending. 

Perhaps this is because countries with a high female labor force expanded the scope 

of the welfare state more than other countries during the postwar economic boom, 

which may have induced these countries to engage in retrenchment policies in more 

recent decades. 

5.4.2. Government debt, median voter preferences, and spending by 

program 

The theoretical framework predicts that the adverse effect of government 

debt should be stronger on unemployment spending than on old-age pension 

spending (hypothesis 5.2). Table 3 reports the findings from the regression analyses 

where the dependent variable is the change in social spending for old age pensions 

(Model 5.3.1) and unemployment (Model 5.3.2). The period covered is from 1980 to 

2007 for the 18 countries in the dataset.  
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Table 5.3 - Government debt and government spending on old age pensions 

and unemployment 

Independent 
variables 

Model 5.3.1  
(pensions) 

Model 5.3.2 
(Unemployment) 

Debtt-1 -0.0007 

(0.0007) 

-0.001*** 

(0.0003) 

Gov’t partisanshipt-1 -0.0006 

(0.001) 

-0.0005 

(0.0007) 

Female labour forcet-1 -0.0004 

(0.0015) 

-0.0017* 

(0.0007) 

Electoral 

proportionalityt-1 

-0.0007** 

(0.0003) 

-0.0003* 

(0.0001) 

ΔUnemployment level 0.003 

(0.0167) 

0.1573*** 

(0.0246) 

ΔDependents - 0.0018 

(0.0466) 

ΔPopulation over 65 0.4249** 

(0.1454) 

- 

GDP growth  -0.0447*** 

(0.0103) 

-0.0235* 

(0.0098) 

Budget balancet-1 -0.0002 

(0.004) 

0.0018 

(0.0032) 

Trade opennesst-1 0.0008 

(0.0008) 

0.0004 

(0.0003) 

Constant 0.1145 

(0.1427) 

0.1901** 

(0.0664) 

R
2
 0.23 0.61 

N 356 356 
Notes: ***p<.001, **p<.01, *<0.05.  

 

The results from Table 5.3 report evidence in favor of hypothesis 5.2. 

Consistent with the theoretical expectations the coefficient for the lagged level of 

government debt is negative in both models, but only significant for unemployment 

spending in Model 5.3.2. Furthermore, the negative coefficient is substantively 
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larger for government debt on unemployment spending than on old-age pension 

spending.60 The estimated effect of a 10 per cent higher level of government debt to 

GDP is a cut in unemployment spending equal to 0.01 per cent of GDP every year. 

This is quite substantial as the average unemployment effort in the sample is only 

1.5 per cent of GDP. 

The control variables in Table 5.3 are again generally either consistent with 

the theoretical expectations or not statistically significant. GDP growth is negative 

and significant because it corrects for changes in the denominator of the dependent 

variable. An increase in the proportion of the population >65 years has a positive 

impact on old-age pension spending because it leads to an increase in the 

proportion of the population receiving old-age pension benefits. An increase in the 

unemployment rate has a positive impact on unemployment spending for the same 

reason. Countries with proportional electoral rules have cut spending more than 

countries with disproportionate electoral rules in both programs, presumably 

because proportional electoral rules lead to coalitional flexibility. Finally, the female 

labor force has a negative impact on unemployment spending, but for the reasons 

stated earlier in the article I am still hesitant to infer that it is a large female labor 

force per se that is causing the observed relationship. 

                                                        
 

60
 One potential caveat is that the effect of government debt on old-age pension spending could be long-

term rather than short-term due to the slow phasing-in of pension reforms. Consequently, I have 
examined the impact of government debt on pension spending with lags from two to ten years, but none 
of the lagged coefficients were significant. 
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5.5. Discussion and conclusion 

The existing scholarly literature on welfare state reform focuses mainly on 

voter opposition to welfare state retrenchment while a large economics literature 

simultaneously focuses on economic incentives to cut social spending. The purpose 

of this chapter study has been to bridge these two pieces of the welfare state reform 

puzzle by introducing a parsimonious theoretical model that is capable of explaining 

when retrenchment does and does not occur, and which welfare programs are most 

likely to be cut. 

The chapter has considered government debt as an important source of 

overall welfare state retrenchment, but only to the extent that the median voter 

does not oppose social spending cuts. This is because policymakers seek office 

either instrumentally or as an end, so they will only implement retrenchment 

policies to address high levels of government debt when the median voter does not 

oppose this consolidation strategy. Consistent with this theoretical framework the 

empirical analyses suggest that government debt has a negative effect on the size of 

the welfare state as a whole when the median voter does not oppose retrenchment 

(hypothesis 5.1), and that the adverse effect of government debt is stronger on 

programs that protect against labor market risks, such as unemployment, than on 

programs that protect against life course risks, such as old age pensions (Hypothesis 

5.2). 

Overall, these findings suggest that the theoretical integration between 

economic incentives to cut social spending and political incentives to take into 



153 
 

consideration the policy position of the median voter is fruitful. Consequently, I 

emphasize the need for future research to further examine the interplay between 

economic and political incentives in shaping social policy outputs. In particular, my 

empirical analysis of the impact of government debt on welfare program spending 

has some limitations. First, I do not have the data to test whether the median voter 

actually favors welfare programs that protect against life course risks over welfare 

programs that protect against labor market risks, so it remains an assumption that 

would be interesting for future research to examine more thoroughly. 

Second, I find no statistically significant effect of government debt on old-age 

pension spending, but I do not mean to suggest that government debt never has an 

effect on pensions, merely that the effect should be stronger and more consistent on 

unemployment spending. This is generally supported by the empirical results, but it 

is also possible that the slow phasing-in of pension reforms produces too much 

noise in the data to find statistically significant results for debt on pensions. 

Häusermann (2010) suggests that reforms that target the level, design, and 

financing structure of pensions are politically feasible when coalitional flexibility is 

high, or when reform opponents lack institutional veto powers, and it would be 

interesting for future research to examine whether government debt has an effect 

on pension spending under these circumstances using a more fine-grained empirical 

analysis. 

