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tition between parties. A research strategy to correct this problem is designed and
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expected party policies.
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Preface

Science is the product not only of reason, but also of sentiments and
passions. This particular book is the offspring of two opposite senti-
ments: disenchantment and enthusiasm. Disenchanted though we were
with much of the literature in the field of economic voting, our enthu-
siasm derived from newly emerging possibilities for systematic com-
parative studies of electoral processes.

Many of the publications in the field of economic voting are highly
sophisticated in their modeling and analyses of empirical data, yet – in
our view – often highly implausible when approached from first princi-
ples in the light of straightforward observations of the political world,
and in the light of what we believed we had learned from our own
earlier comparative analyses of voters and elections. As a case in point,
analysts commonly group parties in two categories, those in govern-
ment and those in opposition. This crude dichotomy obviously does
not reflect the kind of choice that voters are faced with in multiparty
systems. Moreover, when analyzing the effects of “the” economy on
voters, categorizing the world in this way has the effect of discarding
and disregarding all sorts of other characteristics of parties that are
likely to contribute to party choice. Moreover, election results show
that, more often than not, the electoral fortunes of coalition partners
diverge considerably, thus calling into doubt the simple logic that gov-
ernment parties are rewarded or punished for the way the economy
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performed under their stewardship. In Chapters 1 and 2, we set out
the common approaches to the study of economic voting and why we
find them in many ways unconvincing.

The other sentiment that can claim parentage to this book is our
enthusiasm for and fascination with the possibilities for systematic
comparative electoral studies that have been generated by the Euro-
pean Election Studies project (see also Chapter 3 and Appendix A). The
electorates of the member states of the European Union (EU) have now
been surveyed a number of times in the immediate aftermath of Euro-
pean elections. These surveys are of importance not only for studying
European integration and the peculiarities of second-order national
elections, but also for comparative electoral research in general. Their
high degree of comparability – far surpassing that of national election
studies that differ widely in contents and operationalization, even in
a single country over time – allows us to make optimal use of the
natural “laboratory” that the EU and its member states provide for
research. Each country offers a different context, characterized by its
own parties, its own electoral system, its own government compo-
sition, and, in spite of increasing convergence, its unique economic
conditions. In important respects, this comparability of information
encompasses not only different countries, but also different elec-
tion years, thus providing unique opportunities for simultaneous
comparison over time and space.

The course of our disenchantment and enthusiasm found its con-
fluence in the possibilities offered by the European Election Studies
project for assessing whether our misgivings about existing approaches
to economic voting were justified and for testing a different approach.
Both required a wider variety of contexts and a more extensive mea-
surement of voters’ party preferences and choices than are common
in many studies. And both were provided by the European Election
Studies project. Indeed, at the end of the day, we feel that we can now do
more than just formulate misgivings about conventional approaches.
We can specify where, when, and why they will provide inconsis-
tent, unstable, or outright misleading results. At the same time, we
can demonstrate with our own approach that the economy indeed
affects the behavior of voters, but in more subtle and variegated
ways than have been proposed thus far, and with more sensitivity to
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political and contextual circumstances than citizens are usually given
credit for.

This book could not have been written without the extraordinarily
rich data that have been generated by the European Election Studies
workgroup. We are grateful to our colleagues in that endeavor for their
friendship and academic stimulus, but also for indulging our claims on
scarce questionnaire space for the extensive measurement of voters’
preferences and choice. Some of the analyses in this book were pre-
sented at the annual conference of the American Political Science
Association in Washington, DC, in 2000 and at three workshops of
the European Consortium of Political Research (ECPR): Canterbury
(2001), Turin (2002), and Edinburgh (2003). We are grateful to virtu-
ally all the panelists and workshop members for comments and sug-
gestions that have been immensely helpful in sharpening our think-
ing. At other occasions too, many colleagues have provided us with
valuable feedback; we would like to express our gratitude to Paolo
Bellucci, André Blais, Ray Duch, Orit Kedar, Martin Kroh, Bob Luskin,
Tony Mughan, Philip van Praag, Hermann Schmitt, Randy Stevenson,
Jacques Thomassen, Bernard Wessels, and Paul Whiteley. Special men-
tion has to be made of our gratitude to Michael Marsh and Eric
Browne, whose incisive comments were of strategic importance, and to
Guy Whitten, who provided the data on clarity of responsibility. While
finalizing this book, Wouter van der Brug spent one year as a Fellow
at the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities
and Social Sciences (NIAS). He benefited enormously from its facilities
and from the support of its staff. We must also thank two anonymous
referees who provided invaluable comments on an earlier draft of the
book, as well as Wenonah Barton for her assistance in preparing the
manuscript in its final form.

We want, finally, to acknowledge the importance to this book of a
scholar who is probably unaware of his contribution but who never-
theless crucially influenced our own thinking in this and earlier work.
Anthony Downs demonstrated as long ago as 1957 that modeling voter
choice and election results requires the distinction between voters’
propensity to support parties (“utility,” in his terminology), on the
one hand, and their choices on the other. Although citations of his
work have become ubiquitous, this distinction has been largely ignored,
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forgotten, or plainly not understood by students of voters and elections.
His distinction lies at the heart of the approach that we advocate in
this book, and we gladly acknowledge our indebtedness.

July 2006
Wouter van der Brug (Amsterdam, the Netherlands)
Cees van der Eijk (Nottingham, UK)
Mark Franklin (Florence, Italy)
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Introduction

Conventional wisdom asserts that economic conditions are closely
linked to election outcomes. Bill Clinton turned this conventional wis-
dom into a cliché when, as a candidate in the 1992 American pres-
idential election, he had his campaign staff put up a banner that
hung across their campaign headquarters emblazoned with the words
“It’s the economy, stupid!” This conventional wisdom is supported by
much academic research. At least since the 1930s, voters in a variety
of democratic countries have tended to hold governments account-
able for bad economic times, reducing their support for parties hold-
ing government office in conditions of high unemployment or infla-
tion or of low economic growth (Tufte 1978; Chrystal and Alt 1981;
Hibbs 1977; Fair 1988; Lewis-Beck 1988; Markus 1988, 1992; Erikson
1989; Mackuen, Erikson, and Stimson 1992; Nadeau and Lewis-Beck
2001; Dorussen and Taylor 2002). These general findings hold whether
the effects of economic conditions are modeled in terms of votes for
government parties (generally referred to as “vote functions”) or in
terms of government standing (generally referred to as “popularity
functions”).

But it is clear that the economy does not always determine either
government popularity or vote shares. In the American presidential
election of 2000, Al Gore failed to win decisively as the incumbent
party standard bearer despite a booming economy. In the Netherlands
in 2002, all three members of the governing coalition lost votes in sim-
ilarly excellent economic conditions. In Britain and Ireland in 1997,

1
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2 The Economy and the Vote

ruling parties also failed to win reelection despite booming economies.
And in Britain in 1992, a ruling party succeeded in winning reelec-
tion despite an economy that was languishing. Turning to government
popularity, it is clear that this often reflects voter concerns that go far
beyond the economy. Support for George Herbert Walker Bush reached
over 90 percent in the months immediately following the first Gulf War,
despite a languishing economy.

These are exceptional cases, of course. The academic literature cited
earlier has established that the conventional wisdom holds more often
than not. However, even when governments as a whole gain or lose
in accord with expectations, the individual political parties that are
members of governing coalitions seldom find either their popularity or
their vote shares moving in step. With coalition governments, it is often
the case that some members of the coalition lose votes in an election,
while others gain. The same goes for the major opposition parties in
a multiparty system. Some of these may appear to benefit from a slow
economy, but others do not.

Moreover, while government fortunes may appear more often than
not to respond to economic conditions in general, there are numerous
instances of countries with endemically high unemployment (for exam-
ple, Spain, Greece, and Portugal) or persistently stagnant economies
(for example, Japan) where these conditions did not lead citizens to
vote ruling parties out of office. Indeed, from 1989 to 1999, in coun-
tries that are members of the European Union, the level of unemploy-
ment was repeatedly found in survey research to be viewed by voters
as by far the most important problem facing their countries. Yet in all
that time, few, if any, election outcomes were reported as having been
determined by a government’s failure or success in tackling high levels
of unemployment.

Why are some election outcomes apparently the result of economic
conditions, while others are not? Why are some governing parties
apparently hurt more than others by bad economic conditions, and
why do some opposition parties appear to gain while others do not?
Why do some sorts of economic conditions appear to determine elec-
tion outcomes, while others (at least at certain times) do not? In this
book we address these questions.

Parties compete for votes and in so doing provide the means for vot-
ers to hold governments accountable. Many voters see the management
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of the economy as one of the prime responsibilities of government. So
an understanding of how voters react to parties in the light of eco-
nomic conditions illuminates a central feature of democratic gover-
nance. Moreover, these questions have an importance to political sci-
ence that goes beyond their obvious everyday relevance. Even though
past research has established a general relationship between economic
conditions and election outcomes, the evidence has been by no means
conclusive and has given rise to a series of protracted debates in the
literature, none of which shows much sign of convergence. This is the
case for almost any topic that students of economic voting are con-
cerned with. For example, we do not really know whether voters hold
governments responsible for the general economic situation in their
country or whether they are more immediately concerned about their
own financial situation (whether economic voting is sociotropic or ego-
centric). Nor do we know with confidence whether voters respond ret-
rospectively (holding governments responsible for past successes and
failures) or prospectively (choosing parties for their economic expertise
and policies) to economic conditions. Moreover, the modeled forms of
vote and popularity functions differ considerably – within as well as
between countries – as do the estimated effects of changes in these
conditions.

The instabilities in the results of different studies made the editors of
a recent symposium exclaim: “We all prefer to think that the instability
is apparent only. That is, it is due to something we are missing or doing
wrongly – if we could just find the ‘trick’, everything would be well”
(Lewis-Beck and Paldam 2000: 114).

We do not presume to claim that we have found the “trick” that
makes everything well, but we do believe that we have taken a major
step in the right direction. In this book we argue that, indeed, past
researchers have been doing something wrong. We assert that most
existing studies in the field of economic voting mis-specify the depen-
dent variable in their analyses and that many of the instabilities in the
findings are a consequence of this mis-specification. Studies at both
the aggregate and the individual levels have generally relied on a very
crude distinction between the standing of (or votes for) governing par-
ties and the standing of (or votes for) opposition parties. Obviously,
this crude distinction does not adequately describe the choice pro-
cess in multiparty systems. Anderson (1995) and Stevenson (2002) do
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distinguish between parties that are members of a coalition govern-
ment, but neither of these authors distinguishes between opposition
parties, thus still failing to fully specify the choice process. In Chapter 1,
we will review the literature and explain how and why the customary
specification of the dependent variable can be expected to yield invalid
estimates of the effects of economic conditions.

Past studies of economic voting have looked in detail at variations
across political systems and at variations across voters – see the out-
line of the edited volume by Dorussen and Taylor (2002), who organize
their book around this distinction. Our study, by contrast, while con-
ducting its analyses at the level of individual voters, explicitly focuses
on competition between parties. We analyze the effects of economic
conditions on electoral support for each of a country’s parties, treating
government/opposition status as a variable that helps us to understand
the different impact that the same economic conditions have on dif-
ferent parties. Government versus opposition status is, however, not
the only characteristic of parties that we distinguish; we also look at
their size, ideological complexion, and whether they control govern-
ment ministries with responsibility for economic affairs. We will show –
by estimating aggregate election outcomes on the basis of our individ-
ual level models – that particular opposition parties as well as par-
ticular government parties are affected very differently by improving
or deteriorating economic conditions. We will even show instances of
some governing parties gaining votes (at the expense of other governing
parties) as a result of a worsening economy.

Because different countries have governments that are composed of
very different types of parties (and parties that find themselves in very
different competitive situations vis-à-vis each other), similar economic
developments can have very different implications for individual vot-
ing decisions (and hence for election outcomes) in one country than
in another. Such developments can even have different implications
within one country at one election than at another. We will show that
the character and competitive situation of individual parties make a
big difference to the consequences of economic developments. It is no
wonder, therefore, that highly unstable findings are reported in studies
that take no account of distinctions between parties.

Another source of instability in the findings of past studies is that
many of them were conducted in venues that contained a great deal of
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nonrandom “noise.” Studies of vote choice at the time of an election
need to take account of all the factors that influence election outcomes,
so that effects of the economy can be isolated after having controlled
for everything else. The problem here is that we simply do not know
what all the factors are that influence election outcomes. Although we
have a fairly good understanding of what makes people vote the way
they do, when estimates derived from this knowledge are aggregated
to the level of the election outcome we do not, in general, reproduce
the results, in terms of vote shares for different parties, that occurred
empirically (Anker 1992; Dalton and Wattenberg 1993; Erikson 2002).
We understand voting behavior in general, but the track record of polit-
ical scientists in predicting the outcomes of specific elections is almost
as bad as their track record in establishing consistent effects of eco-
nomic conditions. Specific election outcomes appear to be determined
not only by general forces but by all sorts of factors, such as campaign
slogans, political scandals, and candidate traits that may be specific
to particular elections. So, our knowledge is by no means sufficiently
detailed to serve as a basis for controlling all the factors that could
contaminate our findings – especially if the effects we are looking for
are rather small.

We believe that we have found a venue for studying economic effects
on election outcomes that is not subject to nearly so much nonrandom
noise as the conventional venue of voting choice at national elections.
Specifically, we study voter behavior not at the time of national elec-
tions, but rather at the time of elections to the European Parliament.
For reasons to be discussed more fully in Chapter 2, our findings nev-
ertheless allow us to draw conclusions about voters’ actual choices in
national elections. It has been established in past research (van der
Eijk and Franklin 1996) that the low saliency of European Parliament
elections provides scant stimulus that would divert voters from their
baseline national party preferences. Elections to the European Parlia-
ment are thus not genuinely Europe-wide elections but rather what
have been termed “second order national elections” (Reif and Schmitt
1980; Reif 1984). For that reason, what we see at these elections are the
same effects that are relevant in national elections but uncontaminated
by the idiosyncrasies of national election campaigns. Because we study
voters resident in fifteen different countries at three points in time –
33,000 of them in all – our study has the power to evaluate effects that
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are expected to be quite small. We will enlarge on our research design
in later Chapters.

Our design also enables us to address another problem arising from
past research, which is that the main finding from aggregate-level stud-
ies (that good economic conditions benefit incumbent government par-
ties) has never been unambiguously replicated at the individual level.
Individual-level studies (Fiorina 1978; Kinder and Kiewiet 1979, 1981;
Lewis-Beck 1988; Nadeau and Lewis-Beck 2001) generally assess the
effect of respondents’ assessments of economic conditions on their sup-
port for a government or an opposition party. But these assessments
of economic conditions themselves turn out to be strongly affected
by preferences for the governing party or parties (Wlezien, Franklin,
and Twiggs 1997; Bartels 2002; Duch and Palmer 2002). Only for the
United States, looking at a sequence of up to ten presidential elections,
has evidence been found for an effect of real economic conditions on
individual voting decisions (Markus 1988, 1992; Nadau and Lewis-
Beck 2001).1 A major objective of this book is to determine the effect
of objective economic conditions on individual-level vote choice across
a much larger number of electoral contexts (we study forty-two con-
texts in all).

Plan of the Book

In Chapter 1, we will review the literature on economic voting and
develop our argument regarding why and how past studies mis-specify
the choice process, pointing out how this mis-specification will in many
cases have biased the results of such studies. We show how a focus on
political parties as the primary objects of electoral contestation enables
us to examine the process by which individuals make their electoral
choices – a process that must be properly specified if the role of eco-
nomic conditions is to be discovered – and how a failure to do so
inevitably results in unstable and sometimes incoherent findings. In
order to be able to focus on political parties, in this book we adopt a

1 These studies are limited in scope by the small number of different data points relating
to economic conditions, resulting in the use of only one economic indicator – personal
income. The analyses also employ a very underspecified model of individual vote choice
for reasons that are not clear. We will give more space to this model in Chapter 1.
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two-stage model of vote choice based on the work of Anthony Downs
(1957) that will be introduced in detail in Chapter 2. In that chapter,
we also explain how this model meets the conditions set out earlier
so as to remove or at least ameliorate the various problems enumer-
ated in Chapter 1. We believe that this model has a good chance of
arriving at stable and consistent estimates for the effects of economic
conditions. In Chapter 3, we will describe in greater detail the theoret-
ical expectations that govern our choice of variables for the model, the
hypotheses that we derive from this theoretical reasoning, and the data
we employ to test those hypotheses. Most of the hypotheses pertain to
individual-level behavior and relate either to expected effects of eco-
nomic conditions (and alternative ways of specifying those effects) or
to the influence of control variables that our model needs to take into
account. These hypotheses are tested in Chapters 4 and 5, which deal
with individual-level behavior. There is one hypothesis, however, that
concerns the outcomes of elections and the way in which those out-
comes are affected by economic conditions. That hypothesis is tested in
Chapter 6, while Chapter 7 concludes. In an Epilogue, finally, we sketch
out how further research into economic voting might be designed so as
to avoid the endemic errors that have characterized the field up to now.
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Studying Economic Voting

In this chapter, we develop our argument that previous investigations
into economic voting have been hobbled by model specification prob-
lems. We believe that the main problem in previous work has been a
failure to focus on political parties as actors that compete for votes. This
failure means that previous research has been unable to take account
of the extent of party competition (which can vary from election to
election). We argue that this failure to take account of party compe-
tition leads to models that are intrinsically mis-specified and that this
is one of the root causes for the unstable and sometimes incoherent
findings in the literature.

In what follows, we diagnose the deficiencies we see as endemic in
existing studies of economic voting (many of these deficiencies apply to
other studies of electoral behavior as well) and set out our ideas about
what a viable approach should look like in general terms. This will set
the scene for Chapter 2, in which we present our own approach to the
study of economic voting and describe the ways in which it mitigates
or eliminates the deficiencies of past studies.

Conceiving the Dependent Variable

Studies of economic voting have been conducted at the aggregate level,
treating the country or election as the unit of analysis, and at the indi-
vidual level, treating the survey respondent as the unit of analysis. In
aggregate-level studies, the dependent variable has been the proportion

8
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or percentage voting for the government party (or parties in the case of
coalition governments), while in individual-level studies the dependent
variable has been a dummy variable indicating whether the respon-
dent voted for a government party or not. Aggregate-level studies try to
account for variations in government support on the basis of economic
conditions (generally inflation, unemployment, and economic growth),
sometimes with controls for systemic characteristics. Individual-level
studies try to account for variations in government support by means
of a “standard model” consisting of a variety of independent variables
found empirically to be important in explaining support for particular
parties, together with measures of economic perceptions – the assess-
ments given by individuals regarding the state of the economy at the
time of the survey (and perhaps over the recent past and/or near future).

The most important problem that is common to both approaches is
that they fail to take account of competition between parties, as already
mentioned. This root problem manifests itself in two different ways: a
focus on support for the government and a focus on electoral choice.

In existing approaches to economic voting, the dependent variable
is defined as a choice between government and opposition parties.
The focus on this dichotomy seems to make sense because researchers
assume that, if economic conditions have any influence on the voting
act, this influence must involve an assessment of who is to be credited
or blamed for the state of the economy (Anderson 1995). Here the
supposed role of governments in economic management is generally
taken for granted and, because of this, it seems natural to construe the
dependent variable in terms of the distinction between government and
opposition. But this supposes that all members of a governing coalition
will benefit equally from good economic times and will suffer equally
if economic times are bad. Empirically, however, it turns out that par-
ties sharing government power often fare very differently at the same
election. Some government parties lose votes while others gain, and
similarly with opposition parties. Moreover, at the time of an election
voters are not presented with the opportunity to cast their ballot for
or against the government but rather to vote for a party or candidate.
In a two-party system, such as exists in the United States, elections
may be conceived as providing voters with the opportunity to support
or reject the government by casting their ballot either for the party of
the president or for the other major party, but even in that system the
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choice that voters face is rarely presented in such terms. In other coun-
tries, where multiple parties vie for voters’ favor, the government –
opposition dichotomy does not adequately represent the choices on
offer.1 Where several parties share power in a coalition government,
it is abundantly clear that casting a ballot involves more than choos-
ing between government and opposition. In such cases, each voter can
choose to support only one of several government parties. Even when
the government consists of a single party, there will generally be more
than one opposition party; yet, each voter can choose to support only
one of these parties.

If we only focus on whether the government gains or loses sup-
port, as most previous researchers have done, then we fail to exam-
ine the actual decision-making process that voters experience. Any
model that focuses on the choice between government and opposition
is bound to mis-specify the choice process. Yet that is what most exist-
ing approaches to the study of economic voting do. Exceptions (for
example, Duch and Stevenson 2003) that attempt to focus on party
choice by employing multinomial or conditional logit methods suffer
from other problems that we will detail in Chapter 2.

The second way in which existing approaches fail to adequately
represent political parties is caused by their exclusive focus on the
actual choices that voters make (or the aggregated counterparts of
these choices in terms of the share of the vote given to each party).
This focus also seems natural, since voters generally have to choose a
single recipient of their vote. But choice informs us only (and in a very
crude way) about a voter’s orientation toward a single political party.
It does not reveal anything about that voter’s orientation toward other
parties, except for the fact that they were not chosen. Bingham Powell
(2000) has eloquently argued that, by focusing only on the choices
made by voters, analysts have assumed that these reveal all we need to
know about voter preferences; but this is not so (2000: 160).

1 In most countries, voters are asked to make a choice not only in terms of parties but
also in terms of candidates. Candidates, however, almost invariably stand as repre-
sentatives of a party. Moreover, in most established democracies, party characteristics
are regarded as more stable over time than the idiosyncratic characteristics of their
candidates. It is therefore common in much electoral research to focus on parties and
consider the impact of candidate traits as part of the residual variation. We follow this
tradition.
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Propensity to support each party 
(Electoral utilities) 

 First stage Second stage

Determinants of party 
support (including 

strategic considerations) 

U i1

Party 
choice 

U i2

U i3

U ik

figure 1.1. A two-stage model of electoral choice.

The focus on choice ignores the careful reasoning of Anthony Downs
(1957), who argued that the voting act contains two aspects, only one
of which manifests itself in observable behavior. Choices are observ-
able, but just as important in his conceptualization of the voting act is
the process by which preferences for parties are formed, which is not
directly observable in the same way and can be thought of in terms of
the propensities that people have to support different parties. Downs
argues that voters cast their ballot for the party they prefer the most,
but this implies the possibility that there is more than one party that
they prefer to some degree. A voter’s structure of preferences encom-
passes parties that are not chosen as well as the party that is chosen,
as illustrated in Figure 1.1, which breaks the voting decision into two
stages. In the first stage, individuals (identified by the subscript i) assess
the strength of their support for each of the parties (1 through k) com-
peting in the election. In the second stage, individuals choose the party
that will actually receive their vote. The process is generally presented
in terms of party utilities, as we have done in Figure 1.1, where the
concept of utility assumes that the contributions of all relevant factors
to the overall attractiveness of an alternative can be reduced to a single
measure (the utility of voting for the party) so that the attractiveness
of a vote for one party can be straightforwardly compared with the
attractiveness of a vote for a different party (Ben-Akiva and Lerman
1985: 37). In this way, individuals can readily determine which party,
if voted for, would yield them the highest utility. A less convoluted
way of saying the same thing is that people vote for the party they
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support the most.2 In this book we will refer to “propensity to support
a party” (or simply “party support”) when we refer to the Downsean
concept of party utility, because the word “utility” has in recent years
acquired an overlay of additional meanings from its use in the rational
choice approach to theory construction that are too restrictive for our
purposes (see Chapter 2).

Even in a two-party system, in Downs’s view, it makes a lot of dif-
ference whether we look at preferences or votes. This is because a voter
whose preferences for two parties are tied, or almost so, is in a quite
different electoral situation from one who very much prefers one party
to the other. In particular, a voter whose preferences are closely tied is
more likely to change her vote as a result of a change in preferences
than is a voter whose preferences for the two parties are very different.
This is because the structure of a voter’s preferences encapsulates the
situation of that voter in regard to the competition between parties, as
illustrated in Figure 1.2. This shows how strengths of party support
translate into party choices for five imaginary voters involved in two
consecutive electoral contests between just two parties: Party A, which
happens to be the government party, and opposition Party B. The situa-
tion at the first election is illustrated in the left-hand panel of Figure 1.2.
The right-hand panel relates to a later election after an economic reces-
sion has occurred.

Let us for the sake of simplicity assume that we can measure the
strength of support for each of these parties on a 10-point scale and that
members of the electorate vote for the party they support the most. The
economic recession has the effect of lowering by 2 units the support
that all voters show for Party A. Figure 1.2 shows the consequences of
these (first-stage) shifts in support for the voters’ (second-stage) actual
choices.

In the hypothetical example, Party A’s handling of the economy is
evaluated negatively by all voters. Moreover, this evaluation has the
same effect on all voters’ propensities to support Party A. In every row
of the table, we see the same decline of 2 points in support for party A

2 Downs’s concept of “party utility” (the benefits – subjective or objective – that a
voter gets from voting for a particular party) is often referred to interchangeably with
the notion of party preferences (how much parties are preferred in relation to each
other). The concept of party utility has the advantage of connoting a value that can
be measured rather than a set of options that can only be ordered.
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Propensities and choices before
the economic recession

Propensities and choices after the
economic recession

Strength of
support for

party A

Strength
of support
for party B

Vote
choice

Strength of
support for

party A

Strength of
support for

party B
Vote

choice

Voter 1 9 4 Party A 7 4 Party A

Voter 2 8 5 Party A 6 5 Party A

Voter 3 7 6 Party A 5 6 Party B

Voter 4 6 7 Party B 4 7 Party B

Voter 5 5 8 Party B 3 8 Party B

figure 1.2. Hypothetical effects of an economic recession on propensities to
support two political parties and choices made between those parties.

between the left-hand and right-hand panels. Yet, the consequences for
party choice of this decline in support for Party A are not the same for
each voter. The original difference in strength of support for Party A
over Party B is so large for Voters 1 and 2 that Party A’s poor handling
of the economy does not provide enough reason for them to change
their vote. Voters 4 and 5 started out with stronger support for Party B
than Party A and, even though their conviction that Party B is the better
choice has strengthened, this also does not change their vote. Only for
one of the five individuals does the actual vote choice change as a
consequence of Party A’s handling of the economy. This difference in
consequences for vote choice is due to differences in the competitive
situation in which different voters find themselves. Four out of the five
votes are simply not in contention because of the initial structure of
the party preferences involved. For only one of the five, Voter 3, is it the
case that levels of support for each party are sufficiently closely tied as
to make it possible for even a quite a large change of party support in
the appropriate direction to affect her actual party choice. And this is
what happens, as can be seen by scanning the shaded row in Figure 1.2 –
the only row to show a change in vote choice between the left-hand
and right-hand panels.

A focus on choice would be an adequate representation of vot-
ers’ relations to parties only if voters were to totally reject all parties
that they do not vote for. But we know from voter studies that this is
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not the case (e.g., van der Eijk and Oppenhuis 1991). Many voters are
cross-pressured, so that they hesitate and waver between more than one
party, as was the case for Voter 3 in Figure 1.2. This reflects the fact that
elections involve competition between parties that vie with each other
for the votes of at least some cross-pressured individuals. But an exclu-
sive focus on choice is unable to take into account whether or not that
choice was the result of a difficult process of choosing between almost
equally attractive alternatives (as it was for Voter 3) or the much easier
process of simply reaffirming a past preference (as it was for the other
voters in Figure 1.2). Thus, it lumps together, on the one hand, parties
that were not chosen but were nevertheless viewed quite positively by
voters and, on the other hand, parties that were not chosen because
they were viewed negatively. A focus on choice is equally unable to
determine whether the party that was actually voted for was one that a
voter was really positive about or whether it was voted for because of
the absence of any attractive alternative. By focusing on choice, these
distinctions are ignored, resulting in substantial heterogeneity within
the categories of the choice variable – a heterogeneity that is increased
further if the variable is subsequently dichotomized into government
versus opposition categories. This heterogeneity cannot but contribute
to the instabilities and inconsistencies that are so problematic in the
existing literature.

The problem is not overcome by studying government or party sup-
port at the aggregate level. Measures of government or party support
are derived from aggregating individual choices. The impact of eco-
nomic conditions on the aggregate measure will be affected by the
proportion of voters who are tied (or nearly tied) in their preferences
for different parties – something that cannot be observed at the aggre-
gate level. This is obvious if we consider two countries, each with two
political parties. If, in one of these countries, the preference structure
of the voters is such that none of them would ever consider voting for
any other party than the one they had always voted for, then changes in
economic conditions will have no electoral consequences there. If the
other country is one in which many voters are strongly cross-pressured
so that they are closely tied in their preferences for the two parties,
then changes in economic conditions can cause a considerable change in
choices and election outcomes. The fact that the structure of voter pref-
erences cannot be seen in aggregate-level data suggests a fundamental
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problem in trying to understand voting behavior purely on the basis of
election outcomes.

Model Specification and the Instability of Past Findings

What can we learn from this? The most obvious, and not very new,
insight is that models of party choice should control for all the impor-
tant determinants of party preferences. A properly specified model
needs to include variables that account for why Voters 1 and 2 in Fig-
ure 1.2 support Party A so much more strongly than Party B and why
this is the other way round for Voters 4 and 5. A more important lesson
to be learned, however, is that if we analyze vote choice as a dependent
variable in our models, we may not be able to find effects that are really
there. When there are many voters whose choices remain unchanged
(like Voters 1, 2, 4, and 5 in Figure 1.2) and very few voters with a
structure of preferences similar to that of Voter 3, we may wrongly
conclude that the economy has little effect. But the economy might
actually be having quite a strong effect, though with consequences for
party choice that applied to only a small number of voters.

Even more importantly, looking at effects on vote choice may lead us
to ask what it is about people like Voter 3 that explains why those indi-
viduals are affected by economic conditions (or any other independent
variables) and others are not. Trying to answer this question can only
lead us astray. Voter 3 is no more affected by the state of the economy
than other voters are. She merely finds herself in a different situation in
terms of the competition between parties. Along much the same lines,
looking at effects on vote choice may lead us to ask what it is about
some parties that makes them lose (or gain) more votes than others.
(Illustrating this would require a slightly more elaborate example than
Figure 1.2. in which only two parties are depicted.) Quite often, such
differences are not attributable to the characteristics of individual par-
ties, but rather to the patterns of electoral competition between them.

This brings us to our most crucial point. As mentioned in the Intro-
duction to this book, two edited volumes have recently appeared that
provide an overview of the state of the art in studies of economic
voting. The first was a special issue of Electoral Studies, edited by
Lewis-Beck and Paldam (2000), and the other was a book edited by
Dorussen and Taylor (2002). In both volumes the editors mention as
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one of the biggest puzzles in the economic voting literature the instabil-
ity of results across countries and over time (Lewis-Beck and Paldam
2000: 114; Dorussen and Taylor 2002: 1). We would argue that the
instability of findings – across different elections in the same coun-
try, but particularly across different countries – is due largely to the
fact that these findings arise from models that focus only on choice
and are thus not able to take party competition into account. In some
countries, there are many individuals of the Voter 3 type, who find
themselves cross-pressured between competing parties so that changes
in economic conditions may result in a change in their choice of parties,
whereas in other countries there are few such voters. Even within one
country, some elections are more competitive than others. In a highly
competitive election, where many voters are undecided between the
competing parties, even a quite small effect of an incumbent party’s
handling of the economy could have large consequences for the vote.
In a less competitive election, the same effect of economic conditions
would have much less impact on the outcome. If differences in the
extent of party competition are not controlled for, the findings could
be quite contradictory – as contradictory, indeed, as the extant findings
in the economic voting literature.

Of course, it is not just in studies of economic voting that schol-
ars have mis-specified the decision process that underlies voters’
choices between parties. But the economic voting literature constitutes
the branch of voting studies most deeply engaged in cross-national
research, where the consequences of failing to distinguish between the
two aspects of the voting process (propensities and choice) have been
most apparent.

Asymmetric Effects and the Concept of Electoral Potential

Voters base their support for parties on many factors other than
the economy, as we will discuss more fully later in this chapter. Whether
the economy trumps these other concerns depends on the salience of the
economy in comparison with other considerations. Thus, it has been
suggested that the economy may be less salient in good economic times
creating an asymmetry between a strengthening and a weakening econ-
omy: the latter is thought likely to have greater effects on vote choice
than the former (Bloom and Price 1975; Stevenson 2002). This idea
ties into a social psychological literature (e.g., Kahneman and Tversky
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1979) that posits a grievance asymmetry in individual assessments of
circumstances of all kinds (see also Price and Sanders 1994; Nannestad
and Paldam 1997, 2002).

Such psychological asymmetries may exist in regard to assessments
of the economy. However, much more important to our minds are
quasi-mechanical asymmetries that are the consequence of the com-
petitive situation in which parties find themselves. Such asymmetries
arise because parties fluctuate in the extent to which they are able to
attract all of the voters who might have been induced to vote for them.
The electoral support for any individual party is at its maximum when
all the other parties with which it competes for votes receive minimal
support. These maxima and minima fluctuate over time, but at any one
point in time they place a floor under the losses a party can suffer as well
as a ceiling over the gains it can make. We call the maximum electoral
support that a party can receive the “electoral potential” of that party
(van der Eijk and Niemöller 1984; van der Eijk and Franklin 1996). A
party’s electoral potential is almost always higher than its actual vote.
Put another way, parties seldom mobilize their full potential because
competitor parties are successful in drawing some of those votes
away.

Where a party stands in relation to its electoral potential depends on
many factors other than the state of the economy, and it is important
to realize that a governing party that has already mobilized close to its
full potential cannot readily improve its position no matter how well
the economy performs. By contrast, an opposition party that is close
to the nadir of its potential, having gained the votes only of its bedrock
supporters, has a large pool of potential supporters from which it can
gain votes in bad economic times. Since government parties generally
are parties that did well in their most recent elections, and opposition
parties are generally parties that did badly at that time, it follows that
the potential benefit to opposition parties from a bad economy might
well be greater than the potential benefit to government parties from an
economy that does well; and the potential cost to government parties
from a bad economy might well be greater than the potential cost to
opposition parties of a good economy. Such asymmetries would have
nothing to do with psychology and would apply to political develop-
ments of all kinds, not just economic ones.

The extent of these asymmetries is, of course, an empirical matter.
An unpopular party may well be included in a governing coalition
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despite its lack of popularity, and such a party may not be hurt by
bad economic times because its support is already so low in relation
to its potential. Conversely, a party may have been quite successful in
drawing the support of most of its potential voters without becoming
a government party, and such an opposition party may stand to gain
little from bad economic times. In terms of the illustration we presented
earlier, such asymmetries would show themselves in the proportion
of a party’s supporters whose support propensities resemble those of
Voter 3, the swing voter in Figure 1.2, as opposed to the proportion
whose support propensities resemble those of Voters 1 and 2 in regard
to Party A. Failure to take account of such asymmetries can only have
exacerbated the instability of findings in the extant literature.

Taking Account of Party Characteristics

The failure of existing approaches to adequately take account of polit-
ical parties as the objects from which voters must choose in elections,
and as actors that compete with each other for votes, causes additional
problems. One is the difficulty of including in the analysis certain inde-
pendent variables that we believe should influence the way in which
voters take economic conditions into account. In particular, we expect
some of the characteristics of parties to be relevant to voters, such as
their importance as players in the game of politics (generally seen as
being determined by the number of seats they command in the legis-
lature). And it might matter to voters how long a party had been in
government. Such characteristics cannot be taken into account when
the dependent variable is whether one voted for a government party
or not. And even when parties are viewed individually as recipients of
citizens’ votes, still their sizes and other characteristics cannot readily
be taken into account so long as party choice is the dependent vari-
able, because then the identity of the party is often coterminous with
its characteristics. The same is true of a number of other character-
istics of parties, such as their ideological complexion or their stature
within a governing coalition (the number of ministries they control). It
is noticeable that few models of vote choice, whether at the individual
or aggregate levels, contain any variables at all pertaining to the parties
that are chosen (or not). In studying economic voting this is particu-
larly troublesome, since voters who are trying to attribute credit or
blame for economic conditions would be expected to take account of a
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party’s role within a governing coalition (whether it controls the prime
ministership, for example); and if voters take account of a party’s role,
then researchers need to be able to do so too.

Just as important as characteristics that derive from a party’s govern-
ing status (which can vary radically over very short periods) are longer-
term characteristics such as their ideological complexion. It has several
times been suggested that left-wing governments will be particularly
held responsible for rises in unemployment, while right-wing govern-
ments will particularly be held responsible for rises in inflation (Hibbs
1977, 1982; Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999).
But governments do not always consist of ideologically coherent par-
ties. Not only in famous instances such as the German 1967 “grand
coalition” of socialist and conservative parties (SPD and CDU/CSU,
which took office again in 2005), but in quite a large number of other
instances, governments span the division between left and right.3 This
could well explain why the fortunes of coalition members at ensuing
elections are not necessarily consistent. In a period of strong economic
growth coupled with high inflation, for example, right-wing members
of a government might suffer electorally, while left-wing members gain
(for reasons that will be explored in Chapter 4). Clearly, the con-
ventional approach to economic voting is not able to address such
developments because it cannot treat the members of the government
individually.

Taking Account of Voter Characteristics

The failure to distinguish between preferences and choice also prevents
analysts from taking account of certain features that apply to voters.
In particular, voters have been found to differ in the extent to which
they are open to the possibility of switching their votes and support-
ing a different party than they supported last time (Butler and Stokes
1974; Franklin, Mackie, Valen, et al. 1992). This difference between
voters in what might be called their “propensity to switch” is associ-
ated with the life cycle, with older people being more likely to be set in
their ways and hence in their propensity to support only a single party

3 How often this is seen to happen depends on how far to the left or right a party has to
be in order to be classified as left or right. If we divide parties according to which side
they fall on the simple midpoint of a left–right scale then, in our data, eighteen out of
forty-two governments were split in these terms.
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(Franklin, Mackie, and Valen 1992). At the individual level, when the
dependent variable is party choice, the extent to which individuals
are open to the competition between parties cannot be straightfor-
wardly taken into account.4 At the aggregate level, the focus on vote
shares given to different parties prevents analysts from allowing for the
extent to which particular parties are subject to electoral competition.
A party all of whose supporters come from a particular social group
whose members would never consider voting differently can neither
gain nor lose as a result of its performance in office, whereas a party
that makes appeals to different groups whose members have realistic
electoral alternatives is in a very different electoral situation. As already
explained, such differences between parties cannot be ascertained on
the basis of aggregate-level vote shares any more than in individual-
level designs that focus on party choice.

Research performed at the aggregate level is particularly at risk of
employing models that are underspecified in failing to take account
of the many considerations found empirically to affect party choice at
the individual level. If variables such as social structure, ideology, or
issue preferences affect individual-level vote choice, then they can in the
right circumstances affect election outcomes. But if election outcomes
are affected by such variables, then their omission from aggregate-level
analyses of economic voting will result in underspecified models that
fail to find consistent effects of economic conditions – precisely what
has been observed in practice (Lewis-Beck and Paldam 2000). Had
those missing variables somehow been included, the resulting mod-
els might well have produced different (and possibly more consistent)
estimates of the effects of economic conditions.

Another concern that aggregate-level studies cannot address is
whether voters are assessing the economic situation prospectively or
retrospectively. Those studies make the (generally implicit) assump-
tion that voters take account of the economy only in a retrospective
fashion: punishing the party (or parties) in power when times are bad

4 One could think of partitioning data so as to look at voters with a high propensity to
switch separately from voters with a low propensity to switch, but this smacks of con-
trolling on the dependent variable, which would yield all sorts of model specification
problems, as would a set of interactions between propensity to switch and various inde-
pendent variables. More importantly, we observe that these kinds of considerations
are absent in the existing literature on economic voting.



P1: JYD
0521863740c01 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 6, 2007 20:29

Studying Economic Voting 21

and rewarding them when times are good. This may indeed be the way
in which economic conditions impact the vote. But even within the
existing literature there are hints that voters’ economic concerns may
not just be retrospective.

As already mentioned, it has been argued that voters will expect a
party of the right to be more concerned about inflation and a party of
the left to be more concerned about unemployment (Hibbs 1977, 1982;
Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999). If this is true,
it has prospective as well as retrospective implications. A right-leaning
party may indeed not be held as responsible for unemployment as a left-
leaning party would have been, but in times of unemployment voters
may be more likely to elect a left-leaning party because they view such
a party as being more likely to do something about unemployment.
This consideration could mitigate or even reverse the negative effects
that such a party might otherwise have suffered as a consequence of
any responsibility it might have had for allowing the unemployment
rate to rise. And opposition parties might gain particularly from unem-
ployment if they are left-leaning parties (or from inflation if they are
right-leaning parties) if voters are taking a prospective view. Conven-
tional research strategies that simply distinguish between government
and other parties cannot take account of choices made among opposi-
tion parties and thus cannot take account of these possibly prospective
orientations.

Measuring the Economy

Research performed at the individual level has particular difficulty
measuring the independent variables relating to the economy. Such
research has generally employed survey data for individual countries,
and single-country studies generally rely on measures of economic per-
ceptions rather than of economic conditions, substituting subjective
evaluations of how well the economy is performing for objective mea-
sures. This seems to make sense because individual voters can only
hold government parties accountable for the state of the economy to
the extent that they have some awareness of economic conditions, in
which case that awareness will manifest itself in terms of perceptions.
But the logic underlying this substitution of perceptions for actual con-
ditions is rather odd and has seldom been closely examined. Since the
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state of a national economy is the same for all respondents in a national
survey, all these assessments would be the same – apart from random
error – if everyone responded to the same reality and if everyone had
the same perception of this economic reality. So, what is reflected by
different responses? One possibility is that people respond differently
to the question because they have different aspects of the economy in
mind. Some may think of unemployment when reporting their percep-
tion of the state of the economy, others may think of inflation, and
so on. If this were the case, the responses would not be comparable,
thus rendering their content validity highly dubious. After all, in this
case, differences in responses would not reflect different economic cir-
cumstances – which the measures should reflect if we want to estimate
the effect of economic conditions on the vote – but rather different
interpretations of the survey question.5

Alternatively, differences between responses about the state of the
economy may derive from respondents incorrectly assessing economic
conditions. In that case, a study of economic perceptions runs the risk
of contamination from whatever it is that causes voters to misperceive
the actual state of the national economy. One likely source of contami-
nation would be the cues arising from party identification, where voters
perceive the economy as doing well if their preferred party had a hand
in governing the economy and badly if the government is composed
of parties they abhor. Research has shown that this indeed happens
(Wlezien, Franklin, and Twiggs 1997; Bartels 2002; Duch and Palmer
2002; van der Eijk, Franklin, Demant, and van der Brug 2004; Zaller
2005), rendering problematic any attempt to use subjective economic
assessments as independent variables in a model of party support.6

Subjective measures of the economy are also problematic from a the-
oretical and normative perspective. Theories of economic voting are
inextricably linked to the notion of democratic accountability, which

5 One might suppose that had the perceptions been measured in different economic
circumstances, they would have reflected variations in those circumstances. Elsewhere
we demonstrated that this is not the case (van der Eijk, Franklin, Demant, and van der
Brug 2004, 2007).

6 In technical terms, this is referred to as an “endogeneity problem”: the independent
variables are not measured independently of the dependent variable, and may even
be regarded as the consequence of party preference rather than its cause. Using such
variables as though they were truly independent measures constitutes a specification
error that will generally serve to exaggerate the apparent political consequences of
economic conditions.
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implies that parties and politicians are held to account for the actual
consequences of their actions. Economic voting – voters rewarding
positive consequences and punishing negative ones – therefore fosters
democratic accountability. But this requires actual economic conditions
to be the benchmark for electoral punishment and reward. If punish-
ment and reward are meted out on the basis of subjective, idiosyncratic,
or incorrect views of economic conditions, this might help to explain
voting decisions, but the resulting votes could not properly be regarded
as “economic voting” in the same sense as those words are used in the
aggregate-level economic voting literature.

Substituting measures of the “real economy” for economic percep-
tions at the individual level brings different problems. Doing so is only
possible when there is variation in economic conditions. This can be
obtained by conducting a series of surveys within a single country or
by combining surveys from different countries, each survey being con-
ducted under different economic conditions. The first of these alter-
natives is hampered by the generally small number of elections for
which we have appropriate survey data (nowhere as many as fifteen at
the time of writing). The problem with such a dataset (employed, for
example, by Markus 1988, 1992; Nadeau and Lewis-Beck 2001; Zaller
2005) is that, although the analysis is conducted at the individual level,
the small number of different survey contexts makes it problematic to
employ more than a very few independent variables defining those con-
texts. Moreover, when aiming at an analysis that has wider relevance
than a single national context, there are a number of contextual fac-
tors that should be controlled for in a properly specified model. Ten,
twelve, or even fifteen contexts (all that are available in most series of
national election studies) are simply not enough to permit evaluation
of these factors. Consequently, the models actually employed to inves-
tigate the effects of economic conditions using such datasets have been
very underspecified. Some of the few analyses employing a series of
surveys for a single country (Markus 1988; Nadeau and Lewis-Beck
2001) were additionally mis-specified because they used very few of the
individual-level independent variables that are known to affect pref-
erences (and thus, indirectly, choice), perhaps because of problems of
comparability across surveys (see footnote 7).

The second way in which measures of the real economy could be
employed in individual-level studies would be by combining surveys
from different countries. That approach is only possible, however,
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when the countries’ party systems are somehow made comparable. In
past research, this has been accomplished by simplifying the choice
options in a government–opposition dichotomy, so that differences
between party systems do not have to be accommodated. But that
brings us back to the problems discussed earlier.

Taking Account of System Characteristics

We have been critical in this chapter of conventional approaches to the
study of economic voting. Conventional approaches are not without
benefits, however. One advantage of taking a government–opposition
dichotomy as the dependent variable lies in permitting comparability
across political systems, as just mentioned; and the pooling of multi-
ple surveys across multiple political systems is one way of providing
adequate variance in real economic conditions. Moreover, the use of
multiple political systems does more than permit us to take account
of real economic conditions. It permits the inclusion of multiple con-
textual indicators, which we have said would be desirable (though the
use of multiple contextual indicators has not been common in such
studies). At the aggregate level, it has been found that the ease with
which governments are held to account (what has been called “system
clarity” by Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999) plays
an important moderating role in economic voting. We can imagine
other systemic characteristics that might play a similar role, as will be
explained in Chapter 3. But the comparability across political systems
that is a feature of past studies comes at a high price, as we have seen.
Any change in the research design that moves away from the focus on
government–opposition status, while still maintaining a cross-national
perspective, will have to find an alternative means of achieving com-
parability since the fact that different countries have different party
systems makes it problematic to pool the data from different coun-
tries into a single dataset. And without pooling the data, we have no
way to provide a measure of economic conditions that varies across
cases.

Homogeneous versus Heterogeneous Effects of the Economy

It is generally assumed (though this assumption is usually unstated) that
effects of the economy on individual voters are largely homogeneous.
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That is, all classes and conditions of voters are expected to bow to the
same “economic wind” and respond in the same way to changes in
economic conditions. Indeed, the presumed homogeneity of effects of
economic conditions is one of the reasons for widespread interest in
this topic, since it permits aggregate-level analyses that need not take
account of differences between voters at the individual level. Yet there
are scholars who have proposed that effects of the economy would not
be homogeneous at all, but rather that they would be quite heteroge-
neous in nature, with different types of individuals reacting differently
to economic conditions. These suggestions build on findings of some of
the earliest voting studies to the effect that more sophisticated voters
tend to be relatively immune to campaign and other effects on their
vote, so that vote switching is rather concentrated in the less sophis-
ticated segments of the population (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee
1954; Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960; Converse 1964,
1970). Zaller (2005: 193) built on these findings when he showed
that “low information voters are at least as responsive to election-
specific content as high information voters and most likely more so.”
His explanation is that high-information voters are more ideological;
hence, “small-election specific changes do not impel them to change
sides” (194). This explanation is quite convincing, but it underlines the
problematic nature of an approach such as Zaller’s, which focuses on
choice rather than on preferences. His analyses demonstrate that low-
information voters are more likely to change sides, but not whether
they are more responsive to economic conditions.

Along a rather different track, Dorussen and Taylor (2002) have
suggested that certain groups of voters may be more responsive to
changes in economic conditions because they themselves are liable to
be more affected by those changes. If “pocketbook” voting of this
kind exists, that also would create distinctions among voters in terms
of which ones would be expected to react most strongly to changes in
economic conditions.

These ideas, if true, could join with the other deficiencies enumerated
earlier to undermine even further the ability of scholars to find con-
sistent effects of economic conditions in countries whose populations
differ in terms of the demographic character of their voter profiles if this
implies that some countries would have more voters in categories that
respond to changes in economic conditions. Evidently, it is important
to assess whether voter responses to economic conditions do indeed
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differ between different types of voters and, if so, to find some way to
take account of these differences.

Features of an Improved Approach

The litany of defects we have outlined in this chapter, characterizing the
methods employed in past investigations of economic voting, makes it
easy to understand the inconsistencies and instabilities in past findings.
We conclude with a brief overview of the implications we draw from
this list of defects for the way in which future research on economic
voting should be designed if it is to have a better chance of arriving
at consistent and stable findings. It should be clear from our discus-
sion that an ideal approach to the study of economic voting would
marry desirable properties from the aggregate-level and individual-
level designs used in past work and add new features that have not
previously been employed.

First and foremost, such a research design must adequately repre-
sent the relations between voters and political parties that define the
electoral process. As discussed at length, this implies that the depen-
dent variable should not group parties together in any way (such as
dichotomizing them into government versus opposition parties, as has
been common in past research), nor should it focus just on the choices
that voters make between parties; it must also take into account the
structure of preferences that voters have for the parties that compete
for their votes. A second feature of an adequate research design is that
it avoids using subjective indicators of economic conditions, since these
are strongly contaminated and subject to severe endogeneity problems.
A third desirable feature is that research should nevertheless be based
on individual-level data. The main reason for this is to avoid falling prey
to a multitude of aggregation artifacts that otherwise would complicate
(and potentially undermine) the validity of whatever causal inferences
we would like to make. One of these aggregation problems has been
highlighted in this chapter: the inability to deduce from data about par-
ties’ vote shares the patterns of electoral competition that determine
the extent to which changes in economic conditions are able to have
palpable effects on party choice.

The combination of the second and third of these desired proper-
ties of an adequate research design implies the need for data about



P1: JYD
0521863740c01 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 6, 2007 20:29

Studying Economic Voting 27

multiple electoral contexts. Individual-level data derive from surveys,
and the real economy is the same for everyone included in a given sur-
vey. Because for many countries the longest adequate and comparable
series consists of no more than about ten to twelve surveys, the need
for multiple contexts can most easily be satisfied by using comparable
survey data from different countries. This would have the additional
advantage (if the number of contexts is sufficiently large) of permitting
the assessment of possibly moderating effects of system characteristics
on how economic conditions affect voter preferences and choice.

Finally, an adequate design for the analysis of economic voting
requires rich data, permitting the analyst to take account of all sorts
of factors that – on the basis of first principles or from suggestions in
the literature – could not be ignored without risking omitted variable
bias in the measurement of effects of interest. In terms of individual-
level data, this means that the surveys on which studies of economic
voting are to be based should allow us to take account of as many
factors as possible that are known to affect voters’ party preferences.
At the very least, appropriate models would include as independent
variables the normal demographics of age, education, religion, and
social class, as well as left–right location and enough issue variables to
enable researchers to place respondents in terms of their issue concerns.
Moreover, this individual-level information must be highly comparable
between the surveys from different contexts. In practice, this will be
one of the more daunting requirements, as the actual comparability of
many ostensibly comparable datasets is usually much less than is often
assumed.7

In addition to rich individual-level data, an adequate design for the
study of economic voting requires plentiful information about parties
and about contexts. Such information can very well come from sources
other than surveys. As far as parties are concerned, information is
needed regarding all those attributes that have been suggested in the
literature as relevant for economic voting or, more generally, as relevant
for generating party support among voters. Many of these variables are
based on the notion that not all parties are equally held accountable for

7 The comparative studies reported by Franklin, Mackie, and Valen, et al. (1992) and
Thomassen (2005) testify in vivid detail to these problems, which we suspect were also
responsible for the underspecified models used in individual-level studies of economic
voting across time, as suggested earlier.
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the state of the economy, but that the extent to which each party is held
individually accountable is dependent on factors such as whether it is
part of the government, what portfolios it holds, and how long it has
been in office. Moreover, we expect parties’ sizes to be relevant for the
degree to which voters attribute to them credit and blame for economic
conditions, perhaps encapsulating other party characteristics such as
the ministries they control.8 We have already referred to the suggestion
that left-wing governments will be particularly held responsible for
rises in unemployment, while right-wing governments will particularly
be held responsible for rises in inflation.9 In view of our argument
that individual parties rather than governments should be the focus in
analyses of economic voting, this necessitates taking into account the
ideological complexion of individual parties.

Given the need for individual-level data from a variety of contexts –
so as to have sufficient variation in measures of the real economy –
properly specified analyses also require sufficient relevant information
about these contexts. Primary among these contextual variables are,
of course, the economic conditions whose effects on voting and elec-
tion are the objects of concern. But contexts vary also in other respects
that may be expected to have a direct impact on economic voting or
that may have to be controlled for in order to avoid aliasing effects.
In particular, it has been hypothesized that the clarity of responsibility
for (economic) policy in a system – widespread knowledge of who to
hold accountable – is a necessary precondition for economic voting
(Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999). Other distinc-
tions between political systems may also have to be assessed, such
as, for example, Lijphart’s (1999) classification of consensus versus
majoritarian democratic systems or Powell’s (2000) classification of
systems that adhere more to proportional as opposed to majoritarian
visions of democracy. Esping-Andersen’s (1990) distinction between
liberal, social democratic, and conservative welfare states may be rele-
vant because in some of these countries citizens have less to fear from a
deteriorating economy than in other countries, which may be reflected
in how voters react to economic conditions. Finally, all these different
kinds of data – at the level of individual respondents, political parties,

8 See, e.g., Anderson (1995).
9 Cf. Hibbs (1977, 1982), Powell and Whitten (1993), Whitten and Palmer (1999).
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and contexts – have to be integrated into a structure that allows them
to be analyzed in conjunction.

In summary, then, from the aggregate-level approach, we would
wish to see adopted the measures of economic conditions used in those
studies: measures of economic growth, unemployment, and inflation
published by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD). We would also wish to see the inclusion of other
variables that distinguish between different types of political systems
in which effects of the economy might be rather different. Using mea-
sures of the real economy and of systemic characteristics implies the
need to employ a relatively large number of units at the systemic level.
From the individual-level approach, we would wish to see adopted a
“standard model” of voting behavior that includes all of the many vari-
ables found in past work to influence the voting act. This implies the
need for survey data and, indeed (given the need for a large number of
units at the systemic level), a rather large number of different surveys
that nevertheless contain as far as possible the same individual-level
measures of concepts employed in the standard model.

Going beyond any approach used to date, we would wish to see an
approach that took account of the characteristics of those political par-
ties that vie for the votes of the individuals included in the surveys. This
implies the need for a dependent variable other than the conventional
measure of party choice so that, for each party, there is a measure of the
extent to which that party was supported by each voter. This implies a
unit of analysis below that of the survey respondent: a unit of analysis
at the intersection of parties and voters. Only at such a level of analysis
can the characteristics both of parties and of individuals (in addition to
the characteristics of political systems) be taken into account. At that
level of analysis, investigators could code not only the characteristics
of individuals, and in particular those that are generally understood
to condition their choices between parties, but also the characteristics
of the parties themselves, and in particular those that make parties
likely to be held accountable for the performance of the economy. At
such a level of analysis, it should be possible to properly specify the
conditions that govern the responses of voters to changing economic
conditions.

In Chapter 2, we will describe the model we employ in this book
and explain how it meets the conditions set out here so as to remove
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or at least ameliorate the various problems enumerated in this chap-
ter. We believe that this model has a good chance of arriving at stable
and consistent estimates for the effects of economic conditions. Then
in Chapter 3, we will describe in greater detail the theoretical expecta-
tions that govern our choice of variables for the model, the hypothe-
ses that we derive from this theoretical reasoning, and the data we
employ to test those hypotheses. Most of the hypotheses pertain to
individual-level behavior and relate either to expected effects of eco-
nomic conditions (and alternative ways of specifying those effects) or
to the influence of control variables that our model needs to take into
account. These hypotheses are tested in Chapters 4 and 5, which deal
with individual-level behavior. There is one hypothesis, however, that
concerns the outcomes of elections and the way in which those out-
comes are affected by economic conditions. That hypothesis is tested
in Chapter 6, which investigates election outcomes. Only after that, in
Chapter 7, will we be able to evaluate our approach in terms of whether
it has indeed solved the methodological and other problems that led
past researchers to produce such unstable findings. In the Epilogue,
finally, we sketch out how further research on economic voting might
be designed so as to avoid the endemic errors that have characterized
the field up to now.
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Party Choice as a Two-Stage Process

In the Introduction to this volume, we reported that instabilities in the
results of past studies have led researchers to call for a methodological
fix – a “trick” that would give stability to their findings. We believe
that one way to find this trick is to employ an approach that solves the
various problems outlined in Chapter 1. Whether such an approach
would be the required trick – the ideal approach that would yield stable
findings – remains to be seen. By addressing the problems we have
enumerated, however, we will take a major step in the right direction.
On the basis of our discussion of these problems, and summarizing
the conclusions we reached in Chapter 1, we can reiterate some of the
properties that an ideal approach would have.

The first property of an ideal approach is that it should allow us to
combine information from different countries in a single dataset that
contains data at the level of individual respondents. Such a dataset
would permit us to use objective national economic indicators to mea-
sure economic conditions. In order to obtain sufficient variance in eco-
nomic conditions for reliable effects to be measured, the number of
different elections needs to be quite large. How many elections we
need to study in order to acquire adequate variation in economic con-
ditions is not something that can be definitively stated. It would also
be desirable if these elections were spread out over a number of coun-
tries to provide us with meaningful variance in country characteristics.
Again, it is not possible to say a priori how many countries it would
take for the variance in their characteristics to be meaningful. In this

31
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study, we pool the data from forty-two different elections conducted
in fifteen different countries – generally three elections per country. We
believe that this dataset (described in more detail in the next chapter)
provides adequate variation, but this will be a matter for empirical
investigation.

A second property of an ideal method is that it should allow us to
go beyond the distinction, commonly made in past studies at what-
ever level of analysis, between government and opposition. An ideal
approach would permit individual political parties to be represented
in the data so that we can take account of a series of party character-
istics that might influence party standing with the voters. In Chapter 1
we mentioned some of the party characteristics that we consider to be
relevant. By distinguishing individual parties and their attributes, we
can assess whether and how party characteristics moderate the effects
of economic conditions on electoral decisions, as has been suggested
by Anderson (1995), Powell and Whitten (1993), Whitten and Palmer
(1999), and some others.

A third property of an ideal method is that it should allow us to dis-
tinguish between electoral preferences for parties on the one hand and
discrete vote choice on the other. We argued in the previous chapter –
and illustrated our argument by means of Figure 1.2 – that the extent
to which vote choice responds to economic conditions is only partially
a function of voters’ reactions to economic conditions. Actual votes
can only be affected by the economy if there is sufficient electoral com-
petition, which manifests itself in voters having propensities to support
more than just a single party. Since this is not something about voters
or parties but rather about the state of party competition, we need to
be able to study preference formation separately from party choice.
Equally, in order to understand election outcomes, we need to be able
to study party choice separately from preference formation. So we need
a method that allows us to analyze the level of support that voters have
for different parties but that also allows us to link that support unam-
biguously to actual electoral choice. Such a method – which would
effectively implement the distinction between the two aspects of voting
behavior that we referred to in Chapter 1 in terms of Downs’s (1957)
two-stage model – would allow us to assess not only how changing
electoral circumstances impinge on electoral preferences, but also how
changes in electoral preferences affect election outcomes.
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In this chapter, we describe a procedure for implementing such a
two-stage model and explain how we operationalize it in practice. But
before we turn to that, we need to address two fairly recently developed
approaches to studying party choice in multiparty situations (multino-
mial logit and conditional logit) that have been employed in past studies
to address at least some of the same problems that concern us here.
In the next section, we will first discuss these well-known mainstream
approaches and explain why neither is appropriate in our case.

Why Do We Not Use Logit Models?

Increasingly, multinomial logit and conditional logit methods are seen
as the de facto standard for analyzing party choice in multiparty sys-
tems. These methods are usually described as regression models for
nominal-level dependent variables, offering all the versatility and mul-
tivariate power that are commonly associated with regression tech-
niques. Because each of these techniques permits us to distinguish
separate political parties, they seem indeed particularly suitable for
studying multiparty situations, thus addressing the second of the desir-
able properties listed earlier. However, multinomial logit appears quite
deficient in terms of the first of those desirable properties because it
cannot pool information from different countries with different party
systems. Such models only permit an analysis of each electoral context
separately, and within each of those contexts the real economy will be
a constant whose effects cannot be analyzed.1 One way around this
last problem is to employ subjective indicators of the state of the econ-
omy, generated by asking respondents for their perceptions of how the
economy is performing. This has been done, for example, by Duch and
Stevenson (2003). As mentioned in Chapter 1, however, we consider
this to be an inadequate solution. The variations in economic percep-
tions cannot and therefore do not in any way reflect variations in the

1 If the set of parties is identical across elections, it is possible to pool survey data from
different elections in the same country, yielding variation in real economic conditions.
Given that there are no series of suitable election studies covering as many as even
fifteen cases (see Chapter 1), this variation in economic conditions would be quite
restricted, however. Moreover, such a dataset would also provide too few degrees
of freedom to permit inclusion of the necessary contextual controls, as discussed in
Chapter 1.
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real (national) economic context (or specific aspects thereof), which
is after all the same for all respondents to a specific survey. Moreover,
such perceptions are fraught with endogeneity problems (see Chapter 1,
footnote 5). Because multinomial logit methods would require us
to substitute subjective perceptions for real economic indicators, we
would be unable to address the problems discussed at length in Chap-
ter 1. Moreover, multinomial logit methods also share some of the
problems that plague the conditional logit technique, which we will
turn to next. So, multinomial logit does not meet the requirements set
out at the end of Chapter 1 for an adequate approach to the study of
economic voting.

Conditional logit is the second method sometimes used for analyz-
ing party choice in multiparty systems. In principle, this method does
permit the analysis of voters taken from multiple contexts, making it
possible to employ measures of the real economy (which would take
on different values in different contexts). In spite of the fact that this
method has so far hardly been used in comparative electoral analyses,2

its potential for doing so is obvious. This comparative potential, and
the near-canonized status of this method as the way par excellence
for analyzing choice in multiparty systems, merit a somewhat more
extensive discussion of conditional logit than its scant usage in extant
comparative studies would seem to justify.

The use of conditional logit models has a number of drawbacks that
are often overlooked. One of these is that the method requires inde-
pendent variables to be defined as relationships between respondents
and parties. Where this is not possible, the analyst either has to omit
such variables or resort to a mixed model that combines conditional
logit and multinomial logit components.3 The latter option loses the
potential for jointly analyzing data from different party systems, and
the former leads to mis-specification of models owing to omitted vari-
ables. An additional problem (which applies equally to multinomial

2 The major exception is Kroh (2003), who analyzes data from thirty elections in twenty-
seven countries in a single model. Although his study did not focus on the effects of
economic contexts, his analyses demonstrated the potential of doing so.

3 Our own method, which is described later in this chapter, requires this also. But the
solution we developed that accomplishes this for all kinds of independent variables
cannot be applied straightforwardly in a logit-based context.
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logit) is that the method requires the elimination from the analysis
of parties that have been chosen by only a handful of respondents in
order to prevent the estimated parameters from becoming too unsta-
ble. Because of the small proportion of voters involved, this restriction
is generally considered to be unproblematic. Yet, the decision to leave
out some choice options (i.e., parties) is less innocuous than it seems
at first sight. It changes the nature of the phenomenon under investi-
gation, and one ends up investigating choice from among the larger
parties rather than party choice as such. In practice, this also means
that only those respondents who voted for one of the larger parties
are included in the analyses – a form of selection on the dependent
variable. This generally reduces the variance of independent variables,
which leads to smaller estimated effects than otherwise would be found.
The magnitude of such biases is occasionally very large.4 Moreover,
the character and extent of such selection biases will generally be dif-
ferent between contexts, as the parties that will have to be excluded
from the analysis will be unique for each of the contexts and the num-
bers of respondents involved will vary as well. This undermines the
effectiveness of pooling individual-level information across different
countries.

A quite different set of problems besetting conditional logit models
(and multinomial logit models too) is that they are not really regres-
sion models for nominal-level dependent variables. Choice is not the
dependent variable in these models, but rather the utility of the choice
options, while choice is assumed to be determined by utility maxi-
mization. As will be clear from our discussion in Chapter 1, this fits
with the Downsean two-stage approach that we advocate for studying
voters’ choices. However pleasing this may be, the dependent vari-
able (utility) is not observed at all, but rather deduced post hoc from
the data. This procedure yields unbiased estimates of utilities – and
subsequently of the effects of independent variables – only if all rele-
vant characteristics of voters and of parties are known and included

4 Van der Eijk, van der Brug, Kroh, and Franklin (2006) find that elimination of smaller
parties in ways that are often practiced yields biases in estimated coefficients of as
much as ten standard errors, which is statistically highly significant. The ordering of
independent variables (from most to least important) changes as well.
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in the model (for a more detailed discussion, see van der Eijk, van der
Brug, Kroh, and Franklin 2006). This is obviously a tall order: a fully
specified model is in practice unattainable.5 Moreover, these models
yield unbiased estimates of the effects of the independent variables
only if their central assumptions are not violated. Some of these – most
notably the assumption of independence of irrelevant alternatives – are
exceedingly implausible.6 The greater the electoral competition – that
is, the more that support for one party overlays with that of one or
several other parties – the more likely it is that this assumption will be
violated.7

A final undesirable property of discrete-choice models such as con-
ditional logit (and multinomial logit) is that their parameter estimates
are not comparable between models and datasets as a consequence of
the procedure they employ to estimate the (unobserved) utilities that
function as the dependent variable (for a detailed discussion of this
point see Train 2003: 28–9). Thus, when models differ in the absolute
magnitude of an estimated parameter, one may not conclude that the
larger (absolute) value represents a stronger effect. This would make
it hard to reach conclusions based on comparisons between the effects
found in different models.8

5 This is not the ordinary omitted variable problem that affects all analysis of causal
effects, including our own. In discrete choice models, omitted variables bias the depen-
dent variable itself, as utility (the dependent variable) is not empirically observed but
derived from the data under the assumption of having a fully specified model. In our
own procedure, we do not rely on inferred measures of utility, but on empirical obser-
vations instead. As a consequence, our procedure is less vulnerable to a cumulation of
omitted variable problems than discrete choice models are.

6 A useful and accessible discussion of the role of this assumption in various kinds of
discrete choice models can be found in Alvarez and Nagler (1998).

7 The problematic nature of the independence of irrelevant alternatives (IIA) assumption
is often illustrated with the so-called red bus–blue bus example. If IIA holds, the ratio
of commuters choosing to travel by train versus by (red) bus should be unaffected by
the appearance on the market of a competing (blue) bus service. This assumption will
be less likely to hold the more similar the two bus services are (in this stylized example
they differ only in the color of the bus). Had the new transport possibility been of a
different nature (e.g., a boat), the IIA assumption might more easily be fulfilled. In the
political realm, we know that parties compete for votes by making similar appeals on
many issues. But the stronger such similarities are, the more the relationship between
parties will resemble the relationship between busses in the red bus–blue bus analogy,
in which case the IIA assumption patently does not hold.

8 Lack of awareness of this feature of discrete-choice models has led to a number of
incorrect substantive conclusions in the empirical literature.
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Our Alternative: Measuring Electoral Utilities

As we just explained, logit models estimate (unobserved) utilities on the
basis of respondents’ choices and their scores on independent variables
that are included in the model. In view of our doubts about the merits
of these approaches, we propose a method that, instead of estimating
utilities, aims to measure them directly by means of questions included
in mass surveys. In order to emphasize the distinction between direct
observations on the one hand and estimates of unobserved variables
on the other, and for reasons elaborated in Chapter 1, we refer to these
empirically observed measures as “party support propensities” or the
“level of party support.” On the basis of these measures, it is possible
to derive voters’ preferences for different parties, so (where this does
not cause confusion) we will also occasionally refer to them as “party
preferences.”

Party support levels can be observed by standard survey methods.
This involves asking respondents to report the strength of their support
for each party in turn. The problem here, however, is how to formulate
such questions. Words such as “support,” “utility,” “preference,” and
“choice” are quite common in everyday language, but their colloquial
meanings are largely overlapping and quite distinct from their meaning
in theories of electoral behavior. Citizens think and talk about voting
and party preferences more often in terms of party choice than any-
thing else. Consequently, survey questions intended to measure party
support may be better cast in terms of choice in order to be compre-
hensible to respondents. To have such questions nevertheless pertain to
the propensity that voters have to support each party – that is, to the
Downsean notion of the utility that voting for a party would yield –
respondents must be freed from familiar restrictions that apply to the
real act of voting (especially the normal restriction that one can vote
for only a single party) but that do not apply to utilities. In the early
1980s, experiments were conducted that employed projections into an
undefined future that would, it was hoped, accomplish this (van der
Eijk and Niemöller 1984). These researchers settled on a formulation
that has been used in an increasing number of studies in recent years: all
Dutch Parliamentary Election studies since 1982 (seven studies in total
at the time of writing), the European Election Studies of 1989, 1994,
1999, and 2004, and a growing number of (national) election studies
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including those in Britain, Ireland, Spain, and Germany. In this formu-
lation, respondents are asked to indicate on a 10-point scale how likely
it is that they will “ever” vote for each of the parties in their country. In
the surveys that we analyze, this question was formulated as follows:

We have a number of parties in [name of country] each of which would like
to get your vote. How probable is it that you will ever vote for the following
parties? Please specify your views on a 10-point-scale where 1 means “not at all
probable” and 10 means “very probable.” You may use any number between
1 and 10 to specify your views.

This question was then asked for each of a series of parties, usually all
plausible contenders for parliamentary representation.

As voters are not expected to have prognostic powers, the responses
are thought to express their current support for the parties to which
the question refers. Indeed, as we shall see, much research has estab-
lished that these questions (despite their use of the word “ever”) do
precisely tap respondents’ orientations to the current electoral context
only. Minor variations in question wording seem not to affect this ques-
tion’s validity as long as two conditions are fulfilled. First, the “ever”
has to be left unspecified, and not related to a specific upcoming or
recent election or to a given time period. Second, the responses for
each of the parties should in no way constrain each other: a high score
for one party should not require that lower scores be given to other
parties, and the scores should not be required to have a constant sum
or anything like that. In spite of the fact that the question wording
seems at first sight to elicit choice probabilities, so long as the period
about which the voter is questioned remains undefined, this appears to
ensure that the scores that respondents give each party are not in fact
probabilities but rather relate to strengths of support for parties that
can vary independently of each other.9

9 We want to emphasize the difference between our measurement of party support and
the data provided by a different question that at first sight seems very similar. Some-
times respondents are asked to indicate choice probabilities with respect to intended
voting behavior in an upcoming election (Maas, Steenbergen, and Saris 1990; Burden
1997). In these questions the set of responses must satisfy some constraint, e.g., when
requested in the form of percentages, that they sum to 100. Such questions do not
yield measures of party support (or utilities in Downsean terminology) but probabil-
ities. These are quite different measures, because support pertains to single parties,
whereas the constraint that probabilities sum to 100 percent gives them a relational
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In order to be useful as measures of electoral support, responses
to these questions should fulfill two criteria. First, the empirical rela-
tionship should hold that actual party choice at the time of the sur-
vey coincides with the party to which respondents award the highest
score. This implies that actual choice should ideally depend only on the
responses to these questions; no other empirical factors should impinge
on actual choice after controlling for electoral support measured in this
way. The responses we obtain fulfill this requirement with flying colors.
In the European Elections Study of 1994, for example, the percentage
of respondents that actually (said they would) vote for the party that
they most strongly support ranges from 93 percent to 99 percent across
the different member states of the European Union (EU) (van der Eijk,
Franklin, and van der Brug 1999). Similar findings were obtained in
the 1989 study (van der Eijk and Franklin 1996, Ch. 20) and the 1999
study (van der Brug, van der Eijk and Franklin forthcoming).10

A second criterion is that respondents should not routinely give a
“certainly never” response in the case of parties they do not vote for,
because the combined answers would then yield no more information
than answers to the ubiquitous party choice question. We do indeed
find that in all member states of the EU there are substantial numbers
of voters whose preferences for their second most preferred party lag
only minimally behind their preferences for their most preferred one
(the party they actually vote for). For some this is also the case for
their third most preferred party. Consequently, for these voters, small
fluctuations in party support may change the rank order of the propen-
sities they have to support each party and hence the choice they finally

(or ipsative) character. Support (or utility in the Downsean meaning of the term)
should be reflected in nonipsativity of observations (i.e., the number of observations
equals the degrees of freedom). Probabilities are obviously ipsative, owing to the
fact that they sum to a fixed total (so degrees of freedom are less than the number
of parties). In many standard forms of analysis this generates a violation of basic
statistical assumptions.

10 That still leaves a discrepancy of up to 7 percent between the theoretical expectation
and its empirical manifestation. Extensive analysis has not shown that the size of this
discrepancy is systematically related to any of the independent variables of interest
to us in this or other research. It thus reflects (a small degree of) random error in the
measurement of vote propensities. Therefore, we consider this measure to be a valid
operationalization of our concept of support and thus also of the Downsean concept
of utility (van der Brug, van der Eijk, and Franklin forthcoming).
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make.11 The number of parties that are close together in utility and
at the top of any particular voter’s preference order is usually quite
small. Most parties further down a voter’s preference order lag so far
behind in terms of support that the difference is unlikely to be made
up by minor fluctuations. Above all, the second criterion required for
a useful measure of utility is fulfilled: in addition to indicating party
choice (the party with the highest score), they also provide information
on the extent to which respondents are subject to competing pressures
from more than one party. The proportion of respondents who would
derive high utility from several choice options (the pivotal Voter 3 in
Figure 1.2 varies between countries and between election years (see,
for example, van der Eijk and Oppenhuis 1991; Kroh, van der Brug,
and van der Eijk forthcoming). So does the proportion of voters whose
structure of preferences places them effectively beyond the reach of
electoral competition. In addition to these two most obvious crite-
ria for interpreting the responses as electoral utilities, a large number
of additional validating analyses have been reported elsewhere, most
importantly by Tillie (1995) and by Oppenhuis (1995).

Despite the fact that we think our measures of electoral support for
political parties are unbiased indicators of what in Downsean terms
would be called “electoral utility,” we do not generally in this book
refer to them as such. We want to avoid using the term utility because
there is considerable confusion in the political science discipline as
to what the concept of utility actually refers to. Moreover, the term is
often used somewhat differently again by economists, who also actively
contribute to the literature on economic voting. Finally, the term utility
is frequently associated with the so-called rational choice approach to
social science theorizing, an approach that is rather different from the
one we employ in this book. As stated earlier, we will therefore refer
to our measures as party support propensities or party support.

A Design to Analyze Variation in Party Support

Voters’ propensity to support political parties is measured in each elec-
toral context for a large number of parties, and each of these parties
yields a separate variable. Yet, these variables should all be analyzed

11 These asymmetries will be illustrated in great detail in Chapter 6.
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simultaneously as if they were a single (dependent) variable. The logic
of the party support concept suggests a common foundation for the
factors that yield support rather than party-specific foundations, and
only if support for different parties is treated as a single variable can
we discover whether this is true.12 We want to know what it is that
leads people to differ in their support for parties, and we would like
the answer to this question to explain equally why some parties are
strongly supported and others are not. If we are clever in formulating
the independent variables in such a way as not to be party specific,
it would be theoretically possible for us to completely eliminate the
need for party-specific explanations of party support. Obviously, it is
an empirical question to what extent support for different parties can
be explained by common factors, and to what extent party-specific fac-
tors still play a role, but this empirical question can only be answered
by a single analysis for all these variables combined.

Treating all the different party support variables for each individ-
ual as a single dependent variable can be achieved by a variant on the
technique suggested for regression in time and space (Stimson 1985).
In practical terms, this involves no more than performing a regres-
sion on a “stacked” data matrix (the same operation as performed
in conditional logit analysis). This matrix is derived from a “normal”
survey data matrix, in which the unit of analysis is transformed from
the respondent to the respondent ∗ party combination, as illustrated
in Figure 2.1, where transformations are indicated by arrows. In this
way, each respondent appears as many times as there are parties for
which support propensities were measured, and the level of analysis is
effectively changed from the individual level to the individual ∗ party
level – a level of analysis called for in our enumeration in Chapter 1 of
the requirements for an adequate approach to the study of economic

12 Conditional logit models likewise assume a common foundation in terms of the (unob-
served) utilities rather than party-specific foundations. However, in those models, the
validity of that assumption is hard to test since it lies at the root of the procedure
employed to estimate the unobserved utilities. In our approach, we can establish
empirically whether a single set of common factors adequately explains support for
each of the parties or whether the foundations of party support are party specific.
The way we test this assumption is by assessing the significance of interactions with
dummy variables identifying each party. In the analyses reported in this book, such
interactions were not found to be statistically significant. Equivalent tests cannot be
conducted when conditional logit models are employed.
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figure 2.1. Structure of the stacked data matrix.

voting. Separate identifiers are added to this stacked data matrix to
identify the respondents and parties in question.

The dependent variable in the analyses is the observed strength of
support of the respondent involved in each respondent ∗ party com-
bination for the party involved in the same combination. In this data
matrix, the dependent variable thus pertains to each of the parties in
turn, as well as to each of the respondents in turn, and can be thought
of as generic party support. In such a data matrix, many of the inde-
pendent variables that derive from survey data need to be recast so that
they pertain not to a respondent or to a party, but to a relation between
a respondent and a party.13 Usually, such independent variables have

13 The structure of this data matrix is basically the same as in conditional logit analyses.
The only difference is that the dependent variable is dichotomous in conditional logit
(a party was chosen by the respondent in question or it was not), whereas it is a
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to be specially constructed. Neither a party’s position on the left–right
scale nor the position of a voter on that scale will, for example, capture
in this design the effect of left–right ideology on party support, but a
distance between the left–right positions of each voter and each party
does capture this effect, and our surveys do measure the locations of
parties in left–right terms as well as the locations of voters, so dis-
tances between the voter and party in each voter ∗ party combination
can be calculated by subtraction. If we later find that stronger support
is given to parties whose distance from the individuals concerned is rel-
atively small, we will have established (or confirmed) the importance
of left–right distance in determining which parties are preferred.

In principle, similarity (or dissimilarity) measures could be con-
structed for any variable for which we could relate party characteristics
to voter characteristics. For example, a measure of Catholic affinity
could be coded 1 for each voter-party record in which a Catholic voter
was paired with a Catholic party and 0 otherwise. In practice, we often
do not know on theoretical grounds where a party stands in terms of
particular independent variables. In such cases, appropriate indepen-
dent variables for this stacked design can still be constructed by way of
an inductive procedure. This procedure predicts the support score for
each respondent on the basis of a simple regression analysis for each of
the parties in turn in the (unstacked) data matrix, using as the predic-
tor the independent variable of interest. These predicted scores are, of
course, measured on the scale of the dependent variable. They can be
interpreted as containing two components: a component that consists
of the explanatory power of the independent variable in question and
a component that reflects the popularity of the party in question that is
generated on other grounds than by the independent variable. By elimi-
nating the second component (which is done by centering the predicted
scores), the remainders reflect only variations caused by differences in
the independent variable. These predicted and centered values (y-hats)
are saved and stacked to yield a generic independent variable.14 This

scale here. Moreover, the nature of the independent variables – expressing a relation
between voters and parties – is identical in our approach and in conditional logit
models.

14 The original regression equation is yi = a + b∗xi + ei. In this equation the predicted
value ŷi = a + b∗xi. By substituting a + b∗ xi with ŷi in the equation, the new
regression equation (using the ŷi as predictors of party utility) becomes: yi = ŷi + ei .
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independent variable differs from other generic independent variables
constructed in the same way only in terms of the identity of the original
independent variable that gave rise to the y-hats concerned.15

As an example, we constructed in this manner a proxy measure of
each voter’s proximity to each of the parties in terms of social class
by assessing empirically how well respondents’ social class predicted
their support for each of the parties. So for each party in turn, in
each country in turn, a regression analysis was conducted with social
class as the independent variable and support for that party as the
dependent variable. The predicted values of each of these regressions
(y-hats) were centered (see footnote 14), saved, and inserted into the
stacked data matrix as new predictors of party support – but now as
a single variable pertaining to every respondent ∗ party combination
in the stacked dataset, no matter which particular individual or party
was concerned.

Stacked datasets were constructed for each separate country and for
each separate election for which we had relevant data. To the extent
that the same predictors were available in each survey, the same generic
variables could be created in all of them. In each of the stacked datasets,
the dependent and the independent variables were transformed in this
way into a generic form, making them not only comparable across par-
ties but also comparable across datasets. It was then a trivial matter

If one estimates this new regression (using the y-hat as an estimator of y), the estimate
of the intercept will be 0, the estimated slope will be 1, and ei (which forms the basis
for the computation of explained variance) is unaltered. When stacking the y-hats on
top of each other in the stacked matrix, the newly constructed independent variable is
not the predicted value (y-hat), but the deviation of the y-hats from their mean for each
party. This still encapsulates the variance in party utility caused by the independent
variable, but it prevents differences among parties in the average level of utilities
from being incorporated in the newly created independent variable. Such differences
among parties in average utilities are caused by other factors besides xi and should
hence not contribute to the variance in the newly created predictor. This procedure
is also advocated by Iversen (1991) and by Snijders and Bosker (1999). For a more
elaborate discussion, see van der Eijk and Franklin (1996, Ch. 20).