Finally, while the level of government debt is an important indicator of the 

economic incentives to cut social spending, this proxy can be developed further in 



154 
 

two important ways. First, the level of government debt is obviously not the only 

economic variable to which policymakers pay attention when implementing welfare 

policies, and other studies have found an impact of other economic variables such as 

unemployment rates and globalization on retrenchment strategies as well. 

Examining the relative impact of different economic variables, and how they 

interact with public opinion should be prioritized by future research. Second, 

government debt can be distinguished between domestic and foreign debt. Lora and 

Olivera (2007) find that in developing democracies it is only foreign debt that has a 

significant impact on social spending. Examining the impact of different types of 

government debt on welfare state spending in established democracies is beyond 

the scope of this article, but it constitutes an interesting avenue for future welfare 

state research. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this dissertation has been to contribute to the political 

science literature that analyzes whether, how and when voters are substantively 

represented by their individual legislators, parties and governments. Theoretically, I 

have argued that voters receive substantive representation at each of these levels 

due to the office-seeking motivations of legislators and party leaders. Empirically, I 

have shown evidence in favor of these possibilities in four substantive chapters. 

This concluding chapter first briefly summarizes these findings. Next, I discuss the 

implications of the findings for the way that representation works and for future 

research.  

6.1.  Dissertation summary 

The first substantive chapter (chapter 2) challenged the emerging 

conventional wisdom that niche parties do not moderate their policy positions 
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strategically (Adams et al. 2006; Ezrow et al. 2011; Jensen and Spoon 2010). 

Specifically, the chapter used comparative manifesto data to show that radical right 

and green parties moderate their policy positions strategically in response to the 

behavior of proximate parties on their most salient policy dimension (nationalism 

and environmentalism, respectively). This finding establishes the possibility of a 

substantive electoral connection between parties and voters within the full 

distribution of parties in contemporary party systems.  

The second substantive chapter (chapter 3) examined the relationship 

between candidate and district voter positions in a parliamentary democracy, 

namely Denmark. The results suggest that party leaders encourage (or at least do 

not sanction) district position taking (as opposed to party position taking) among 

their parliamentary candidates under some circumstances. Specifically, the results 

suggest that parties develop a distribution of candidate positions that is related to 

district preferences on issues that are not salient to the party in both open and 

closed list institutional contexts, but that parties are highly unified on issues that are 

very important to the party’s brand.  

The third substantive chapter (chapter 4) examined district level 

representation as well, but in Latin American presidential democracies where 

district-targeted resource provision constitutes a key aspect of substantive 

representation. Accordingly, the chapter developed a theoretical model of 

electorally motivated district-targeted resource provision as a function of a district’s 

relative deprivation of those resources. This model was tested with unique cross-
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national mass and elite Latin American survey data. The results indicated that 

legislators tend to prioritize the provision of government resources for the home 

district more when they represent districts that are more deprived of such 

resources.  

The fourth and final substantive chapter (chapter) examined substantive 

representation at the national level using data from a sample of 18 OECD 

democracies. The chapter theorized that governments have an economic incentive 

to cut social spending when government debt is high, but also a political incentive to 

respond to the preferences of the median voter due to the median’s pivotal role in 

creating a majority. The results suggest that government debt has a negative effect 

on social spending unless the median voter favors more egalitarian outcomes. In 

such circumstances government debt has no discernable relationship with social 

spending in OECD democracies.   

6.2. Contributions and implications for future research 

The substantive chapters in this dissertation help reduce some important 

gaps in the comparative political science literature on substantive representation in 

contemporary democracies by detailing the relationship between voter and 

representative preferences and behavior at the district and national levels. The 

empirical results are encouraging from the perspective of traditional visions of 

substantive representation: Voters tend to get the type of substantive 

representation that they want from their district and government representatives in 
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very different institutional contexts. However, much remains to be done in order to 

understand these relationships in more detail.  

Theoretically, the field needs to develop new and updated models of 

substantive representation. For example, Carey and Shugart’s (1995) conceptual 

model still dominates research on district-targeted legislative behavior, but this 

model assumes that district-targeted legislative behavior is solely a function of 

personal vote seeking incentives, and that party leaders generally try to reduce the 

extent to which their candidates focus on their districts. However, these 

assumptions contradict the findings in this dissertation and elsewhere (Carey 1996; 

Taylor 1992; Calvo and Murillo 2004; Kerevel 2015). This suggests that the field 

needs a new model of district-targeted representation that revises the shortcomings 

in Carey and Shugart’s model. The results presented here suggest that such a model 

should consider party leader strategies an important source of, instead of a barrier 

to, district-targeted legislative representation.   

Empirically, it will be important to generate new measures of both the 

demand for, and the supply of, different styles of representation in order to 

disentangle potential contextual factors that might determine these relationships. In 

terms of measuring demand it will be important to develop new mass surveys that 

ask voters specifically about their preferences for different styles of representation. 

Doing so is more feasible now than previously due to the possibility of using 

Internet based panels balanced on key demographic variables, which helps reduce 

the economic costs of producing mass surveys. Further, as I have shown in chapter 
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3, MRP methods constitute a particularly promising statistical solution to the 

problem of using these data to measure voter demands at the district level.  

In terms of measuring representative behavior it will be valuable to collect 

data from candidate surveys cross-nationally considering the benefits these data 

have compared to traditional elite surveys as explained in chapter 3 (i.e. high 

response rate and non-anonymity). However, it will also be important to measure 

realized legislative behavior since this is what substantive representation is really 

about. At the district level this will entail developing measures of realized casework 

and pork provision as well as measures of legislative work in the policy formulation 

stage, for example in committees and in ministries.  At the national level it will entail 

developing more cross-nationally comparable measures of policy outputs across 

different policy dimensions. Doing so holds the promise of improving our 

understanding of the contextual factors that determine when voters get what they 

want from their elected representatives.    
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Appendix A 

Overview 

This document provides supplementary descriptive data and analyses for the 

chapter “Space Jam: Are Niche Parties Strategic or Looney?” 