15 The following independent variables were constructed in this way: social class,
income, religion, issues, EU approval, and previous national vote. The measured
effects (b’s) for these variables have no substantive interpretation, but their impor-
tance in our analyses is in controlling for the effects concerned. Effects of interest in
this book are mainly those of economic variables that are not constructed in this way
and whose effects do have straightforward substantive interpretations.
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to pool the stacked datasets for different elections and countries, evi-
dently adding additional variables to identify the country and election
to which each record belonged.16 Once suitably stacked data from
separate countries had been pooled, we could employ the identifiers
for parties and countries as key variables to permit the matching and
merging of additional independent variables relating to each party and
to each country context. Obviously, party attributes are constant for
all respondent ∗ party combinations that pertain to the same party,
and country characteristics are constant for all data from the same
country. But these attributes and characteristics do vary within the
stacked and pooled dataset. In structuring our data in this way, we fol-
low the decades-old advice of Przeworski and Teune (1970) to replace
the names of parties and countries with theoretically relevant vari-
ables whose values reflect their characteristics. Analyses on the result-
ing stacked and pooled data have the advantage not only of being able
to take account of additional independent variables that would be con-
stant within any one country but also of taking account of a larger range
of variation of independent variables than is usually available within
each country. Many variables are likely to find their variance trun-
cated within any one country as compared to the variance found over
all countries taken together. Analyzed country by country we would
find different effects as a consequence of the different distributional
characteristics of the same variable in different countries.17 By pooling
the data, we avoid such spurious country differences while at the same
time gaining the benefit of extra leverage in analyses whose variables
enjoy the maximum available variation.

We are also able to check that all relevant party and country dif-
ferences have indeed been taken into account by finally adding party
and country dummies as test variables that should not have significant

16 We use the word “pooling” to describe the introduction of records (here respon-
dent ∗ party combinations) from one survey to those of a different survey that has
been transformed into the same stacked form.

17 It would be incorrect to interpret such differences as necessarily indicating differences
in the strength of effects. To some extent they are the consequence of selection bias,
with each country representing a different truncated distribution. This problem was
found in the analyses conducted for a study of voter behavior at European Parlia-
ment elections (van der Eijk and Franklin 1996), and the solution adopted here was
pioneered in that work (see Tables 20.3 and 20.4 in that book).
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effects, either individually or in interaction with substantive inde-
pendent variables, if all relevant characteristics had been taken into
account.

Operationalizing the Two-Stage Model of Party Choice
The approach that we have adopted allows us to analyze party choice
by means of the two-stage model referred to in Chapter 1. In the first
stage, voters determine their propensity to support each of the parties
on offer, taking account of all the different factors that generate such
support. We can analyze this process by straightforward multivari-
ate modeling of the dependent variable in the stacked data matrix. In
these analyses we may use as independent variables (or as components
of interaction terms) the relational variables pertaining to respondent ∗

party combinations as well as attributes of voters, of parties, and
of contexts. In the second stage of this model, voters compare these
propensities and vote for the party that they support most strongly.
Though the stacked and pooled data matrix provides us with leverage
through its very comprehensiveness, when preferences are turned into
choices, those choices are party – and hence country – specific. So,
while our understanding of what makes parties valued can be party –
and country – independent, that understanding is readily translated
into an explanation of why respondents choose to vote for the specific
parties they actually vote for in a particular country at a given moment
in time.

By stacking respondent ∗ party combinations and pooling these
across countries, our data acquire a structure that makes it possible,
using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, to analyze the effects
of variables at different levels of analysis in a single integrated model
and to assess interactions between variables at different levels.18 This
provides a simple and straightforward way to address questions of
contextuality and heterogeneity.19

18 Only by pooled analyses can a systematic assessment of characteristics of the effects
of contexts (such as countries or time periods) on individual behavior be attained
along the lines originally recommended by Przeworski and Teune (1970).

19 For examples of the use of stacked and pooled design for assessing homogeneity of
parties, see van der Brug, Fennema, and Tillie (2000) and van der Brug and Fennema
2003; for examples of assessing homogeneity of voters, see van der Brug, van der
Eijk, and Franklin (2002).
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Because of the multilevel structure of the data, it might be wondered
why we do not employ multilevel analysis methods (hierarchical linear
modeling – HLM) that would appear to be ideally suited for these types
of data. The main advantage of these models is that they prevent tests
of significance from being conducted with inflated degrees of freedom.

Inflated degrees of freedom can spring from two different sources.
The first is usually referred to as the “problem of intraclass correla-
tion”: contextual characteristics often generate a degree of homogene-
ity between the individual cases from the same context, which vio-
lates the assumption that they are independent observations. The more
homogeneous the individual cases are within each context, the less
independent information they provide (cf. Snijders and Bosker 1999;
Diez Roux 2002; Steenbergen and Jones 2002). This problem affects
the use of individual-level independent variables in pooled datasets.
Adequate specification of contextual characteristics will account for
this homogeneity and remove the danger of testing significance of
individual-level variables with inflated degrees of freedom. HLM is
helpful in avoiding the inflated degrees of freedom problem only to the
extent that context-generated homogeneity remains after accounting
for contextual variables. In our case, theoretical considerations derived
from previous analyses on the propensity to vote variable allowed us to
specify contextual variables that account adequately for intraclass cor-
relation, so that our tests of the significance of individual-level factors
in the pooled data are not inflated (the intraclass correlation accounts
for only 0.9 percent of the variance in the dependent variable).

The second problem concerning degrees of freedom relates to test-
ing significance of independents of higher-level units. Our stacked and
pooled dataset contains more than 237,000 records, but this does not
alter the fact that the data represent only forty-two political-economic
contexts. One could argue that a test of the significance of contex-
tual factors should be defined on the number of higher-level units.
Were we to do so, we would find that none of the economic con-
ditions investigated has a significant effect. Yet, we consider this an
unsatisfactory and unjustified basis to conclude that the economy has
no effect on voters’ support for parties. Most aggregate-level stud-
ies of economic voting find effects of economic conditions of the kind
reflected in our hypotheses (to be elaborated in Chapter 3). Calculating
standard errors for aggregate variables using an N of 42 would thus,
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without good reason, greatly increase the risk of Type II errors (pos-
sibly leading us to conclude mistakenly that there were no effects of
economic voting).

One might think that our data contain yet a different form of multi-
level structure that requires special modeling considerations. Should
the voter ∗ party records in the stacked data matrix be considered
as hierarchically nested within individual respondents as higher-level
units, and should that be reflected in degrees of freedom? The answer to
this question is no. The dependent variable in the voter ∗ party records
is not just a characteristic of an individual that is equally reflected in
the other voter ∗ party records that are associated with the same indi-
vidual. It is as much a reflection of characteristics of parties as it is
of individuals. The same holds for the independent variables that are
distances or similarities (the latter operationalized by way of the y-hat
procedure explained earlier). The multilevel structure is therefore not
a hierarchical one of voter ∗ party recoreds nested within voters, but is
a complete cross-classification of voter ∗ party records nested equally
within voters and within parties. This complexity is not easily han-
dled by HLM, so this perspective, too, provides no compelling reason
to employ explicit multilevel modeling, particularly as the complex-
ities of the data structure can be handled in a straightforward fash-
ion in OLS by specifying, where necessary, higher-order interaction
effects.20

Though we do not engage in HLM, we are aware of the fact that dis-
aggregating our data to the level of the individual ∗ party dramatically
increases the degrees of freedom that would be present in a standard
regression analysis. Therefore, we report robust standard errors for

20 Testing whether higher-level units (individual respondents) account for residual vari-
ation in lower-level ones (voter ∗ party records) is entirely redundant in this case.
We do know that we have not exhausted individual-level explanatory characteristics.
Some of these were not present in our data (for example, postmaterialism and other
value orientations, orientations toward political leaders, information about voters’
social networks, etc.). To the extent that we err here, we do so in commission, as such
factors are standardly omitted in the extant literature on economic voting. Other
omitted variables would include idiosyncratic response tendencies (cf. Saris 1988)
that are not of central concern to us here, particularly because there are no indica-
tions that such factors are systematically correlated to the independent variables that
we do use (in other words, omitting them is unlikely to generate omitted variable bias
in our estimates).
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our findings, treating the individual survey respondents as units for
the purpose of computing standard errors rather than the responses
they give for each party they rate. The logic here is that individuals
may give different patterns of answers (with several parties tied for
first place in the case of undecided individuals, but with much more
differentiated ratings for strong party identifiers). This would create
problems of heteroskedasticity if the respondent ∗ party combination
were used as the basis for computing standard errors. The procedure
we employ gives much larger (more robust) standard errors than we
would otherwise get. Using panel-corrected standard errors (Beck and
Katz 1995), in which each individual is treated as a panel, would be
an alternative approach. However, we find that this gives smaller (less
robust) standard errors than our approach.

Though some may disagree with the reasoning outlined here that led
us to adopt the methods for calculating statistical significance employed
in this book, such skeptics might like to bear in mind that the number
of coefficients significant at the 0.05 level in an analysis (in Chapter 5)
where theory predicted no significant effects was just what would have
been found on the basis of chance: about one in twenty (for several
hundred coefficients). Had our methods of calculating significance lev-
els set the bar too high or too low, we would not have obtained these
results.

In addition to reporting robust standard errors, we consider as
significant only coefficients whose standard errors yield significance
at the 0.01 level. Given the large number of cases at the individual
level in this study (over 33,000 cases), using the more conventional
0.05 level would yield significance even for substantively tiny effects.
More importantly, given that we estimate a great many effects, many
of these would prove significant at the 0.05 level simply on the basis of
chance. By using a more stringent criterion for significance, we ensure
substantive importance for our findings and limit the risk of capitalizing
on chance.

Returning to the two-stage model, the second stage in modeling
voter behavior provides us with additional analytical possibilities. Esti-
mated explanatory models of party support can be used as a basis for
assessing the consequences for party choice of changes in the indepen-
dent variables. This makes it possible to estimate the consequences
of variations in economic conditions in terms of the choices that
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individual voters make and – by aggregating these – in terms of the
election results to which those choices collectively give rise. Explaining
how this works in practice will be deferred until Chapter 6, where we
also present the relevant analyses.

Advantages of Our Approach

We can be quite specific about the ways in which our approach avoids
the problems and pitfalls of traditional approaches to the study of eco-
nomic voting. Its most important advantage is its superior representa-
tion of the choice process, which should give rise to superior estimates
of the effects of economic conditions because of the separation of that
process into two different stages.

The first stage is analytically complex, but by focusing on voters’
support for each of the parties that compete for their votes, we can
analyze a dependent variable whose shifts in value are not constrained
by the competitive situation between parties. We showed in Figure 1.2
how a change in economic conditions might yield uniform shifts in
party support even while giving rise to very nonuniform changes in
party choice. Abstracting from the combined process just the stage
that relates to party support gives us the possibility of detecting effects
that would be hard to detect on the basis of changes in party choice.
More importantly, it gives us the possibility of properly specifying
the process that generates the differences in levels of party support.
The level of measurement of the dependent variable, at the conflu-
ence of individual and party, enables us to analyze the impact not
only of individual characteristics (as has been customary in individual-
level studies) but also of party characteristics. And the pooling of
multiple surveys from different political contexts enables us to take
account of system characteristics that would be constant in any one
survey.

Because the dependent variable is a rating scale that can be inter-
preted as an interval-level measure, it has the advantage (in compari-
son with a dependent variable indicating the choice between parties)
of permitting us to bring to bear the full power of OLS regression anal-
ysis in evaluating the effects of economic conditions on party support
while controlling for other influences, yielding coefficients that can be
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straightforwardly compared in terms of their relative magnitudes. In
this way, we can discover not only whether the economy affects party
support but also whether this is a strong or weak effect relative to other
influences.

The second stage is analytically simple, because it is based on a sim-
ple maximizing decision rule: voters choose the party that they support
the most.21 However, separating this choice into a separate stage is sub-
stantively very powerful. It enables us to take account of the fact that
different parties and different voters are situated very differently in
terms of the competition for votes. Most voters will not change their
votes as a result of changes in their degree of support for the various
parties. Some of these changes in support will pertain to parties that
are too far from serious consideration to have any chance of being
chosen no matter what changes there may be in their level of support.
Other changes will be in the wrong direction given the competitive
situation of the parties concerned: increasing the support for a party
that is already in first place or reducing the support for a party that is
already in second or lower place. It matters very much which precise
parties see their support changed and where those parties stand in the
competition for votes. Distinguishing the choices between parties in a
separate stage enables us to take account of such factors. Above all,
analyzing party choice at a point at which the structure of party compe-
tition for each voter is already known enables us to take account of the

21 The proposition that “voters choose the party that they support the most” seems
to fly in the face of numerous observations of so-called strategic voting: situations
where voters do not choose the party they prefer most, for instance, because that
party has little chance of being elected (cf. Bowler and Lanoue 1992; Niemi, Whitten,
and Franklin 1992; Franklin, Niemi, and Whitten 1994; Heath and Evans 1994;
Ordeshook and Zeng 1997; Alvarez and Nagler 2000; Karp, Vowles, Banducci, and
Donovan 2002). The difference is, however, a matter of different uses of similar terms.
Many arguments about strategic voting use a decontextualized notion of support (they
refer to people’s “true” preferences, irrespective of political context). Our measures
of (propensity to) support, however, are situated in a particular context in which one
of the parties may well be unlikely to “win” (in any meaningful interpretation of
the term). To voters who value winning, the propensity to support that party will
therefore be smaller than it would be in a different context where that party had
a high likelihood of winning. In our model, therefore, strategic considerations are
thus relevant in the first stage, not in the second. Tillie (1995) operationalized voters’
strategic concerns and demonstrated that those were of relevance in the first stage,
and not in the second stage of models like ours.
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extent to which each party has succeeded in mobilizing its full electoral
potential. As explained in Chapter 1, the extent to which parties can
gain or lose votes as a consequence of changes in economic conditions
depends ultimately on where they stand in relation to their potential
support. Not being able to take account of parties’ competitive situ-
ation was the major defect in traditional approaches to the study of
economic or any other kind of voting.

The analytical approach of this two-stage model follows very closely
the logic of Downs (1957), who also explicitly discusses the impor-
tance of distinguishing analytically between party support (generally
referred to as party utility, as already mentioned) and party choice.
Our approach does not, however, require the analyst to use just those
independent variables that Downsean theory suggests. In our mod-
els, we do control for one of the crucial independent variables in the
Downsean model, left–right proximity to parties, but we also con-
trol for social-structural variables such as class and religion, as well as
other variables that have no place in Downs’s theory. The design of our
analyses is similar to the one employed in the analysis of directional
issue voting (MacDonald, Listhaug, and Rabinowitz 1991). Ever since
their first major publication on this topic (Rabinowitz and MacDonald
1989), these authors have eschewed a dependent variable measuring
the binary distinction between the party voted for on the one hand and
all other parties on the other, based on the same well-established obser-
vation that we cite: in multiparty systems, voters commonly regard
several parties as worthy recipients of their vote rather than just a sin-
gle one. The difference is that while Rabinowitz and MacDonald use
“sympathy ratings” (also known as “thermometer scales”), we employ
measures of party support.22

Our approach permits us to analyze both stages in the Downsean cal-
culus of voting, analyzing first the support that voters give to different

22 The link between sympathy ratings and vote choice is assumed, but not tested in the
various publications by Rabinowitz, MacDonald, and their associates. In this study,
we employ the answers to questions for which the link with vote choice has been
demonstrated empirically (as explained earlier in this chapter). Another difference
between our method and theirs is that we also investigate the second stage in the two-
stage model: converting individual preferences for all parties into individual choices
for each party and aggregating these into election outcomes. This second stage is
not investigated in the various publications by Rabinowitz, MacDonald, and their
associates.
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political parties, which we address in Chapters 4 and 5, and then the
choices that they make (and the electoral outcomes that result), which
we address in Chapter 6. Before we move to those analyses, however,
we need to elaborate our hypotheses and introduce the individual-level
data that we employ in this study, along with the various political and
economic contexts from which we derive additional variables. That is
the subject of Chapter 3.
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Hypotheses and Data

The Theoretical and Empirical Setting

In this chapter, we will pull together the theoretical expectations we
derive from the relevant literature (much of which has already been
referred to in Chapter 1) and set them out in the form of testable
hypotheses. These expectations mainly concern the effects of economic
conditions on voting. They will be complemented, however, by expec-
tations that are included to produce the control variables we need if our
models are to be well specified. Having set out the relevant hypotheses,
we will then describe the data with which we test those hypotheses, and
the economic and political settings from which the data were obtained.

Hypotheses

Our theorizing can be divided into three categories. First is the fun-
damental expectation upon which all of the economic voting lit-
erature is based: that government standing with the voters will be
hurt by bad economic times and (perhaps) helped by good economic
times (e.g., Tufte 1978; Chrystal and Alt 1981; Hibbs 1977; Fair 1988;
Lewis-Beck 1988; Markus 1988, 1992; Erikson 1989; Mackuen,
Erikson, and Stimson 1992; Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and
Palmer 1999; Nadeau and Lewis-Beck 2001), together with its gener-
ally unspoken corollary relating to opposition parties (that they should
in some way suffer less or even benefit from bad economic conditions).
Then we move on to the elaborations of this hypothesis that become
possible in the context of models that distinguish between different

54
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government (and opposition) parties. Finally, we introduce and develop
certain expectations that have nothing to do with economic voting but
that would affect the standing of government parties. Variables deriv-
ing from these expectations need to be controlled for if our estimates
of the effects of economic conditions are to be unbiased.

So, we start with expectations regarding economic voting. Since we
hope for better-specified models by focusing on parties rather than on
governments, the expectations we derive from the literature referred to
in the previous paragraph have to be reformulated in terms of parties,
yielding our first hypothesis:

H1: The state of the economy has effects on voters’ support for government
parties – positive in the case of economic growth, negative in the case of unem-
ployment and inflation.

Previous research has implicitly assumed that effects on opposition
parties would be either zero or opposite to the effects on government
parties. We see no reason to expect either regularity. If the relation-
ship between government and opposition is a hostile and uncompro-
mising one, it seems logical that effects would be oppositely signed.
If, however, opposition parties can influence government policy, then
they should share to at least some extent in whatever credit or blame
voters apportion for that policy. Our second hypothesis is thus:

H2: Effects of the economy on voters’ support for opposition parties will be dif-
ferent than for government parties – either smaller in magnitude or differently
signed.

As a supplement to these two primary hypotheses, we consider it
likely that the extent to which parties will be held responsible for eco-
nomic conditions will vary according to some of their attributes and
according to specific conditions. That is what we turn to now. To start
with, we might expect parties that have been in government for a longer
period to be held more responsible for economic conditions than par-
ties that have held government office for a shorter period. Particularly
in poor economic conditions, government parties will try to external-
ize blame by pointing to their predecessors or to external conditions
outside their control. We expect that such attempts will become increas-
ingly less effective the longer a party has been in government. We have
to keep in mind, however, that parties do not necessarily all become
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part of a government at the same time. Sometimes coalitions change
in composition during the course of a parliamentary term, and newer
additions may not be held as fully responsible as are members of longer
standing. Additionally, if we look beyond a single parliament, we have
to deal with the fact that coalitions change their complexion over time
but that some parties are almost always included. Some parties, such as
the Italian Christian Democrats until the early 1990s (as well as their
Dutch and Belgian counterparts), appeared to be permanent govern-
ment parties, though with a variety of changing partners. Evidently,
when assessing responsibility for long-term economic performance, it
is quite possible that voters would distinguish long-term government
members from those who have been members of the government for a
shorter time. This theorizing gives rise to:

H3: Effects of the economy on support for government parties will reflect the
length of time the party has been a member of the government.

Even leaving aside time in office, we do not necessarily expect all
government parties to be held equally accountable. Single-party gov-
ernments (as in Britain during our period) might indeed take all credit
and all blame for what happens on their watch, but parties that share
government power in a coalition need not share responsibility equally.
Past research has generally assumed implicitly that all government par-
ties are treated as if each was the only government party (the prime
exceptions are Anderson 1995; Norpoth 1996; Wilkin, Haller, and
Norpoth 1997). It seems more logical to us that credit and blame would
be assigned to coalition partners according to their influence on gov-
ernment policy with respect to the economy: large parties have more
control over policymaking and can reasonably be held more account-
able for the results than small parties. Moreover, there is no reason
to suppose that the electorate would treat opposition parties any dif-
ferently. Large opposition parties are more likely to find themselves in
a position to influence economic policy, and small opposition parties
less likely. Large opposition parties may therefore not be exempt from
blame for poor economic conditions, particularly if they were in gov-
ernment in the not too distant past. This might even result in negative
economic developments impinging upon support for all mainstream
parties that are considered to be part of “the regime.” On the basis
of this consideration, we should distinguish parties not only by their
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status as government or opposition parties, but also by their size. In all
European countries during the period we study, large parties (measured
by the proportion of seats they hold in parliament) are also potential
governing parties.1 If economic recession decreases support for main-
stream political parties, large opposition parties may well lose sup-
port as a consequence of a slowing economy, just as large government
parties do.

In addition to size, control over specific government portfolios might
be expected to affect the extent to which government parties are cred-
ited or blamed for economic conditions. This relates in particular to the
prime minister and the minister of finance. These ministers in particular
attract media attention when the economy comes under scrutiny, and
consequently their responsibility is more visible to the public than the
responsibility of other ministers.2 Our next two hypotheses are thus:

H4a: Effects of the economy on support for all parties will be distributed among
them in proportion to their size;

H4b: Effects of the economy on the support for parties that are members of
a governing coalition will be strongest for the parties that control the prime
ministership or the ministry of finance.

It is even possible that (many) voters would take party size into
account to the exclusion of government status, holding larger parties
more responsible than smaller ones, irrespective of whether they are
government or opposition parties. Particularly in contexts where it is
not clear which parties are responsible for the state of the economy (see
later), it may be more important for voters to judge parties by their
identity as “important players” than by their status as government
parties. It is therefore possible that party size, being a considerably
more durable party characteristic in most countries than whether a
party is in government, would be used by many voters as a cue or

1 We use party size as a proxy for what Sartori (1976) called “players.” Other authors
have referred to such parties as “system parties” or as “coalitionable.” Such parties
are generally fairly large, although at times there were relatively large parties that were
not coalitionable, such as the Communist Party in Italy and today’s Belgian Vlaams
Blok. By looking at size as a continuous measure, we extend Sartori’s notion from a
dichotomy to a measure of how much of a player a party can be considered to be.

2 Testing this expectation may be complicated, however, by multicollinearity: in our data
the largest party always controls the prime ministership and often also the ministry of
finance.
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proxy informing them whether the party is a player in the policymaking
process. So, H4a may turn out in practice to override H1 and H2, at
least in certain countries and at certain times.

How parties behave is at least partially determined by their ide-
ologies. These ideologies affect the positions parties take on concrete
issues and the types of themes they prioritize, as well as the reputa-
tion parties have for solving concrete problems. There are thus good
reasons to expect that parties of different ideological complexions will
pursue different economic policies. That this will probably be the case
is also suggested by the results of content analyses of party manifestos,
which have – not altogether surprisingly – shown that right-wing par-
ties emphasize different topics within the economic domain than left-
wing parties do (see, for example, Budge, Robertson, and Hearl 1987;
Klingemann, Hofferbert, and Budge 1994).

It is possible, of course, that parties would pursue different policies
but with the same objectives. Hibbs (1977) argued, however, that left-
wing parties pursue different goals than right-wing parties do because
of the different interests of their core supporters. He predicted that
right-wing parties would give highest priority to low inflation, whereas
left-wing parties would give highest priority to fighting unemployment.

To the extent that voters are aware of the priorities of parties, they
might hold them accountable in different ways. If supporters of left-
wing parties do not expect those parties to give priority to keeping
down inflation, they might not mind very much if inflation increases
under a left-wing government. However, if the same thing were to hap-
pen under a right-wing government that was expected to keep inflation
at bay, supporters of those parties could be more dissatisfied.

But governments do not always consist of ideologically coherent
parties. As mentioned in Chapter 1, governments quite often span the
division between left and right.3 Therefore, we may expect that sup-
port for parties of different ideological complexion will be differently
affected by various economic conditions. This could well explain why
the fortunes of coalition members at ensuing elections are not neces-
sarily consistent. In a period of strong economic growth coupled with

3 As previously mentioned, if we divide parties according to which side they fall on from
the simple midpoint of a left–right scale, then, in our data, eighteen out of forty-two
governments were split in these terms.
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high inflation, for example, right-leaning members of a government
might suffer electorally but not left-leaning members.

It is at this junction that we should also distinguish between prospec-
tive and retrospective patterns of economic voting. Retrospective pat-
terns of voting in this context would imply that support for left-wing
parties would suffer in times of high unemployment, particularly when
they are government parties or large parties. Likewise, retrospective
voting would imply that (large, governing) right-wing parties would
suffer in times of high inflation. Prospectively, however, we would
expect support for left-wing parties to rise in times of high unemploy-
ment, not so much as a reward for their contribution to policies that
brought this condition about, but rather in response to the expectation
that left-leaning parties will consider unemployment (and its conse-
quences) a more important problem for government policymaking than
right-leaning parties would. The same thing might be observed in the
case of right-leaning parties at times of inflation. Our fifth hypothesis
is thus:

H5: Effects of unemployment on party support will be strongest for left parties,
whereas effects of inflation will be strongest for right parties. The signs of
these effects will indicate whether economic voting is retrospective (negative)
or prospective (positive).

In regard to H5, and taking account of our earlier comment regard-
ing party size, if there do prove to be circumstances in which voters
take account of a party’s size rather than its government–opposition
status, those might be situations in which prospective voting would
be particularly prevalent. To the extent that government status is not
helpful to voters in apportioning credit or blame for economic condi-
tions, retrospective voting would make little sense. Large parties might
be generally understood to bear primary responsibility for a poor econ-
omy, but voters would be unlikely to use this knowledge to shift their
votes to small parties (the result would be that erstwhile small parties
immediately become large ones, but we know that empirically this does
not happen). Instead, what would make more sense in such circum-
stances is that voters would distinguish between large parties on the
basis of their prospective concerns, increasing their support for parties
whose policies are most relevant to the problem (be it unemployment,
inflation, or low growth) at hand. To a political scientist (who would
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know as a matter of course which parties are in government and which
ones influence policy), such circumstances might appear farfetched, but
they are not at all unrealistic for people who operate with lower levels
of information.

Turning to contextual effects, past research has suggested a num-
ber of such effects that need to be taken into account in any well-
specified model. In particular, the extent to which political systems
allow a clear identification of responsibility for policy has been found
to play an important role in moderating the effects of economic condi-
tions. This variable rates countries according to how strongly responsi-
bility for policymaking is concentrated or, conversely, fragmented and
divided. Countries such as the United States, where separated powers
and frequent episodes of divided government stand in the way of clear
accountability, get low scores. Countries like Britain get high scores.
Past research using this variable has found that high-clarity contexts
show greater evidence of economic voting than do low-clarity con-
texts (Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999). In coun-
tries where responsibility for government policies is spread across large
numbers of actors, it becomes very difficult for voters to determine
who should be held responsible for the state of the economy. In such
circumstances, many voters may not weigh the state of the economy
at all, so that the effects of economic conditions become weaker in
general. Consequently, the hypotheses presented earlier may be more
or less strongly supported in countries that score differently in this
respect. Specifically, we expect all of the effects hypothesized earlier to
be stronger in systems with high clarity of responsibility.

A similar logic can be applied to systemic classifications made by
Lijphart (1999) and by Esping-Andersen (1990, 1999). Both of these
authors have proposed typologies of political systems that differ in
ways that would be relevant to economic voting. Lijphart’s classifi-
cation distinguishes consensual from majoritarian systems. Only in
majoritarian systems would the distinction between governing and
opposition parties be particularly relevant. Esping-Andersen’s typol-
ogy distinguishes countries with strong social protection from other
countries. Where social protection against the consequences of eco-
nomic conditions is weak, we expect voters to focus more strongly on
economic conditions as a basis for party support. The two classification
schemes pick out generally the same countries as the Powell and
Whitten classification, making it possibly quite hard in practice to
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distinguish between these different reasons why certain countries
would find muted reactions to changes in the economy. So, these con-
siderations give rise to three linked hypotheses:

H6a: All of H1 to H6 will be more strongly supported in systems of high clarity;

H6b: All of H1 to H6 will be more strongly supported in majoritarian political
systems;

H6c: All of H1 to H6 will be more strongly supported in systems with liberal
welfare states.

Most of the literature from which these hypotheses derive implic-
itly assumes that economic conditions impinge equally on all classes
and conditions of voters. Indeed, the assumption that changes in eco-
nomic conditions are widely felt is one of the reasons for academic
interest in the subject of economic voting. However, some scholars
have suggested that different groups of voters react differently to eco-
nomic conditions (Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991; Bartle 1997;
Krause 1997; Pattie and Johnston 2001; Dorussen and Taylor 2002;
Kroh 2003; Zaller 2005). Differential reactions could provide evidence
of pocketbook voting (Dorussen and Taylor 2002) if the voters most
likely to be adversely affected by unemployment or inflation are the
ones who react most strongly to those economic conditions. It also
could provide evidence of people’s reactions to economic conditions
being moderated by different values or different skills. It has, for exam-
ple, been proposed that the way in which voters respond to the con-
ditions they experience is dependent on their political sophistication,
with voters of intermediate sophistication being most likely to react
to certain types of news, presumably including news about the econ-
omy (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995: 189). Alternatively, it has been
argued that less sophisticated voters would be relatively more respon-
sive to short-term factors such as economic conditions because of their
lack of long-term party attachments or ideological orientations (Zaller
2005). Any such heterogeneity would make it harder to detect effects
of economic conditions, especially if these effects are small. However,
on the basis of the existing evidence, our seventh hypothesis is:

H7: Reactions to economic conditions are heterogeneous among voters, with
the most sophisticated voters responding least strongly to economic conditions,
and with those dependent on welfare being more sensitive to unemployment
and pensioners being more sensitive to inflation.
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When it comes to translating the propensity to support parties into
votes (and hence into election outcomes), our expectations are highly
contingent on circumstance, and in particular on the existing structure
of electoral competition between parties. The party with the highest
support propensity is first in a voter’s preference ordering and gets that
person’s actual vote. Therefore, economic conditions matter for actual
choice only to the extent that they change which party is first in each
voter’s order of preferences. The implication for party fortunes is that
changes in economic conditions will lead a party to gain or lose votes
only to the extent that it can acquire or lose first place in large numbers
of voters’ preferences. A party that has received the votes of virtually
all of its potential supporters can hardly do better, and a party that has
been reduced to its bedrock of support can hardly do worse, placing a
ceiling on the gains (and a floor under the losses) that certain parties can
enjoy or suffer. More generally, except when parties are doing neither
well nor badly in relation to their electoral potential, these boundaries
will create asymmetries in the effects of economic conditions on voters’
party choices even when there are no such asymmetries in the effects of
economic conditions on the strength of party support. The distinction
between support for parties and actual choice may well permit us to
account for a phenomenon observed in past studies that is known as
the “asymmetric loss curve” (Bloom and Price 1975; Claggett 1986)
and that past researchers have ascribed to a psychological mechanism
known as “grievance asymmetry” (e.g., Bloom and Price 1975; Price
and Sanders 1994; Nannestad and Paldam 1997, 2002). But such an
asymmetry has only been found at the aggregate level. Attempts to
substantiate the asymmetry with individual-level data have not been
successful (Kiewiet 1983; Lewis-Beck 1988; Nannestad and Paldam
1997), creating something of a puzzle for many scholars (see, e.g.,
Stevenson 2002: 46). We believe that this inconsistency can be resolved
if we look separately at preference formation and party choice. At the
party choice stage we expect to find:

H8: Deteriorating economic conditions generally have different consequences
for actual choice and for parties’ vote shares than economic improvements of
the same magnitude have for the same parties

H3 to H6 assume that supporters of different parties react differently
(in terms of actual choice) to economic conditions because of features
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of those parties that go beyond the simple question of whether they
are government or opposition parties (the prevalent assumption made
in past research). If these hypotheses are confirmed, it will follow that
this basic assumption of past research cannot be sustained, calling into
question fundamental aspects of the research designs employed in past
studies.

Finally, our models should take account of a number of consider-
ations that have nothing to do with economic voting per se but that
would nevertheless affect the level of support for government parties,
presenting the possibility of omitted variable bias if they are not taken
into account. The most important of these relate to the characteristics
and concerns of individual voters, which are known to explain con-
siderable variance in party support, quite apart from any effects on
party support of economic conditions. We do not propose any specific
hypotheses with regard to these effects, but we expect them to be sim-
ilar to those obtained in past research. Indeed, finding such expected
effects will help to confirm that our model is well specified.

With regard to parties, various studies have observed a systematic
pattern of vote loss for incumbent government parties at elections,
irrespective of economic conditions. This loss has been estimated
at about 2.5 percent of the votes for government parties over the
course of an electoral cycle (Powell and Whitten 1993; Nannestad and
Paldam 1994, 2002; Paldam 1991). This “cost of governing” had been
predicted by Downs (1957) and is commonly interpreted as the conse-
quence of governments’ inability to satisfy conflicting policy demands
of different groups of voters, a problem that is not relevant to opposi-
tion parties. An auxiliary interpretation (Wlezien 1995, 2004; Franklin
and Wlezien 1997; Franklin and Hughes 1999) attributes this declin-
ing support to government policy satisfying demand that helped bring
parties into office. This explanation has the advantage of helping to
account for the fact that government popularity tends to improve dur-
ing the second half of a term of office. This would be the period during
which governing parties try to formulate the policies that they will
propose and defend at the following election. To the extent that these
policies are attractive to party supporters, they supplant the policies
that have been (successfully or otherwise) implemented during the cur-
rent parliamentary session and provide a reason for voters to support a
governing party for another term in office. Various scholars (Reif 1984;
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Marsh and Franklin 1996; Marsh 1998; Schmitt and Reif 2003) have
found that this pattern exists in the case of elections to the European
Parliament.4 Governing parties tend to lose most votes when European
Parliament elections are held about two years after national elections.

This literature thus leads us to expect two effects on support for
government parties that are not connected with economic conditions
or with individual-level effects on party support, as follows:

H9a: We expect to find a cost of governing that will manifest as a negative
effect on all parties that are members of the government;

H9b: We expect to find a loss and recovery of support for governing parties over
the course of the (national) electoral cycle, such that support for government
parties depends on precisely when in that cycle for each country our data are
collected.

Most of these hypotheses will be tested in Chapter 4 by means of
regression analysis, using party support as the dependent variable, as
explained in Chapter 2. However, H8 cannot be tested by regression
analysis but requires an estimation procedure that will be elaborated
in Chapter 6, where we focus on election outcomes.

Data

As explained at length in the first two chapters of this book, we believe
that in order to make progress in the study of economic voting, we need
survey data that meet a number of important criteria. First of all, we
need to combine data across a large number of political systems to gen-
erate a sufficiently large variation in political and economic contexts.
Second, we need data in which – in addition to actual or intended party
choice – the propensity to support is measured for a range of political
parties, small and large ones, government parties as well as opposition
parties, left- and right-leaning parties, parties that have only recently
become members of governing coalitions, as well as parties that have
governed for decades. Finally, the data need to include the most impor-
tant control variables, which (in addition to standard demographics

4 These elections occur at different times in the national electoral cycles of most countries
(Luxembourg is the only country whose national elections have been synchronized to
the same cycle as elections to the European Parliament).
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such as class, religion, and age) include issue preferences and left–right
distances from parties.

For the analyses in this book, we employ three large-scale surveys
of the electorates of member countries of the EC/EU conducted in mid-
1989, mid-1994, and mid-1999 (see Appendix A). These provide us
with a total of forty-two political contexts for which distinct readings
of economic conditions are available and within which we can evaluate
individual-level political preferences (and the consequences of those
preferences for party choice). The occasions for these surveys were the
five-yearly elections to the European Parliament, but it is important to
stress that none of the survey items used in this book relate specifically
to the European Parliament elections. All of the items we employ relate
either to the national political environments within member countries
or to politics in general. From the perspective of our interests here,
the surveys are convenient, equally-spaced sources of survey data that
meet the requirements for an analysis of economic voting as set out in
Chapters 1 and 2. In the remainder of this chapter, we will first discuss
the possible consequences of the fact that the data collection took place
following elections to the European Parliament. Then we will discuss
the political and economic contexts in which the data were collected.

European Elections Studies

Our data come from a series of independent cross-section surveys
fielded immediately after elections to the European Parliament held
in all countries of the EU in 1989, 1994, and 1999. In 1989 and 1994
the questionnaires, administered in the language of each country, were
contained in the European Omnibus Surveys, which also contained
the regular Eurobarometer surveys of the Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities. Because of their great potential for cross-country
comparative research, Eurobarometers have been used successfully in
prior studies of economic voting (e.g., Lewis-Beck 1988). The 1989
and 1994 studies both involved interviews with some 12,500 respon-
dents divided into independent national samples of some 1,000 respon-
dents each. This number was smaller for Luxembourg (about 300).
In 1999 the study was based on a stand-alone survey conducted by
telephone interviewing. The number of interviews carried out in 1999
varied between the countries, with some 1,000 interviews in Denmark,
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France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, and Britain and some 500
interviews in each of the remaining countries except Luxembourg and
Italy. In Luxembourg, 300 interviews were felt sufficient. In Italy, the
questionnaire was administered to a telepanel, and some 3,700 inter-
views were realized.

The studies provide three convenient sources of data regarding citi-
zen preferences for the political parties that compete for their support –
data that are readily linked to measures of economic conditions in all
countries of the EU. In 1989 and 1994 the twelve member states were
Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Britain, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Spain. In 1999 three new
members joined the EU: Austria, Finland, and Sweden. Because of the
federal structure of the Belgian state, Flanders and Wallonia have sep-
arate party systems. This means that Flemish parties compete for the
support of Flemish voters, while Wallonian parties compete for the
support of Wallonian voters. We therefore treat these Belgian regions
as two separate political systems.5 The combination of three sets of
surveys thus yields variation over forty-two economic and political
contexts (thirteen in 1989, thirteen in 1994, and sixteen in 1999).6

Within our forty-two contexts, we investigate preferences for a total
of 295 parties across 32,950 individuals.7

5 We treat the two Belgian regions as separate contexts because our dependent variable –
the propensity to vote for each of the parties in a political system – is context specific.
Flemish voters can vote only for Flemish parties, which are entirely different from those
that vie for the votes of Walloon voters. As we explained in Chapter 2, this allows
us to take party competition into account when analyzing the impact of economic
conditions. However, two of our indicators of economic conditions – economic growth
and inflation – have the same value in Flanders and Wallonia. Change in unemployment
was measured separately for these two contexts.

6 Respondents from Northern Ireland, as well as respondents from East Germany in
1994 (soon after German reunification), were excluded from our analyses, because
normal patterns of credit and blame were not expected to operate in the same way in
these contexts as elsewhere.

7 In this book we focus on data from the postelection wave of each study (where there
was more than one wave), which, in 1989, was largely funded by a grant to Mark
Franklin from the British Economic and Social Research Council and in 1994 by grants
to Hermann Schmitt and Cees van der Eijk from the German and Dutch National
Science Foundations. The 1999 study was funded largely by the University of Amster-
dam, with important additional contributions from the Dutch National Science Foun-
dation, the Centro de Investigaciones Sociólogicas (CIS) (Madrid), the University of
Mannheim, and Trinity College, Connecticut. The studies are available for secondary
analysis from Steinmetz Archives (Amsterdam) and the Zentral Archive (Cologne),
as well as from the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research
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This book investigates the effect of national economic conditions
on propensities to support national parties and on (intended) national
party choice; and it is far from obvious that European elections
would provide the kind of political context in which citizens would
hold national governing parties accountable for their management of
national economies. There are, however, two reasons why the fact that
the surveys were originally conceived as European election studies is
irrelevant. The first reason is that the crucial dependent variable, party
support propensities, is derived from a survey item that does not refer
to European elections and that is, indeed, designed to tap orienta-
tions toward national political parties (we discussed this survey item
at length in Chapter 2). The dependent variable in our study is found
to be almost perfectly linked to (intended) votes in national elections
on the basis of the Downsean support maximization decision rule (see
Chapter 1 and Figure 1.1). Indeed, the link to national elections is closer
than the link to the European Parliament elections that are the osten-
sible object of these studies. EU-wide, only 87 percent of respondents
voted in those elections for the party to which they gave the highest
utility in 1999, 6 percent less than the 93 percent who gave the highest
utility to the party they said they would have voted for in a national
election held on the day of the interview (van der Brug, van der Eijk,
and Franklin, forthcoming).

A second reason we feel justified in using European Elections Studies
to study economic voting is that European elections have been found to
have the character of second-order national elections (Reif and Schmitt
1980). This means that party choice in these elections is overwhelm-
ingly motivated by factors that derive from the national political arena
in each country. Other research (van der Eijk and Franklin 1996; van
der Eijk, Franklin, and Marsh 1996; Schmitt and Thomassen 1999;
van der Brug and van der Eijk forthcoming) has shown that elections
to the European Parliament do not provide stimuli that divert citi-
zens from the concerns that characterize their national political cir-
cumstances.

(ICPSR) at the University of Michigan. The studies are extensively documented on the
European Elections Studies Web site (http://www.europeanelectionstudies.net, which
also includes a bibliography of publications emanating from these studies). Altogether
36,002 respondents were interviewed. When pooled and stripped of cases that were
lacking essential data on the dependent variable, they give us an overall total of 32,950
usable cases for analysis.
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The reasoning just outlined can be checked in a straightforward
and rather definitive fashion. Though European elections are generally
conducted separately from national elections, because the two election
cycles are usually of different lengths there have always been a few
instances of national elections occurring on the same day as European
elections (three in 1989, one in 1994, and two in 1999).8 These six
cases provide us with a means of checking our reasoning.9 If the basis
for national party choice at the time of a real national election were to
differ from the basis for the hypothetical choices given by respondents
asked how they would vote if a national election were held that day,
then we should be able to detect such differences by using appropriate
interactions with a dummy variable indicating whether a real (con-
current) national election was held at the same time as the European
election. In past analyses (Oppenhuis 1995; van der Eijk and Franklin
1996), the use of such dummy variables did not succeed in demon-
strating anything special about support for political parties at the time
of concurrent national elections. By implication, the findings of those
studies were no different from findings that would have been obtained
had the dependent variable related to real rather than hypothetical
national elections. In Chapter 7 we will show that the same is true of
the analyses conducted in this book.

For these reasons, European election studies provide data sources
that appear not at all unsuited to an analysis of economic voting.
Indeed, we have argued elsewhere that there can be considerable advan-
tages to employing studies of nationwide elections that are not national
elections (van der Eijk and Franklin 1996). National executive office-
holding is not at stake in these elections. No government stands to be
dismissed or affirmed in office. For that reason, we will see baseline
forces at work unclouded by the idiosyncrasies of high-profile cam-
paigns. If ever economic conditions are to show their power to affect
voter preferences, it will be at elections such as these, as already argued
in the Introduction to this volume.

The studies offer several other major advantages. First, these are
very-large-scale surveys of some 13,000 respondents each. Surveys of

8 Luxembourg has chosen to have the two cycles coincide so that national and European
elections are always conducted concurrently in that country.

9 Since European Parliament elections have virtually no public visibility, the occurrence
of a national election on the same day will cause the EP election to be completely
overshadowed by its more salient counterpart.
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such magnitude are rare and provide unique power to detect quite small
effects that might not be statistically significant in surveys of more typ-
ical size (cf. Zaller 2002). Second, these are surveys that were based
on separate probability samples within each electoral context, maxi-
mizing our ability to detect effects of variables whose variation occurs
between these contexts, as is the case for our measures of economic
conditions (Stoker and Bowers 2002).10 Third, though separate sam-
ples were drawn from each of the included countries, the questions in
these surveys were posed simultaneously and were identical in wording
(apart from being translated into ten different languages – twelve in
1999). These are not datasets built up from separate studies by finding
similar questions asked not too far apart in time and recoding their
categories to match as far as possible (as was done, for example, by
Franklin, Mackie, and Valen, et al. 1992 and by Duch and Stevenson
2003). Rather, the same questions were asked of all respondents, in
every country, providing us with rich and comparable individual-level
data regarding left–right positions (both of individuals and of parties),
general political orientations, preferences regarding important issues,
and the standard demographic variables relating to education, gender,
age, class, religion, and income.

Finally, of the few datasets that are truly comparative in this way,
these are the only ones that contain the measures of respondents’
propensities to support each political party, whose importance we
have stressed so strongly in earlier chapters. As discussed at length
in Chapters 1 and 2, these measures enable us to overcome a number
of problems that beset the use of party choice as a dependent variable
in cross-national comparative research.

So much for the individual-level variables. What of the party-level
and systemic variables that we have made so much of in past chapters?
And, above all, what of the measures of economic conditions?

Measuring the State of the Economy

In this study, we employ as measures of the state of the economy three
indicators: unemployment, inflation, and economic growth, which are
official statistics that we obtained from the OECD. These are not the

10 This is no small matter. The American National Election Study acquired a sampling
frame of this type only for its study of the 2004 American presidential election.
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only indicators available, but for three reasons they are the obvious
ones to use. In combination, these three measures provide a good indi-
cation of how an economy as a whole is doing. Moreover, they are
measured in a rather standard fashion to ensure comparability across
countries. Above all, these measures are surely the ones that are most
visible to the public and thus most likely to play a role in helping cit-
izens to form their judgments of how the economy is doing. It is not
surprising, therefore, that most studies of economic voting use these
three measures. By using them ourselves, we maximize comparability
with past research.

More difficult questions arise from the need to decide whether we
should focus on levels of unemployment, inflation, and growth, or
on changes in these three indicators, and from the need to decide on
a baseline that we would expect voters to employ when assessing the
economy. By defining the variables in one way or the other, we implicitly
make assumptions about voters’ criteria in judging the state of the
economy. Much of the research on economic voting consists of time
series models in the context of a single country. When measures of
economic conditions are then linked to the popularity of government
parties, the variation in the time series describes deviations from a
long-term average. Implicitly, these single-country studies assume that
voters apply national criteria to evaluate the state of the economy.
Even when the independent variables relating to economic conditions
are measured in terms of change over time (which is inherently the
case when investigating economic growth and inflation), the variation
in the time series describes relative change in comparison to the average
change in the time series. With such country-specific data, there is no
clear reason for preferring to focus on change rather than on levels of
economic conditions.

In cross-country comparative research we are confronted with a
different situation. In such a study, variations in economic conditions
pertain to deviations from a cross-country average. The consequences
could be rather bizarre if we then used levels of unemployment (for
example) as our predictor. Between 1994 and 1999 unemployment fig-
ures in Spain were brought down from 24 percent to 16 percent. How-
ever, in 1999, Spain had the highest unemployment rate of all EU coun-
tries. The question is whether the 16 percent would be interpreted by
Spaniards to mean that the government’s economic policies had failed
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(Spain still had the highest unemployment rate in the EU) or whether
it would be an indication of success (the government had succeeded in
bringing Spanish unemployment down quite substantially). We decided
that a change variable would be more meaningful in the comparative
context than a variable that describes the level of unemployment. We
therefore decided to employ change measures for all three economic
indicators: percentage change in annual rate of unemployment, per-
centage change in prices (inflation), and percentage change in gross
national product (economic growth), as has been done in other similar
research (see, e.g., Stevenson 2002).

The Political and Economic Settings in 1989, 1994, and 1999

The first of our three studies was fielded immediately after the Euro-
pean elections of June 1989. This was five months before the Berlin
Wall came down, a historical development that very few would have
anticipated even in June of the same year. In terms of the psychological
situation, people might have felt that the cold war was winding down,
especially since Gorbachov was a very popular figure in Europe, but
no one would have said that it was over. Five years later, in 1994, the
fall of the Berlin Wall was clearly in the past, but the ultimate effects
in terms of the transformations of past members of the Warsaw Pact
(and thus for peace and stability in Europe) were still quite uncer-
tain. By 1999 it had become clear that the transition to democracy of
previously Communist European countries was going to be success-
ful, and that many of these countries would join the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) and the EU. At the same time, the wars
of secession and civil wars in the former Yugoslavia had brought large-
scale violence to the doorstep of the EU. So, the studies span a period
of significant historical development in Europe. Nevertheless, except
for the addition of Austria, Finland, and Sweden in our 1999 study,
and of East Germany to the German state (the additional Länder were
included in our survey of 1999, though not in our survey of 1994,
so soon after reunification), we study the same countries with the
same political systems over the entire period. Arguably, a much longer
period would have brought about changes (such as had occurred in the
Belgian party system during the 1980s) that might cause problems of
comparability.



P1: JYD
0521863740c03 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 15:25

72 The Economy and the Vote

Though manifestly unchanging in certain important respects, what
is particularly relevant for the study at hand is that the forty-two con-
texts provide substantial variation in other critical respects. A first
requirement is that economic conditions should have varied substan-
tially between different countries and over the ten-year period of our
study. To a large extent, during this period the member states of the EU
were pursuing very similar economic policies, which aimed at stability
of prices and exchange rates. One might therefore question whether
a study within the EU yields sufficient variation in economic contexts
to estimate effects of economic circumstances. Table 3.1 shows how
our three indicators of economic circumstances – change in unemploy-
ment, change in the cost of living, and change in gross domestic product
(GDP) – varied over the forty-two contexts that we study. Unemploy-
ment change ranges from a 2.9 percent decrease in Spain in 1999 to
a 1.4 percent increase, also in Spain, in 1994; inflation ranges from
0.3 percent in Sweden in 1999 to 13.7 percent in Greece in 1989; and
economic growth ranges from 0.8 percent in Denmark in 1989 to 8.6
percent in Ireland in 1999. Evidently, our data contain a large range
of economic conditions. This variation should give us sufficient lever-
age to uncover and estimate any effects of the economy on voters. If
higher economic growth is good for government parties, and if higher
inflation and rising unemployment are bad, this should be apparent in
our survey data.

It should be noted in passing that, as a consequence of economic and
political integration, the economies of EC/EU countries are becoming
more similar over time. The attempts by EU member states to meet
the convergence criteria that would eventually determine whether they
could become part of the Euro zone is most visible in levels of inflation,
which had become very similar by 1999. Nevertheless, over our period
as a whole, the range of variation across countries and years provides
us with quite adequate leverage for the analyses to be performed in this
book.

A second requirement for our study is that different parties should
have been in power during different portions of this period. If we had
studied countries where the same party was always in office, we would
have run the risk of finding all sorts of spurious relationships between
the state of the economy and support for the various political parties.
When different parties are responsible for managing the economy at
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different points in time for each of these countries, this risk is con-
siderably diminished. Fortunately, our data meet this requirement. Of
the countries that were included in all three surveys, changes in gov-
ernment composition took place everywhere except in Belgium and
Luxembourg.

In addition to deciding whether we have adequate variation within
each country in the composition of governments, we should assess the
degree of variation in other party characteristics. Let us, first of all,
see what the variation is in the left- and right-wing leaning of govern-
ment and opposition parties. For each party in the dataset, respondents
were asked to indicate where that party was located on a 10-point left–
right scale on which the value 1 was labeled “left” and the value 10 was
labeled “right.” We characterized the ideological complexion of parties
from their median placement by the survey respondents.11 The average
of these positions for government parties was 5.49, which is almost
perfectly in the center of the 10-point scale, with a standard devia-
tion of 1.69. Obviously, most government parties are situated not very
far from the center of the left–right spectrum. However, some govern-
ments contained radical left-wing parties, notably in France, where the
Communist Party (located at 1.95 on the left–right dimension) was a
member of the government in 1999; in Finland, where, in 1999, the
Finnish Left Alliance (at 1.87 on the left–right dimension) was part of
the coalition government; and in Germany in 1999, where the Greens
(at 3.28) were in a coalition with the SPD. The most right-wing party
included in any government was the Italian Alleanza Nazionale in 1994
(with a score of 9.48). Table 3.2 shows the variation in left–right com-
plexion of parties that were government members, and of those in
opposition, over the years in countries that we investigate.

The most striking development evident in Table 3.2 is that, by 1999,
governing parties had become more left-leaning than they had been in

11 In view of the fact that parties’ (perceived) ideological positions contribute to our
explanation of the propensity to support such parties, one might wonder whether
these perceived positions are actually endogenous in relation to party preferences.
Fortunately, the risk of endogeneity is minimal, as parties’ positions are not derived
from the perceptions of those who voted for them (or who had high propensities to
do so), but rather from the perceptions of all respondents, including those with low
levels of support for the party in question.
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table 3.2. Left–Right Positions of Government and Opposition Partiesa

1989 1994 1999 All years

Left opposition parties 43.8% 40.5% 37.4% 40.3%
Right opposition parties 29.2% 28.6% 33.0% 30.5%
Left government parties 11.5% 10.7% 23.5% 15.9%
Right government parties 15.6% 20.2% 6.1% 13.2%
All parties 96 84 115 295

a Cell entries are percentages of all parties that fall in each category in each year.

earlier years. In 1989 and 1994, most government parties had been
right-leaning, whereas the reverse occurred in 1999. So, the ideological
variation in our data exists not only between countries but also over
time, giving us confidence that our data contain sufficiently diverse
combinations of parties inside and outside governments of sufficiently
diverse ideological complexions. So, if left parties are indeed held more
responsible for unemployment and right parties for inflation, this can
be readily determined from the available data.

Yet another party characteristic whose importance we have stressed
is party size. It will come as no surprise to discover that parties in
the countries that we study differ markedly in size, with considerable
differences between countries both in the number of parties and in the
sizes of the largest parties (see Table 3.3). If large parties are indeed
held more responsible by voters for economic conditions than small
parties, this should be apparent in the data we employ.

Party control of the prime ministry and the ministry of finance was
a further party characteristic we suggested as possibly playing a role
in the attribution of credit or blame for economic conditions. Table
3.4 documents the fact that most governments see these two ministries
controlled by the same (largest) party. Occasionally, however, the table
shows a split in party control, with the finance ministry going to a dif-
ferent party than the prime ministership. This happened in the Nether-
lands in 1994 and 1999, in Belgium in 1989 and 1994, and in Italy in
1989. In addition, there are two instances where the finance minister
was an independent. If voters take account of such particularities of
party control, we should be able to discover this.

Moving up from the party level to the level of the election, we have
mentioned that time since the previous election might be important
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table 3.5. Time That the Current Government Has
Been in Office (Months)

1989 1994 1999

Belgium: Flanders 13a 32 48a

Belgium: Wallonia 13a 32 48a

Denmark 12 17 15
France 13 15 24
Germany 33 41 8
Britain 24 25 25
Greece 48a 8 32
Ireland 27a 28 24
Italy 23 1 8
Luxembourg 60a 60a 60a

The Netherlands 37 55 10
Portugal 22 32 44
Spain 36 11 37
Finland 50
Sweden 8
Austria 29

a National election held concurrently with European Parliament
election.

in determining support for government and opposition parties and
perhaps in moderating the effects of economic conditions. Not sur-
prisingly, our data show considerable variation in how long each gov-
ernment had been in office. Our surveys of individual countries are
conducted simultaneously at three points in time whereas national elec-
tions occur fairly randomly over time across the countries concerned.
Table 3.5 shows the results in terms of the number of months elapsed,
at the points in time that our surveys were conducted, since the current
government took office in each country. The values run from one to
sixty months, which covers the entire range of logical possibilities.12

The last political variable that we investigate in this book is the index
of “clarity of responsibility” proposed by Powell and Whitten (1993)
and elaborated in Whitten and Palmer (1999). Whitten and Palmer
(1999: 56) construct this index from four indicators: the existence of

12 In the Netherlands, an election had been held only one month before our 1994 survey
was fielded. However, coalition negotiations were still underway, and the government
in office was the caretaker government that had called the elections. It had been in
office for fifty-five months by the time of our 1994 survey.
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table 3.6. Dichotomy of High- and Low-Clarity Contexts

Low-Clarity Contexts High-Clarity Contexts

Austria (1999) Britain (1989, 1994, 1999)
Belgium: Flanders (1989, 1994, 1999) Greece (1989, 1994, 1999)
Belgium: Wallonia (1989, 1994, 1999) Finland (1999)
Denmark (1989, 1994, 1999) Ireland (1994)
France (1989, 1994, 1999) Luxembourg (1989, 1994, 1999)
Germany (1989, 1994, 1999) Portugal (1989, 1994, 1999)
Ireland (1989, 1999) Spain (1989, 1994, 1999)
Italy (1989, 1994, 1999)
Netherlands (1989, 1994, 1999)
Sweden (1999)

N = 25 N = 17

bicameral opposition, whether opposition parties chair legislative com-
mittees, whether there is a minority government, and whether there is
weak party cohesion.13 If all of these characteristics are present, there
is little clarity of responsibility. Whitten and Palmer (1999) divide the
remaining electoral contexts into two groups: a high-clarity group and
an intermediate group. Within our data set, only four of the forty-two
contexts were classified as having a very low level of clarity, so we com-
bined this group with the intermediate group, giving us two groups of
electoral contexts: those with high levels of clarity and those with low
levels of clarity.14

Table 3.6 provides some descriptive information about the distribu-
tion of this variable across the forty-two contexts. Evidently, the index
of clarity of responsibility not only differentiates between countries,

13 Royed, Leyden, and Borrelli (2000) replicated the model of Powell and Whitten and
tested a number of alternative system characteristics, such as the distinction between
single-party governments and coalition cabinets. They show that this leads to different
results, but they are not quite able to interpret them, and they end their contribution
with the open-ended conclusion that “political context defined differently may indeed
matter for economic voting” (p. 683). We chose to employ the index of Whitten and
Palmer, which is the improved version of the Powell and Whitten index, for two
reasons. First, it has been shown to yield meaningful results; second, within the group
of countries that we study, there are too few single-party governments for us to make
a meaningful distinction on that basis.

14 As a check on our findings, we tried excluding the four low-clarity countries and reran
all of our analyses without them. The findings were not significantly different from
the findings made when these countries were included in the group with less clarity.



P1: JYD
0521863740c03b CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 16:26

80 The Economy and the Vote

but can also vary also between elections in the same country. However,
only in the case of Ireland is a country in one year (1994) classified dif-
ferently than in the other years (1989 and 1999). In all other systems,
the classification that we employ is constant over the period we investi-
gate. More importantly, we can make a rather even distinction between
seventeen contexts with high clarity of government responsibility and
twenty-five contexts in which responsibility is not so clear.

Operationalizing the Variables

As explained in Chapter 2, in order to analyze party support – the first
stage of our two-stage model – across all parties and electoral con-
texts simultaneously, we need to reorder the data into a stacked data
matrix where the respondent * party combination is the unit of analy-
sis (see Figure 2.1). Propensities to support each party are placed “on
top of each other” to constitute a single variable ranging across parties
for each individual and across individuals for each party, and ranging
equally across electoral contexts. The independent variables are recon-
ceived for the analysis of stacked data along the lines explained in detail
in Chapter 2.

A Caveat

In this chapter, we have listed the hypotheses we intend to test and
described the data that we will use to test them with, explained why
we think these data are appropriate for studying the effects of economic
conditions on party choice, and detailed the wide range of contextual
variation that they contain. There is one caveat, however, that deserves
to be stated.

As is the case in all studies of economic voting, we should bear in
mind that we do not have a random sample of economic contexts. Our
range of economic conditions does not contain cases of hyperinflation,
such as those found in Turkey and Argentina in the late 1990s, when
large numbers of people lost most of their life savings over the course of
one or two years. Also, we do not analyze circumstances in which eco-
nomic growth was strongly negative, as happened in Russia and Turkey
during the 1990s. Obviously, dramatic economic developments such as
these may well lead to effects on party support and election outcomes
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that are much larger, and conceivably even of a different character, than
those that we are able to observe within the dataset we analyze here.
In that respect, the conclusions that we will be able to draw from our
study will be limited to situations in which economic circumstances are
rather stable. Nevertheless, this caveat is no different from that which
applies to virtually all extant investigations of economic voting. Indeed,
these are the situations that typically do pertain in advanced industrial
democracies in the contemporary era, and those are the countries to
which we expect to be able to generalize our findings.
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4

Effects of the Economy on Party Support

In this chapter, we will develop and test a model of the effect of objective
economic circumstances on individual-level support for political par-
ties. Most of the evidence previously found for effects of the objective
state of the economy on party support has been found at the aggre-
gate level (e.g., Hibbs 1977; Tufte 1978; Chrystal and Alt 1981; Fair
1988; Lewis-Beck 1988; Markus 1988, 1992; Erikson 1989; Clarke
and Whiteley 1990; Mackuen, Erikson, and Stimson 1992; Powell and
Whitten 1993; Price and Sanders 1993; Clarke and Stewart, 1995;
Norpoth 1996; Sanders 1996; Clarke, Stewart, and Whiteley 1998;
Whitten and Palmer 1999; Campbell and Garand 2000). It has been
suggested (e.g., Jacobson 1983; Lewis-Beck 1988: 29–31) that these
results may have reflected the ecological fallacy first identified by
Robinson (1950), making it problematic to draw inferences from aggre-
gate data about the behavior of individuals. More to the point, in our
opinion, even assuming that effects found at the aggregate level are not
spurious, aggregate analyses do not allow us to assess the importance
of economic circumstances relative to other considerations that affect
individuals’ electoral choices, such as ideological predispositions or
issue preferences, and give us no way of knowing under what circum-
stances these other considerations might trump the effects of economic
conditions.

We will start by replicating with our data models of economic voting
used in aggregate analyses, in which party choice is typically predicted
only by the previous vote share of government parties (to control for

82
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time-serial dependencies) and by interactions of a government party
dummy variable with measures of the state of the economy.1 After
that, we will introduce various control variables shown in previous
individual-level studies to be the most important determinants of party
choice. Given the structure of the data matrix, we are not restricted to
employing just individual-level controls, but can also take account of
variables at the party and systemic levels that may (regardless of the
state of the economy) also affect party support. The most important
independent variable, based on our own and previous theorizing, is
whether a party is a government party or an opposition party. Not
only do we need this variable in order to see whether voters are par-
ticularly prone to hold government parties accountable for economic
conditions, and how they treat opposition parties (in order to test H1
and H2 from Chapter 3). In addition, this variable is required in order
to test ideas relating to time in office and the timing of our surveys
in the national electoral cycles of the countries we study (H3 and the
two versions of H9). Also at the systemic level, we include a measure of
system clarity, derived from Whitten and Palmer (1999), and other clas-
sifying variables needed to test the different versions of H6. Additional
party-level control variables include party size (to test H4a), standing
in terms of ministerial portfolios (H4b), and ideology (H5). The test of
H5 will also inform us about the prospective or retrospective orienta-
tions of voters in different circumstances, which does not require any
separate independent variables but relies on inspection of patterns of
voter response to economic conditions in relation to parties of different
ideological types. The remaining two hypotheses (H7 and H8, which
relate to voter heterogeneity and to asymmetric effects of improving
and worsening economic conditions) will be assessed in later chapters.

Before moving on to more elaborate models, we start with the sim-
plest one, in which all government parties are held equally accountable
for the state of the economy.

1 Taking models defined at the aggregate level and replicating them at the level of
the units in our stacked data matrix (respondent∗party combinations) is not totally
straightforward. To test the same hypotheses, one needs models that look somewhat
different. Vote shares at the aggregate level are replaced by the propensitiy of indi-
viduals to support political parties, effects of the economy by interactions with the
party attributes that are expected to be relevant, and previous vote shares of parties
by previous choice of the respondent, as we will see.
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table 4.1. Three ‘Naı̈ve’ Models Predicting Propensities to Support
Political Parties

Model A Model B Model C

B SE B SE B SE

Previous national vote 1.022 0.009∗∗ 1.024 0.008∗∗

Party size 6.123 0.103∗∗

Government party 1.044 0.038∗∗ 1.077 0.032∗∗ −0.001 0.035
GDP 0.021 0.013 0.015 0.011 0.034 0.010∗∗

Unemployment 0.050 0.022 0.053 0.019 0.062 0.018∗∗

Inflation −0.053 0.006∗∗ −0.058 0.005∗∗ −0.055 0.005∗∗

Government party ∗

GDP
0.196 0.025∗∗ 0.224 0.021∗∗ 0.093 0.020∗∗

Government party ∗

unemployment
0.128 0.040∗ 0.124 0.034∗∗ 0.043 0.032

Government party ∗

inflation
0.051 0.014∗∗ 0.079 0.012∗∗ −0.078 0.012∗∗

Weighted N 32,950 32,950 32,950
Adjusted R2 0.027 0.315 0.382

Note: Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.

Economic Voting and Government Status

Table 4.1 presents three regression models of economic voting (Models
A, B, and C). In each model the dependent variable is the propensity
of respondents to support a political party – with the data arranged
in the form of a stacked and pooled data matrix (see Chapter 2). We
report effects (b’s) and the standard errors of those effects, flagging
with asterisks any relationships significant at the 0.01 level or better.2

Our first model (Model A) is a “naive” model, in which party pref-
erences are only based on parties’ government or opposition status
and on the state of the economy.3 The parameter estimates of Model
A clearly suggest that this model is not properly specified. The large
positive effect for the dummy variable “government party” suggests

2 In Chapter 2 we specified our strategy for assessing significance (see the section on
‘Operationalizing the Two-Stage Model of Party Choice.”

3 Our data yield no serious problems of multicollinearity between the economic variables
that are at the core of our interest. Economic growth and inflation are correlated −0.42,
while change in unemployment is not related to either of the other two economic
conditions.



P1: JYD
0521863740c04 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 17:21

Effects of the Economy on Party Support 85

that after we control for effects of the economy, all government parties
are preferred simply as a result of being government parties. This runs
counter to all previous findings. Effects of economic growth, with gov-
ernment parties gaining from economic growth and other parties not
(the significant effect for government parties has to be added to the
not quite significant effect for all parties), are quite sensible.4 The same
cannot be said for effects of unemployment and inflation.

Indeed, coefficients for unemployment and inflation are quite
counter to expectations. They suggest that government parties would
benefit from increases in unemployment (where the coefficients echo
those for economic growth) and would not be hurt by inflation (where
the positive effect for government parties almost exactly cancels out the
negative effect for all parties). Worse, the implication of the two coeffi-
cients involving inflation is that opposition parties are hurt by inflation,
as shown by the negative and significant effect of this variable when
not interacted with government party. Even though previous studies
have sometimes found counterintuitive results for the effects of infla-
tion (e.g., Paldam 1991), these findings would be hard to accept even
in a model that was believed to be properly specified. Since we do not
believe this model to be properly specified, the findings lend support
to this assumption.5 Note in passing the very low variance explained
by objective economic conditions in Model A – less than 3 percent –
when these are taken with government status as the sole predictors of
party preferences at the individual level.

Model B shows what happens if we include previous vote, as
almost all aggregate-level models do.6 This variable emulates what in

4 Note that assessing the impact of different effects involving interactions is not straight-
forward. There are two effects of each economic variable, one for government par-
ties and one for nongovernment (i.e., opposition) parties. Government parties gain
(0.021 + 0.196) = 0.217 of a point on the dependent variable from the effects of a
1-point change in GDP growth, while nongovernment parties gain only an insignifi-
cant 0.021 from a similar 1-point change. The dependent variable is measured on a
10-point scale (see Chapter 2).

5 Our discussions in Chapters 1 and 2 lead us to be suspicious of models that do not
involve all the controls that we proposed at the individual, party, and context levels.

6 It is not customary in cross-sectional research designs to include this variable. We have,
however, included it because it controls for the effects of stable but otherwise unspec-
ified individual-level characteristics impinging on party preferences in each country
(such as postmaterialism). Another advantage of including it is that this gives us max-
imum comparability with aggregate-level studies in which the popularity of governing
parties is customarily predicted by their popularity at some earlier point in time. As it
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aggregate-level models would have been a party’s lagged vote share,
controlling for time serial dependency. At the individual level, this
variable also picks up individual-level attributes that affect current
as well as previous party support.7 This variable hugely increases the
variance explained, as is only to be expected, but hardly changes any
of the parameter estimates from those seen in Model A. In view of the
lack of relevant controls that we discussed in earlier chapters, Model
B is also a naive model that is no easier to accept than Model A. In
Model C we introduce one of our most important control variables,
party size. Although this addition increases the model’s sophistication,
it still omits most of the control variables that we discussed earlier as
necessary for proper specification. Nevertheless, by adding this control
variable we get somewhat more sensible results. In this model, govern-
ment parties no longer appear to gain (in terms of their level of support)
from being in office, though the “cost of governing” losses seen in other
studies (Powell and Whitten 1993; Nannestad and Paldam 1994, 2002;
Paldam 1991) are still not apparent. The effects of not only economic
growth but also inflation are now consistent with the basic idea of
economic voting. In contrast to what was shown in Models A and B,
government parties lose more support in Model C than opposition par-
ties do as a consequence of higher inflation. As regards unemployment,
government parties no longer benefit more than opposition parties do
from higher unemployment. However, the effect of unemployment in
Model C nevertheless remains inconsistent with theories of economic
voting since this model shows all parties benefiting from greater unem-
ployment.

The models presented in Table 4.1 are a mixed bag, though the
findings do accord with those of past studies of party support propen-
sities in demonstrating the importance of including party size in an
individual-level analysis of party preferences (Oppenhuis 1995; van der

happens, we find that its presence or absence makes little difference to the effects of
economic variables (compare Models A and B in Table 4.1).

7 This control for time serial dependency is not quite what we would have wished in
terms of matching the information we have for current party support. Our data contain
information about current support for each of a series of parties, but as far as the past
is concerned, our information does not stretch beyond party choice at the past national
election. In the design of the stacked data matrix, this variable is coded 0 for each party
that a respondent did not vote for at that election and 1 for the single party that was
chosen.
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Eijk and Franklin 1996; van der Eijk, Franklin, and van der Brug 1999).
Though the findings in Model C, which includes party size, are not quite
what we expect theoretically, they do not do violence to most of our
ideas (and to the most frequently reported findings in the literature)
about economic voting (as do the findings of Models A and B). The
unexpected aspects of Model C’s findings are in keeping with the com-
mon set of inconsistencies and instabilities that aggregate-level studies
display. Model C also explains considerably more variance than Model
B, confirming our earlier argument that party size plays an important
role in the formation of party preferences. Still, we need to see whether
we can improve on this model by including as additional control vari-
ables independent variables found in past research to be important
determinants of individual-level party preference.

In Table 4.2 we thus include individual-level controls and, in the
later models, additional controls for party and contextual character-
istics. Table 4.2 starts with Model D, which contains no economic
variables, just variables found in past research to explain party prefer-
ences at the individual level. It is included mainly to demonstrate the
far greater variance explained that occurs (compared with the mod-
els in Table 4.1) with a more properly specified model of individual-
level party support. Adding economic variables to this model yields
Model E, which raises the variance explained by less than half of 1 per-
cent. The effects of economic conditions in Model E are, however,
almost indistinguishable from those in Model C. Adding individual-
level control variables does not give us more (or less) plausible effects
of economic conditions, though Model E does show parties in govern-
ment paying a small electoral cost of governing (consistent with past
findings), which Model C did not. Model F adds time since the last
election together with the quadratic term that is expected to show the
workings of midterm loss. Adding these variables does not increase the
variance explained, but it does yield an effect for the cost of governing
whose magnitude is consistent with estimates made in past research.
Model F hardly changes the effects of economic variables, except that
the effect of unemployment, on support for government parties at last
has the correct sign, though it is still not statistically significant. In
combination with the main effect of unemployment this reiterates the
counterintuitive effects of unemployment found in previous models: all
parties gain from unemployment, government parties almost as much
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table 4.2. Elaborated Models Predicting Propensities to Support Political Parties

Model D Model E Model F

B SE B SE B SE

Previous national
vote

0.762 0.009∗∗ 0.764 0.009∗∗ 0.765 0.009∗∗

Party size 5.417 0.102∗∗ 5.646 0.106∗∗ 5.714 0.107∗∗

Government party ∗

time since last
election

−0.005 0.002∗

Government party ∗

time since last
election squared

0.001 0.000∗∗

Class 0.354 0.027∗∗ 0.355 0.027∗∗ 0.355 0.027∗∗

Religion 0.304 0.026∗∗ 0.306 0.026∗∗ 0.306 0.025∗∗

Left–Right distance −0.333 0.007∗∗ −0.328 0.007∗∗ −0.327 0.007∗∗

Issues 0.469 0.020∗∗ 0.470 0.020∗∗ 0.470 0.020∗∗

EU approval 0.268 0.031∗∗ 0.271 0.030∗∗ 0.271 0.030∗∗

Issues ∗ perceptual
agreement

−1.211 0.175∗∗ −1.204 0.174∗∗ −1.205 0.174∗∗

Government party −0.025 0.035 −0.105 0.036∗ −0.286 0.046∗∗

GDP 0.034 0.011∗ 0.034 0.011∗

Unemployment 0.071 0.018∗∗ 0.071 0.018∗∗

Inflation −0.041 0.005∗∗ −0.041 0.005∗∗

Government party ∗

GDP
0.074 0.021∗∗ 0.071 0.022∗∗

Government party ∗

unemployment
0.029 0.033 −0.004 0.034

Government party ∗

inflation
−0.082 0.012∗∗ −0.083 0.012∗∗

Weighted N 27,505 27,505 27,505
Adjusted R2 0.458 0.462 0.462

Note: Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.

as others. Still, the model lends some support to H1 and H2 from
Chapter 3.

The effects of the individual-level control variables will be discussed
in detail in Chapter 5. However, a few observations can be made at this
point. First of all, it should be mentioned that explaining 45 percent of
the variance in an individual-level model is very respectable. Moreover,
this is not actually an individual-level model but rather a model disag-
gregated to the level of the respondent’s support for each political party.
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Disaggregation generally increases total variance without commensu-
rately increasing our ability to explain that variance.8 We should also
mention that the effects of various determinants of party choice are of
the same general magnitude as found in previous studies (Oppenhuis
1995; van der Eijk and Franklin 1996; van der Eijk, Franklin, and van
der Brug 1999). All these attributes of Model F reassure us that it is a
properly specified model of party support.

At the party level, we find a highly significant and positive effect on
the support for government parties of the quadratic term measuring
time since the last election.9 This supports the findings of various pre-
vious studies, which show that the loss of government popularity tends
to be highest at midterm. The same is true for the highly significant
negative effect for government parties, which is also a regularity that
has often been observed empirically. Parties cannot remain in office
indefinitely because they almost invariably lose support with the pas-
sage of time. We also find significant effects of the interaction of issue
proximity with perceptual agreement of party positions, which repli-
cates earlier findings.10

8 We believe that the disaggregation is necessary in order to properly specify the pro-
cesses at work, but that does not mean that we expect to explain as much variance
as we would in an individual-level analysis. The fact that we do explain so much
variance is consequently quite satisfying.

9 The measure of time since the previous election has been centered on its average
value in our data (twenty-eight months), so this variable starts negative and becomes
positive after twenty-eight months. Added to the (negative) popularity of government
parties lower down in the table, we find that government popularity starts out slightly
positive at 0.04, drops to a highly negative −0.304 exactly two years after an election
occurs, and then starts to rise, ending (for countries with four-year terms of office)
somewhat below the point at which it started, at 0.004. The average country in our
data holds European elections twenty-eight months after national elections, at which
point government parties suffer a hit of −0.286 to their popularity – the coefficient
seen for government parties when the two “time since” variables (which have been
centered on their mean values) are 0.

10 Perceptual agreement of party positions is a measure of the extent to which respon-
dents in each country agree on the location of their political parties in left–right terms
(van der Eijk 2001). In earlier research we found that the effect of left–right proximity
varies across political systems, and that this variation can be accounted for by the
extent of perceptual agreement (Oppenhuis 1995). In this research the effect of this
interaction, while significant until the previous vote is included in the equation, drops
out in the presence of this additional control and so is excluded from the tables pre-
sented in this book, along with other individual-level predictors of party preference
that did not prove significant.
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When Powell and Whitten (1993: 396) estimated their aggregate-
level model of economic effects on election outcomes, in which they
took account only of the government status of parties (and not of
contextual effects or of the ideological complexion of the governing
parties), they found three insignificant effects: negative in the case of
unemployment and inflation, positive in the case of economic growth.
It seems that we have obtained with Model F very similar findings at
the individual level. Though some of our coefficients are significant
because of the much larger N available to us in an individual-level
study, nevertheless, the individual-level effects of the economy that we
find are very minor (as were the aggregate effects found by Powell and
Whitten), compared to the effects of other predictors of party choice.
For instance, when a country has 1 percent more economic growth, the
model predicts that, ceteris paribus, the propensity of voters to support
opposition parties increases by 0.034 of a point, while their propensity
to support government parties increases by 0.105 of a point (0.034 +
0.071) on a 10-point scale. We have already mentioned the tiny increase
in variance explained that occurs when economic conditions are taken
into account.

Nevertheless, as far as we are aware, this is the first time that
aggregate-level findings (in this case, widely respected benchmark find-
ings) have been replicated at the individual level. Like Powell and
Whitten, we will move on to assess the ways in which different kinds
of parties are affected differently by economic conditions. But first, we
should draw attention to an intriguing implication of Model F.

The unexpected effect of unemployment in Model F looks like an
anomaly, but it might not be. At this point in our argument we are
still dealing with party support rather than party choice, but the find-
ings regarding support have implications for preferences (and hence
for choice). Since party preferences were measured separately for each
party, our method enables us to assess preferences that can increase or
decrease for all parties simultaneously as a consequence of economic
conditions. Obviously, measures of party choice could not have yielded
these results, because a gain in popularity of one party necessitates a
drop for other parties.

Suppose it is true that, during the period and over the countries that
we study, unemployment did not hurt government parties. What would
that mean? Most straightforwardly it would mirror the fact, observed
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in the Introduction to this volume, that when (in the countries and
period that we study) governments were voted out of office, this gen-
erally was not regarded as being the result of high unemployment,
not even in those cases where unemployment was endemically high. In
Model F we see an apparent concomitant of that observation in terms
of the party preferences that accompany rising unemployment. All of
these coefficients are positive except for one very small and insignif-
icant negative effect that could never overcome the positive balance
for any specific group of parties: all parties seem to gain support under
conditions of rising unemployment. In terms of the basic theory of eco-
nomic voting, which is that government parties are punished electorally
for poor economic performance, it would mean that electoral incen-
tives to control unemployment were absent in these countries at these
times. Such an interpretation of our findings would run counter to the
common observation that government parties of all ideological com-
plexions do in fact pay considerable attention to unemployment and
to the crafting (and selling) of policies designed to tackle unemploy-
ment. Yet, as Dr. Johnson once observed, “nothing concentrates a man’s
mind so much as the prospect of being hanged.” Perhaps stronger elec-
toral incentives would have engendered greater focus, and the greater
focus might in turn have brought the sort of results in the fight against
unemployment that were seen with the successful tackling of inflation
in these same countries at an earlier period.

Such an interpretation of our findings would give rise to a puzzle,
of course. Why should unemployment have such anomalous effects on
party support propensities? Why would voters not reduce their support
for parties that permitted unemployment to rise? We will return to this
question at various points in this and later chapters.

Time in Office and Control of Economic Ministries

In Chapters 1 and 3, we suggested that among the variables that might
be needed in a properly specified model of economic voting, we should
consider including variables that might reflect on the responsibility
of particular government parties for economic conditions – especially
how long they had been occupying the seats of power and whether they
controlled the prime ministership or ministry of finance. Time in office
in our data ranges from one month (the 1994 Berlusconi government
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in Italy) to fifty-five years (the Belgian Christian Democrats), yet none
of the three ways in which time in office could be operationalized
yielded significant findings (for details see Appendix B).11 A variety of
models operationalizing the role of the prime minister and minister of
finance similarly failed to demonstrate the need to elaborate Model F
(see Appendix B, Tables B.1 and B.2).12 So, our findings fail to sup-
port H3 or 4b from Chapter 3. It appears that any mis-specification
of previous models through the omission of these effects was not
grave.

Economic Voting and the Effect of Party Size

Even though government parties will try to take the credit for good
economic circumstances, and even though opposition parties will often
try to blame the government when the economy does badly, responsi-
bility for the state of the economy is not always so clear-cut, as was
discussed at length in Chapter 3. In particular, we argued that party
size may serve as a proxy for voters, telling them which parties are
players in the policymaking process. We should therefore control for
party size as a moderator of the effect of economic conditions on party
support.

An additional reason for controlling for party size is that large gov-
ernment parties are in a much better position to affect government
policies than small government parties are. We have already pointed
out that, in our data, the largest party always controls the prime min-
istership (and often the ministry of finance as well). Moreover, such
parties attract more media attention, and consequently their responsi-
bility is more visible to the public. To test the hypothesis that effects of

11 Voters might assign responsibility to parties based on total length of time in office,
even with different coalition partners, on the length of time a specific coalition had
been in office, or on the length of time since the most recent election. None of these
formulations produced significant findings.

12 The party of the prime minister and that of the minister of finance was identified in
each context, and dummy variables indicating each ministry were added to Model F.
In alternative specifications, these variables were substituted for government party in
Model F, as was a dummy variable indicating control of either ministry. None of these
models added significantly to the variance explained or produced more substantively
interpretable findings.
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table 4.3. Interacting Economic Voting with Party Sizea

Model G Model H

Independent Variables B SE B SE

Government party −0.213 0.050∗∗ −0.167 0.048∗∗

Party size 6.659 0.147∗∗ 6.644 0.144∗∗

Government party ∗ party size −2.047 0.216∗∗ −2.056 0.213∗∗

GDP 0.026 0.012 0.037 0.011∗∗

Unemployment 0.058 0.020∗ 0.065 0.019∗

Inflation −0.042 0.006∗∗ −0.040 0.005∗∗

Government party ∗ GDP 0.105 0.027∗∗ 0.084 0.021∗∗

Government party ∗ unemployment 0.164 0.041∗∗ 0.116 0.037∗

Government party ∗ inflation −0.126 0.023∗∗ −0.061 0.013∗∗

Party size ∗ GDP −0.199 0.100
Party size ∗ unemployment −0.293 0.150 −0.164 0.135
Party size ∗ inflation −0.024 0.040
Gov. party ∗ party size ∗ GDP 0.210 0.142
Gov. party ∗ party size ∗ unemployment −0.710 0.214∗∗ −0.754 0.187∗∗

Gov. party ∗ party size ∗ inflation 0.241 0.074∗

Weighted N 27,505 27,505
Adjusted R2 0.466 0.466

Note: Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.
a The estimated model includes all control variables in Model F (see Table 4.2). Since the

effects of the control variables are not relevant to the topic of this study, these effects are
not presented here.

economic conditions are moderated by party size (not just for govern-
ment parties but for opposition parties also), we interacted all variables
pertaining to the economy with party size.13

Each of the interaction terms presented in Table 4.3 can only be
understood in relation to the other relevant coefficients. This makes
them very difficult to interpret in a straightforward fashion. One of the
few things that is immediately clear from Model G is that it yields at
least one strong and theoretically very meaningful higher-order inter-
action: the interaction between government parties, party size, and
unemployment. This effect is strong, significant, and (as expected the-
oretically) negative. This indicates that especially large government

13 Party size is measured by the proportion of seats held by each party in the most
important chamber of the legislature at the time the interviews were conducted.
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parties are hurt electorally by rising unemployment, whereas smaller
government parties are much less affected. Before we elaborate on the
implications of this model for different types of political parties, we
should consider whether it could (and thus should) be made more par-
simonious. This is particularly important because the large number of
higher-order interactions leads to considerable multicollinearity in the
model, partly due to the fact that the different aspects of the economy
are not totally independent of each other. When there is much eco-
nomic growth, unemployment will normally decrease.14 Particularly
if we interact these variables with a large number of other variables,
they are bound to be largely collinear. This decreases the reliability of
the estimated coefficients. So, if we omit effects that are not or are
barely significant, the resulting model may well contain more reliable
estimates of the effects of other variables.