Descriptive statistics 

Table A1 shows the distribution of values for the key dependent variables 

used in the chapter. Table A2 and Table A3 show the distribution of values for the 

independent variables. Interestingly, Table A1 suggests that niche parties moderate 

their policy positions on the left-right dimension on average, but become more 

extreme on their main dimension. It is this tendency that can be negated by 

incentives to strategically moderate according to the regression models in the 

chapter.  
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Table A1: Summary Statistics for dependent variables 

Dependent variables Mean Std. dev. Min Max Obs 

Δ CMP score (Greens, environment) 
 

-0.002 1.592 -3.795 4.601 90 

Δ CMP score (Greens, left-right) 
 

0.012 0.867 -2.537 2.756 90 

Δ CMP score (Radical Right, nationalism) 
 

0.120 1.342 -2.708 4.129 36 

Δ CMP score (Radical Right, left-right) -0.046 0.853 -1.870 2.340 36 

 

 

Table A2: Summary Statistics for green party independent variables 

Independent variables: Greens  Freq “0” Freq “1” Obs Model(s) where 
variable is used 

Observed right shift: 
Communists 
Environment-growth scale 
 

75 15 90 2.2.1 

Observed right shift:  
Communists 
Left-right scale 
 

72 18 90 2.2.2 

Observed right shift:  
Social Democrats 
Environment-growth scale 
 

49 41 90 2.2.3 

Observed right shift:  
Social Democrats 
Left-right scale 
 

46 44 90 2.2.4 

PMC:  
Communists 
 

88 2 90 2.2.5 and 2.2.6 

PMC: 
Social Democrats 
 

60 30 90 2.2.7 and 2.2.8 

PMC: 
CMP: 
Environment-growth scale 
 

69 21 90 2.2.9 

PMC:  
CMP: 
Left-right scale 

65 25 90 2.2.10 
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Table A3: Summary Statistics for radical right party independent variables 

Independent variables: Radical Right  Freq “0” Freq “1” Obs Model where 
variable is used 

Observed left shift: 
Christian Democrats: 
Internationalism-nationalism scale 
 

22 14 36 2.3.1 

Observed left shift:  
Christian Democrats: 
Left-right scale 
 

20 16 36 2.3.2 

Observed left shift: 
Conservatives: 
Internationalism-nationalism scale 
 

27 9 36 2.3.3 

Observed left shift: 
Conservatives: 
Left-right scale 
 

27 9 36 2.3.4 

PMC: 
Christian Democrats 
 

22 14 36 2.3.5 and 3.6 

PMC: 
Conservatives 
 

26 10 36 2.3.7 and 3.8 

PMC: 
CMP: 
Internationalism-nationalism scale  
 

23 13 36 2.3.9 

PMC:  
CMP: 
Left-right scale 

24 12 36 2.3.10 

 

Party-election observations with a PMC present using third approach 

The coding of the independent variables using the third (CMP-driven) 

approach is somewhat complicated. To get a better overview of how the variable is 

coded, Table A4 therefore shows party-election observations with a PMC present in 

Model 2.2.9 and Model 2.3.9 (on the niche parties’ main dimension), and Table A5 
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show party-election observations with a PMC present in Model 2.2.10 and Model 

2.3.10 (on the left-right scale).  

Table A4: Party-election observations with a PMC present in Model 2.2.9 and 
Model 2.3.9 
Country Year/month Party Niche type Dimension 
Austria 1994/10 Die Grüne Alternative Greens Env. 
Austria 1995/12 Die Grüne Alternative Greens Env. 
Finland 1987/03 Vihreä Liitto Greens Env. 
Finland 1995/03 Vihreä Liitto Greens Env. 
Finland 2003/03 Vihreä Liitto Greens Env. 
Finland 2007/03 Vihreä Liitto Greens Env. 
Germany 1987/01 Die Grünen Greens Env. 
Netherlands 2012/09 GroenLinks Greens Env. 
Sweden 2010/09 Miljöpartiet de Gröna Greens Env. 
Switzerland 1983/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Env. 
Switzerland 1991/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Env. 
Switzerland 2003/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Env. 
Ireland 1992/11 Green Party Greens Env. 
Ireland 1997/06 Green Party Greens Env. 
Luxembourg 1999/06 Déi Gréng Greens Env. 
Luxembourg 2004/06 Déi Gréng Greens Env. 
Luxembourg 2009/06 Déi Gréng Greens Env. 
Belgium 2007/06 Groen Greens Env. 
Belgium 1991/11 Ecolo Greens Env. 
Belgium 1999/06 Ecolo Greens Env. 
Belgium 2010/06 Ecolo Greens Env. 
Austria 1994/10 FPÖ RR Nat. 
Austria 1995/12 FPÖ RR Nat. 
Austria 1999/10 FPÖ RR Nat. 
Austria 2008/09 FPÖ RR Nat. 
Denmark 1988/05 Fremskridtspartiet RR Nat. 
Denmark 2005/02 Dansk Folkeparti RR Nat. 
Denmark 2011/09 Dansk Folkeparti RR Nat. 
Norway 2005/09 Fremskrittspartiet RR Nat. 
Norway 2009/09 Fremskrittspartiet RR Nat. 
France 1997/05 Front National RR Nat. 
Luxembourg 2004/06 ADR RR Nat. 
Luxembourg 2009/06 ADR RR Nat. 
Netherlands 2012/09 Partij voor de Vrijheid RR Nat. 
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Table A5: Party-election observations with a PMC present in Model 2.2.10 and 