All lower-order interactions with party size and the state of the
economy in Model G are insignificant. Yet, we cannot remove these
interaction terms without also removing the higher-order ones. As a
first step toward making the model more parsimonious, we excluded
the two interaction effects involving party size and inflation. The effect
of party size interacted with inflation was not significant. Though the
higher-order effect (government party ∗ party size ∗ inflation) was sig-
nificant, its effect was small and in the opposite direction from what
was theoretically expected. After we excluded the interaction effects of
party size and inflation, the interaction effects of party size and eco-
nomic growth still failed to attain significance, so we excluded those
effects as well.

These exclusions give rise to the second model in Table 4.3, Model
H, which is in many respects an improvement over Model F. This
model, at last, provides us with a basis for understanding how changes
in unemployment affect party choice. The strong negative effect for
the interaction of party size ∗ government parties ∗ unemployment sug-
gests that large government parties in particular are held responsible for

14 At the country level (n = 42), the correlation between economic growth and change
in unemployment is –.416, which indeed shows that unemployment tends to decrease
if a country experiences high economic growth. The correlations between inflation
and economic growth and between inflation and change in unemployment are very
small, however: respectively .003 and .000.
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table 4.4. Effects of Economic Conditions on Preferences for Various
Prototypical Parties (Based on Model H, Table 4.3)a

GDP 1%
Higher

Unemployment
1% Higher

Inflation
1% Higher

Government party Large 0.121 −0.062 −0.101
Small 0.211

Opposition party Large 0.037 0.022 −0.040
Small 0.070

a A large party is a party that occupies 40% of the seats in parliament, a small party
has 10% of the seats. The imputed values for party size (in Model H) are 0.2648
(large party) and −0.0352 (small party).

increasing unemployment. Grasping the import of the findings in Ta-
ble 4.3 is still very difficult, however, because higher-order interactions
can only be interpreted in combination with lower-order interactions
and main effects.

To make this and subsequent models easier to interpret, we distin-
guish a small number of prototypical parties and use the findings from
our models to assess how support for each of these would be affected by
specific economic changes. As Model H focuses on two party attributes
(government status, and size of parties), we distinguish large and small
government parties and large and small opposition parties. For illus-
trative purposes, we define a large party as one that holds 40 percent
of the seats in the national parliament and a small one as one that
holds 10 percent of the seats. For each of the resulting four types of
parties, we can add the relevant coefficients from Table 4.3 to arrive
at the total effects of economic changes (see also footnote 4). Applying
this procedure, we show in Table 4.4 how average preferences for these
four prototypical parties would change as a consequence of a 1 percent
change in economic conditions (respectively, economic growth, unem-
ployment, and inflation). Since the interactions between party size,
on the one hand, and inflation and economic growth, on the other,
turned out to be not significant, they were excluded from our final
Model H. Table 4.4 therefore does not contain differences between
large and small parties in the effects of economic growth and inflation.
The findings for these two economic indicators are very straightfor-
ward. When there is much economic growth, support for opposition
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parties increases a little, while support for government parties increases
considerably. With inflation the reverse happens. Opposition parties
become less attractive as a result of increased inflation but government
parties even more so.

The reader should bear in mind that in this chapter we are thinking
about party support (the first stage in Downs’s two-stage process), upon
which effects need not be symmetrical, quite in contrast to effects on
party choice (the second stage, which we do not consider until Chapter
6). Support can increase for all parties at the same time (and might do so
in boom times), but such increases need not be the same for all parties.
Equally, all parties can simultaneously lose support (although again,
not necessarily to the same degree). In our opinion, conflating the two
stages in Downs’s model has tended to contaminate our thinking about
effects of economic conditions (and quite possibly about other effects
as well). Indeed, we will see in a later section that, for some types of
political systems, where it is hard for voters to know which parties to
hold responsible for economic conditions, it makes more sense to think
of the regime as a whole falling into disfavor in bad economic times.

The effects for unemployment deepen the puzzle we mentioned ear-
lier. Voters’ support for large government parties declines when unem-
ployment increases, as anticipated in the literature and in accordance
with our hypotheses, but the decline is small and quite overwhelmed
by the support that small government parties appear to gain. Oppo-
sition parties, by contrast, make consistent if modest gains. This does
not come as a surprise because we might expect that, if the government
is not doing a good job, opposition parties – which normally propose
different economic policies – would gain commensurately.

The surprise in Table 4.4 is that small government parties benefit
the most from higher unemployment rates. It is as though these small
parties were being rewarded – perhaps for exercising veto power in
economic management, standing in the way of reforms that their larger
coalition partners would otherwise introduce. In order to evaluate this
possibility, we need to further elaborate our model by taking account
of the ideological complexions of parties. It could be the case that
small government parties happen to be of a different ideological type
than large government parties, accounting for the surprising effects of
unemployment for small government parties. This is what we turn to
next.
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Economic Voting and Parties’ Ideological Positions

It has been suggested several times that left-wing governments will par-
ticularly be held responsible for rising unemployment, while right-wing
governments will particularly be held responsible for rising inflation
(Hibbs 1977, 1982; Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer
1999). Governments of both ideological complexions are expected to
be held equally responsible for economic growth. In this research, we
focus on parties rather than governments and, to the extent that vot-
ers hold government parties responsible for the state of the economy,
we might expect support for right-leaning government parties to be
more affected by levels of inflation than support for left-leaning gov-
ernment parties, which, by contrast, would respond more strongly to
changes in unemployment. Parties of all ideological complexions would
be expected to promote economic growth, so levels of growth should
affect support for all government parties equally (albeit in proportion
to their size).

Previous aggregate-level analyses by Powell and Whitten (1993) sug-
gest that this is what happens. The contribution of these authors to the
field of economic voting was important because they showed that the
aggregate success of left-leaning governments depended particularly on
unemployment, whereas voters held right-leaning governments much
more responsible for inflation. Our design allows us to distinguish
between different parties and to test these effects at the individual level.
We do, however, expect to find similar patterns.

In order to test these expectations, we classified all parties in our
sample as left- or right-leaning. For this purpose, a survey question
was used in which respondents were asked, for each of the parties in
their country, to indicate what its position was on a 10-point scale
of which the extremes were labeled “left” (1) and “right” (10). If the
median of the voters’ perceptions was at the positions 1 through 5.5 on
this 10-point scale, a party was classified as left-leaning. If the median
perception was higher than 5.5, a party was classified as right-leaning.
In the analyses to be presented in this section, indicators of economic
voting will be interacted with this variable.15

15 We dichotomize the left–right location of parties partly to simplify the exposition and
partly to avoid any problems of intersystem differences in the way the scale is used. By
dichotomizing the scale in each system at its midpoint, we make the least demanding
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table 4.5. Effects of Economic Conditions on the Propensity to Support
Various Prototypical Parties (Based on Model I, Appendix B)a

GDP 1%
Higher

Unemployment
1% Higher

Inflation
1% Higher

Government Left parties Large 0.063 −0.291 −0.099
parties Small 0.185 0.254

Right parties Large 0.055 0.032 −0.125
Small −0.286 0.004

Opposition Left parties Large 0.033 0.069 −0.029
parties Small 0.070 0.146

Right parties Large −0.111 −0.326 −0.055
Small −0.187 −0.323

a A large party is a party that occupies 40% of the seats in parliament, a small party
has 10% of the seats. The imputed values for party size (in Model I) are 0.2648 (large
party) and −0.0352 (small party).

We start with the full model, in which we interacted the three indica-
tors of the economy with dummy variables for government party and
left–right position of parties, as well as with party size. The resulting
model contained many insignificant effects, particularly those involv-
ing the combination of party size and inflation. After excluding the
insignificant effects, we obtained results that are summarized in Ta-
ble 4.5. Here again, we focus on the consequences of a 1 percent change
in unemployment, inflation, and economic growth. The full model
(Model I) from which this table is derived can be found in Appendix B
(Table B.3) and will be presented in more detail in Chapter 5.

Since none of the interactions with party size and inflation is signifi-
cant, these effects are not reported in Model I (see Appendix B). Thus,
small and large parties are not distinguished in Table 4.5 when it comes
to the effects of inflation. The findings for inflation are thus particu-
larly straightforward, affecting preferences for all parties negatively,
right-leaning government parties most of all. Effects on support fall
off as we consider in turn left government parties and right opposition
parties, and are weakest of all for left opposition parties. Left-leaning

assumptions regarding comparability. The same variable used at the individual level
does not raise the same problem because we standardize each variable in each country
by viewing it in terms of its predictions (y-hats), as explained in Chapter 2. We could
do something similar at the aggregate level, but the results would be hard to interpret
and discuss.
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opposition parties are thus the relative beneficiaries of inflation, losing
less support than other parties.

The effects of unemployment on different types of parties are much
more complex. Large left-leaning government parties are badly hurt
by higher unemployment. This is very much in line with theoretical
notions put forward in the literature, which propose that left-wing
parties are expected to proactively do anything in their power to keep
unemployment low. When they fail to do so, they will be punished.
The positive effect of unemployment on support for small left govern-
ment parties seems rather anomalous, however. We will return to this
anomaly a little later. For the moment, it suffices to say that the anomaly
would not be noticed in conventional approaches to the study of eco-
nomic voting, since few voters support small parties and the increase in
such support would be swamped by large changes in support for their
larger coalition partners. Right-leaning government parties are hardly
affected by changes in unemployment, as would be expected on the
basis of past theorizing.

Prospective Economic Voting?

It is when we turn to opposition parties that we see really unexpected
findings. Conventional wisdom would suggest that opposition parties
benefit in terms of votes from rising unemployment. In terms of party
support, we find indeed that left-leaning opposition parties gain in
these circumstances; however, right-leaning opposition parties (both
small and large) do not benefit from higher levels of unemployment.
When unemployment increases, they even lose support. The anomalous
findings regarding both right-leaning opposition parties and small left
government parties suggest a form of issue voting that prospectively
takes into account expectations about the future actions of parties.
What our findings seem to show is that, whereas government parties
are evaluated on the basis of a mixture of prospective and retrospective
assessments (consistent with H5 from Chapter 3), opposition parties
are judged primarily on prospective grounds,

When unemployment increases, people become more likely to sup-
port a party that can plausibly promise to bring unemployment down
while being willing to defend welfare arrangements that guard citizens
against the consequences of unemployment. This readily explains the
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failure of right-wing opposition parties to gain from unemployment.
Voters anticipate that if these parties are elected, unemployment will
not be as high on their agenda as it would be on left-wing parties’
agenda, and these are also the parties least likely to defend welfare
arrangements. This reasoning would explain why right-leaning oppo-
sition parties lose, while left-leaning opposition parties gain, when
unemployment increases. It would also explain why small left-wing
opposition parties gain more than larger ones. Small left-wing parties
tend to be more radical and tend to be firmer defenders of welfare
arrangements. So, the patterns of support for opposition parties in the
face of increased unemployment are understandable if one assumes
that voters are judging such parties prospectively.

The pattern in support for government parties can similarly be
explained if we are willing to accept the idea that voters evaluate
these parties by a mixture of prospective and retrospective consider-
ations. Large left-leaning parties are normally expected to give prior-
ity to unemployment problems, but in the circumstance of increas-
ing unemployment, if they are in government, they lose credibility
in that regard. So, they lose support. But small left parties are sit-
uated rather differently. It is very rare for small left-leaning parties
to be in a coalition with only right-leaning parties. Normally, they
can only enter a coalition with a larger (often more moderate) left
party. When unemployment increases, the small left government par-
ties are, on the one hand, in a position to serve as defenders of wel-
fare arrangements; and on the other hand, they can blame the larger
left government party for not having done enough to keep unemploy-
ment down. The gain by small left government parties in conditions
of rising unemployment is larger than the gain by small left oppo-
sition parties, suggesting a degree of pragmatism among voters who
may expect the experience of governing to have given these parties
a better chance of implementing their programs than (possibly inex-
perienced) opposition parties. Alternatively, voters may be rewarding
these parties for having “fought the good fight” against coalition part-
ners bent on reducing benefits and entitlements in the hope of reducing
unemployment. In either case, voters are not reaching blindly for any
radical solution to the unemployment problem: their reactions appear
to be quite pragmatic, being closely tied to the realities of the political
situation.
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Why are right-leaning government parties hardly affected by ris-
ing unemployment, while right-leaning opposition parties are badly
hurt? To the extent that voters evaluate government parties retrospec-
tively, they may not have expected right-leaning government parties
to do much about unemployment, so rising unemployment would not
much affect their support. Such parties were evidently elected for other
reasons than tackling unemployment, and whether they have satisfied
their supporters in terms of those other concerns will be unconnected
with the unemployment situation. This is the reasoning put forward by
Powell and Whitten (1993) that is appropriate to retrospective voting.
When it comes to opposition parties, however, we suggest that voters
are not reacting retrospectively to the state of the economy. Instead,
what matters where opposition parties are concerned are prospective
considerations. Prospectively, right-leaning opposition parties do not
benefit from unemployment for exactly the same reason that right-
leaning government parties are not hurt: they are not expected to
do anything about the problem. The negative effects for right-leaning
opposition parties are thus a signal that prospective considerations are
paramount for potential supporters of these parties where unemploy-
ment is concerned.16

If we now turn to levels of economic growth, we again find it hard
to interpret the findings without assuming a prospective orientation on
the part of voters. In the first place, we can see that large government
parties are hardly affected by growth (or by lack thereof). But economic
growth does make right-leaning opposition parties less attractive, and
it is even more hurtful to small right-wing government parties. It seems
that right-wing parties appear most attractive when growth is low, as
though voters were focusing on the ability of such parties to correct the
low-growth situation – a reaction very much in line with voters’ appar-
ent reactions to unemployment. By contrast, when growth is high, it
is small left-wing parties that benefit. This finding would make no
sense in a retrospective world. But perhaps what we are seeing here is
further evidence that voters also have prospective economic concerns.

16 The larger magnitude of so many of the coefficients where unemployment is concerned
could be due to the high salience of unemployment in the countries that we study.
We mentioned in the Introduction that opinion polls regularly show unemployment
as being viewed as the most important problem facing these countries.
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Smaller left-wing parties often emphasize not only materialist but also
postmaterialist values such as environmental protection and equality of
opportunity for different groups of citizens. Citizens may be more will-
ing to support these kinds of platforms when the economy is booming
than in periods of malaise. This interpretation of our findings would
thus support the “luxury goods” hypothesis put forward by Stevenson
(2002). Moreover, the apparent preference of voters for small govern-
ment parties of this type over small opposition parties hints at the same
type of pragmatism that we suggested might be reflected in responses
to higher unemployment. When choosing a more radical alternative,
voters prefer radical parties with government experience to those with
no (recent) government experience.

The evidence for prospective economic voting that we derive from
Table 4.5 is only indirect, yet our findings do lend support to H5 in
Chapter 3. Left parties do appear to be held more accountable for
unemployment, while right parties appear to be held more accountable
for inflation. Moreover, opposition parties are evaluated primarily on
prospective grounds, whereas for government parties, both prospective
and retrospective considerations appear to play a role.

Though we have presented our interpretation of the coefficients
in Table 4.5 as though the different behavior patterns might all be
observed in the same political system, in practice it is quite likely that
different patterns of behavior are more typical of different political
systems (retrospective behavior in some and prospective behavior in
others). In a later section we will find that this is indeed the case – a
finding that both validates the variety of patterns we have just distin-
guished and makes them more comprehensible.

The “European Malaise”?

The puzzle over effects of unemployment in Europe’s recent history can
be almost entirely resolved in light of the ideological complexions of
parties of different sizes. We have seen that when we distinguish parties
according to their size and ideological complexion, the propensity of
voters to support (or not) different parties during times of increasing
unemployment appears quite interpretable. Yet, the overall impression
of the effects of unemployment that we see for different parties is one of
inconsistency. Some government parties are positively affected, some
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negatively. The effects are also inconsistent for parties of particular
ideological complexions and sizes. This mixed bag of effects seen in
Table 4.5 is apparently due to internal battles waged within govern-
ing coalitions on the left of the political spectrum that pit small (and
generally more ideologically extreme) parties against large (and more
moderate) ones. The result is to dilute the negative effects of unem-
ployment on governing parties taken as a whole.17 These findings help
us to make sense of the apparently positive effects of unemployment
on all parties taken together that we pointed out as being an apparent
implication of Model F. Those findings were biased as a consequence
of the omission of party size and ideology as independent variables.18

Model I does not, as Model F seemed to do, imply that all parties gain
as a consequence of rising unemployment. To the contrary, some gain,
some suffer, and some are hardly affected. As a consequence of this
mixture of effects, it is not possible, in the context of this model, to
talk about an overall balance of effects (whether positive or negative),
as was possible with Model F.19

These effects are compatible with neo-liberal descriptions of what
is often referred to as the “European economic malaise” in publica-
tions such as The Economist. According to this perspective, necessary
economic restructuring – mainly in terms of privatization, deregula-
tion and the trimming of welfare arrangements – is seen to have been
obstructed or frustrated by left-wing parties and their electoral support
coalitions. The consequence would be relatively high unemployment

17 According to this argument, the fall from grace of the left-leaning German government
under Gerhard Schroeder, which led to early elections being called in Germany during
2005 (outside the period that we study), would be due to the fact that there was no
small left coalition partner to “fight the good fight” against economic restructuring.
The SPD’s Green partner had other political concerns. Consequently, this is a clear case
(such as does not exist during the period that we study) of a left-leaning government
being voted out of office because of high unemployment, which had risen to record
levels despite a number of policies intended to restructure the economy in a neo-liberal
fashion. As predicted by our model, the right-wing opposition parties were unable to
benefit from rising unemployment. Rather, it was the radical left (the Linke Partei)
that won support at the expense of the more moderate left-wing parties.

18 These omitted variables are, of course, correlated with other independent variables
in the model, implying that their inclusion has the effect of changing certain other
coefficients as well.

19 Were we to be interested in the overall balance of effects, it would be necessary to
evaluate the implications of Model I separately for each party and then average the
results. An overall accounting of this type will be conducted in Chapter 6.
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and the lack of electoral incentives to deal with this, precisely what
our findings show. Of course, these findings are equally compatible
with a different interpretation of economic developments. The voters
who object to economic restructuring may be quite correct in being
skeptical of privatization and deregulation as panaceas for reducing
unemployment and stimulating growth, particularly when, during the
period that we study, some countries appeared to enjoy unusually suc-
cessful economies because of corporatist and statist arrangements that
are anathema to the neo-liberal view – the often-touted “Dutch mir-
acle” (Visser and Hemerijck 1997; Haverland 2001).20 Either inter-
pretation can quite adequately explain the seeming lack of electoral
consequences referred to in this book’s Introduction. The important
point in this regard is that propensities to support right-leaning and
left-leaning government parties are not hurt as much by unemploy-
ment as could have been expected on the basis of conventional theo-
rizing about economic voting – parties of the right because they are not
held accountable for unemployment and parties of the left because of
conflicting priorities.

Of course, as already mentioned, the findings in this chapter relate
to party support propensities, not to actual votes. In Chapter 7 we will
return to the theme of European unemployment levels when we trans-
late support into votes at the second stage of our two-stage approach
to understanding economic voting.

System Characteristics and Economic Voting

According to the logic introduced in Chapter 1, we ought to look not
only at party but also at system characteristics. There are all sorts
of reasons why we should suppose that economic voting does not
unfold in the same way in different countries. Powell and Whitten

20 Much in contrast to the neo-liberal view of a European malaise, a different strand of
literature emphasizes for the period that we study extraordinarily successful economic
performances in some European countries, attributed to corporatism and social con-
certation mitigating market forces. Nickell and van Ours (1999) refer to a “European
unemployment miracle,” van Ark and de Haan (2000) to a successful “Delta model.”
See also Hemerijck (2003). After the turn of the millennium, economic conditions in
these countries deteriorated markedly, and the discussion continues over the extent to
which the economically successful 1990s are to be explained by social concertation
or the meager years since 2000 by insufficient neo-liberal restructuring.
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(1993) have suggested that economic voting would be more apparent
in countries where responsibility for economic management can be
more clearly attributed to governments than in countries with lower
clarity of responsibility.21 Whitten and Palmer (1999) have suggested
that clarity of responsibility is not just a country attribute, but also a
feature that could vary in the same country between one election and
the next. Even though other systemic factors have never been suggested
as possibly affecting economic voting, we should consider this possi-
bility too. As argued in Chapter 3, it is not implausible to suppose that
systemic characteristics such as consensual government or strong social
protection could weaken the impact of economic conditions in much
the same way that lack of system clarity does, perhaps even accounting
for Powell and Whitten’s findings.

Implementing any test for additional factors over and above those
we have already investigated in Model I, Appendix B, and reported in
Table 4.5 runs into problems of a mundane technical nature. Model I
contains twenty interaction terms out of a rather larger potential num-
ber (some of which are not included in Model I because they proved not
significant) that would have to be assessed as soon as system charac-
teristics were added. And adding system characteristics would at least
double the number of required interactions. Though we have derived
our economic data from forty-two different contexts, it is evident that
by the time we have implemented forty or more interaction terms, we
will have spread our data very thinly over the available contexts so
that the values of many parameters could end up depending on one
or a very few cases at the system level. This would result in unstable
and possibly misleading results.22 So, system characteristics can only
be included in a simpler model.

There are basically two ways in which we can simplify the model.
The first would be to exclude all interactions with party size. This is
unattractive because we demonstrated in the previous chapter that we

21 Powell later elaborated this idea (2000) to distinguish countries that followed what he
called a “majoritarian vision” of democracy from those that followed a “proportional
vision.”

22 We checked for multicollinearity in all of our analyses. The tolerance levels of the
parameters in Model I are still acceptable, but when all possible interactions with
system characteristics are included, the tolerance levels in several instances are below
0.05, which means that such estimates lack robustness.
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needed the interactions with party size to obtain meaningful results.
However, Powell and Whitten (1993) and Whitten and Palmer (1999)
arrived at sensible results in high-clarity elections on the basis of the
distinction between government and opposition parties without tak-
ing the relative strength of the parties into account. It is true that in
our data most elections are held under less clear circumstances and
that their model provides no good explanation for economic voting in
such circumstances; but when we exclude the interactions with party
size, our approach does enable us to replicate Whitten and Palmer’s
(1999) model at the individual level. At the very least, we could expect
this simplified model to generate sensible results in the high-clarity
contexts.

The second way in which Model I could be simplified would be
by excluding the government party status of parties from the model
altogether, thus distinguish parties only according to their size and ide-
ological complexion. Such a model flies in the face of one of the estab-
lished “facts” of economic voting, namely, that government parties
benefit from economic prosperity, whereas they are hurt by economic
recessions. Our earlier findings in this chapter, however, suggest several
reasons for supposing that a model that focuses on party size may be
at least as appropriate as one that focuses on government status. In the
first place, the two variables amount to much the same thing in
practice: large parties are government parties more often than not. In
the second place, the argument we made earlier about voters perhaps
being more aware of a party’s size than its government status might
provide the reason why Whitten and Palmer’s (1999) model does not
work in low-clarity countries. A model that focuses on party size might
well have more general applicability. In the third place, we have seen
that prospective voting plays a large part in explaining differences in
voters’ party support. To the extent that this is so, it removes the need
for voters to identify parties according to whether they are currently
members of the government or not.

We will attempt both approaches to simplifying our model and inter-
act these simplified models with Whitten and Palmer’s clarity of respon-
sibility index. Because the tables showing interaction effects for these
models are very unwieldy, they will not be presented here (they can
be found in Appendix B). Instead, we will move directly to summary
tables of the sort employed earlier in this chapter to make plain the
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consequences of stylized changes of 1 percent in economic conditions
for the strength of support for a limited number of prototypical parties.

Clarity of Responsibility

The models of economic voting presented so far in this chapter assumed
implicitly that voters in all political systems react in the same way to
the state of the economy, and that voters in all political systems take
account of similar strategic concerns (in terms of whether parties are
small or large, government or opposition, left or right). This assump-
tion may, however, not be valid. Though we have managed so far to
arrive at sensible effects of economic conditions without taking clarity
of responsibility into account, it is possible that the effects we measured
only exist in high-clarity countries, as explained in Chapter 3.

We start by replicating as far as possible with our data the tests
conducted by Powell and Whitten (1993). Our test of whether gov-
ernment parties are held responsible for economic conditions only in
high-clarity countries is conducted in two steps. We first return to the
rather basic Model F (Table 4.2) – the model that contained only gov-
ernment/opposition status – and we add high/low-clarity interactions
to this model. In the second step we also include ideological complex-
ions of parties (details of both steps are presented in Models J and K,
Appendix B, Table B.4). The results after the second step are summa-
rized in Table 4.6. In this table we look, once again, at the consequences
of a 1 percent increase in economic growth, unemployment, and infla-
tion for prototypical parties.

The results presented in Table 4.6 demonstrate that effects of eco-
nomic conditions in high-clarity countries are in line with the findings
of Whitten and Palmer (1999) and with our own hypotheses. In high-
clarity countries, left-wing government parties lose as a result of higher
unemployment, while left-wing opposition parties gain support. Right-
wing parties are hardly affected. Inflation hurts all parties, but govern-
ment parties much more than opposition parties. Economic growth
helps all parties, but government parties much more than opposition
parties.23

23 A test of the different effects of inflation in the high- and low-clarity countries is
complicated by the fact that we encountered serious multicollinearity problems with
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table 4.6. Effects of 1% Higher Inflation, Unemployment, and Economic
Growth on Preferences for Various Prototypical Parties in Different Electoral

Contexts (Based on Model K, Appendix B, Table B.4)

Change
Because of

Unemployment

Change
Because of
Inflation

Change
Because of
Economic
Growth

High clarity of Government Left-leaning −0.136 −0.098 0.203
responsibility party Right-leaning 0.000 −0.090

Opposition Left-leaning 0.223 −0.012 0.028
party Right-leaning 0.080 −0.042

Low-clarity of Government Left-leaning 0.039 −0.067 0.117
responsibility party Right-leaning 0.238 −0.033

Opposition Left-leaning −0.217 0.104 0.012
party Right-leaning −0.103 −0.094

In low-clarity countries the patterns are, however, not very sensi-
ble, except for those associated with economic growth. Government
parties – left-leaning ones in particular – gain support as a result of
higher unemployment, whereas the reverse is true for opposition par-
ties, quite contrary to expectations. When it comes to inflation, it is
left-leaning opposition parties that gain rather than the right-leaning
ones that theory would lead us to expect. So we conclude, as have pre-
vious authors (Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999),
that the government–opposition dichotomy does not really work in
low-clarity contexts.

What of the size attribute? Our next step is to evaluate a model that
excludes government–opposition status and instead employs interac-
tions with party size. The results are summarized in Table 4.7, which
is based on Model Q presented in Appendix B (Table B.5). Because,
as usual, higher-order interactions need to be taken in conjunction
with lower-order interactions involving the same variables, the table

these parameters. This is largely due to the fact that high-clarity countries (Greece,
Spain, Portugal, and Britain in particular) are countries experiencing relatively high
levels of inflation. As a result, four of the effects involving inflation have tolerance
levels below 0.10 and two have tolerance levels below 0.05, which indicate strong
multicollinearity and unstable results as a consequence. This somewhat reduces our
satisfaction with the government–opposition model even in high-clarity contexts.
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table 4.7. Effects of 1% Higher Inflation, Unemployment, and Economic
Growth on Preferences for Various Prototypical Parties in Different Electoral

Contexts (Based on Model L, Appendix B, Table B.5)a

Change
Because of

Unemployment

Change
Because of
Inflation

Change
Because of
Economic
Growth

High clarity of Large party Left-leaning −0.105 0.329 0.097
responsibility Right-leaning 0.036 0.316 0.132

Small party Left-leaning 0.178 −0.073 0.063
Right-leaning −0.059 −0.100 −0.069

Low clarity of Large party Left-leaning −0.302 0.218 0.119
responsibility Right-leaning −0.401 −0.038 −0.157

Small party Left-leaning −0.078 0.025 0.094
Right-leaning −0.007 −0.069 −0.087

a For the definition of a large and small party, see the footnote to Table 4.5.

is generated, as before, by summing the effects of a 1-unit increase in
each economic indicator. The implications of these results are quite
straightforward in the low-clarity countries. In these electoral contexts
unemployment hurts all parties, yet it hurts the larger ones more than
the smaller ones. In the case of inflation as well as economic growth,
left-wing parties benefit, whereas right-wing parties are hurt. These
effects also tend to be stronger for larger than for smaller parties.

How can these patterns for the low-clarity countries be understood?
The interpretation that we consider most plausible is that voters in low-
clarity contexts respond to the state of the economy in a prospective
fashion. As argued in Chapter 3, in situations where it is not very clear
who is responsible for the current state of the economy, it makes little
sense to try to reward or punish parties for what they have done in the
past. It makes more sense to look at what they are likely to do in the
future. In times of high economic growth, and in times when public
and private spending are relatively high (usually accompanied by some-
what higher inflation rates), the political programs of left-wing parties
become more popular. Left-wing concerns such as environmental pro-
tection, equality of opportunity for different groups of citizens, and
less restrictive asylum policies are more likely to be supported in times
of economic prosperity than when the economy is in recession. This



P1: JYD
0521863740c04a CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 17:45

110 The Economy and the Vote

interpretation of our findings supports the luxury goods hypothesis put
forward by Stevenson (2002).

The idea that voting in low-clarity elections is guided strongly
by prospective expectations, rather than by retrospective evaluations,
makes the finding for inflation and economic growth understandable
in such elections. The results for unemployment are also interpretable
in these terms. All parties lose from unemployment in these countries,
but large right parties lose more than large left parties, which can only
be understood in prospective terms along lines explained earlier. At the
same time, the fact that virtually all parties do lose support in condi-
tions of unemployment reminds us that even in low-clarity countries
retrospective voting is still possible, in the sense of voting against the
system as a whole. Differences in effects of economic conditions on par-
ties of different types, however, have to be understood prospectively.

What of high-clarity countries? Table 4.7 shows effects that are
somewhat similar to those in Table 4.6, but in this case in interaction
with party size instead of government party. The comparison between
Table 4.6 and Table 4.7 shows, however, that in high-clarity countries
the results have more face validity when government–opposition status
is taken into account rather than party size.

So, it seems that the puzzle of whether parties are held responsi-
ble on the basis of their size or on the basis of their government–
opposition status may be largely resolved when we take account of
the difference between high-clarity and low-clarity political contexts.
In political contexts where credit and blame for economic conditions
can straightforwardly be attributed to government parties, voters do
indeed hold government parties responsible (though in ways tempered
by ideological differences), as suggested by Powell and Whitten (1993)
and Whitten and Palmer (1999). Effects of the state of the economy are
to a large extent retrospective in these countries. On the other hand,
in contexts where credit and blame for economic conditions cannot
so easily be attributed to governments, voters choose on the basis of
prospective considerations, basing their expectations of what parties
will do if elected on the ideological leanings of these parties as well as
on their size.24

24 To evaluate this interpretation, we also conducted separate analyses of high-clarity
and low-clarity countries. For the high-clarity countries we interacted economic
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These findings both validate and clarify the findings that we
reported, earlier in this chapter, from an analysis that distinguished
parties on the basis of both government–opposition status and size but
not on the basis of country types. There we found mixtures of prospec-
tive and retrospective behavior that we now see to be mainly charac-
teristic of different types of political systems, with voters in low-clarity
countries engaging mainly in prospective behavior, while voters in high-
clarity countries are far more concerned with retrospective evaluations.
Indeed, it seems clear that the best estimates of effects of economic con-
ditions that will hold both in high- and in low-clarity countries will be
estimates that do take account of both government–opposition status
and the sizes of parties. Though we cannot show this to be the case
because of our lack of degrees of freedom at the country level, it seems
clear that Model I provides us with the best all-purpose approach to
estimating the consequences of economic conditions across both high-
clarity and low-clarity contexts.

Other Systemic Characteristics

In Chapter 3 we mentioned the possibility that clarity of responsibility
might easily be confused with either or both of two other system char-
acteristics that would predict weaker responses to economic conditions
in certain countries. One of these was the consensual–majoritarian dis-
tinction suggested by Lijphart (1999), and the other was the distinction
between liberal and other welfare states suggested by Esping-Andersen
(1990, 1999). The idea that consensual decision making would make
it hard to attribute credit and blame for economic conditions follows
closely the logic we have employed in distinguishing between high-
and low-clarity countries, but produces a slightly different list of coun-
tries from those picked out by Whitten and Palmer (1999). We derive

conditions with government–opposition status, and for the low-clarity countries we
interacted economic conditions with party size. This research design (doing sepa-
rate analyses for subsamples of countries) is similar to the one employed by Whitten
and Palmer (1999). In the main text, we have presented the results based upon the
full dataset, because we think that selecting cases is methodologically problematic.
By selecting a subsample, one sometimes truncates the variance in the independent
variables, thus making the findings less robust. However, the results of the separate
analyses for the two groups of countries yield the same substantive results as those
presented in the main text.
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our list of countries with consensual decision-making practices from
the first dimension in Lijphart’s (1999) two-dimensional classification
scheme (the parties–executives dimension), dichotomizing the variable
according to whether countries obtained a positive or negative score
on this dimension. Turning to Esping-Andersen’s (1990, 1999) dis-
tinction, liberal welfare states are expected to motivate greater atten-
tion to economic conditions because in these countries citizens are
least protected by the state against social insecurity in terms of unem-
ployment and old age. In social democratic welfare states, citizens are
most protected against these kinds of insecurities. Conservative wel-
fare states fall somewhere in between. Most of the EU countries are
conservative welfare states according to Esping-Andersen’s definition.
Three countries (Denmark, Finland, and Sweden) are social demo-
cratic welfare states, and two are liberal welfare states (Ireland and
Britain).

In order to assess whether either or both of these classifications
would change our findings based on distinguishing between systems
of high and low clarity, we applied the following procedure. We first
estimated Model I on the complete dataset (containing all forty-two
contexts) and we saved the residuals. Then we selected a group of
countries (for instance, the group of majoritarian systems) and reesti-
mated Model I again on this selection of countries, but this time with
the residuals of the full model as our dependent variable. If interactions
with system characteristics prove to be significant, the variables should
explain part of the unexplained variance in the full model. The analyses
did not return very meaningful results, however. Within the majoritar-
ian systems, the thirty-six variables of Model I combined explained
0.9 percent of the variance that was left unexplained by the original
model. Within the countries Esping-Andersen classified as conserva-
tive, the variables explained only 0.4 percent.25 Moreover, very few of
the effects of variables measuring the state of the economy turned out
to be significant (fewer than would have been expected on the basis of
chance alone). Because these analyses did not yield much that was of
substantive interest, we decided not to pursue this line of inquiry.

25 The other groups distinguished by Esping-Andersen contained too few contexts to
allow us to perform these analyses.
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Conclusions

Theories of economic voting tell us that government parties are held
responsible for economic conditions. Improvements in the economy are
expected to benefit governing parties electorally and to hurt the oppo-
sition. In general, our findings support these theories. Well-specified
models do indeed show that government parties are generally held more
accountable than opposition parties for the condition of the economy.
In Tables 4.3 and 4.5 government parties generally benefit from good
economic times, with opposition parties sometimes being affected in
the reverse direction, more frequently being affected in the same direc-
tion but less strongly. This pattern was not evident in models that failed
to take account of party size and ideology, but once those factors were
included the findings were clear.

Our findings reveal a complex pattern of voter reactions to eco-
nomic conditions. The necessary inclusion of two additional party
characteristics – party ideology and party size – reveals the fact that
parties differing in these two respects are affected very differently by
economic circumstances. Our finding that large left-leaning govern-
ment parties lose support due to higher unemployment, while small
left-learning parties often benefit, provides a much more nuanced view
of the processes by which economic circumstances affect party support
than we obtain from the previous literature, as does our finding that
small right-learning parties are often particularly disadvantaged by eco-
nomic growth. Our findings show asymmetries in voters’ responses to
economic developments that make sense only if we assume that voters
respond not only retrospectively (punishing or rewarding parties for
their past successes and failures) but also prospectively (taking account
of the policies they expect parties to implement if those parties were to
be members of a future government). Our findings thus suggest a type
of prospective voting quite different from that previously suggested in
the individual-level literature. The literature on subjective assessments
of economic conditions (e.g., Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000) refers
to prospective voting in terms of anticipatory reactions by voters to
expected future economic conditions, whereas what we seem to find is
that voters’ levels of support for different parties are affected by how
they think those parties will influence future government economic
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policies. This behavior would be far more sophisticated and meaning-
ful than was previously suggested, more in line with McKuen, Erikson,
and Stimson’s (1992) characterization of prospective voters whom they
liken to bankers. We return to this theme in Chapter 7.

Our results considerably extend those of Powell and Whitten (1993)
and of Whitten and Palmer (1999). We find economic conditions affect-
ing the vote not only in high-clarity countries, but in low-clarity coun-
tries also. In high-clarity contexts, our analyses at the individual level
yield results that are quite similar to the ones those authors found at the
aggregate level: electoral support for left-leaning government parties is
primarily hurt by rising unemployment, while electoral support for
right-leaning government parties is primarily hurt by rising inflation.
All government parties are hurt by low economic growth. However,
because we distinguish between parties of different sizes, our findings
are able to uncover a theme that was invisible to earlier researchers:
evidence of prospective voting for small parties that sometimes gained
from bad economic times (small left parties from inflation and small
right parties from unemployment), as though voters felt that the ide-
ological complexion of these parties particularly suited them to deal
with the economic malaise from which the country was suffering.

In low-clarity countries, however, the picture is rather different, and
our findings suggest that prospective voting is more widespread. When
voting prospectively, it is not necessary for voters to know which par-
ties are currently members of the government. Rather, the important
question is what kinds of policies they will be better able to promote
if they receive more electoral support. Hence, in low-clarity contexts,
left-wing parties do well in times of economic prosperity, whereas right-
wing parties benefit from recessions. Again, we have to assume that
voters only hold certain parties responsible for economic conditions,
but in low-clarity countries the parties held responsible are not gov-
ernment parties but large parties.

We must admit that these results as well as their interpretations –
however plausible we consider them to be – are based upon a lim-
ited number of contexts, which inhibits us from simultaneously taking
account, in one all-encompassing model, of all system and party char-
acteristics that seem relevant. The analyses from this chapter, however,
do allow us to formulate a new hypothesis that needs to be tested
in future research. This hypothesis is: in high-clarity contexts voters
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predominantly hold government parties retrospectively accountable
for their management of the economy, whereas in low-clarity contexts
voters predominantly react prospectively to the state of the economy,
focusing their attention primarily on policies to be expected from the
larger players among parties in their political systems.

Anyone who has ever looked at changes in election results in mul-
tiparty systems will have noticed that in many cases the electoral for-
tunes of parties that were members of the same coalition government
diverge widely. At election time the members of a coalition compete
not only with opposition parties for votes, but also with each other,
and in many cases some parties that are members of a cabinet gain
votes at the expense of others. Our findings suggest that these sorts of
differences in electoral success can be explained at least in part by the
different ways in which voters’ levels of support for different kinds of
parties are affected by the economy. In Chapter 6 we will evaluate this
insight by estimating the extent to which aggregate party support (and
hence election outcomes) can be expected to change as a consequence
of changing economic conditions.

The notion that left-wing parties are evaluated differently than right-
wing parties is not new (e.g., Powell and Whitten 1993; Stevenson
2002), nor is the idea that party size matters (e.g., Anderson 1995). Nor
even is the need to distinguish between low- and high-clarity contexts.
So, our contribution in this chapter has been mainly to integrate the
notions put forward by others in the context of a research design that
would permit the implications of these ideas to become evident, and
simultaneously to take account of all these variables in a single model.
In the process, we have established that ideas about economic voting
so far tested only in aggregate-level analyses do indeed have individual-
level counterparts when tested on appropriate survey data.

We have found that effects of the economy on support for par-
ties depend simultaneously on three party attributes: their size, their
ideology, and whether they are in government or not. These findings
provide a basis for our later investigation (in Chapter 6) of how votes
shift from one party to another in the second stage of the two-stage
process of electoral behavior that was set out in Chapter 1. We now
know that any changes in actual votes, that occur as a consequence
of changing levels of party support in the light of economic condi-
tions will certainly depend on which particular parties, ideologically
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speaking, occupy which niches in the framework of party competition:
which are large, which are small, which are government parties, and
which are opposition parties. Exactly how parties in these different
niches respond to economic conditions also depends on whether we
are talking about high-clarity or low-clarity political contexts.

Because of data limitations, the analyses in subsequent chapters do
not build on the models that take account of differences in system clar-
ity. Early in this chapter, we developed a model (Model I) that appears
to work quite satisfactorily in both high- and low-clarity systems. That
model takes account of all three attributes of political parties that we
have found to be important: their size, their government–opposition
status, and their ideological complexion. This is the model we will
generally employ in the chapters that follow.

So far in this book, we have only concerned ourselves with the first
stage of the two-stage process described by Anthony Downs (1957).
Preferences for parties are indeed formed much as anticipated in the
economic voting literature. But how do preferences translate into
votes? In Chapter 6 we will be taking the competitive situations of
parties into account as we assess how the effects of economic condi-
tions translate into votes. But first, we need to focus our attention on
the individual voter. In this chapter we have been concerned primarily
with how party characteristics condition the effects of economic con-
ditions on party support, but parties gain or lose because voters prefer
them or not. Ultimately, economic voting is about voters, not parties,
and we need to consider what our findings imply for the behavior of
voters before we move on to study election outcomes.

Our models in this chapter have taken account of individual-level
characteristics, and we saw that taking account of these characteristics
did not alter the effects of economic variables. But still there is the
possibility that individual-level characteristics interact with economic
conditions in ways that were not evident in this chapter. Evaluating
this possibility is the subject of the next chapter.
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5

The Economic Voter

The models of economic voting presented in Chapter 4 hardly paint a
picture of Homo economicus. Effects of the economy are small com-
pared to other effects on party support. Of course, small effects can
have large consequences if they lead to a substantial segment of the
electorate changing its party choice from one party to another. So, in
order to assess the political consequences of changing economic con-
ditions, we should know which groups of voters are affected by such
changes. Much of the existing research has treated voters as homo-
geneous in the way they reach their decisions. However, some recent
studies have suggested that voters are rather heterogeneous in the way
they reach electoral decisions (Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991;
Bartle 1997; Krause 1997; Pattie and Johnston 2001; Dorussen and
Taylor 2002; Kroh 2003; Zaller 2005). One purpose of this chapter
is to assess whether specific groups of voters are more responsive to
changing economic conditions than others. We need this information
in order to assess properly the consequences of changing economic
conditions on election outcomes, which we turn to in the next chapter.
Another purpose is to explore in more detail the effects of economic
voting at the individual level and to evaluate those effects in the context
of other effects on voters’ party preferences. We will start by rehearsing
the individual-level implications of our findings so far.
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Effects of the Economy Compared to Other Effects

We mentioned in passing in Chapter 4 that effects of economic condi-
tions on individual voters are rather modest. To illustrate this point,
Table 5.1 shows our full Model I (see also Table 4.5), but this time
with the effects of all control variables included.1 Moreover, Table 5.1
adds standardized regression coefficients to the effects presented in
Chapter 4. For the purpose of comparing effects of the economy with
other effects, Table 5.1 also shows Model I without the effects of the
economy.

The first thing to notice, in comparing the two models in Table 5.1, is
that effects of the economy (in combination with their interactions with
other variables) add almost nothing (less than 1 percent) to the variance
explained. The second thing to notice is that effects of individual-level
variables are hardly changed by the addition of variables from the
party, election, and country levels. So, these contextual variables are
not at all collinear with individual-level variables.

Finally, we should note that the effects of economic conditions are
much less (judged on the basis of the standardized regression coeffi-
cients) than the effects of certain party and individual-level variables.
Among the latter, previous vote, ideological distance, and issue prior-
ities exert the strongest effects. Even though standardized coefficients
are a crude criterion for comparing the impact of different effects, it
is clear that these latter variables contribute much more to determin-
ing the level of respondents’ party support than do economic circum-
stances. Quite clearly, some of the effects of the economy are significant
only because of the enormously large dataset we employ in this study.
A dataset with the number of cases generally found in a typical elec-
tion study (no more than 4,000) would find fewer significant effects of
economic conditions.2

The small magnitude of effects of the economy on party support has
a number of implications that deserve to be explored. The first is a clear

1 Of course, the control variables were also included in the models presented in Chap-
ter 4, just omitted from the tables, as mentioned in footnotes to those tables.

2 Note, however, that a single election study would find no effects of the economy for a
more fundamental reason: at one point in time economic conditions are constant, and
an independent variable that does not vary cannot contribute to the variance explained
(see Chapter 1).
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implication that past attempts to measure economic voting at the indi-
vidual level have not been measuring what they purported to measure.
The effects of subjective assessments of the economy measured in past
research have been much too great (as argued by Wlezien, Franklin, and
Twiggs 1997; Bartels 2002) to have been a reflection of economic condi-
tions (even leaving aside the problem mentioned in Chapter 1 of under-
standing how economic conditions could be reflected in those assess-
ments). The second implication arises as a corollary of the small effects
of the economy in the formation of party support propensities: our find-
ings hardly tell us anything new about how voters develop their prefer-
ences for parties.3 A third implication is that the effects of other issues
could in certain circumstances readily overwhelm any effects of the
economy. Effects of issues (which relate, of course, to issues other than
the economy) are shown in Table 5.1 to be substantially greater than
effects of the economy. This implies that a salient issue of another type
could easily nullify effects that would otherwise have been felt from
economic conditions.

The most powerful effect on party support propensities is previous
national vote. This is not a very exciting finding, as we do expect
voters to generally vote the same way in successive elections. Apart
from this, however, by far the most powerful influence is a strategic
consideration: voters prefer parties that are large enough to have a
good chance of putting their policies into effect. Party size can shift an
individual’s propensity to vote for a party by 3 points on a 10-point
scale, these 3 points being the advantage a party controlling 50 percent
of legislative seats has in comparison with a party that controls only
5 percent of legislative seats.4 These findings thus confirm the old adage
that “nothing succeeds like success.”

The majority of the remaining effects on preference formation come
from issues, including EU approval and left–right affinities (considered
by many to be surrogates for unmeasured issues). Issues have most

3 See the Coda to van der Eijk and Franklin (1996) for a detailed checklist of what
was learned from the use of party support propensities in an investigation of the way
people arrive at their evaluations of political parties across much the same universe of
countries examined in this book.

4 The 6-point effect shown in Table 5.1 would only apply to a comparison between par-
ties controlling virtually no seats with parties controlling virtually all seats – something
that does not happen in a competitive democracy.
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effect, however, when there is lack of agreement on where parties stand
in left–right terms.5 Other research has shown that the effects of left–
right affinities are positively affected by whether there is agreement
as to where parties stand, but in this research that interaction is made
redundant by the inclusion of past vote in the equation (see Chapter 4).
One of the more interesting effects that we can estimate when we use
party support as the dependent variable is the extent to which voters
need to know where parties stand if they are to make use of left–
right location as an aid to party choice. Lack of perceptual agreement
about the political stances of parties can be seen to inject an element
of uncertainty into the foundations of party support, forcing voters
to rely more heavily on issues in order to compensate for the lack of
shared meaning of ideological descriptors such as left and right.

Demographic effects on party support are much less than have been
implied by the findings of some past research. Class and religion have
much weaker effects than issues and left–right affinities. Nevertheless,
even though demographic effects play only a marginal role in our find-
ings, still the effects that we find on party preference formation are
rather fixed. Parties occupy different niches in a political system, and it
is hard for a party to change its policies or its ideological affinities over
a short period of time. It is true that events (a scandal or a disaster) can
change the salience of issues that favor one party or another, but the
shifts in preferences that result tend to be rather short-lived and, except
when an election occurs in the immediate wake of the event in question,
such changes in issue salience seldom have long-term consequences for
party preferences. A party can, of course, shift its ideological and issue
positions, but not quickly. And even when a party has succeeded in
making a shift in its ideological or issue stance, the effect will often
be felt only by a few voters: those who take the party seriously as a
contender for their votes.

It is for this reason that the economy is of so much interest as a pos-
sible source of political change. Because, unlike most other influences
on vote choice, economic conditions can change radically from one
election to the next, even effects as small as those of the economy that
we measure in this book can have palpable consequences for election

5 The negative effect of the interaction between issues and perceptual agreement reduces
the effect of issues when perceptual agreement is high (see text).
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outcomes if they change the rank order of party preferences (in terms
of which party is preferred the most) of a substantial group of voters.
The small effects of economic conditions are most likely to result in
changes in election results if these affect all members of the electorate
in the same way.6 But is this in fact the case? Does the economy actually
impact all voters the same way? This is the topic of the remainder of
this chapter.

Relevant Distinctions among Voters

In order to be able to judge political parties by the state of the econ-
omy and to connect this to their ideologies, voters must have informa-
tion about both the economy and the ideological positions of parties.
Early studies of public opinion and voting behavior called into question
whether the average citizen would have such information (Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes
1960; Converse 1964, 1970). Analyses of American National Election
Study panel data from 1956, 1958, and 1960 revealed that about half
of the respondents changed their opinions on policy issues as though
they were answering at random. The implication drawn from these
studies was that these people’s policy attitudes, as expressed in opinion
polls, were for the most part “nonattitudes” (Converse 1970). More
recently, however, various scholars have proposed that, even though
many citizens may not be very sophisticated, this does not mean that
they are completely uninformed. With the aid of cognitive cues, they
may still be able to evaluate candidates or parties in a meaningful way
(Fiske and Linville 1980; Conover and Feldman 1982, 1984; Feldman
and Conover 1983; Popkin 1991; Zaller 1992; Kinder 1993; Snider-
man 1993). Moreover, it has been demonstrated that many people
are quickly able to remedy their ignorance when they feel the need to
because of urgent problems or changing issues and circumstances that
affect them (Lupia and McCubbins 1998).

This view has the same implications as the notion of “information
costs,” which is central to rational choice perspectives on the electoral

6 If different groups of voters are affected differently by the economy, losses of a party
among one group could be compensated for by gains among another group. Under
those circumstances, small effects of the economy are not so likely to result in significant
changes in aggregate election results.
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process (Downs 1957; Barry 1970; Enelow and Hinich 1984). In this
perspective, the costs (in time and energy) of becoming informed about
politics generally exceed the gains of doing so. To still behave ratio-
nally, voters need information-saving devices, that is, perceptual cues
that help them to make informed judgments concerning the political
world, including the policy positions of parties. According to Downs
(1957), voters therefore make use of ideologies to evaluate parties,
since ideologies summarize the differences among parties on the most
salient issues at each point in time. Alternatively, it has been suggested
that party identification provides cues even to those who are unaware
of parties’ ideologies (Campbell and Kahn 1952; Campbell, Converse,
Miller, and Stokes 1960, 1966).

The extent to which a citizen makes use of economic conditions as
a cue to decide which party to vote for equally depends upon his or
her information. In order to vote on the basis of the economy, one
should have information not only about the state of the economy, but
also about which parties are in government. Moreover, when behaving
retrospectively, one should want to reward government parties when
the economy is doing well and punish them for economic recessions.
When behaving prospectively, one needs information about parties’
likely future policies. Different groups of voters may thus differ in
their extent of economic voting for different reasons. Some voters may
simply lack the necessary information about who is in government or
about actual economic circumstances. At the other end of the spec-
trum, some voters may reach the conclusion that in a capitalist and
global economy, a national government has only limited opportunities
to affect economic developments. These voters may therefore decide
that the government cannot be held responsible for the economy and
hence may not take this information into account. In that case, we
could again expect voters at intermediate levels of sophistication to be
most affected by the state of the economy.

The kinds of considerations taken into account by different groups
of voters when rating the support they give to political parties
has important ramifications for our appraisal of electoral processes.
Authors of classic studies of voting behavior have argued that citizens
who decided the election outcomes were hardly aware of the issues
at stake and of the positions of candidates on such issues (Berelson,
Lazarfeld, and McPhee 1954). These arguments called into question
the assumption that citizens cast meaningful votes in elections. The
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implication was that a large proportion of the (American) electorate
was not able to vote on the basis of substantive considerations. These
early findings led experimental researchers to distinguish between polit-
ical “novices” and political “experts” when studying the effects of
watching television news on evaluations of the president (Iyengar,
Kinder, Peters, and Krosnick 1984). This American perspective has
received little empirical support in European contexts (see Daudt 1961
for an analysis of British data and van der Eijk and Niemöller 1983 for
the Netherlands). In the United States, too, this view has been heavily
contested since the 1980s (for surveys of the relevant literature, see Dal-
ton and Wattenberg 1992; Sniderman 1993). Zaller (1992) argues that
a more nuanced distinction between levels of attentiveness is needed,
because attitude change may be nonlinearly related to political atten-
tion. He expects citizens with intermediate levels of attentiveness to be
the most affected by news stories. This argument is empirically sup-
ported by the study of Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1995: 189), who find
that the effects of (negative as well as positive) political advertising are
strongest among citizens with intermediate levels of information. New
insights from a study by Zaller (2005) lead to a different apprecia-
tion of the electoral process. Zaller suggests that more sophisticated
voters make their electoral decisions on the basis of ideology, whereas
less sophisticated voters rely more on short-term factors, such as what
happens to the economy.

These ideas suggest a number of ways in which electorates might fail
to have homogeneous reactions to economic conditions. They can be
checked by operationalizing suitable test variables to interact with the
effects of economic conditions. In addition to the ideas already men-
tioned, various considerations pertaining to the personal circumstances
of respondents need to be taken into account. To the extent that voters
are motivated by self-interest, we might expect certain groups of voters
to be more sensitive to economic developments than others. Dorussen
and Taylor (2002) argue that this would be particularly relevant when
estimating the effects of unemployment. Some citizens are not particu-
larly vulnerable to unemployment, these authors argue, because their
jobs are not at risk when unemployment increases, whereas others are
more vulnerable to rising unemployment. If voters react differently
depending on their personal circumstances, this will provide evidence
of a form of pocketbook voting where voters bring concerns about their
own situation to bear on their process of political preference formation.
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We will check these notions by distinguishing two groups of citizens
from the rest of the electorate.

From a pocketbook perspective, one would expect citizens who are
themselves unemployed to be particularly sensitive to unemployment
rates. This is because the unemployed have less chance of finding a job
when unemployment increases, whereas their chance of finding work
increases when unemployment goes down. In addition, such voters
may be more sensitive to economic growth than other voters. When
the economy slows down, governments usually cut their spending and
the unemployed are often the first victims of such budget cuts, so a
slowdown in economic growth might hit the unemployed harder than
most groups. If we find this group reacting more strongly to changes
in the economy, this will provide evidence of pocketbook voting.7

On the basis of similar logic, the group expected to be least sensitive
to the unemployment rate consists of retired citizens, who (because
they are not employed and are not seeking employment) do not have
to concern themselves with the state of the job market. They may,
on the other hand, be more sensitive to levels of inflation because at
least some of them depend to a large extent on savings, which lose
value as a consequence of inflation. Again, if we see more sensitivity
to inflation by this group, it will be evidence of a form of pocketbook
voting. Whether they are more or less sensitive to economic growth
than other citizens remains to be seen.8

7 We limit our discussion here to the consequences of being unemployed for party sup-
port. Other orientations and behaviors may also be affected by unemployment, such
as withdrawal from politics, as found in some of the U.S. literature. We limit our dis-
cussion here to the consequences of being unemployed for party support propensities.
It is evident that other political orientations and behaviors may also be affected by
unemployment, such as withdrawal from politics, as has been suggested in some of
the literature. As such effects do not impinge on the questions addressed here we will
not pursue their presence or absence.

8 In the typology of Dorussen and Taylor (2002), the least sensitive citizens are retirees
and civil service employees. We did not use this typology because the extent to which
civil servants are sensitive to job loss may well differ enormously among the different
countries of the EU. Moreover, in many EU countries, various semipublic sectors exist
in which employees have a status similar to that of persons who work in the public
sector. In a cross-country comparison that focuses on fifteen countries, distinctions may
then become arbitrary. Therefore, we decided to focus only on the two groups who can
be most clearly distinguished from others and for whom the theoretical expectations
are most clear: retirees as the least vulnerable group and the unemployed as the most
vulnerable.
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Although this has not previously been hypothesized, a final possi-
ble source of voter heterogeneity is ideological self-placement in left–
right terms. In various analyses in Chapter 4, we noticed that the
effects of economic conditions vary between parties of different ide-
ological complexions. Support for large right-leaning government par-
ties appears particularly sensitive to levels of growth, whereas sup-
port for left-leaning government parties appears particularly sensitive
to unemployment levels. Similar differences may well exist among
voters.9 Left-leaning voters might be expected to give more weight
to parties’ performance in dealing with unemployment, whereas right-
leaning voters may be more concerned with inflation. We will therefore
distinguish between left-leaning and right-leaning voters and assess
whether this distinction plays any role in the effects of economic
conditions.

Defining the Effects

The discussions on voter heterogeneity focus on various concepts, such
as political attentiveness, political knowledge, and political interest.
The most general concept that most authors refer to is political sophis-
tication. Luskin (1987) evaluates various measures of political sophisti-
cation and arrives at the conclusion that measures of factual knowledge
produce the strongest effects. Other measures, such as education and
interest, produce very similar but weaker effects. Unfortunately, our
data do not contain measures of factual knowledge that can be com-
pared across time and place, but they do contain measures of political
interest and education. We will employ these measures in our analyses
as proxies for political sophistication, because Luskin’s analyses give
no reason to suppose that patterns hypothesized as applying to knowl-
edge would not equally apply to political interest or to education. Since
the theory is still not entirely clear on whether we should expect lin-
ear interaction effects, we decided to distinguish a number of groups

9 It might be thought that similar differences would have to be seen among voters, but
this is not necessarily so. Voters could hold different types of party to account in
different ways without themselves having different concerns. This would happen if
they had different expectations for the behavior of different parties when in office – a
prospective orientation that we have already documented in our findings (see Chap-
ters 4 and 5).
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of voters with different levels of interest and education. We have the
advantage of a very large sample (N = 32,950), so we do not have to
worry about losing two or three degrees of freedom if we explore these
possible interaction effects in such detail.

Political interest was measured with a question that asks respondents
how interested they are in politics. The response categories are “a great
deal,” “to some extent,” “not much,” and “not at all,” enabling us to
define dummy variables that distinguish between four levels of political
interest.

Since the educational systems are different across various European
countries, education is a difficult variable to operationalize in com-
parative studies. A common approach is to ask respondents how old
they were when they completed their full-time education. Even though
this provides only a very rough indication of how well people are edu-
cated, it does provide a measure that is comparable across countries.
The categories that we distinguished for our study by means of dummy
variables are low education (stayed in school only until age fourteen),
medium low (graduated at age fifteen to eighteen), medium high (com-
pleted full-time education at age nineteen to twenty-one), and high
(completed full-time education at age twenty-two or older).

In addition, we created two dummy variables to distinguish unem-
ployed and retired citizens from the rest of the sample and several
further dummy variables to distinguish between groups of citizens in
terms of their positions on the left–right dimension. For all of these
dummy variables, we sought to discover whether there were signifi-
cant interactions between them and variables measuring the state of
the economy.

Results

Our investigations in Chapter 4 led us to focus on a model (Model I
in Tables 4.5 and Table 5.1) that seemed to us to encapsulate the con-
siderations relevant to estimating the effects of economic voting. In
this model (as in all the others we investigated), voters were assumed
to react homogeneously to changes in economic conditions. If we are
now to check that assumption, we evidently need to look for inter-
actions between the effects estimated in that model and the different
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dummy variables defined for the purpose. This, however, would not
enable us to evaluate the possibility that certain of our other models
might also yield significant interactions. In particular, it is possible that
our failure to find significant effects of changes in unemployment in
the simple Model F (Table 4.2) was due to the fact that we did not
distinguish there between left-wing and right-wing voters or between
more or less sophisticated ones. Therefore, we decided to first check
for significant interaction effects in the most basic Model F. This is the
model that distinguishes parties only by their status as government or
opposition parties, which is at the heart of most of the studies in eco-
nomic voting. After checking for interactions in Model F, we checked
for interaction effects in the fully specified Model I.

The common way to specify interaction effects is to define the nec-
essary interaction variables and add them to the model. Doing so for
Model I would imply, however, that we would have to create inter-
action terms for each of the thirty-six terms specified in Table 5.1 by
interacting each of them with each of the eight test variables described
earlier. Presenting the results of such analyses would be a Herculean
task. We therefore decided upon a strategy already employed in Chap-
ter 4 to study interactions with systemic characteristics. The procedure
is as follows.

First, we estimated a Model (F or I) for the entire sample and
saved the residuals from that analysis. We then selected a group of
respondents distinguished by one of the dummy variables, such as the
unemployed, and estimated Model I again for the selected group, but
this time using the residuals as the dependent variable. These residu-
als represent the part of the variance in the dependent variable that
was not explained by the Model (F or I) when it was tested over the
entire sample. If any of the variables affect the selected group differ-
ently from the entire sample (i.e., if significant interaction effects exist),
this would show up as significant coefficients of the independent vari-
ables on these residuals, corresponding to a significant interaction effect
defined in the traditional way and included in a regression predicting
the original dependent variable. Conversely, if no significant effects are
found, then there is no significant interaction effect for the group in
question and consequently no need to specify a traditional interaction
term.
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table 5.2. Significant Interaction Effects between Economic Condition
and Individual Voter Characteristics, Using Model I from Chapter 4

Characteristics of Respondents
Left–Right
Distance

Right-Wing
Party ∗ Inflation

Unemployed
Retired
Education low 0.050∗∗

Education medium low 0.029∗

Education medium
Political interest low 0.047∗

Political interest medium low
Political interest medium
Right-wing (position 8, 9 or 10) −0.050∗∗ −0.080∗∗

Note: Significant at ∗ 0.01, ∗∗ 0.001.

In this way, we explored Models F and I for the existence of interac-
tion effects. Given the enormous sample, we have sufficient statistical
power to detect quite small interactions. The tests largely failed to find
such effects. We performed these tests for all three indicators of the
economy (the main effects of unemployment, inflation, and economic
growth), together with all the interactions of these variables estimated
in Models F and I, using eight different dummy variables, thus check-
ing for 200 interaction effects. Of these, only one turned out to be
significantly different from zero at the 0.01 level of significance, and
one was significant at the 0.001 level. Since one coefficient significant
at the 0.01 level is rather less than what we could have expected to
obtain by chance alone, our conclusion is that only a single significant
interaction effect (significant at the 0.001 level) exists between the state
of the economy as defined by Models F and I and various individual-
level variables defined to test for heterogeneous effects of the economy
as described earlier.

This finding is presented in Table 5.2, along with interactions with
left–right distance, the only one of the individual-level variables to
yield significant interaction effects. As is shown in the first column of
Table 5.2, left–right distance affects party preferences of different
groups of voters somewhat differently. The original main effect of left–
right distance in Model I is a negative one: the smaller the ideological
distance between a voter and a party, the higher the propensity to
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support that party. The negative interaction effect shown in Table 5.2
for right-wing voters in the first column thus indicates that the (nega-
tive) effect of left– right distance is stronger among these voters than
among others. Similarly, the positive effects in that same column for
citizens with low and medium-low education, and for those with low
political interest, indicate that such voters are somewhat less driven by
ideology than more sophisticated voters are, in line with past findings.
It should nevertheless be pointed out that, although these effects are
highly significant in this large sample, they are very weak effects that
only slightly moderate the role of left–right distance. Given that assess-
ing the effects of left–right distance is not a primary purpose of this
study, we will not elaborate further on these findings here.

Our one clearly significant finding relating to economic conditions
is that, among right-wing voters, right-wing parties are penalized even
more as a result of higher inflation than among other voters (partic-
ularly left-wing voters). This amplifies, for these voters, the distinc-
tion already found between the effects of inflation on left and right
parties. Because these voters prefer right-leaning parties more than
left-leaning parties, preferences for the right-leaning parties are more
strongly affected (for many such voters, their preferences for left par-
ties will already be quite low, limiting the extent to which they could
fall further as a consequence of poor economic conditions). Too much
should not be made, however, of an interaction that, notwithstanding
its high level of significance, still makes little difference to the import
of our findings.

Much more interesting than the small number of significant inter-
action effects we found in our analyses of the effects of economic
conditions is the large number we did not find. Out of 200 possi-
bilities (twenty-five effects of economic conditions in Model F and
Model I interacting with eight individual-level test variables), only
one was significant at the 0.001 level.10 Above all we find no evi-
dence of pocketbook voting. Interactions with unemployed and retired
status are nowhere significant. While we do find several instances where
political interest and sophistication play an apparent role, these are no
more than might have been expected by chance, and we should mention

10 The other significant interactions in Table 5.2 are all interactions with left–right self-
placement.
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that even these effects (which we do not believe to be real and so have
not included in Table 5.2) are restricted to assessments of economic
growth. Unsophisticated voters react to inflation or unemployment no
differently from those with more sophistication, quite in contrast to
many research findings on this topic. How do we account for this?

We think the explanation lies in the failure of previous research to
distinguish between the two stages in the two-stage process of party
choice. We have shown that, in the first stage of this process, party
preferences of all voters are about equally likely to be affected by the
state of the economy. However, when it comes to the second stage, some
voters may be more likely to switch their vote to a different party, not
because they are more affected by the economy but because they are
more cross-pressured (their highest support propensities are tied for
two or more parties).

When preferences for two or more parties are tied (or nearly so)
for first place in the minds of voters, even small changes in pref-
erence may lead to substantial numbers of changes in party choice.
If the politically less interested and less educated citizens are more
likely to be tied in their preferences for different parties, then they are
more likely to change their votes – for whatever reason. This is the
explanation that Zaller (2005: 194) gives for his finding that unso-
phisticated voters respond more to the economy: they are more often
cross-pressured between two candidates. By giving this explanation,
he implicitly admits that his findings could not answer the question of
which groups of voters are more responsive to economic conditions.
We have now answered this question: all groups are equally responsive
in terms how their support for parties reflects economic conditions.
Differences in behavioral consequences do not reflect differences in
responsiveness, but rather differences in cross-pressures.

We will illustrate our point by focusing on the voters whose prefer-
ences for their two most preferred parties are tied and whose choices
are therefore most liable to change. If the probability of being tied were
distributed equally across all countries, within each country at different
elections, and across all social groups within each country, we would
obtain stable results when estimating the effects of economic condi-
tions on party choice. However, when proportions of tied voters are
distributed unevenly across countries and groups, a uniform effect of
economic conditions on party preferences will have somewhat diverse
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table 5.3. Proportions of Respondents Whose First Two Party Preferences
Are Tied

Political Interest Education Retired Unemployed

EU average Low .23 Still studying .23 Retired .17 Unemployed .23
Medium .20 Low .19 Not retired .22 Not unemployed .21
High .18 Medium .22

High .21

consequences for party choice for members of the different groups.
Table 5.3 shows how the proportion of tied voters is distributed across
various social groups in the EU as a whole in 1999.

We begin our discussion of this table with political interest. We can
see that 23 percent of those with little political interest are tied, against
20 percent of those with medium political interest and 18 percent of
those with high political interest. This is quite telling. We showed ear-
lier that the effects of the economy on party support are uniform across
these social groups. Suppose that we analyze a model of party choice on
three subgroups of respondents selected by their political interest, and
suppose that the economy has the same effect on the support propen-
sities of each of these subgroups. If the dependent variable had been
party choice, we would have nevertheless estimated a larger effect in
the analysis of the least interested (almost a one-third larger effect than
among those with high interest), not because the economy has a larger
effect on these individuals, but because more of these voters change
their party choice as a consequence of this uniform effect. Such a dif-
ference between the groups would have been highly significant, even
with datasets of a more conventional size than ours, and would cer-
tainly lead analysts who focused on this dependent variable to conclude
that effects of the economy were heterogeneous. Many of the same dif-
ferences across subgroups are shown in Table 5.3 for the other social
groups examined there: the retired, the unemployed, and those with
various levels of education.

What makes matters worse is that the patterns of tied highest prefer-
ences are very different across countries, with much larger differences
in certain countries than are seen across the EU on average. A table
laid out in the same way as Table 5.3 but with rows for each of our
fifteen countries is presented in Appendix B. There it can be seen that



P1: JYD
0521863740c05 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 8, 2007 21:38

134 The Economy and the Vote

the least interested voters are most often tied in France, England, Ire-
land, Italy, Luxembourg, and Finland, and the median interested are
most often tied in Flanders, Wallonia, Denmark, and Greece, whereas
the most interested are most often tied in the Netherlands and Austria.
Similar differences across countries are seen for the other social char-
acteristics. It is no wonder, therefore, that leading scholars in the field
of economic voting complain about inconsistencies in findings across
different countries. When selecting a different group of countries in
which to study change in party choice, one is bound to get different
results, even if the underlying effects of the economy on party prefer-
ences are uniform across countries and social groups. This is exactly
the mistake made in many studies of economic voting that do not take
party competition into account (e.g., Dorussen and Taylor 2002; Zaller
2005).

It goes beyond the remit of this book to investigate why countries
differ in terms of which social groups find more ties between parties in
terms of support propensities. We can speculate, however, that it has to
do with the different state of party competition in particular countries
at different times. We will look at these differences in Chapter 6, though
not with a view to elucidating this particular puzzle, whose exploration
must wait on future research.

The Asymmetric Loss Curve

One of the inconsistencies observed in the literature pertains to the
so-called asymmetric loss curve mentioned in Chapter 3. Economic
recessions have sometimes been found, at least in aggregate-level stud-
ies (Bloom and Price 1975; Claggett 1986), to have a larger effect on
the vote than economic gains of the same magnitude. This asymmetry
has not been substantiated at the individual level, however (Kiewiet
1983; Lewis-Beck 1988; Nannestad and Paldam 1997). Though not,
strictly speaking, a source of voter heterogeneity, this puzzle is one that
we are able to address with our data in much the same way that we
have addressed questions of heterogeneity among voters.

We have accounted for party support by means of a model that
expects different reasons for party support to cumulate in a linear and
additive fashion. Therefore, if the effects were not actually linear, but
curvilinear instead, our model would be deficient in ways that would be
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table 5.4. Correlationsa between Economic Conditions and Residuals
from Model I for Government and Opposition Parties (N = 27,505)

Government Parties Opposition Parties

Economic growth 0.001 (p = .957) 0.003 (p = .580)
Inflation −0.005 (p = .663) −0.002 (p = .753)
Change in unemployment −0.002 (p = .950) −0.009 (p = .158)

a Cell entries are Pearson product moment correlations.

evident from the pattern of residuals from our predictions. If governing
parties really lose support in an economic downturn at a higher rate
than they gain support in an upturn, residuals from our analysis will
correlate negatively with economic indicators when we run such an
analysis only on government parties (and positively when we run such
an analysis only on opposition parties). Table 5.4 shows the results of
these two analyses: the left-hand panel contains correlations between
saved residuals from Model I and the three measures of economic con-
ditions for government parties, while the right-hand panel shows the
same correlations for opposition parties.

Had the loss curve been asymmetric, as proposed by previous
researchers, we should have found significant correlations between eco-
nomic conditions and residuals from our analysis, but even with the
enormous N available to us in these analyses, we find correlations so
close to zero as to be very far from statistical significance. At least at the
individual level, we fail to corroborate the aggregate-level asymmetry
found in so many studies. In Chapter 6 we will see that our symmetric
model of effects of economic conditions on party support does give rise
to asymmetric effects in terms of choice, and thus to asymmetric gain
and loss curves at the aggregate level of party vote shares, resolving
the puzzle.

Conclusion

This chapter finds that the potential effects on party fortunes of eco-
nomic conditions are small in comparison with the effects of some
individual-level and party characteristics but that such effects are
largely homogeneous. Only right-wing voters show a clearly signifi-
cant deviation from homogeneous behavior (and only in respect to one
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feature of the economy), and that deviation merely serves to accentuate
the general pattern found for all voters. Moreover, the effects are linear
at the individual level. Our findings thus substantiate other individual-
level analyses (Kiewiet 1983; Lewis-Beck 1988; Nannestad and Paldam
1997) that also failed to find asymmetric effects on government and
opposition parties and give no support to H7 from Chapter 3.

Our failure in this chapter to find different effects of the economy
on particular subgroups of the electorate speaks against the notion of
pocketbook voting. There is no sign that either the unemployed or the
retired react to economic conditions with their own circumstances in
mind. Our results thus support findings beginning with those of Kinder
and Kiewiet (1979), which show that, when deciding which party to
support, voters respond to general economic conditions rather than to
their personal situations. These findings run counter to the findings in
some of the economic voting literature, however (e.g., Dorussen and
Taylor 2002). This difference appears to be due to a failure in most of
the literature to distinguish between voters’ party support propensities
on the one hand and their choices on the other. We have seen that
less sophisticated voters are more likely to be tied in the competition
between parties, and thus are more likely to react to anything that
affects the strength of their support for each of those parties – but this
does not mean that they are more strongly affected by the variable in
question than other voters are.

More importantly, these largely negative findings reinforce the
notion that effects of the economy are small but widespread, affecting
all classes and conditions of voters almost equally. The homogeneity
of responses somewhat mitigates the small magnitude of the effects of
economic conditions. Because of this homogeneity, economic condi-
tions do have the opportunity to influence election outcomes. So, the
findings of this chapter do not undermine the notion that even small
effects of economic conditions can have large consequences for elec-
tion outcomes. On the basis of these findings, we can now move on
to investigate the consequences of changes in individual preferences,
resulting from changes in economic conditions, on election outcomes.
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From Individual Preferences to Election Outcomes

So far, we have studied effects of economic conditions on the strength
of voters’ propensity to support each of the parties competing for their
votes. In this chapter, we move on to the second stage in the Downsean
calculus of voting and assess the consequences for party choice of these
changes in party support.

Our findings so far indicate that economic conditions have signifi-
cant though not especially powerful effects on support for particular
political parties. But the fact that these effects are not very power-
ful does not mean that the impact of economic conditions on overall
election outcomes is necessarily small. As pointed out in the previous
chapter, most of the more powerful independent variables tend to be
relatively stable over the short run. The alignments of parties with
sociostructural variables such as class and religion have a character
that is more or less given, especially in the short term. Political parties’
ideological stances do change over time, but rather slowly. The same
is true of their position on issues, particularly important issues. So,
while these variables largely explain differences in the attractiveness
of various parties as options to vote for, the same variables cannot
explain short-term changes in party choice. Economic conditions, on
the other hand, can (and occasionally do) change rapidly. An appar-
ently booming economy may come to a grinding halt in a very few
months, with immediate consequences for economic growth and often
for unemployment as well, consequences that are widely and rapidly
experienced.

137
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So, whereas economic conditions (and changes in these conditions)
are likely to be of little help in explaining which parties are attractive to
which voters, they may be exceedingly important in explaining short-
term fluctuations in the relative attractiveness of different parties. Such
fluctuations would not matter much if most voters saw only a single
party as a viable recipient of their vote, with all others so far behind
that minor fluctuations in the propensity to support them were insuffi-
cient to bridge the difference (as we saw to be the case with Voter 1 in
Figure 1.2). But for voters who consider their first and second most
preferred parties almost equally attractive, a small change in the attrac-
tiveness of either one could tip the balance. Analyses of the same depen-
dent variable that we employed in earlier chapters showed that most
European voters do see two, sometimes three, parties as potential can-
didates for their vote (van der Eijk and Oppenhuis 1991; Kroh, van der
Brug, and van der Eijk forthcoming). Such voters are subject to intense
electoral competition, and the studies showed that there are large dif-
ferences between the various EU countries at any particular election
in the proportions of such voters.1 Consequently, the same effect of
the state of the economy on the strength of support for various parties
could have very different consequences for actual party choice, and
hence for aggregate election results, in one country than another and
at one election than another. In this chapter, we will analyze the con-
sequences of the effects of economic conditions for election outcomes
in the fifteen countries that we study.

This chapter is intended primarily to address the last of the hypothe-
ses that were listed in Chapter 3 by showing that responses to economic
conditions in terms of actual party choice are indeed asymmetrical,
with changes in the vote shares given to particular parties as a result of
improving economic conditions failing in general to mirror the changes
that result from declining economic conditions. At the same time, we
will show how the asymmetric loss curve discussed in Chapter 5 is
generated in practice, even though the strength of individual voters’
support for each of the parties is not affected differently by improve-
ments as opposed to declines in economic conditions. In the process, we

1 Van der Eijk and Oppenhuis (1991) found for 1989 that the segment of voters whose
highest preferences for parties are tied (or nearly so) ranges from a low of 10% in
Spain to a high of 46% in France.
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hope to make clear both how critical it is in analyses of this kind to dis-
tinguish between the two stages in Downs’s two-stage model and also
just how unstable and inconsistent the findings will be when researchers
fail to make this critical distinction.

Estimating the Electoral Consequences of Economic Conditions

To evaluate the electoral consequences of changing economic con-
ditions, we first assess the propensity of voters to support political
parties under different economic conditions. We do this by calculating
the expected value of this propensity using coefficients from Model I
(Table 5.1). For all the independent variables we use the observed val-
ues from our dataset, except for the economic variables. For these we
can use any values we choose and then obtain the resulting strength
of support for each party. Making use of the observed regularity that
almost all voters do choose to vote for the party for which they report
the highest support (see Chapter 2, and particularly footnote 24 in
that chapter concerning tactical voting), we also determine which party
would – ceteris paribus – have been the one that received the vote from
each of our respondents at an election held under the chosen economic
conditions. Doing this for all voters and aggregating the results yields
an estimated election outcome for the specified economic conditions.
This, in turn, can be compared to the election result that would have
occurred under a different set of economic conditions or to the result
that occurred under the actual conditions that pertained at a certain
moment in time.2

It might appear that we would wish to estimate the effects of changes
in real-world economic conditions (e.g., from one election to the next in
particular countries) in order to be able to compare these with changes

2 The support for political parties and the resulting votes under the conditions actually
pertaining at the time of our interviews need to be estimated in exactly the same
way as for imaginary conditions. We cannot use the actually observed vote shares for
political parties because we would then have prediction errors in one of the situations
that we compare, and not in the other, which would make it impossible to tell to what
extent any differences in party choice found between the two situations were due to
differences in the stipulated economic conditions. By predicting the results under real-
world conditions rather than using observed scores, we embed the same amount of
error in both predictions, thus ensuring that the comparison we make reflects only the
effects of differences in economic conditions.
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in party support that occurred historically. That would require panel
data with propensities to support each of the parties in a country at
different moment in time. We do not have such data, as our observa-
tions for multiple elections in a single country are based on independent
samples rather than on panels. Unfortunately, we can only estimate the
effects of economic conditions for countries and occasions about which
we have information regarding the propensity that voters had to sup-
port each party. Moreover, our models estimate effects on party support
only of changes in economic conditions occurring in the year before
each survey (see Chapter 3 for our operationalization of economic con-
ditions). In practice, therefore, the only real-world comparisons that
we can make are with party support in each country one year prior
to each of our surveys. For most countries, this would be a random
point in time of no particular interest as a benchmark. Commentators
generally use the previous national election in each country as a bench-
mark against which to measure changes in party support, and only a
few countries in our dataset held elections in the year prior to one of
our surveys. Over the forty-two electoral contexts that we study, with
elections every four years on average, one could expect to find about
ten cases of elections occurring in the previous year. In practice we find
seven cases, and, of course, there is no reason to suppose that these
would constitute a random sample of all the elections conducted in the
countries that we study.

Even if we had a complete set of countries for which to estimate
the effects of changes in real economic conditions, this still would not
enable us to address our primary research questions because changes
in economic conditions would be idiosyncratic to each country. So,
when we found differences in the effects on parties from country to
country, it would not be clear to what extent these differences were due
to differences in the competitive situation within the countries being
compared or to differences in the economic stimuli that voters in those
countries experienced. We can illustrate this problem by employing
two real-world cases of changed economic conditions.

We start with the case of Greece in 1994 – a poster child for the
fulfillment of conventional expectations regarding economic voting.
Greece held a national election in 1993, so our data were collected
one year after that election, precisely the lapse of time that our model
uses for changes in economic conditions. In 1994 the economy was
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doing badly in Greece. Unemployment had risen 0.3 percent, inflation
stood at 11.1 percent, and economic growth stood at only 1.5 per-
cent. Bad though these conditions were, they actually constituted a
huge improvement over the previous year, when unemployment had
risen 1.2 percent, inflation stood at 14.4 percent, and economic growth
stood at a mere 1.2 percent. So, the economy improved in Greece in
1994, and we find (working through the calculations outlined earlier –
which will be described in greater detail later in this chapter) that
voters indeed responded by rewarding the governing party with an
additional 6.5 percent in terms of vote intentions. This increase in gov-
ernment support came entirely at the expense of opposition parties,
all of which lost votes. These estimations, which we derived from our
model, accord with expectations based on earlier models of economic
voting. All such models would expect this sort of a boost for govern-
ment parties (although this gain is an exceptionally large one) and a
reduction in support for opposition parties in response to improving
economic conditions.

But Greece is a high-clarity country. As a contrarian example, we
will take Sweden in 1999. Again, this was one year after a national elec-
tion, so our data are suited to modeling the changes in party support
that were to be expected on the basis of changing economic conditions.
Again, this is a country in which the economy had generally improved
during the first year of a government’s tenure in office, though not as
unambiguously as in the case of Greece: unemployment had been get-
ting better in 1998, declining by 1.5 percent, and continued to improve
in 1999, though only by 0.9 percent; inflation had stood at 0.9 per-
cent in 1998 and had been cut further to only 0.3 percent in 1999;
and economic growth (which stood at 2.9 percent in 1998) improved
markedly to 3.9 percent in 1999. This is a good economic performance,
and conventional wisdom would expect the Swedish government to be
rewarded for it. And in fact it was, but only marginally so. Work-
ing through the estimation of vote shares in the manner that will be
explained later, we find that the minority Swedish governing party
improved its position with voters in 1999 by 0.3 percent. Opposition
parties in general lost votes, as expected, but there were large differ-
ences between opposition parties and one of them actually gained as
much as the governing party did from the same change in economic
conditions.
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What do we make of the comparison between Greece and Sweden?
In Greece a modest improvement in all the economic indicators appears
to have led to a spectacular improvement in the standing of the gov-
ernment party relative to other parties. In Sweden a set of economic
indicators, which generally would have been considered to represent a
much better economic performance than in Greece, would only have
produced a very small increase in vote share for the governing party –
and an equally large increase for one of the opposition parties. Is the
different outcome in Sweden due to the importance of inflation, which
improved much less than in Greece, or is it due to something about the
competitive situation of the parties in Sweden in 1999?