Model 2.3.10 

Country Year/month Party Niche type Dimension 

Austria 1990/10 Die Grüne Alternative Greens Left-right 
Austria 1994/10 Die Grüne Alternative Greens Left-right 
Austria 2002/11 Die Grüne Alternative Greens Left-right 
Austria 2008/09 Die Grüne Alternative Greens Left-right 
Germany 1994/10 Bündnis 90/Die Grünen Greens Left-right 
Germany 2009/09 Bündnis 90/Die Grünen Greens Left-right 
Italy 1992/04 Federazione dei Verdi Greens Left-right 
Netherlands 1998/05 GroenLinks Greens Left-right 
Netherlands 2002/05 GroenLinks Greens Left-right 
Sweden 2010/09 Miljöpartiet de Gröna Greens Left-right 
Switzerland 1983/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Left-right 
Switzerland 1987/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Left-right 
Switzerland 1991/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Left-right 
Switzerland 1995/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Left-right 
Switzerland 2007/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Left-right 
Switzerland 2011/10 Grüne Partei der Schweiz Greens Left-right 
Luxembourg 1999/06 ADR Greens Left-right 
Luxembourg 2009/06 ADR Greens Left-right 
Luxembourg 2013/10 ADR Greens Left-right 
Belgium 1985/10 Groen Greens Left-right 
Belgium 1987/12 Groen Greens Left-right 
Belgium 2007/06 Groen Greens Left-right 
Belgium 2010/06 Groen Greens Left-right 
Belgium 1985/10 Ecolo Greens Left-right 
Belgium 1987/12 Ecolo Greens Left-right 
Austria 1994/10 FPÖ RR Left-right 
Denmark 1990/12 Fremskridtspartiet RR Left-right 
Denmark 2005/02 Dansk Folkeparti RR Left-right 
Denmark 2007/11 Dansk Folkeparti RR Left-right 
Denmark 2011/09 Dansk Folkeparti RR Left-right 
Norway 1985/09 Fremskrittspartiet RR Left-right 
Norway 2005/09 Fremskrittspartiet RR Left-right 
France 1997/05 Front National RR Left-right 
Finland 2007/03 Perussuomalaiset RR Left-right 
Luxembourg 1999/06 ADR RR Left-right 
Luxembourg 2004/06 ADR RR Left-right 
Luxembourg 2013/10 ADR RR Left-right 
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Alternative model specifications 

In Table 2.3 I drop all observations where a radical right party did not spend 

any manifesto space to discuss its main dimension, and I also exclude any of this 

party’s previous elections from the analyses. I do this to make sure that my sample 

only contains niche parties that actually compete on the nationalism-

internationalism dimension. Table A6 shows that when those observations are 

included, the theoretical variables are still in the expected direction in 9 out of the 

10 models, but they lose statistical significance. However, this is not surprising 

given the noise that the non-niche party observations bring into the model.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



176 
 

Table A6: Radical right party behaviour without excluding party-election observations 
 

Independent 
variables 

Model A6.1 
Nationalism 

Model A6.2 
Left-right 

Model A6.3 
Nationalism 

Model A6.4 
Left-right 

Model A6.5 
Nationalism 

Observed left shift: 
Christian Democrats 
 

-0.516 
(0.562) 

-0.079 
(0.339) 

- - - 

Observed left shift: 
Conservatives 
 

- - -0.451 
(0.711) 

-0.430 
(0.473) 

- 

PMC:  
Christian Democrats 
 

- - - - -0.702 
(0.489) 

GDP growth 0.186 
(0.157) 

 

0.014 
(0.038) 

0.216 
(0.131) 

0.009 
(0.032) 

0.232 
(0.125) 

Unemployment -0.060 
(0.078) 

 

-0.026 
(0.032) 

-0.038 
(0.066) 

-0.037 
(0.048) 

-0.046 
(0.072) 

Constant 0.396 
(0.691) 

 

0.142 
(0.271) 

0.082 
(0.566) 

0.297 
(0.449) 

0.275 
(0.424) 

R2 

 
0.12 0.004 0.11 0.03 0.13 

N 53 53 53 53 53 
Independent 
variables 

Model A6.6 
Left-right 

Model A6.7 
Nationalism 

Model A6.8 
Left-right 

Model A6.9 
Nationalism 

Model A6.10 
Left-right 

PMC:  
Christian Democrats 
 

0.016 
(0.458) 

- - - - 

PMC: 
Conservatives 
 

- -0.119 
(0.417) 

-0.293 
(0.341) 

- - 

PMC: 
CMP 
 

- - - -0.323 
(1.018) 

-0.406 
(0.491) 

GDP growth 0.012 
(0.036) 

0.223 
(0.124) 

 

0.016 
(0.031) 

0.207 
(0.113) 

0.034 
(0.040) 

Unemployment -0.025 
(0.030) 

-0.041 
(0.088) 

 

-0.007 
(0.018) 

-0.033 
(0.071) 

-0.003 
(0.030) 

Constant 0.104 
(0.199) 

0.025 
(0.601) 

 

0.056 
(0.175) 

 

0.072 
(0.544) 

0.038 
(0.230) 

R2 

 
0.003 0.10 0.01 0.11 0.03 

N 53 53 53 53 53 
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1, two-tailed test. 
Linear regression model with party fixed effects.  
Robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses 
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Furthermore, most elections contain either a Christian Democratic party or a 

conservative party (these party families are considered proximate moderate to 

radical right parties in Model 2.3.5 and Model 2.3.6, respectively), but only rarely do 

both party types participate simultaneously. Table A7 shows results when the two 

party families are treated as a single party type. It is comforting that with this 

operationalization of the independent variable the results are still statistically 

significant and in the expected direction in the PMC driven analysis (on the 

internationalism-nationalism dimension) where spuriousness concerns are small.  

Table A7: Radical right party behaviour when Christian Democrats and 
Conservatives are treated as a single party family 
Independent 
variables 

Model A7.1 
Nationalism 

Model A7.2 
Left-right 

Model A7.3 
Nationalism 

Model A7.4 
Left-right 

Observed left shift: 
Christian Democrats 
& Conservatives 
 

0.262 
(0.479) 

-0.962* 
(0.412) 

- - 

PMC: 
Christian Democrats 
& Conservatives 
 

- - -1.057* 
(0.460) 

0.163 
(0.388) 

GDP growth 0.387** 
(0.108) 

 

0.023 
(0.034) 

0.401*** 
(0.084) 

-0.038 
(0.042) 

Unemployment 0.192 
(0.131) 

 

-0.039 
(0.068) 

0.226 
(0.121) 

-0.069 
(0.046) 

Constant -1.878* 
(0.810) 

 

0.496 
(0.493) 

-1.479* 
(0.716) 

0.340 
(0.324) 

R2 

 
0.42 0.26 0.51 0.02 

N 36 36 36 36 
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1, two-tailed test. 
Linear regression model with party fixed effects. 

Robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses 
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Appendix B 

This appendix shows the original Danish wording and translation of each 

voting advice application issue statement from 2011 and 2015 for the chapter 

“Candidate and Constituency Positions in Parliamentary Democracies”. The 2011 

translations come from Hansen and Rasmussen (2013). The 2015 translations were 

made by the author.  The response categories in both surveys was as follows: 1 = 

Completely disagrees, 2 = partially disagrees, 3 = Neither agrees or disagrees, 4 = 

partially agrees, 5 = Completely agrees.  

 

2011 voting advice application issue statements 

Q1: Den danske krone skal erstattes med euroen.  

Q1: The Danish Krone should be replaced with the Euro  

 

Q2:  EU skal fortsætte forhandlingerne med Tyrkiet med henblik på at opnå fuldt 

tyrkisk medlemskab af Unionen. 

Q2: EU should continue negotiations for full Turkish accession to the Union  

 

Q3: Kirke og stat skal adskilles. 

Q3: Church and state should be separated  
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Q4: Christiansborg favoriserer hovedstadsområdet på bekostning af resten af 

landet. 

Q4: The parliament favors the Copenhagen area over the rest of the country 

 

Q5: Folketinget skal fastsætte kvoter, så der altid er mindst 40 procent kvinder i 

bestyrelser for børsnoterede virksomheder 

Q5: The parliament should legislate for quotas of minimum 40% female membership 

of the board of directors in listed companies 

 

Q6: Folketinget skal fastsætte minimumsstraffe for grov vold og voldtægt. 

Q6: The parliament should introduce minimum sentencing guidelines for aggravated 

assault and rape  

 

Q7: Ejendomsskatterne skal hæves. 

Q7: Property taxes should be increased 
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Q8: Skatter og afgifter må godt stige, når formålet er flere velfærdsydelser. 

Q8: Taxes and tariffs can increase for improved welfare services  

 

Q9: Topskatten skal sænkes. 

Q9: Highest tax rate should be decreased  

 

Q10: Børnechecken skal afskaffes for familier med høj husstandsindkomst. 

Q10: The child benefit should be abolished for families with high income 

 

Q11: Efterlønnen skal afskaffes. 

Q11: Early retirement pay should be abolished  

 

Q12: Velhavende pensionister skal ikke længere modtage folkepensionens 

grundbeløb. 

Q12: Well-off old age pensioners should no longer receive the basic retirement benefit 
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Q13: Der skal indføres mere brugerbetaling på udvalgte sundhedsydelser. 

Q13: More self-payment on selected health care services  

 

Q14: Sundhedsvæsenet vil have gavn af flere private behandlingstilbud. 

Q14: The use of treatments from private clinics should be increased in the health care 

system 

 

Q15: Bilister skal betale for at køre ind i storbyer. 

Q15: Car owners should be subject to road-pricing for driving in larger cities  

 

Q16: Test er blevet for udbredt i skolen. 

Q16: Tests are too widespread in schools  

 

Q17: Hvis Danmark skal deltage i en international militær aktion, skal der ligge et 

klart FN-mandat til grund 

Q17: If Denmark is to participate in an international military action a clear UN 

mandate must be the basis for the decision 
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Q18: Ulandsbistanden skal sættes op til mindst 1 procent af 

bruttonationalproduktet. 

Q18: Foreign aid should be increased to at least 1% of GDP  

 

Q19: Det skal være lettere at få asyl i Danmark. 

Q19: It should be easier to be granted asylum in Denmark 

 

Q20: Offentlige institutioner i Danmark tager for mange hensyn til religiøse 

minoriteter. 

Q20: Public institutions in Denmark are too tolerant towards religious minorities 

  

2015 voting advice application issue statements 

Q1: Efter folkeskolereformen får eleverne for lange skoledage 

Q1: After the elementary school reform students’ have too long days in school 

 

Q2: En længere periode af barselsorloven skal være øremærket til faderen. 

Q2: A longer period of maternity leave should be earmarked for the father. 
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Q3: Afgiften på cigaretter skal sættes op 

Q3: The cigarette tax should be increased  

 

Q4: Et besøg hos den praktiserende læge skal koste eksempelvis 100 kr. 

Q4: A doctor’s visit should cost, for example, 100 Danish Kroner.  

 

Q5: Mere af ældreplejen skal udliciteres til private virksomheder 

Q5: More of the elderly care should be licensed to private companies 

 

Q6: Afgifterne for privatbilisme skal sænkes, så det bliver billigere at køre i bil 

Q6: Taxes on private transportation should be lower such that it becomes cheaper to 

drive a car 

 

Q7: Man skal hurtigere kunne genoptjene retten til dagpenge 

Q7: People should be allowed to earn their daily transfer* rights faster 

 

Q8: Virksomheder skal kunne drages til ansvar for, om deres udenlandske 

underleverandører i Danmark overholder danske regler om løn, moms og skat 
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Q8: Companies should be held response if their foreign subcontractors in Denmark do 

not comply with Danish rules on salary and taxes.  