When there are multiple differences between countries, it is hard
to determine which one is critical. If we knew that we were dealing
with exactly the same changes in economic conditions in both coun-
tries, this would reduce the problem of understanding how changes in
economic conditions translate into differences in party support. That
is the approach we will take in the remainder of this chapter. We wish
to investigate how party fortunes are affected by changes in economic
conditions. In particular, we believe that there are asymmetries in the
conversion of party support propensities into votes, depending on the
relative strengths of parties in relation to their potential support (see
Chapter 1). To address this question, we need to apply stylized changes
in economic conditions, the same change for each country, and estimate
the resulting changes in election outcomes. We will start by investigat-
ing the effects of each of the economic conditions (economic growth,
inflation, and unemployment) separately and then focus on their com-
bined effects.

Electoral Effects of Stylized Changes in Economic Growth

We look first at the effects of lower economic growth on election out-
comes. Specifically, we estimate in each country the vote shares (in
percentages) of the political parties when economic growth is given
its real-world values (see footnote 2) and compare these against what
their vote shares would have been had economic growth been one stan-
dard deviation lower (1.69 percent lower than the extent of economic
growth actually registered in our data). In order to simplify our pre-
sentation, given the large number of results (one result for each of 295
parties divided over sixteen political systems and three moments in
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time), in Table 6.1 we present these results only for one of the years
(1999), and only for the two largest government parties and two largest
opposition parties. Appendix B contains the full table from which these
results are taken (Table B.7). Later in the chapter, we will discuss the
extent to which focusing on just the first two parties gives us a valid
picture of our findings.

Table 6.1 summarizes the findings in terms of percentage change in
vote shares. Positive values indicate that the party in question would
obtain a higher share of the vote as a consequence of the stylized dif-
ference in economic conditions, while negative values indicate that it
would obtain fewer votes. The table demonstrates, first of all, that
the electoral consequences of small changes in individual-level propen-
sities to support a political party, occasioned by changing economic
conditions, can indeed be quite large. In Austria, Finland, Ireland, and
France, the estimated effect in 1999 of one standard deviation deteri-
oration in economic growth is for the largest government party to lose
2 percent or more of the valid votes – enough in many cases to result
in a different coalition government taking office (see later). But effects
of this magnitude are by no means ubiquitous. In Denmark, Greece,
and Spain, the loss for the largest government party resulting from the
same deterioration in economic conditions would have been less than
half of 1 percent; and in Britain and Luxembourg, the largest party
would actually have gained votes (by 1.7 percent in the case of Luxem-
bourg) as a consequence of this deterioration in economic conditions.
Among the largest opposition parties the variation is much less. In all
but four countries, such parties increase their vote shares as a result
of the decline in economic growth, as would be expected; and only
in Denmark does the largest opposition party lose votes as a result
of lower economic growth. The second largest opposition party loses
very slightly in two countries, but the general situation is one of slight
gains.

Before we present similar information for changes in terms of infla-
tion and unemployment, we need to address the question of how the
fortunes of different parties can be affected so very differently by an
identical change in economic conditions. We will do so by looking at
Luxembourg, where the electoral effects of a fall in economic growth
are quite counterintuitive and quite contrary to the general pattern.
In Luxembourg, instead of losing votes in response to declining eco-
nomic growth, the largest government party is estimated to improve
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table 6.1. Consequences of One Standard Deviation Less
Economic Growth (−1.69%) for the Election Results of the Two

Largest Government Parties and the Two Largest Opposition Parties
in 1999 (Baseline: Economic Conditions for 1999)a

Government Parties Opposition Parties

Largest Second Largest Second

Austria −2.0 +1.7 +0.7 −0.2
Belgium: Flanders −1.0 −1.0 0.0 +1.5
Belgium: Wallonia −1.2 −2.3 +1.8 0.0
Britain +0.4 inap 0.0 −0.1
Denmark −0.3 0.0 −0.1 +0.1
Finland −2.5 +1.5 +0.5 +0.3
France −2.2 −0.3 +2.6 +0.5
Germany −0.7 0.0 +1.0 −0.3
Greece −0.2 inap +0.2 0.0
Ireland −2.2 −0.3 +1.8 +0.2
Italy −1.2 −0.3 +2.4 +0.5
Luxembourg +1.7 −1.5 0.0 0.0
The Netherlands −1.0 +0.4 +0.9 0.0
Portugal −0.7 inap +0.8 0.0
Spain −0.4 0.0 +0.4 0.0
Sweden −1.8 inap +1.8 0.0

Average (SD) −1.0 (1.1) −0.2 (1.1) +0.9 (0.9) +0.2 (0.4)

aNote: Parties in this table (in the rank-order government party 1, government
party 2, opposition party 1, opposition party 2) are:
Austria: SPO, OVP, FPO, LIB Forum
Belgium (Flanders): CVP, SP, VLD, Vlaams Blok
Belgium (Wallonia): PS, PSC, PRL, Ecolo
Britain: Labour (no second government party), Conservatives, Lib Dem
Denmark: Soc.Dem, Rad. Venstre, Venstre, Konserv
Finland: SDP, Kokoomus, Keskusta, SKL/Kristillisit
France: PS-PRG, PC, RPR, UDF
Germany: SPD, B90/Gruenen, CDU/CSU, FDP
Greece: PASOK (no second government party), ND, KKE
Ireland: FF, Progr Dem, FG, Labour
Italy: Dem di Sinistra, PPI, Forza It, All Nazionale
Luxemburg: CSV/PCS, LSAP/POSL, DP/PD, Dei Greng
Netherlands: PVDA, VVD, CDA, GR. Links
Portugal: PS (no second government party), PSD, CDS/PP
Spain: PP, CIU, PSOE, IU
Sweden: Soc.Dem. (no second government party), Vansterp., Miljop
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its position by 1.7 percent of the total votes cast. Moreover, this
effect of declining economic conditions is quite different for the second
largest government party, whose vote share drops 1.5 percent. Using
Luxembourg as an example for opening up the “black box” and inves-
tigating its workings has an additional advantage: the small size of the
Luxembourg sample implies that many of these changes involve only
small numbers of respondents. This makes it possible to report all rel-
evant cases on an individual basis and still be able to discern the forest
through the trees.

Understanding the Luxembourg Case

Table 6.1 showed that the consequence of a 1.69 percent decline in
economic growth for Luxembourg in 1999 would have been that the
largest government party there would gain 1.7 percent in vote share.
Its partner in government, however, would have lost some 1.5 percent
in vote share as a result of the same change in economic conditions.

These effects are spectacularly counterintuitive on the basis of con-
ventional thinking about economic voting, first because the received
wisdom is that government parties will be hurt by a deteriorating econ-
omy and second because all government parties are expected to be
affected similarly. There is no provision in conventional accounts for
one government party to improve its position at the expense of another.
Even in the light of our own more elaborate model, finding that the
largest government party gains votes due to a drop in the rate of eco-
nomic growth could be quite surprising. In brief, it happens because
the ideological complexions of the two government parties are differ-
ent, while their sizes are rather similar. Working through the details of
how these similarities and differences translate into changes in voters’
party choices will help to clarify the workings of our model.

Table 6.2 uses a portion of Model I (Table 5.1) as a basis for esti-
mating the consequences of a one standard deviation change in GDP
growth for party preferences in Luxembourg. We need to include all
parameters that concern GDP (notably its interactions with govern-
ment parties, party ideology, and party size). The coefficients (b’s) for
many of these rows cannot be interpreted at face value for reasons
that the reader will be familiar with from our exercises in interpreting
similar effects in Chapter 4.



P1: KNP
0521863740c06 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 19:2

ta
bl

e
6.

2.
E

ff
ec

ts
of

a
O

ne
St

an
da

rd
D

ev
ia

ti
on

(1
.6

9%
)

D
ec

lin
e

in
G

D
P

G
ro

w
th

on
Pa

rt
y

P
re

fe
re

nc
es

in
L

ux
em

bo
ur

g
(1

99
9)

(B
as

el
in

e:
E

co
no

m
ic

C
on

di
ti

on
s

fo
r

19
99

)

M
od

el
Pa

ra
m

et
er

B
C

ha
ng

e
in

G
D

P
G

ro
w

th
Pa

rt
y

1
C

SV
/P

C
S

Pa
rt

y
2

D
P/

PD
Pa

rt
y

3
L

SA
P/

PO
S

Pa
rt

y
4

A
D

R
Pa

rt
y

5
D

E
I

G
R

E
N

G
Pa

rt
y

6
D

E
I

L
E

N
K

Pa
rt

y
7

G
A

L

Si
ze

of
pa

rt
ya

0.
21

5
0.

06
5

0.
14

5
−0

.0
55

−0
.0

55
−0

.1
35

−0
.1

35
G

ov
er

nm
en

t
pa

rt
y

Y
es

N
o

Y
es

N
o

N
o

N
o

N
o

L
ef

t
or

ri
gh

t
pa

rt
y

R
ig

ht
R

ig
ht

L
ef

t
L

ef
t

L
ef

t
L

ef
t

L
ef

t

In
de

pe
nd

en
t

va
ri

ab
le

s
fr

om
M

od
el

I
1.

G
ro

w
th

in
G

D
P

0.
06

6
−1

.6
9

−0
.1

12
b

−0
.1

12
b

−0
.1

12
b

−0
.1

12
b

−0
.1

12
b

−0
.1

12
b

−0
.1

12
b

2.
G

ov
er

nm
en

t
pa

rt
y

*
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
0.

10
5

−1
.6

9
−0

.1
77

b
−0

.1
77

b

3.
Pa

rt
y

si
ze

*
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
−0

.1
25

−1
.6

9
0.

04
5c

0.
01

4c
0.

03
1c

−0
.0

12
c

−0
.0

12
c

−0
.0

29
c

−0
.0

29
c

4.
G

ov
.p

ar
ty

*
pa

rt
y

si
ze

*
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
−0

.2
81

−1
.6

9
0.

10
2c

0.
06

9c

5.
R

ig
ht

pa
rt

y
*

G
D

P
gr

ow
th

−0
.1

19
−1

.6
9

0.
20

1b
0.

20
1b

6.
R

ig
ht

pa
rt

y
*

go
v.

pa
rt

y
*

G
D

P
gr

ow
th

−0
.2

98
−1

.6
9

0.
50

4b

7.
R

ig
ht

pa
rt

y
*

pa
rt

y
si

ze
*

G
D

P
gr

ow
th

0.
25

2
−1

.6
9

−0
.0

91
c

−0
.0

28
c

8.
R

ig
ht

pa
rt

y
*

go
vt

.
pa

rt
y

*
Pa

rt
y

si
ze

*
G

D
P

gr
ow

th

1.
28

9
−1

.6
9

−0
.4

68
c

E
ff

ec
t

of
1.

69
%

dr
op

in
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
on

pa
rt

y
su

pp
or

t

0.
00

4
0.

07
5

−0
.1

90
−0

.1
24

−0
.1

24
−0

.1
41

−0
.1

41

a
T

he
va

ri
ab

le
pa

rt
y

si
ze

is
ce

nt
ra

liz
ed

ar
ou

nd
it

s
m

ea
n

(o
f

0.
13

5)
.

b
T

he
re

su
lt

of
m

ul
ti

pl
yi

ng
th

e
en

tr
ie

s
in

th
e

fir
st

tw
o

co
lu

m
ns

(t
hi

s
is

0.
06

6
*

−1
.6

9
fo

r
va

ri
ab

le
1)

fo
r

al
lp

ar
ti

es
.

c T
he

re
su

lt
of

m
ul

ti
pl

yi
ng

th
e

pr
od

uc
t

of
th

e
fir

st
tw

o
co

lu
m

ns
by

pa
rt

y
si

ze
(t

op
ro

w
)

fo
r

al
lp

ar
ti

es
.T

hi
s

is
−0

.1
25

*
−1

.6
9

*
0.

21
5

fo
r

va
ri

ab
le

3,
pa

rt
y

1.

146



P1: KNP
0521863740c06a CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 19:19

From Individual Preferences to Election Outcomes 147

The bottom row of Table 6.2 shows how the strength of the propen-
sity to support each of the seven Luxembourg parties changes as a
consequence of a 1.69 percent drop in GDP growth (the sum of the
entries higher up each column). There we see that while assessments
of the right-leaning government party (party 1: CSV/PCS) were hardly
affected by the change in economic circumstances, assessments of the
left-leaning government party (party 3: LSAP/POS) were reduced by
almost one-fifth of a point (0.19) on the 10-point preference scale.3

The reason is primarily that left-leaning parties gain more (in terms of
party support propensities) from economic growth (and thus lose more
from declining economic growth) than right-leaning parties do (see also
Table 4.5). Government parties are more affected by economic growth
than are opposition parties. This is why the left-wing government party
is hurt more than the left-wing opposition parties (parties 4, 5, 6, and
7), while the right-wing opposition party (party 2) gains more than
the right-wing government party. The result is that the smaller, more
left-leaning government party was hurt the most by the lower rate of
economic growth.

It remains to be shown how the changes in party preferences for all
seven parties translated into the differences in party support that we
saw in Table 6.1. This is easily done for Luxembourg because there are
only 300 respondents in our sample for that country in 1999, and only
4 of them switched parties as a consequence of changes in their party
support propensities resulting from changing economic conditions.4

Working through the changes in party preferences and in predicted
party choice for all 300 respondents would require too much space.
We therefore present eight cases (labeled A to H in Table 6.3). These
include all 4 of those whose choice of party actually changed as a
consequence of the deterioration in economic conditions and, for illus-
trative purposes, another 4 respondents (picked at random from the

3 The calculations conducted in Table 6.2 will reproduce the GDP components of
Table 4.8 if the size used for the parties in Table 5.2 is replaced with the sizes of
(1) large and (2) small parties, as defined in the note to Table 4.8.

4 Our estimation procedure assumes that all of those affected by a given change in
economic circumstances are affected equally by that change. Our analyses in Chapter 5
served to test this assumption, demonstrating that in terms of how party preferences
are affected by economic conditions, the European electorates can indeed be seen as
homogeneous.
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remaining 296 cases) whose choices were not affected by the change in
economic conditions.

Table 6.3 contains two rows for each of these eight individuals. The
first row displays their propensity to support each of the seven par-
ties in the 1999 economic situation, and the last column displays their
party choice. The second row for each individual presents the same
information for a rate of economic growth that is 1.69 percent lower,
calculated from the change in party support propensity presented in
the bottom row of Table 6.2. Since the effects of the economy are not
interacted with individual-level characteristics, the predicted changes
in party preference are the same for each individual. So, for exam-
ple, all preferences for the Christian Democrats (CSV/PCS) increase
by 0.004. In each row, the highest preference is indicated by an aster-
isk. The first four respondents (A, B, C, and D) are the ones whose
party choice changed as a consequence of lower economic growth.
The choices of the other four did not change, even though their sup-
port for each of the parties was affected in exactly the same way as for
respondents A–D. As we can see, at the 1999 level of economic growth,
each of the four respondents A–D has a lower propensity to support the
CSV/PCS (Christian Democrats), the largest Luxembourg government
party, compared with their most preferred alternatives (the LSAP/POS –
Socialists – for three of these voters, the ADR for one of them). At the
lower rate of economic growth, support for the LSAP/POS and for the
ADR had dropped to a point below that for the CSV/PCS for these four
voters, causing a change in actual choice (see for each voter the two
choices in the last column). These changes in choice account for the
1.7 percent increase in vote share for the CSV/PCS. The correspond-
ing loss of three supporters by the Socialists accounts for the drop in
Socialist support of 1.5 percent shown in Table 6.1.5

If we now turn to the four respondents who did not change their
party choice (chosen at random from all of the 296 Luxembourg
respondents who did not change their party choice), we can see that, for
three of them (respondents E, F, and G), their second highest propensity
is so much lower than their highest one that their choice cannot be

5 Because our procedure uses weighted data, the cases in Table 6.3 are not equally impor-
tant in our analyses. This accounts for the discrepancy between four cases accounting
for a 1.7% shift in vote shares, while three cases account for 1.5%.
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affected by the small changes in their support for the various parties.
For respondent F, the balance of support already favored the party
whose support is increased. Respondent H, finally, supports many par-
ties a little but none of them a lot. This voter is in one of those in a
position to switch relatively easily as a consequence of events that affect
the strength of their party support. However, in this specific case, the
changes in party support propensities were not great enough to change
the preference ordering for different parties.

Unemployment and Inflation

After having seen how individual changes in support for parties may
lead to differences in parties’ vote shares under different economic
circumstances, we can return to our assessment of the electoral conse-
quences of changes in economic conditions. In Table 6.1 we reported
the aggregate effects of changes in economic growth. In Table 6.4 we
present the same information for changes in inflation and unemploy-
ment, using the actual economic conditions in 1999 as our baseline.
Once again, we see considerable differences between countries. A rise
in unemployment or inflation by one standard deviation has mainly
negative effects on vote shares of government parties and mainly pos-
itive effects on those of opposition parties. However, there are again
substantial variations between countries, particularly in the effects of
unemployment on government parties. Some large government par-
ties would lose vote share as a consequence of higher unemployment
(nearly 5 percent in Britain), while others would even gain (as much
as 1.8 percent in Wallonia). These differences are less pronounced for
inflation, where almost all government parties lose vote share when
inflation worsens and where the range of electoral effects for govern-
ment parties runs from +0.2 to −2.8.

In the case of increasing unemployment, there is nearly as much
variation in the effects on opposition parties’ vote shares as we saw
for government parties. Some opposition parties gain and some lose,
with a range of effects running from +3.7 to −5. This contrasts with
what we see for GDP growth and inflation, where opposition parties
gain support as a consequence of a deteriorating economy (with few
and minor exceptions).

Nevertheless, despite much variation, overall effects of worsening
unemployment on party fortunes are negative, in contrast to the overall
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positive effects that we found on party support in Chapter 4’s Model F.
Indeed, the consequences we see in Table 6.4 of (simulated) rising
unemployment for party vote shares are closer to conventional expec-
tations derived from the economic voting literature than are the effects
shown in Chapter 4’s Model F. Too much should not be made of
the difference. In Model F we found a balance of effects that were
mildly positive; in this chapter, we find a balance of consequences
that are mildly negative. Neither chapter shows party fortunes unam-
biguously moving in accord with conventional expectations, since
in both chapters we see large government parties losing ground but
small government parties gaining ground as a consequence of wors-
ening unemployment figures. Viewed in terms of vote shares, this
can be easily demonstrated by correlating the gains and losses of
the largest government party with the gains and losses of the second
largest government party (for instance, the correlations between the
first two columns in Table 6.1). These correlations are −0.49 for eco-
nomic growth, −0.16 for unemployment, and −0.46 for inflation. The
fact that all three correlations are negative suggests that the gain by
one governing party often occurs at the expense of other governing
parties.

The implications for discord within governing coalitions are the
same whether we look at vote shares (as we do here) or at party support
propensities (as we did in Chapter 4). Moreover, the different balance
of outcomes we find in this chapter is easily explicable in terms of the
different ideological balance of government parties in 1999 (the data
used for Table 6.4) and overall (the data used in Chapter 4). Chap-
ter 3’s Table 3.2 shows that in 1999 there were almost four times as
many left-leaning governments as right-leaning governments, in con-
trast to the roughly equal balance shown in the same table for all
years taken together. So in 1999, a particularly large number of left-
leaning governments were in a position to suffer the consequences of
the simulated increases in unemployment used to generate Table 6.4. In
practice, of course, during 1999 unemployment was declining virtually
everywhere, as shown in Chapter 3’s Table 3.1. So, the real situation
will have been one in which left-leaning government parties generally
benefited, at least in terms of their level of support, from the improving
unemployment situation in that year. We will see later in this chapter
that these increases in support may not have translated into higher vote
shares, however.
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The Electoral Effects of Changes in All Indicators

The general impression that we get from evaluating the effects of wors-
ening economic conditions is consistent with the picture presented in
the economic voting literature (see Chapter 1). As we can see from the
bottom rows of Tables 6.1 and 6.4 – which display averages across
countries – in the case of each of the economic indicators, deteriorat-
ing economic conditions tend to benefit opposition parties and hurt
government parties, particularly the largest ones. Small governing par-
ties are generally less affected, and occasionally they even benefit from
a deteriorating economy. But there are numerous and salient excep-
tions to this average picture that we will focus on later in the chapter.
First, however, we need to take a broader look at the consequences of
changing economic conditions. So far, we have looked only at economic
downturns. What of economic upturns? The next two tables investi-
gate both downturns and upturns in each political system. In order
to keep the number of tables from getting out of hand, in these two
tables we combine the effects of all three economic conditions, looking
first at the effects of a downturn that takes the form of a one stan-
dard deviation shift in all three economic indicators: a situation that is
simultaneously one standard deviation worse in terms of GDP growth,
in terms of the evolution of unemployment, and in terms of inflation.
Such a confluence of economic woes will not be very frequent, yet it is
sufficiently common to be used as a point of reference. In view of the
correlations between these three economic indicators, this combination
of developments should occur about once every twenty elections, on
average, or about twice in the forty-two elections we analyze in this
book.6

Table 6.5 shows the effects on the two largest government and oppo-
sition parties in each country – expressed as change in their vote shares –
of a downturn in economic conditions such as just described. Again, the
full table for all parties is presented in Appendix B (Table B.7). There,
each country’s parties are listed in order of size and government par-
ties are shaded, making it quite easy to differentiate the effects on gov-
ernment parties from those on opposition parties and to differentiate

6 Economic growth and inflation are correlated −0.42; change in unemployment is not
related to either of the other two variables.



P1: KNP
0521863740c06b CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 20:9

154 The Economy and the Vote

between the effects on small and large parties. That table makes it
clear that the effects on parties other than the largest two govern-
ment and opposition parties are generally quite small, justifying our
selection of parties for the tables in this chapter. By the time one gets
to the third party, whether in government or in opposition, effects
from changes in economic conditions are always less than 2 percent
(gain or loss), and often they are trivial (particularly in view of the
large changes in economic circumstances that provide the basis for our
estimates).

Effects are more orderly than when we took the three types of eco-
nomic conditions separately, as we did in Tables 6.1 and 6.4. In all
countries, we see that the major government party would have been
hurt by the stylized changes in economic conditions. In France and
Portugal an election during such an economic downturn would almost
certainly give rise to a change of government.7 In Italy and Finland,
this economic scenario would affect which party is the largest, with
obvious (but not necessarily predictable) consequences for coalition
composition. In Britain the electoral consequences of this kind of eco-
nomic downturn would be substantial but not sufficient to bring down
the government, given the overwhelming majority enjoyed in 1999 by
the ruling Labour Party. We will return to the British case later in this
chapter (see also Sanders 1999).

With all three measures of economic conditions working in concert,
the effects on large parties in different countries are somewhat different
than they were when we took the measures one at a time. Nevertheless,
the same general findings hold: we see big variations between countries
in the magnitude and even in the direction of effects for large parties as a
consequence of changes in economic conditions. The governing French
socialists (in 1999) would lose 8.4 percent of their vote share in the face
of an economic downturn of this magnitude, while the Danish socialists
would lose only 1.4 percent and the Luxembourg Christian Democrats

7 How estimated election outcomes in terms of votes translate into parliamentary seats
is, of course, contingent on a country’s electoral system. Our samples are not designed,
or large enough, to permit us to derive from the simulated election results a precise
distribution of parliamentary seats. Nevertheless, if an incumbent government party
received 50 percent or more (in practice, much less would often suffice) of the votes in a
proportional representation system, or more than its major rival in a first-past-the-post
system, it is likely that it would retain its hold on government power.
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table 6.5. Change in 1999 Predicted Percentage Vote Share of Selected
Parties Resulting from One Standard Deviation Deterioration in All
Three Indicators of the State of the Economy (Baseline: Economic

Conditions for 1999)a

Government Parties Opposition Parties

Largest Second Largest Largest Second Largest

France −8.4 0.0 +5.8 +1.9
Portugal −5.0 inap +4.6 0.0
Greece −2.9 inap +1.8 +0.2
Spain −3.5 0.0 +3.1 +0.4
Italy −5.8 +0.9 +1.9 +0.2
Britain −6.3 inap +4.0 +0.5
Finland −4.5 +1.7 +0.7 +0.5
Ireland −4.5 +0.3 +2.8 +0.4
Germany −3.6 0.0 +3.3 +0.1
Austria −4.2 +1.8 +1.8 +0.6
Denmark −1.4 0.0 −0.1 +0.3
The Netherlands −2.6 +0.5 +1.9 +0.3
Belgium: Wallonia −0.9 −1.9 +0.5 +1.6
Sweden −3.6 inap +3.4 0.0
Luxembourg −0.2 −1.4 +1.2 0.0
Belgium: Flanders −1.3 −0.5 0.0 +0.3

aThe parties in this table are listed in the footnote to Table 6.1.

would hardly be affected. Table 6.5 also reinforces our earlier finding of
no uniform effect on vote shares among government parties or among
opposition parties. In only a few contexts are all the members of the
same governing coalition hurt by the stylized change in economic cir-
cumstances (Wallonia, Luxembourg, and Flanders). More common is
the observation that some government parties suffer electoral losses,
while others are hardly affected (in Germany, Spain, and Denmark) or
even benefit (in France, Italy, Finland, Ireland, Austria, and the Nether-
lands). These differences are due to the fact that government parties
often compete with each other for votes (yielding the negative correla-
tions we noted earlier in this chapter) and also to differences between
opposition parties’ ability to take advantage of the economic situation
by siphoning off votes from particular government parties. Conven-
tional models of economic voting that merge votes for (or support
for) different government parties into one category “government party
support” are thus necessarily mis-specified.
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In contrast to government parties (where some members of the gov-
ernment gain while others lose), worsening economic conditions have
more similar consequences for opposition parties. There is only one
example of an opposition party that is predicted to lose votes when the
economy deteriorates simultaneously in all three respects (the Danish
liberals, Venstre). All other opposition parties gain or their election
results are unaffected.

Some final remarks should be made about the contribution of our
findings to observed electoral volatility. Changes in vote shares esti-
mated in Table 6.5 are quite small – nowhere more than 8.4 per-
cent and averaging just over 1 percent (see Table B.7 in Appendix B).
To put this in perspective, in the Dutch national elections of 1998
the net change in party shares of the vote between April 1998 (in
a panel interviewed a month before the elections) and May 1998
(in the same panel interviewed the day after the election) was only
2.3 percent,8 an amount within the range of possible consequences of
changing economic conditions (Table 6.5 shows the largest Dutch gov-
ernment parties in 1999 – one year later than the Dutch election study –
losing on average nearly this amount in a major economic down-
turn). At the same time, it should be borne in mind that much else
will have been going on at any real election apart from effects of
the economy; indeed, in the Netherlands in 1998, the gross change
in party support was more than four times as great, at 10.8 percent
(van der Brug and van der Eijk 2000). The fact that gross electoral
change is considerably larger than net electoral change is a commonly
observed pattern (e.g., van der Eijk and Niemöller 1983). This indicates
that movements of voters are largely self-canceling. However, effects
of the economy on vote shares that we estimate in this chapter are

8 Net change is computed as the total percentage of all losses (of the parties that lose
votes). Gross change is the percentage of individual voters who changed their party
choice. The two figures are equivalent only if voters switch from losing to winning
parties. But if some voters switch from Party A to Party B, while others switch from
Party B to Party A, the gross change is larger than the net change. The final two rows
in Table B.6 (which provides the raw material for Table 6.5) give the total amount of
predicted net change and gross change (in terms of Pedersen indices). In that table, the
countries are ordered on the basis of the amount of predicted gross change in party
choice as a consequence of economic conditions.
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largely uniform, despite the countervailing flows that we highlighted
earlier.9

How can we explain this discrepancy between real-world changes in
the parties voted for (which are largely self-canceling) and the stylized
changes that we estimate in this chapter (which are not)? In the first
place, it should be pointed out that, in Table 6.5 (and in Table B.6,
from which it is derived), we estimated the consequences of a decline
in all three economic indicators. This reduces the likelihood of counter-
vailing changes in party vote shares. Changes in economic conditions
of this nature do occur in reality, but are exceptions rather than the
rule. In the second place, we should note that, in estimating the effects
of stylized changes in economic conditions, we take a ceteris paribus
approach of holding all other effects constant. In the real world, of
course, other effects would not be constant and there would be many
additional movements, many of them presumably self-canceling. In
our estimates in this chapter, we implicitly assume that those move-
ments in party support are indeed totally self-canceling; but we have
made the point (which we will repeat in the next chapter) that, in the
real world, effects of economic conditions can easily be overridden by
other effects. The net electoral changes that we estimate on the basis
of actual (not stylized) changes in economic conditions in the sixteen
systems that we study here were on average 4 percent, which is far less
than the real electoral volatility, which was on average above 12 percent
in Europe in the 1990s (Mair 2002a, 2002b). That this small portion
of total volatility should contain few opposing flows is not surprising
given our finding in Chapter 5 that economic conditions have largely
homogeneous effects on voters. So, the conclusion that in Europe the
economy matters for election outcomes is certainly supported by our
findings, and its largely homogeneous effects result in vote shifts that
are largely in the same direction from parties that lose votes to parties
that gain. Equally certainly, election outcomes are not just a matter of
“the economy, stupid,” and other effects will certainly result in con-
trary vote shifts that will increase total volatility and could relatively

9 The two bottom rows in Table B.6 in Appendix B (the table that provides the raw
material for Table 6.5) show surprisingly little difference between net change and
gross change.
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easily override the much smaller vote shifts due to changing economic
conditions.

Asymmetries in the Effects of Improving
and Deteriorating Economic Conditions

What about improvements in economic conditions? Do these mirror
the effects of economic downturns? Analogous to the analyses giving
rise to estimates reported in Table 6.5, we also examined the implica-
tions for election outcomes of a stylized situation in which all three
economic conditions were simultaneously better than in 1999. Results
for the two largest parties are shown in Table 6.6 (see Table B.8 in
Appendix B for other parties), which is laid out using the same con-
ventions as Table 6.5. The stylized economic conditions yield gains for
most (but not all) of the largest government parties and losses for most
(but not all) of the largest opposition parties. In general, the largest
government party is seen to gain from the improved situation, while
the largest opposition party loses, but there is one political system
(Flanders) where the largest party sees no measurable improvement
and one (Denmark) where the largest opposition party does make a
small gain. Still, the general pattern of effects is the reverse of those of
a worsening economy, as was to be expected.

Importantly, however, the gains that occur in specific countries as
a consequence of good economic times often fail to mirror the losses
that were seen in Table 6.5 for those same countries as a result of
bad economic times. The correlation, country by country and party
by party between vote change in the two tables, should, according
to conventional wisdom, have approached a perfect −1.0. In fact, it
is only −0.83 for the largest government parties, −0.72 for the next
largest government parties, and a spectacularly low −0.38 for the sec-
ond largest opposition parties. This finding (evident from a cell-by-cell
visual inspection of the two tables), which would have surprised those
who proposed the classic formulation of economic voting theory (see
Chapter 1), comes as no surprise to us, given our stress on the moder-
ating effects of the competitive situations in which parties find them-
selves. The asymmetries are caused by the degree to which a party has,
at any given time, exhausted its electoral potential – the pool of voters
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table 6.6. Change in Predicted Percentage Vote Share of Selected
Parties Resulting from One Standard Deviation Improvement in All
Three Indicators of the State of the Economy (Baseline: Economic

Conditions for 1999)a

Government Parties Opposition Parties

Largest Second Largest Largest Second Largest

France +9.5 −0.2 −5.7 −1.6
Portugal +9.5 inap −9.5 0.0
Greece +3.2 inap −2.6 −0.4
Spain +4.5 0.0 −4.5 0.0
Italy +5.6 −0.7 −2.1 −0.3
Britain +4.0 inap −1.6 −1.5
Finland +3.5 −1.5 −1.4 0.0
Ireland +0.9 +0.7 −0.4 −0.2
Germany +3.1 −0.1 −2.6 −0.4
Austria +2.9 −1.4 −1.1 −0.1
Denmark +1.4 0.0 +0.2 −0.4
The Netherlands +2.3 −0.7 −0.8 −0.6
Belgium: Wallonia +1.4 +1.9 −1.5 −0.2
Sweden +2.8 inap −2.1 −0.2
Luxembourg +0.5 +1.8 0.0 −1.0
Belgium: Flanders 0.0 0.0 0.0 +0.6

aThe parties in this table are listed in the foonote to Table 6.1.

that conceivably might vote for it, as argued at various points earlier
in this book. The conclusion is thus that opposite developments in the
economy do not necessarily have opposite effects on parties’ electoral
fortunes, although they do have opposite effects on voters’ propensity
to support various parties, as we saw in Chapter 4.

Not only is there no strict symmetry between gains and losses of the
same parties faced with opposite but equal changes in economic condi-
tions. Just as interestingly, the same developments in economic condi-
tions do not necessarily have the same electoral effect on any particular
party at different points in time. The same stylized shifts in economic
conditions as those applied in Tables 6.5 and 6.6 will not have identical
consequences for the same parties in a different year because differences
(even resulting from slow-moving changes) in other determinants of
party support will have altered the competitive situations of different
parties between the two points in time, both by shifting their electoral
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potentials (the maximum number of voters they could ever mobilize)
and by altering the degree to which these potentials have been realized
in practice as actual votes.

In order to illustrate this, we carried out the same estimates of con-
sequences for parties’ vote shares of stylized changes in economic con-
ditions as those shown in Tables 6.5 and 6.6, but for a different election
year, 1994. We present the results for only three exemplary countries:
the one with the largest and the two with the smallest changes in elec-
tion results in 1999: France on the one hand and Flanders and Denmark
on the other. The results are shown in Table 6.7 (the results for all par-
ties are given in Table B.9 in Appendix B).

From Tables 6.5 and 6.6 we know that that, in 1999, stylized
changes in economic conditions in France had the largest consequences
on election outcomes of those found in any country. Table 6.7 is based
on the same model and on identical stylized changes in economic con-
ditions. As a consequence, the effects of these changes on party sup-
port propensities are virtually identical in 1994 to those we found in
1999. However, in sharp contrast to 1999, we find in Table 6.7 that
in 1994 those same changes in economic conditions have virtually no
impact on the vote shares of French parties. Apparently, the number of
voters whose support for their two most preferred parties is (almost)
tied was much larger in 1999 than in 1994. Thus, the same changes
in party support as those that gave rise to extensive changes in party
choice in 1999 would have led to many fewer changes in party choice
in 1994. The other two countries also show substantial differences
compared to their situations in 1999. In 1999 Flanders and Denmark
were the two countries for which we found the smallest estimated con-
sequences of stylized changes in economic conditions (net changes in
party votes below 2 percent). In 1994 net changes are above 2 percent
in those countries, and in both countries the changes are greater than in
France.

Implications for Model Specification

These estimates of the electoral consequences of changing economic
conditions – consequences expressed in terms of parties’ vote shares –
go a long way towards clarifying why conventional approaches to the
study of economic voting suffer from instabilities and inconsistencies
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in their findings (see also our discussion in Chapter 1). Conventional
approaches focus on vote shares as dependent variables, often the vote
share of all government parties combined. The received wisdom from
these approaches is reflected in the average patterns of electoral con-
sequences in Tables 6.1 and 6.4: governments are generally hurt elec-
torally by poor economic conditions (and generally benefit from good
ones). But the large number of exceptions to these general patterns
(and the many cases of opposite electoral consequences for individual
government parties) point to the source of the instabilities and incon-
sistencies that these choice-focused approaches suffer from – the same
instabilities and inconsistencies that were lamented by their practition-
ers (Lewis-Beck and Paldam 2000: 114; Dorussen and Palmer 2002: 1).
Our analyses demonstrate that these inconsistencies do not arise from
great variability in the ways in which economic conditions impinge
upon voters. To the contrary, they arise from the failure of earlier
researchers to differentiate between the formation of propensities to
support particular parties, on the one hand, and actual party choices
on the other. The contradictions and inconsistencies are a direct conse-
quence of failing to take account of complexities arising from the com-
petitive situations in which parties find themselves, which are inevitably
different from one party, one election (and one country) to the next.

Our findings show clearly that understanding the impact of eco-
nomic conditions on individual vote choice requires a more elabo-
rate approach than is conventionally employed, one that distinguishes
party support from party choice and that investigates the effects of the
economy on party support propensities before translating support for
the parties in a political system into the choices made between them
and, ultimately, into the vote shares that they would acquire in dif-
ferent economic conditions. Only on the basis of such an approach is
it possible to detect the great stability and uniformity – across coun-
tries, across periods, across ideological inclinations of governments,
and across most kinds of individuals – of the way in which economic
conditions affect the electoral process. Only on the basis of such an
approach is it possible to understand that what at first sight appear
to be voter responses to economic conditions that are inconsistent and
contradictory are in fact due only to differences in the competitive situ-
ations in which parties find themselves in different countries at different
times.
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Asymmetry in Loss/Gain Function

A widely observed fact in the economic voting literature is that eco-
nomic recessions have more impact on the vote than economic pros-
perity. This has been explained by a psychological mechanism known
as grievance asymmetry (e.g., Bloom and Price 1975; Price and Sanders
1994; Nannestad and Paldam 1997; 2002; Stevenson 2002). Yet, we
showed in Chapter 5 that there was no such asymmetry in our findings
regarding party support: party support propensities increase linearly
with improving economic conditions and decline linearly with declin-
ing economic conditions.

Our explanation for the asymmetry in loss functions is thus a differ-
ent one. Each party has a group of potential supporters (its electoral
potential), which at a certain point in time consists of those voters who
have a relatively high preference for that party. A party that has done
relatively well in the most recent election – and has thus improved its
chances of becoming a governing party – often will have achieved this
result because it mobilized a large proportion of its potential support-
ers. As a consequence, governing parties are (on average) not in a very
good position to win additional votes because they have already come
closer to exhausting their potential than many other parties (with some
of which they compete for votes). But, by the same token, they are very
vulnerable to vote losses in bad economic times. The reverse is true
for opposition parties, particularly large ones. In general, they will be
closer to their bedrock of support than government parties, and in such
circumstances they cannot lose much more when economic times are
good. They do, however, stand to gain when the economy deteriorates.

We will illustrate this interpretation of the source of these asymme-
tries with two exemplary cases: the loss and gain of the two largest
Irish parties, Fianna Fáil (FF) and Fine Gail (FG), in 1999 and similar
patterns for the two largest British parties, Labour and the Conserva-
tives, in 1999. We estimated the consequences of economic conditions
on parties’ vote shares for a large number of economic scenarios that
vary gradually between a 2.5 standard deviation deterioration (com-
pared to the actual economic conditions in 1999) in all three aspects
of the economy simultaneously and a 2.5 standard deviation improve-
ment in all three aspects of the economy simultaneously. We changed
these scenarios in steps of 0.1 standard deviation, so that we estimated
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figure 6.1. Consequences of different economic conditions for % votes for
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gail in 1999.

the electoral consequences of fifty-one different scenarios. Figure 6.1
shows the results for the Irish case, and Figure 6.2 shows the results
for Britain.

The loss/gain function of FF in 1999 runs from −11.5 percent (when
the economy performs 2.5 standard deviations worse) to +4.3 per-
cent (when the economy performs 2.5 standard deviations better). For
FG these percentages are 7.8 percent and 1.2 percent. There can be
no doubt that in 1999 Ireland was a clear example of a case where
the loss/gain function was asymmetric, even though the underlying
model is a linear one and generates linear changes in party support.
These linear changes in party preferences do not only generate non-
linear loss/gain functions, they also generate curves that are not
smooth. There are some areas in which the economy may change with-
out affecting the electoral fortunes of parties, but there are also inflec-
tion points where a small change in economic conditions generates
large changes in parties’ election results.

Turning to Britain, the loss/gain function of Labour runs from
−18.3 percent to +14.0 percent, and for the Conservatives it runs from
+10.2 percent to −2.4 percent. Clearly, in Britain the loss/gain func-
tion was asymmetric as well, albeit not as spectacularly so as in Ireland.
Also, the curves presented in Figure 6.2 are smoother than those in Fig-
ure 6.1. An important finding is that a strongly improving economy
would hardly lead to electoral damage for the Conservatives, the largest
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figure 6.2. Consequences of different economic conditions for % votes for
Labour and Conservatives in 1999.

British opposition party at that moment. In 1999 electoral support for
the Conservatives was evidently composed mainly of true-blue loyal-
ists who were unlikely to defect, no matter what. So, the Conservatives
had very little to lose from an improving economy but much to gain
from government economic discomfiture. Labour, on the other hand,
had much to both gain and lose. It must be borne in mind that, even
though it had won a landslide victory in 1997, Labour had done so on
far less than 50 percent of the votes and evidently still had consider-
able potential for further gains, though these potential gains from an
improving economy were nevertheless smaller than the potential losses
Labour might have suffered because of a deteriorating economy.