Q9: Vækst i den offentlige sektor er vigtigere end skattelettelser 

Q9: Growth in the public sector is more important than tax reliefs.  

 

Q10: Investeringer i kollektiv trafik skal prioriteres højere end investeringer til 

fordel for privatbilisme 

Q10: Investments in public transportation should have a higher priority than 

investments in private transportation 

 

Q11: Straffen for grov vold og voldtægt skal skærpes 

Q11: The penalty for aggravated assault and rape should be higher 

 

Q12:Kontanthjælpen skal sænkes, så den økonomiske gevinst ved at arbejde bliver 

større 

Q12: Unemployment benefits should be lower so the economic reward from working is 

higher.  
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Q13: Offentlige institutioner i Danmark tager for mange hensyn til religiøse 

minoriteter 

Q13: Public institutions in Denmark are too tolerant towards religious minorities 

 

Q14: Reglerne skal strammes, så det bliver sværere at få asyl i Danmark 

Q14: The rules should be changed such that it becomes more difficult to be granted 

asylum 

 

Q15: EU bestemmer for meget i forhold til dansk lov 

Q15: The EU has too much power relative to Danish law.  

 

Q16: Ulandsbistanden skal sænkes 

Q16: Public foreign aid should be reduced 

 

Q17: Indsatsen for at forbedre miljøet skal gå forud for økonomisk vækst 

Q17: The effort to improve the environment is more important than economic growth.  

 

Q18: Den offentlige kulturstøtte skal sænkes 
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Q18: The government’s financial support for culture should be reduced 

 

Q19: Huslejereguleringen skal ophæves 

Q19: The rent regulation rule should be abolished 

 

Q20: Kirke og stat skal adskilles 

Q20: Church and state should be separated 

 

*daily transfers are a social security scheme for recent salary earners who are out of 

work due unemployment, sickness, pregnancy or having recently given birth.  
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Appendix C 

This appendix shows the distribution of candidate responses among all the 

parties that were represented in the Danish parliament in 2011 and 2015 (for the 

chapter “Candidate and Constituency Positions in Parliamentary Democracies). 

Those parties are (from ideologically left to right according to conventional 

wisdom): Enhedslisten (Unity list), Socialistisk Folkeparti (Socialist People’s Party),  

Socialdemokratiet (Social Democrats), Det Radikale Venstre (Radicals), Venstre 

(Liberals), Det Konservative Folkeparti (Conservatives), Liberal Alliance (Liberal 

Alliance) and Dansk Folkeparti (the Danish People’s Party). Consistent with the 

party leader based explanation of district-targeted position taking (Hypothesis 3.1 

and Hypothesis 3.2) the figures indicate that all parties had high levels of positional 

diversity on some issues, but high levels of unity on others.  
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Figure C1: The distribution of candidate positions for the Social Democrats, the 
Liberals and the Danish People’s Party in 2011
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Figure C2: The distribution of candidate positions for the Unity List, the Liberal  

Alliance and the Conservatives in 2011
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Figure C3: The distribution of candidate positions for the Socialist People’s Party and  
the Radicals in 2011
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Figure C4: The distribution of candidate positions the Social Democrats, the Liberals 
and the Danish People’s Party in 2015
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Figure C5: The distribution of candidate positions the Unity List, the Liberal Alliance  
and the Conservatives in 2015
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Figure C6: The distribution of candidate positions for the Socialist People’s Party and  
the Radicals in 2015
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Appendix D 

SSI’s sampling comes from an internet access panel population, which is a 

group of pre-screened respondents who have previously expressed willingness to 

participate in surveys against financial compensation. Furthermore, the sample was 

balanced on age and gender in order to make it more similar to the actual 

demographic composition of Danish citizens, and on region in order to ensure that 

there was a sufficient number of respondents in each district.   

Given this sampling procedure there are two ways in which the survey is 

plausibly unrepresentative of the Danish citizen population. First, it is possible that 

certain demographic groups are under- or over-represented in the survey. Second, it 

is possible that individuals who take the survey are systematically different from 

individuals in the Danish citizen population who share a similar demographic status. 

As I explain below the concerns associated with the former possibility are 

significantly reduced due to the use of MRP methods. The concerns associated with 

the latter possibility are not much different from similar concerns associated with 

traditional phone based surveys, and, if true, should generally bias the results 

toward null findings.  

The concern about the demographic distribution of the SSI sample being 

different from the demographic distribution in the Danish population is reduced 

when using MRP methods because the two MRP stages account for the issue. 

Specifically, the first MRP stage estimates an effect for each demographic category, 
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and the second stage then weights those estimates according to how those 

categories are distributed in the actual population using census data. Consequently, 

the effect of a demographic group being under represented in the SSI sample is 

simply that the estimate for that group gets less precise (and, if the group is over-

represented, then the estimate gets more precise than it would be in a perfectly 

representative sample holding the number of survey respondents constant). 

However, under- or over-represented groups should not systematically drive 

estimates of aggregate district positions on political issues upward or downward. 

The second possibility that sample respondents are systematically different 

from population citizens holding their demographic status constant, on the other 

hand, could result in biased estimates if true. In other words, it is possible, for 

example, that highly educated people who decide to take part in SSI’s internet panel 

have systematically different issue positions than highly educated people in the 

Danish population. However, this concern is not much different from the concern 

that exists in traditional phone based surveys that citizens who decide to answer the 

phone and the interviewer’s questions are systematically different from citizens 

who do not make that decision, holding their demographic status constant. 

Furthermore, if such a bias exists in the sample then it should bias the results 

against covariation between my dependent and independent variables because the 

district level estimates of issue agreement would generally either be too high or too 

low. Yet, the empirical analysis finds a clear and direct relationship between the 

MRP based estimates of district positions and candidate positions. Finally, it is 

important to note that the relationships between respondent categories and issue 



196 
 

positions were highly intuitive. For example, respondents with a lower level of 

education clearly favored law and order measures more than citizens with a higher 

education, and older citizens were more skeptical of multiculturalism than younger 

citizens.  
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Appendix E 

This appendix shows the results from the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 MRP stages. The first 

(multilevel regression) stage consists of 5 separate analyses where I use a multilevel 

model to estimate the relationship between vote choice and demographic categories on 

the probability that the dependent variable takes a “1”, a “2”, and so forth. I run separate 

analyses in order to maximize the flexibility in the relationship between those variables, 

and the results from each of those analyses are shown in Table E1-E5. The second stage 

poststratifies the estimates according to the actual demographic composition in each 

district as well as the actual percentage of voters in each district that voted for each party. 

The distribution of the mean level values over districts is shown in Table E6.  

 

Table E1: Random intercept variance for each variable in the multilevel regression stage: 

Pr(1)   

Independent 
variable 

Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 

Vote choice 1.21 4.678 1.801 <.001 1.55 0.864 0.276 2.341 0.807 0.722 
District  0.26 0.172 <.001 0.01 <.001 <.001 0.259 <.001 <.001 0.022 
Education  0.12 0.154 <.001 <.001 0.04 0.138 <.001 0.405 <.001 0.136 
Age 0.26 0.154 <.001 0.570 <.001 <.001 0.094 0.112 0.161 0.134 
Gender <.01 0.156 0.049 <.001 0.007 0.062 0.012 0.008 0.131 <.001 
 

Table E2: Random intercept variance for each variable in the multilevel regression stage: 

Pr(2)   

Independent 
variable 

Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 

Vote choice 0.936 0.588 0.671 1.316 0.311 1.175 0.362 0.623 0.347 0.098 
District  <.001 0.050 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.022 
Education  <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.004 0.168 0.156 0.016 <.001 0.088 
Age 0.083 <.001 0.096 0.116 0.005 0.075 <.001 0.001 0.014 <.001 
Gender <.001 0.003 0.005 0.192 <.001 0.061 <.001 <.001 0.003 0.012 
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Table E3: Random intercept variance for each variable in the multilevel regression stage: 

Pr(3)   

Independent 
variable 

Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 

Vote choice 0.140 0.041 0.184 0.201 0.018 0.166 0.247 0.248 0.073 0.043 
District  0.011 0.024 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.070 <.001 <.001 
Education  0.043 <.001 <.001 0.062 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
Age 0.160 0.009 <.001 0.081 0.034 0.010 0.061 <.001 <.001 <.001 
Gender <.001 0.022 <.001 0.039 0.012 0.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
 

Table E4: Random intercept variance for each variable in the multilevel regression stage: 

Pr(4)   

Independent 
variable 

Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 

Vote choice 0.083 0.418 0.053 0.211 0.447 0.105 <.001 0.110 0.112 0.112 
District  0.012 0.035 0.044 0.007 0.020 0.021 <.001 0.001 0.010 <.001 
Education  <.001 <.001 <.001 0.032 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.047 
Age <.001 0.005 <.001 0.036 0.010 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.016 
Gender <.001 0.080 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.002 <.001 
 

Table E5: Random intercept variance for each variable in the multilevel regression stage: 

Pr(5)   

Independent 
variable 

Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 

Vote choice 1.104 1.696 1.622 0.538 1.063 0.766 0.679 2.071 1.230 0.293 
District  0.028 <.001 0.249 <.001 0.086 0.043 0.009 <.001 0.069 <.001 
Education  0.047 <.001 <.001 0.076 <.001 0.089 0.053 0.104 0.024 0.017 
Age 0.574 0.055 0.068 0.192 0.006 <.001 0.001 0.033 0.052 0.034 
Gender <.001 0.013 0.020 0.034 0.046 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
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Table E6: Mean district voter position 

District Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 
Bornholms 
Storkreds 

3.978 3.182 3.390 4.242 2.979 3.733 3.695 3.473 3.271 3.320 

Fyns Storkreds 3.989 3.117 3.194 4.234 2.782 3.737 3.741 3.610 3.216 3.323 
Københavns 
Omegns 
Storkreds 

3.727 3.198 3.776 4.152 2.995 3.575 3.663 3.503 3.390 3.311 

Københavns 
Storkreds 

3.806 3.228 3.851 3.956 2.870 3.319 3.555 2.968 3.615 3.185 

Nordjyllands 
Storkreds 

3.789 3.000 3.125 4.221 3.019 3.897 3.744 3.579 3.106 3.353 

Nordsjællands 
Storkreds 

3.769 2.931 3.525 4.234 3.109 3.789 3.677 3.405 3.230 3.335 

Sjællands 
Storkreds 

3.834 2.994 3.150 4.274 2.910 3.711 3.701 3.609 3.236 3.364 

Sydjyllands 
Storkreds 

3.767 2.968 3.018 4.347 3.121 3.880 3.745 3.786 3.148 3.415 

Vestjyllands 
Storkreds 

3.674 2.982 3.091 4.249 3.168 3.944 3.707 3.585 3.168 3.383 

Østjyllands 
Storkreds 

3.801 3.101 3.166 4.154 3.211 3.815 3.691 3.376 3.308 3.284 
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Appendix F 

This appendix shows the parameter coefficients that are used to obtain the 

substantive results shown in the main paper. Specifically, the parameter coefficients 

that are used to produce substantive effects in Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 are shown 

in Table F1, the parameter coefficients that are used to produce substantive effects 

in Figure 3.3 are shown in Table F2, and the parameter coefficients that are used to 

produce substantive effects in Figure 3.4 are shown in Table F3.  

 When interpreting these results it is important to note that raw 

interaction coefficients are notoriously uninformative in non-linear models because 

constitutive terms may significantly interact in determining the probability of 

outcomes even in the absence of a statistically significant interaction term (Ai and 

Norton 2003; Berry, DeMeritt, and Esarey 2010). Figures F1 and F2 show that this is 

also the case in Table F1. Specifically, while the interaction term for district 

positions and issue salience is not statistically significant, the district position slopes 

are nonetheless statistically distinguishable on salient and non-salient issue 

statements that the party leaders (dis)agree with completely. This is shown in 

Figure F1, which visualizes the marginal effects of a .1 unit increase in the mean 

district voter position for salient versus non-salient issues that the party leader 

disagreed with completely (Berry, DeMeritt, and Esarey 2010). Figure F2 follows the 

same approach, but on issues that the party leaders agreed with completely. The 

results show that those differences are in fact distinguishable from zero for large 
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ranges of the independent variable, which is consistent with the empirical 

expectations that follow from the theoretical model.    

Table F1: Voter positions, party positions and  
candidate positions 
Parameter Model F1.1 
Mean district issue position 0.486*** 

(0.103) 
Salience -2.154* 

(0.954) 
Party leader position 0.967*** 

(0.050) 
Mean district issue 
position*issue salience 

0.047 
(0.275) 

Party leader position* 
issue salience 

0.613*** 
(0.105) 

Cut point 1 3.201 
(0.393) 

Cut point 2 4.160 
(0.394) 

Cut point 3 4.955 
(0.396) 

Cut point 4 6.052 
(0.398) 

Random intercept variance: 
Issues 

0.045 

Random intercept variance: 
District-issues 

0.002 

Random intercept variance: 
Party-issues 

0.263 

Random intercept variance: 
District-Party-issues 

<0.001 

Obs. 6,280 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, two tailed test.   
The model uses an ordered probit estimator 
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Table F2: Institutions, salience and personal 
candidate position taking 
Parameter Model F2.1 
Flexible list -0.084 

(0.095) 
Salience -1.581** 

(0.495) 
Flexible list*salience 0.134 

(0.282) 
Constant -0.451 

(0.240) 
Random intercept variance: 
Issues 

0.823 
 

Random intercept variance: 
District-issues 

<0.001 

Obs. 1,656 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, two tailed test.  
The model uses a probit estimator 
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Table F3: Socialist People’s Party candidate agreement  
with the statement that the Danish Parliament  
favors the Copenhagen area. 
Parameter Model F3.1 
Flexible list 0.378 

(0.393) 
Copenhagen district -1.276** 

(0.465) 
Flexible list*Copenhagen 
district 

-0.192 
(0.744) 

Cut point 1 -1.863 
(0.292) 

Cut point 2 -0.983 
(0.241) 

Cut point 3 -0.634 
(0.230) 

Cut point 4 0.838 
(0.237) 

Random intercept variance: 
Districts 

0.078 

Obs. 82 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, two tailed test.  
The model uses an ordered probit estimator 
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Figure F1: Marginal effect of a .1 increase in district positions on non-salient 
issues relative to salient issues on issue statements that the party leader 
completely disagrees with

 
Note: The shaded area represents 95% confidence intervals 
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Figure F2: Marginal effect of a .1 increase in district positions on non-salient 
issues relative to salient issues on issue statements that the party leader 
completely agrees with.  

 
Note: The shaded area represents 95% confidence intervals 
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Appendix G 

 This appendix shows summary statistics and additional analyses for the 

chapter “Constituent Demand and District-focused Legislative Representation” 

 

Table G1: Summary statistics for Latinobarometer data (mass behavior 

analysis) 

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Roads and paving 14,227 2.786 1.013 1 5 
Public transportation 14,141 2.680 1.019 1 5 
Sewerage 14,172 2.680 1.100 1 5 
Garbage 14,002 2.808 1.170 1 5 
Size of home  14,404 5.286 1.977 1 7 
Income  14,064 4.281 1.946 1 10 
 

Table G2: Summary statistics for PELA data (elite behavior analysis) 

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
District resource priority 4,875 3.485     0.803           1   4 
Ln(District population density) 3,716 4.537     1.925  -1.961    9.564 
Ln(District magnitude) 3,711 1.966     1.014          0 4.248 
Ln(District GDP PC) 3,512 8.578     0.636    6.499    10.650 
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Table G3:  District resource priority among legislators by electoral rules 
 
Variable Model 4.1: 

Open list 
Model 4.2: 
Closed list 

Model 4.3: 
Open list 

Model 4.4: 
Closed list 

District population density -0.083*** 
(0.027) 

-0.095** 
(0.038) 

-0.107*** 
(0.028) 

-0.088** 
(0.040) 

District magnitude -0.279 
(0.060) 

-0.161** 
(0.074) 

-0.253*** 
(0.061) 

-0.230*** 
(0.083) 

District GDP PC  - - -0.115 
(0.075) 

-0.140 
(0.099) 

Cut point 1 -3.054 
(0.192) 

-4.106 
(0.292) 

-4.117 
(0.667) 

-4.868 
(0.797) 

Cut point 2 -2.324 
(0.185) 

-2.106 
(0.284) 

-3.384 
(0.665) 

-3.936 
(0.793) 

Cut point 3 -1.362 
(0.181) 

-2.234 
(0.281) 

-2.434 
(0.664) 

-2.975 
(0.789) 

Random intercept 
variance: Districts 

0.028 
(0.017) 

0.080 
(0.029) 

0.017 
(0.015) 

0.046 
(0.029) 

N 1,791 1,736 1,710 1,123 
Notes: ***p<.01, **p<.05, *<0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. Coefficients are from ordered 
probit models. The unit of analysis in all models is the PELA surveywave-legislator. The number of 
observations is larger when district GDP per capita is not included because we do not have data on 
this variable for Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and Costa Rica. The number of observations in 
the pooled models is also slightly larger than the sum of open and closed list models because we do 
not have list type data for a small number of parties in Colombia after 2002. Survey wave-country 
dummy variables are included, but not shown. 