How do these ideas work out in practice? Unfortunately, our data
are not well adapted to testing the asymmetric loss hypothesis because
they are not collected at the time of national elections, which is the
time when mobilization of potential voters should be most complete
for winning parties and most lacking for losing parties. Our data
are collected at random points in time between elections, so that for
many countries they will reflect poorly the structure of party com-
petition that existed at the time of the previous national election, as
much as 60 months previously. Nevertheless, if we focus on coun-
tries in which the 1999 government took office less than thirty months
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table 6.8. Asymmetries in Estimated Gain/Loss for Government
Parties in 1999

Economic Conditions Months Since
Government

Country Decline Improve Gap Took Office

Germany −3.6 3.0 0.6 8
Italy −4.4 4.6 −0.2 8
Sweden −3.6 2.8 0.8 8
Netherlands −2.3 1.7 0.6 10
Denmark −1.4 1.4 0.0 15
France −7.9 7.6 0.3 24
Ireland −4.2 1.6 2.6 24
Britain −6.3 4.0 2.3 25
Austria −2.4 1.5 0.9 29
Greece −2.9 3.2 −0.3 32
Spain −3.5 4.5 −1.0 37
Portugal −5.0 9.5 −4.5 44
Belgium: Flanders −1.8 0.0 1.8 48
Belgium: Wallonia −2.8 3.3 −0.5 48
Finland −1.3 1.5 −0.2 50
Luxembourg −1.6 2.3 −0.7 60
Overall −3.4 3.3 0.2
<30 months −4.0 3.1 0.9

previously, we do see the hypothesized asymmetry: government parties
generally lose more votes in bad economic times than they gain votes
in good economic times.

Table 6.8 shows loss of votes under conditions of economic decline
compared with gains in votes under conditions of economic improve-
ment, together with the gap between the (absolute) values of losses and
gains. Asymmetries for opposition parties would evidently be identical,
since vote losses must balance vote gains in percentage terms. Coun-
tries are ordered in terms of the number of months elapsed since the
government took office (where there was a concurrent national elec-
tion, the government is coded as having been in office for the full length
of the previous parliamentary term). Over all countries, the expected
asymmetry is not very evident, but in countries where the previous elec-
tion occurred within the previous two-and-a-half years, the asymmetry
between losses and gains is quite evident and shows up in terms of gov-
ernment parties losing one-third more votes in an economic downturn
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than they would gain in an economic upturn. The reverse will evidently
have been true for opposition parties: they would have gained one-third
more in a downturn than they would have lost in an upturn.

The fact that the asymmetry should be evident only in the two years
following a national election is quite understandable. The passing of
time makes it inevitable that changes will have occurred in the party
support propensities that would have been evident at the time of the
election and in the competitive structure of relations between parties
shown by those vote propensities. When we use out-of-date propen-
sities to estimate what the structure would have been at the time of a
previous election, the results cannot be trusted. By contrast, we get bet-
ter estimates from measurements of support propensities taken closer
to the date of the election – precisely what is shown in Table 6.8.

Discussion

The findings in this chapter vindicate our insistence in this book on
separating the analyses of party support propensities from the analyses
of voting choice. The ways in which different support propensities
translate into party preferences, and hence into the choices between
parties and subsequently into party vote shares, is so largely affected
by features of the competitive situation in which parties find themselves
that there is no simple linkage between changes in support propensities
and a party’s vote share. Any factor that impinges on these propensities,
such as economic conditions, will thus not necessarily show a clear
relationship to changes in vote shares even if its effects on party support
propensities are quite clear.

In this chapter, we have shown that a linear model of effects on
party support can generate loss/gain curves that are highly nonlinear
and that even follow quite irregular patterns. Moreover, the same linear
model – which has the same effects on party support propensities in
all countries at all times – may have very different consequences for
parties’ vote shares in different countries or at different moments in
time. This means that any model that focuses on party choice or on
vote shares as the dependent variable, but that does not incorporate the
competitive situation pertaining at the time of each election, will run
the risk of instabilities, inconsistencies, and even outright misleading
results.
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We have shown that once one does take account of the competitive
situation between parties, the effects of changes in economic condi-
tions on votes (and hence on election outcomes) make perfect sense.
Party vote shares alter in a straightforward fashion as a direct result
of the changes in party support propensities that evolving economic
conditions bring about. Both of these functions are quite simple (the
first is a linear estimation equation, the second a simple decision rule).
It is only when analysts fail to differentiate between them that they find
effects that appear unstable and asymmetric.

We should not leave the topic of election outcomes without revisiting
one last time our story about effects of unemployment on support
for European parties. We saw, earlier in this chapter, that governing
parties overall lose votes as a result of increasing unemployment. We
did not look separately at an improving unemployment situation, but
we did see that such parties gain votes as a result of improvements in
the general economic situation. However, we can assert on the basis
of our findings in Chapter 4 that the gains and losses to government
parties that result from changes in unemployment would not have been
nearly as great had the parties in government at this time not happened
to be overwhelmingly parties of the left (as shown in Table 3.2). Had
governments been composed mainly of right-leaning parties, changes in
vote shares as a consequence of changing unemployment levels would
have been less, because we found that parties of the right are hardly
held accountable for changes in unemployment.

In practice, we have said, unemployment declined throughout most
of the EU in 1999 (as shown in Table 3.1), so the left-leaning gov-
ernment parties will have gained support. But the translation of this
increased support into votes will not have benefited them much.
Though we have not shown this for the specific case of unemploy-
ment, the implications of our findings about the asymmetric translation
of support scores into votes is that, generally speaking, government
parties do not stand to improve their situations very much. Equally,
opposition parties will not have been much hurt by these decreases in
unemployment.

Though again not specifically investigated in this chapter, the ambi-
valence that supporters of left parties apparently feel toward poli-
cies that, according to neo-liberal commentators, are needed to fight
unemployment (see our discussion in Chapter 4) will not have been in
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evidence at a time of declining unemployment. At such a time, no new
policies would presumably be called for to deal with unemployment,
implying a second asymmetry applying particularly to unemployment,
to complement the asymmetric loss/gain function that we did specifi-
cally investigate. Thinking through the implications of this chapter’s
findings for the fortunes of particular parties in the light of changes
in particular economic conditions is a useful way of bringing home
the manner that economic conditions affect the vote. The economy
matters, but the specific ways in which it matters are mediated by the
situation of particular parties at particular points in time. The fact that
there were so many left governments in power in 1999 is one reason
why the effects of changing economic conditions were so different in
1999 than they would have been in 1994. So, the effects of the econ-
omy are time-specific as well as party- and country-specific, a topic we
will return to in our final chapter.
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The Economy, Party Competition, and the Vote

In this book, we have made a point of separating the process by which
party support propensities (and hence party preferences) are formed
from the process of party choice. Our two-stage model, largely follow-
ing Downs (1957), has allowed us to take account of different factors
at each stage. With regard to the first stage, we were able to take
account of independent variables that do not lend themselves to inclu-
sion in conventional models of economic voting – models that focus
on party choice as the dependent variable. In particular, separating the
two stages enabled us to take account of party characteristics (such
as their size and ideological complexion) at the first stage, when we
modeled the formation of party preferences. In the second stage, when
we modeled the choices that our respondents actually made, we were
able to take into account the structure of electoral competition between
parties – the aggregate-level counterparts of individual-level patterns
of support propensities for the various parties.

In this final chapter, we will start by rehearsing our major objections
to existing approaches that led to our adopting the two-stage model. We
argued in Chapter 1 that the deficiencies that gave rise to our objections
made it hard for past researchers to observe certain phenomena that
we believed to be responsible for the instabilities and contradictions
in extant research findings. In past chapters we have indeed observed
these phenomena, and we will proceed to enumerate them by reiter-
ating relevant findings from past chapters that make it clear how our

170
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research approach improves upon conventional approaches. We will
then enumerate the major implications and novel insights that result
from this approach.

Unpacking the Dependent Variable

Researchers responsible for past studies of economic voting have used
a dependent variable that focused on the distinction between govern-
ing and opposition parties. Virtually all studies of economic voting
employed this simplification, and some other studies as well. Its pop-
ularity was certainly due to the fact that it gave rise to a dependent
variable that appeared to be a measure of the phenomenon of inter-
est while also being comparable across countries and time periods. In
any modern democratic country, political parties are either government
parties or they are not, giving rise to a variable with considerable face
validity for comparative research. The implicit assumption made by
past researchers was that voters judge all government parties equally in
terms of their responsibility for economic conditions. Effectively, these
researchers also assumed that all opposition parties are also judged
equally – presumably in complementary fashion – gaining when gov-
ernment parties lose and vice versa. Implicit in their approach was
the notion that such variations in electoral fortunes as exist between
government parties are random, at least in terms of economic con-
ditions. These differences in electoral fortunes might, of course, have
been systematically structured by other kinds of factors (such as the
popularity of leaders, the support for a war, or major events like a
nuclear accident), but these should not be related to economic factors.
If this assumption held true, then combining government parties’ vote
shares should actually provide a better estimate of the effects of eco-
nomic factors than separating out these vote shares among individual
parties, as we have done, because the combined measure would tend
to average out idiosyncratic deviations.

Whether or not this implicit assumption is tenable is an empirical
matter, and we suspected that it was not. This suspicion might have
been mistaken, and would have been shown to be mistaken if support
for the different parties, when viewed separately, did not respond differ-
ently to changes in economic conditions. In that case, any heterogeneity
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that might have existed in the dependent variable, as a result of this
conflation of different parties within the same category, would not have
been relevant to economic voting.

But we were not wrong. Our findings demonstrate that (face valid-
ity notwithstanding) a variable that combines all opposition parties
into one category and all government parties (if there are more than
one) into another category incorporates substantial relevant hetero-
geneity: support for some opposition parties reacts in very different
ways than support for other opposition parties to given changes in
economic conditions (and the same for governing parties when these
are members of a coalition government). Economic conditions were
found to interact with parties’ ideological complexions and their sizes
in ways that are highly significant. We even demonstrated that, as a
result of deteriorating economic conditions, some government parties
could actually gain at the expense of other government parties. Thus, if
sensible effects of economic voting are to be found, we have established
that it is necessary to distinguish parties according to their sizes and
ideological complexions, as well as (or, in many countries, instead of)
their government–opposition status. This cannot be done if different
parties are combined into a government–opposition dichotomy. There-
fore, the procedure of combining the electoral results of government
parties into a single outcome for “the government” is inappropriate.
The resulting models are mis-specified and will not display the true
effects of economic conditions on election outcomes.

Implicit in the aggregation of government and opposition parties
into a simple dichotomy is a second simplification of the dependent
variable to which we also objected. Along with virtually all other vot-
ing behavior researchers, scholars who have studied economic voting
viewed data relating to voters’ party choices as adequately revealing
their electoral preferences. We suspected that this simplification would
have two unfortunate consequences: it would prevent researchers from
taking account of independent variables relating to the parties cho-
sen (or not), and it would prevent them from taking account of party
competition. Again, we might have been wrong. It might have turned
out that independent variables relating to party characteristics had no
explanatory power in accounting for party choice, and that the state
of party competition had no influence either. But again, we were not
wrong. As already mentioned, we found that party size and ideology
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have strong effects of fundamental importance to understanding the
voting act, and the state of party competition does indeed account for
considerable variations in election outcomes resulting from the same
effects of economic conditions.

So, both simplifications of the dependent variable turned out to
have adverse consequences for extant findings, helping to explain the
instabilities and contradictions described in the Introduction to this
volume, which Lewis-Beck and Paldham (2000: 114) referred to when
they called for a “trick” that would make everything well.

Replications of Past Findings

Although we use a different dependent variable, our findings do
replicate several of the most fundamental findings arising from past
research. Government parties do generally gain votes as a result of
good economic conditions and lose votes as a result of a worsening
economy (the subject of our first hypothesis, H1), in line with the
overwhelming majority of findings of past research, while for opposi-
tion parties the effects are generally less or oppositely signed (H2 – a
hypothesis not explicitly formulated or tested in past research). Taking
all countries together, and following past research practices in making
no distinctions between government parties, we find that those parties
do in general appear to be held retrospectively accountable for the state
of the economy. However, the elaboration of these hypotheses that we
derived from Powell and Whitten (1993) and from Whitten and Palmer
(1999), that the effects would be stronger in countries with high clarity
of government accountability (H6), was so thoroughly borne out as to
make it clear that economic voting as traditionally formulated does not
exist in low-clarity countries. Instead of government parties being held
retrospectively accountable for the state of the economy, as was the
case in high-clarity countries, in low-clarity countries we found quite
different processes at work, which we will detail in the next section of
this chapter.

Still focusing on high-clarity countries, we also replicated past
findings in regard to ideology. In high-clarity countries, left govern-
ment parties do indeed appear to be held particularly accountable for
unemployment, while right government parties are held particularly
accountable for inflation (H5), in line with previous research findings
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(Hibbs 1977; Budge, Robertson, and Hearl 1987; Powell and Whitten
1993; Klingemann, Hofferbert, and Budge 1994; Whitten and Palmer
1999).

More importantly, we find these effects, even in high-clarity con-
texts, to be most true of large parties, in line with our fourth hypothesis
(H4). Small parties often find themselves affected quite differently than
large parties when faced with the same changes in economic conditions.

Some additional expectations found in existing studies, though hav-
ing nothing specifically to do with the economy, were also replicated
by our findings. We found that there is a cost of governing (H9a)
that makes it hard for government parties to rule indefinitely, in line
with theoretical expectations going back to Downs (1957). We also
found a national electoral cycle (H9b) that replicates past findings from
research that used the same data as we employ (surveys following elec-
tions to the European Parliament).

While we find different nuances, as will be detailed in the next sec-
tion, the fact that our overall findings do replicate the thrust of past
economic voting studies is encouraging. When we take high- and low-
clarity contexts together, we do see more or less what past researchers
have seen, and when we separate these contexts and focus on coun-
tries with high clarity of government responsibility, we do see what
Powell and Whitten (1993) and Whitten and Palmer (1999) saw in
those contexts. The nuances of difference (and our quite new findings
for low-clarity contexts when those are distinguished) are made possi-
ble by the greater sensitivity of our dependent variable; but when we
blunt that sensitivity in order to look at the world as past researchers
have done, we do see pretty much what they saw.

Given that we criticize other studies for failing to deal with various
contaminations, how is it that (in high-clarity contexts) those studies
still produce findings recognizably similar to some of our findings? Such
studies analyze choice for either a government or an opposition party.
Their findings are dominated – particularly in high-clarity countries,
where electoral systems tend to penalize small parties – by voters for
large parties for the simple reason that these are the most numerous by
definition. As a consequence, findings from such studies may tend to
resemble what we find in our study as the effect of economic conditions
on the support propensities for large government parties.
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New Insights

The new insights made possible by our more sensitive dependent vari-
able are of two kinds. One set of insights arises from the fact that this
variable permits us to bring to bear effects of party characteristics on
the formation of party preferences, while the other set arises from our
ability to take account of the state of party competition when translat-
ing preferences into votes.

The first set of insights is most apparent in countries with low clarity
of government responsibility (as defined by Whitten and Palmer 1999).
Countries in which opposition parties play a role in policymaking, or
that have a second coequal chamber or certain types of federal arrange-
ments, are countries in which it is hard for voters to be sure which
parties to hold responsible for economic management. In such coun-
tries, we find two large differences in the effects of economic conditions
from those that we find in high-clarity countries. In the first place, in
such countries, we find voters focusing their attention on large parties
rather than government parties as the relevant policymaking actors, in
line with our fourth hypothesis. In the second place, we find that in
such countries voters focus not so much on holding these parties ret-
rospectively accountable for past economic management (though this
does happen to some extent), but rather taking a prospective view of
the policies these parties can be expected to promote and support, in
line with one aspect of our fifth hypothesis. Moreover, to the extent that
small parties can be expected to have different (often more extreme)
policies than large parties, we also find voters taking these differences
into account.

This more nuanced view of the electoral consequences of economic
conditions in both high- and low-clarity countries makes it possible to
understand how the economy affects the competition for votes among
different members of a governing coalition, benefiting some at the
expense of others and helping to explain the fact that the electoral
fortunes of different government parties are not generally observed to
move in step.

Our unpacking of the dependent variable into two stages yielded
results that went far beyond our ability to bring to bear party char-
acteristics as independent variables. Our ability to take account of
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processes of party preference formation separately from the process
of party choice enabled us to make the striking discovery that what
seem to be patterns of heterogeneous behavior by voters in response
to changes in economic conditions, hypothesized in past research and
found in some past studies, are not the result of heterogeneous reac-
tions by voters to economic conditions at all. Our seventh hypothesis,
which proposed such heterogeneity in the reactions of less sophisti-
cated voters and those with special economic interests, was unequivo-
cally rejected. Support for political parties by different types of voters
is actually affected very similarly by changes in economic conditions.
Indeed, the heterogeneity hypothesized in past research and found in
some past studies arises not at the point at which party preferences
are formed or updated but rather at the point at which those prefer-
ences give rise to party choice. This is due to the fact that patterns of
party competition differ between types of voters. In many countries,
less sophisticated voters are more likely to have support propensities
for different parties that are tied (or almost tied) for first place, as was
also found to be the case for the retired and the unemployed. Because
they are particularly likely to have more than a single party in a good
position to receive their votes, the choices made by such individuals are
more likely to be affected by anything that alters their relative prefer-
ences for different parties, including changes in economic conditions.
On the other hand, voters whose party preferences clearly differentiate
a most preferred party from all others are less likely to find their party
choices affected by small changes in their party support propensities.

The same distinction between preferences and choice that enabled
us to pin heterogeneous choices on the effects of party competition
rather than on preference formation mechanisms enabled us to do the
same for the seemingly asymmetric effects of economic conditions.
A worsening economy does indeed (on average) have more marked
effects on the fortunes of governing parties than an economic upturn
of the same magnitude, as hypothesized in some past research, but
these asymmetries arise not at the point at which preferences are made.
Voters’ support propensities do not react differently to economic down-
turns than to economic upturns, as previously hypothesized. Rather,
the asymmetries arise at the point at which preferences are translated
into votes (and hence into election outcomes). Government parties
(which are more likely to stand high in popular esteem) find it hard
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to improve their support even when economic times are good, while
the same improvement in the economy is relatively unlikely to hurt
opposition parties (which are more likely to be close to the bedrock of
their support). Economic downturns, by contrast, easily cost govern-
ment parties a portion of their support and benefit opposition parties
equivalently. Asymmetric loss is thus built into the competition for
votes and requires no help from asymmetric cognitive evaluations of
changing economic conditions. Indeed, we were able to rule out any
such effect quite definitively by finding no significant negative correla-
tion between appropriate residuals from our analyses of party support
propensities.

Various embellishments to conventional ideas regarding economic
voting – that governments would be held more accountable the longer
they had been in office (H3), that what would matter about parties
would be whether they controlled critical ministries (H4b), or that
what would matter about political systems would not be their clarity so
much as their decision-making rules or the nature of their welfare states
(H6b and H6c) – all failed to receive support. Past research findings
appear to have been correct as far as they went: government parties are
indeed often punished for a worsening economy and rewarded for an
improving one. But those findings did not go very far, partly because
of the frequent anomalies that are amply documented in the literature
and partly because past research did not have anything to say about
low-clarity contexts. In all contexts, not only nuance and detail were
missing, but more crucially, the causal mechanism linking economic
conditions to party choice and election outcomes was fundamentally
misconceived. A more appropriate conceptualization of the dependent
variable allowed not only the replication of apparently correct insights
from previous research, but also the rectification of past shortcomings.

Additional Insights

Apart from whether our hypotheses were supported or rejected, our
analyses yielded the following additional insights:

� The consequences of economic conditions for party preferences and
party choice are very different for economic growth, unemploy-
ment, and inflation. Conceivably, they may be different again for
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other aspects of economic performance, such as national debt lev-
els, currency exchange rates, or public sector sizes. In view of this, it
seems not very helpful to speak about the electoral effects of “the”
economy.

� Voters give their vote to the party that ranks highest in terms of
their propensity to support it. Since many voters have support
propensities that rank more than a single party first in their pref-
erence orderings – at least in the countries and time period that
we study – relatively weak effects on party support propensities
can affect the preference rankings of quite large numbers of voters.
Therefore, even weak effects on preference formation can poten-
tially result in large numbers of people switching their vote from
one party to another.

� Effects of economic conditions on voters’ propensity to support
political parties are prime examples of just such weak effects. The
strength of voters’ preferences for political parties is predominantly
explained by other factors, such as sociodemographic characteris-
tics, ideological positions, and opinions regarding issues other than
the economy. The reason changes in economic conditions can nev-
ertheless affect election outcomes is that (1) these small effects are
brought about by variables that can alter their values quite rapidly
and (2) these small effects are largely homogeneous across all types
and conditions of voters, and give rise to few countervailing flows
of votes between one party and another (net effects on change in
vote shares of political parties are not much less than gross effects).
The economy is important only in explaining short-term electoral
change, and it gains its ability to do so from the fact that other, more
powerful influences tend to be stable in the short term.

� In high-clarity countries, voters distinguish parties according to their
status as government or opposition parties, as hypothesized in previ-
ous research. In these situations, voters hold parties retrospectively
responsible for their management of the economy. In low-clarity
countries, voters are more inclined to take prospective considera-
tions into account, which renders the identity of the current govern-
ment less important (though causation might run the other way, with
voters who can less readily discern which parties to hold responsible
focusing instead on expectations regarding future party policies). As
a result, in low-clarity countries, left-wing parties benefit from high
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economic growth even if they are not part of the government. It
appears in these countries as if voters’ feel that they can “afford”
the policies of left-wing parties only under conditions of higher eco-
nomic growth. Right-wing parties benefit in low-clarity countries
from economic downturns, irrespective of whether they are in gov-
ernment or opposition, which we interpret as the consequence of
voters’ belief that these parties will promote policies that will gen-
erate future growth. Small right-wing parties benefit particularly,
apparently as a by-product of the fact that voters in low-clarity
countries tend to blame large parties for bad economic times – a
retrospective counterpart in low-clarity countries to the treatment
of government parties in high-clarity countries.

These conclusions justify the proposition that economic conditions
matter electorally. But the economy is not the only thing that matters.
Other issues, taken together, are more important, as we saw in Chap-
ter 5. So, there can be elections in which economic developments do
not dominate the outcome, as was clearly illustrated in Britain in 1992
and 1997, in Ireland in 1997, and (for that matter) in the United States
in 2000 and 2004.

Implications for Individual-Level Studies of Economic Voting

Our findings have important implications for our understanding of the
role of subjective assessments of economic conditions. Much of the
research about such assessments reports that they have very strong
effects on electoral preferences, both in terms of effect coefficients
and in terms of explanatory power (Kiewiet 1983; Lewis-Beck 1988;
Nannestad and Paldam 1994). It has been pointed out that the strength
of these effects might be due to endogeneity problems – the suppos-
edly independent variables relating to the economy might well have
been contaminated by party preferences. In other words, the supposed
consequences of economic assessments might actually have caused
them to take on the values they did (Wlezien, Franklin, and Twiggs
1997; Bartels 2002; van der Eijk 2002). As Kramer (1983) long ago
pointed out, the only real test of effects of economic conditions on
the vote is to see whether the actual economic context influences the
behavior of voters. By relying exclusively on objective indicators of
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economic conditions we did just that, and were able to demonstrate –
without any risk of contamination by other factors or by endogeneity –
that the (real) economy matters. In the process, we also established
that its effects are weak and contain little explanatory power. Conse-
quently, a large part of the (much stronger) supposed effects of sub-
jective assessments of the economy reported in past research must
derive from these assessments being contaminated by other factors,
most likely by the endogenous influence of electoral preferences
themselves.

In a different set of analyses, based on a slightly different research
design, we investigated the character of subjective assessments of the
economy by relating them to objective economic conditions, and to
political preferences.1 We formulated a number of causal interpreta-
tions of the nature of these subjective assessments and tested them using
structural models. One interpretation viewed subjective assessments of
economic conditions as individual-level reflections of objective eco-
nomic conditions – though overlaid with error and idiosyncratic fac-
tors. If this interpretation proved correct, subjective assessments could
usefully be employed as mediating variables in studies of economic
voting. A totally different interpretation viewed subjective assessments
as entirely accounted for by endogenous political preferences such as
party choice and government approval. If this interpretation proved
correct, subjective assessments would have no sensible mediating role
to play in the study of economic voting. Other possible interpretations
entailed a mixture of mediating and endogenous effects. Comparisons
of the fit, the parsimony, and the estimated coefficients of the models
that represented these rivaling interpretations yielded very clear and
unambiguous results:

subjective economic evaluations cannot be regarded as part of the causal mech-
anism by which “real” economic conditions translate themselves into approval
for the government or votes for one of the incumbent parties. . . . [T]he causal
mechanism by which real economic conditions affect voting for an incumbent
party . . . is not a mechanism that involves subjective economic evaluations, but
rather it is government approval that plays a role in transmitting the economic
context to voting behavior. Not surprisingly, good economic times increase gov-
ernment popularity and a popular government is more likely to be re-elected.
(van der Eijk et al. 2004: 17; cf. van Eijk et al. 2007)

1 These analyses were based on the same 1999 data that we employ in this book.
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These supplementary findings reinforce our earlier conclusion that
studies estimating the effects of subjective economic evaluations can-
not be taken seriously as proper estimates of the effects of economic
conditions.

Implications for Aggregate-Level Studies of Economic Voting

We have already mentioned that, despite the deficiencies that our find-
ings expose in conventional approaches to the study of economic
voting, these new findings are consistent with the general pattern of
findings from aggregate-level studies in the extant economic voting lit-
erature. In particular, we duplicate the findings of Whitten and Palmer
(1999), who, building on the work of Powell and Whitten (1993),
established that the widely hypothesized focus of economic voting, in
terms of holding government parties accountable, occurs only in high-
clarity countries. Our findings also replicate in large part the findings
of those authors regarding the role of ideology in economic voting. We
go beyond their findings mainly in establishing that economic voting
also occurs in low-clarity countries, albeit with a focus on large parties
rather than on government parties and (of necessity) a more prospective
orientation. Since most Western democracies are low-clarity countries,
and since no satisfactory explanations have previously been provided
for the effects of economic conditions on elections in those countries,
our ability to explain economic voting in low-clarity countries is an
important step forward.

Our findings also have a bearing on the continuing debate in the eco-
nomic voting literature regarding sociotropic versus egocentric moti-
vations. As mentioned earlier, in relation to the implications of our
findings for individual-level research, we have been able to discredit the
often-touted suggestion of egocentric (pocketbook) voting by demon-
strating that groups of voters who are particularly vulnerable to unem-
ployment or to inflation are not more responsive to those specific eco-
nomic conditions than other voters are. Interpreting these findings at
the aggregate level, we can say that the unemployed and retired as
aggregate categories of voters show no signs of reacting more strongly
than other voters do to economic conditions that should be of particu-
lar relevance to them if they were motivated in their electoral behavior
by pocketbook considerations. To the contrary, our findings strongly
suggest that economic voting is invariably sociotropic. People consider
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how economic conditions impinge on the country as a whole. The
heterogeneity found in past studies is real enough, but it is not hetero-
geneity in the impact of economic conditions on different categories of
voters. Rather, it is heterogeneity in the way in which changes in party
preferences are translated into changes in party choice (and hence, at
the aggregate level, into changes in party vote shares), with certain
categories of voters being more likely to switch their vote than oth-
ers, even though their evaluations of political parties had been affected
no more than the evaluations of other groups of voters by economic
conditions.

The fact that we largely replicate the findings of Whitten and Palmer
(1999) regarding high-clarity systems raises the question of whether
our model is superior to theirs. Our model requires individual-level
data, which are hard to obtain, whereas theirs does not. Our model,
moreover, requires measures of party support propensities, which are
rare even with individual-level data. If our model did not yield clear
superiority in some important respect, researchers who limit themselves
to high-clarity contexts would presumably wish to continue to use a
model with less demanding data requirements.

Our findings make it clear that “business as usual” is not a viable
option in future studies of economic voting. For reasons set out in
Chapter 1, even a model that distinguished between different parties
would still be unable to distinguish between the process of forming
party support propensities, on the one hand, and the process of choos-
ing a party on the other. As we have seen, this is a crucial distinction.
Our research also makes it clear that studying election outcomes will
yield findings that are very much contingent on the particular ideolog-
ical complexion of parties in government at the time of the study, on
the proportion of high-clarity countries included in the study, and so
on. Studying party support propensities largely protects the findings
from being contaminated by composition artifacts such as those we
saw when discussing the effects of unemployment in Chapter 6.

In an Epilogue to the present volume, we briefly summarize a number
of possible research designs for the study of economic voting that are
less demanding in terms of data than the one we have employed in this
book but that do take account of our main conclusions about the ways
in which past research findings have been contaminated in various ways
by the use of unjustified simplifications and shortcuts.
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Political Implications of Our Study

There is a widely held belief among politicians, journalists, commenta-
tors, and political scientists that the reelection of political incumbents
depends to a large extent upon their record in handling the economy.
Clinton’s famous words “it’s the economy, stupid” provides a nice
example of how deep-rooted this notion is. Early research on polit-
ical business cycles (e.g., Nordhaus 1975; Tufte 1978)2 suggested that
this might even lead governments to increase spending in election years,
presumably in order to stimulate the economy and hence secure reelec-
tion. Even though findings regarding business cycles are contested,3 the
notion that a growing economy helps the incumbent party or parties
seems to be uncontested. An important implication of our study is that
this notion is at best only partially correct.

Let us begin by focusing on the implications of our most general
model, the model that disregards the distinction between low-clarity
and high-clarity countries. On the basis of this model, we found that
in fifteen of the sixteen political systems for which we investigate the
effects of economic conditions in 1999, a very large improvement of the
economy would indeed help the largest government party (see Table B.8
in Appendix B). However, this does not imply that all incumbents fare
well under such conditions: in nine of the eleven countries with coali-
tion governments, the second largest government party does not simi-
larly gain votes as a consequence of favorable economic conditions. To
the contrary, in all of these nine countries, the second largest govern-
ment party’s vote share either remains unchanged (in three cases) or
declines (in six cases). Conversely, when the economy is not doing well,
the largest government party usually loses votes, while, more often than
not, the second largest government party gains votes (see Table B.7 in
Appendix B). Because coalitions often consist of parties that are ide-
ologically similar, coalition partners are among each other’s strongest
competitors for votes. Since the largest governing party receives most of

2 Others have provided evidence for the existence of a business cycle in countries such
as Germany (Galli and Rossi 2002), the Netherlands (van Dalen and Swank 1996),
Russia (Treisman and Gimpelson 2001), and Canada (Blais and Nadeau 1992).

3 It is beyond the purpose of this book to discuss the validity of this research and its
interpretations, but for reviews of evidence of business cycles see, e.g., Golden and
Poterba (1980), Berger and Woitek (1997), and Paldam (1997).
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the blame when the economy goes bad and most of the credit when the
economy does well, economic prosperity does not normally benefit the
second largest governing party. If the largest party in a coalition were to
propose increasing government spending in the run-up to an election –
as it would be inclined to do according to the political business cycle
theory – smaller governing parties would be well advised to oppose
such an initiative. Indeed, it would behoove smaller government part-
ners to demand control of the ministry of finance, as a condition for
coalition membership, in order to be better placed to resist possible
attempts by the leading party to make pump-priming public expendi-
tures. Even if successful in generating additional votes for the leading
party, such policies would generally be detrimental to the vote shares
of smaller coalition partners.

Let us now focus on the model that does include the distinction
between high- and low-clarity countries. Its findings strongly suggest
that voting in low-clarity countries is to a large extent prospective, as
we have already made clear. Voters in these countries do not much con-
cern themselves with the identities of parties holding office, but instead
focus on the policies that parties are likely to implement in response
to economic conditions. Irrespective of whether they were in office or
not, left-wing parties gain in low-clarity countries when the economy
grows. Our explanation is that during times of prosperity, voters are
more receptive to the political platforms of left-leaning parties (see
also Stevenson 2002). This leads to the paradoxical situation that, if
right-leaning government parties are successful in generating economic
growth, they actually help the electoral prospects of left-wing opposi-
tion parties. If such a government were to increase spending in election
years in order to promote growth and thus secure its own reelection,
it might actually be shooting itself in the foot!

Since commentators are so used to thinking that governments are
rewarded for a good economy and punished for a bad one, actual elec-
tion results often appear puzzling. Why were governing parties not
rewarded or punished? Are voters so irrational or do they not take the
economy into account? Our findings may provide the key to solving
such puzzles. Voters are rational, and they do take the economy into
account. But in the absence of a clear view of who was responsible
for what happened in the past, they direct their votes not toward pun-
ishment or reward but toward affecting the future course of public
policy.
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Rationality and Sophistication of the Economic Voter

One could think of economic voting as the simplest form of policy
voting, for which voters need to have two pieces of information: who
is responsible for managing the economy (which parties are in gov-
ernment, in high-clarity countries, or which parties are the players in
low-clarity countries) and how well did these parties perform this task?
Even the least sophisticated voters are surely able to pick up some news
about changes in levels of unemployment, or about levels of economic
growth or inflation. So, a retrospective vote on the basis of the state of
the economy seems to require less from voters than some other forms
of issue voting, many of which also require awareness of parties’ pol-
icy positions. Mackuen, Erikson, and Stimson (1992) refer to voters
who apply this simplest rule in deciding retrospectively which party to
vote for as “peasants.” They contrast these voters with those who vote
prospectively, a group they call “bankers.” MacKuen et al. find that
prospective voters take account of more information than retrospective
voters do.

Our findings for the EU countries that we studied support most of
theirs for the United States, but our findings call for a refinement of their
argument. In Chapter 5 we showed that voters respond very uniformly
to objective economic conditions, which means that the same forward-
looking or backward-looking behavior occurs for all voters, including
the most and the least sophisticated. Any voter can apparently behave
like a banker in appropriate circumstances, and any voter can behave
like a peasant. Whether voters react prospectively or retrospectively
depends on which party they are evaluating and which country they
live in, not on what kind of voter they are. Indeed, the same voters can
be both peasants and bankers at the same time in regard to different
parties. Among forward-looking voters, there may well be some who
take account of additional information as MacKuen et al. suggest. Our
research does not rule this out. But we can say that, if there are such
voters, either they do not vote differently because of the additional
information, or they are not more sophisticated than other voters – at
least over the countries and elections that we investigate.

The effects of economic performance at the individual level are sub-
tle, strongly contingent on context. How these effects differ over a
wider range of countries and over a longer time period should be
high on the agenda for future research. Such investigations will require
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survey data that permit the analyst to distinguish between party sup-
port propensities and party choice – preferably acquired in the after-
math of national elections worldwide. As we argue in the Epilogue
to this book, the data now becoming available under the auspices of
the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems show some promise of
permitting researchers to build on our findings.

Economic Voting in Real Elections

The data we have employed in this book come from interviews of
voters following elections to the European Parliament. We chose this
laboratory as a venue for our study to minimize the contamination
expected from the hype, scandals, and other idiosyncrasies that char-
acterize “real” elections (see, for example, Wlezien and Erikson 2002).4

We have not explicitly addressed the question of whether, had our data
derived from real elections, our findings would have been different.
However, among the forty-two electoral contexts that we study, our
data do contain 6 instances of European elections being held concur-
rently with national parliamentary elections. This makes it possible for
us to test the effects of a dummy variable indicating that the election was
a real one. When the dummy variable is interacted with other party-
level and individual-level independent variables, none of these variables
yield significant effects (at the 0.01 level of significance), implying that
findings relating to individual-level and party-level variables would
have been no different had all of our analyses been conducted in the
context of real national elections.

Turning to effects of economic conditions, these provide insufficient
variance for detecting interactions with this dummy variable. What we
can perform with economic conditions is a (weaker) test in which we
omit all six contests where concurrent national elections were held.
The outcome of this test demonstrates that our findings would be no
different (at the 0.01 level) were they to arise uniquely from the cases
where real national elections were not held. Since we already know
from other studies (whose findings we largely replicate) that party

4 We use quotation marks around “real” in this context to remind readers that we are
talking about a distinction made by those who study European Parliament elections
between national (“real”) elections, where executive power is at stake, and other elec-
tions (often referred to as “second-order national elections”) where executive power
is not at stake. From many perspectives, European Parliament elections are quite as
real as national elections, but not from the perspective adopted here.
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support at the time of national elections is affected by economic condi-
tions in accordance with economic voting theory, this finding enables
us to conclude that the electoral contexts that did not contain national
elections nevertheless see the same forces at work, thereby yielding the
statistical power that makes our wider conclusions possible.

Still, our suspicion that real elections will see more “noise,” through
which it may be more difficult to discern the effects of economic con-
ditions, may yet prove to be correct. To deal with data that contain
more noise, we need better models and larger datasets than were avail-
able in the past. We believe that we have provided a better model and
that our findings in this book confirm the superiority of this model.
Larger datasets are already becoming available under the auspices of
the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems project mentioned at the
end of the previous section.

Discussion

Our findings might surprise some readers, but only because they came
to our work with expectations about voter responses to economic con-
ditions derived from past research that was based on (usually implicit)
simplistic assumptions. Our research design has avoided a number
of these assumptions. We did not assume that all government parties
are equally affected by economic conditions. Nor did we assume that
only government parties are affected and that opposition parties are
unaffected by economic conditions (or that equal and opposite effects
apply). And nor did we assume that improving economic conditions
have effects on vote choices and election outcomes that are opposite
to those found with worsening conditions.

We were able to avoid these naive assumptions because of the struc-
ture of our data, which does not in any way constrain voters’ support
propensities for different parties. Also, because voters were questioned
separately about each party, without regard to its government or oppo-
sition status, we were able to avoid grouping all government parties
(or all opposition parties) together. So, the question of whether all gov-
ernment parties were in fact affected similarly by economic conditions
could be evaluated in our research, which it could not be in previous
research. Our findings show that economic conditions do not have
the same effects on all government parties (or, for that matter, on all
opposition parties), as mentioned at the outset of this chapter.
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Do economic conditions have political consequences? Our answer
differs according to whether we consider party support propensities
or election outcomes. There is indeed an effect of economic condi-
tions on the strength of people’s propensity to support different par-
ties, whether they are in government or in opposition. This effect is
essentially the same (to within sampling error) in all the countries that
we study (after controlling for clarity of accountability, as explained
earlier). It is also largely the same across all classes and conditions of
voters within each country. Economic conditions appear to have “equal
opportunity” effects on voters that do not depend upon their politi-
cal sophistication or other characteristics. But more striking even than
their homogeneity is the fact that these effects were small in compari-
son with other effects on party support. If the question is why certain
people support one party while other people support a different party,
then economic conditions play virtually no role, at least not in the
countries and over the time period that we have studied.

Yet, when we consider effects of economic conditions on election
outcomes, we do find consistent and palpable effects of economic con-
ditions that, other things being equal (or, more to the point, other things
canceling out, as they often do), can indeed affect election outcomes.
But changes in economic conditions have effects on election outcomes
that are strongly conditioned by political circumstances. We have found
a natural asymmetry between popular government parties and unpop-
ular opposition parties such that economic downturns are liable to
reduce the gap between their vote shares, while an improving econ-
omy will do little to change the gap, other things being equal. The same
asymmetries would exist with many other political developments, with
adverse circumstances hurting the government only when it is popular
and helping the opposition, while good news can do little to improve a
popular government’s standing.5 All such developments will tend to
swing the political pendulum back toward a situation in which parties
are centrally located within the bounds of their competitive potential,
having no more and no less than their fair share of the voters for whose

5 There are, of course, notable cases where bad news fails to hurt a popular government,
but this is unusual (except during “honeymoon” periods that closely follow a new
government taking office, when one may well hear talk of a “Teflon president” and
such).
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support they compete with other parties. We thus see strong signs of a
mechanism that virtually guarantees political swings and cycles, in that
any deviation from the middle ground in terms of support for parties
is naturally liable to be reversed, whatever the political direction that
deviation takes.

Though our findings with respect to party support propensities hold
true across all the countries that we study, we do need to be cautious in
generalizing from these findings to economic or political circumstances
much beyond the range of those we study. Our universe consists of
developed European economies from the late 1980s through the end
of the 1990s. In spite of all their differences, these countries in this
period experienced real economic growth, relatively mild inflation,
and unemployment that (while of political concern in most of these
countries) was low in global perspective and accompanied by effective
social safety nets. We cannot say with certainty what the political
effects of changing economic conditions would be in quite different
circumstances.

Our findings have clear implications for effects on party choice that
go far beyond economic voting. If economic conditions are found to
exert stable effects only when analyzed in the context of a two-stage
model, the same will be true for other kinds of voting. So, the insta-
bility of vote functions in past studies of economic voting would apply
equally to other sorts of voting – such as issue voting or personality
voting – if those sorts of voting had been studied comparatively. The
problem arose most obviously with economic voting only because this
subfield is more advanced in rigorously testing its theories with com-
parative data. As other studies of comparative voting behavior prolif-
erate in coming years, the same problems will certainly be encountered
unless researchers distinguish, as we have in this book, between prefer-
ences and choice. Using party choice as a surrogate for party support
propensities leaves too much indeterminacy (as explained in Chap-
ter 2) for stable findings to emerge.

Toward a Revised Theory of Economic Voting

Our findings clearly demonstrate the need for a revision of basic
economic voting theory, which holds that government parties are
held accountable for economic conditions and rewarded or punished
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electorally for their performance in managing the economy. The addi-
tional elements that need to be incorporated into a more comprehensive
view relate to (1) prospective voting, (2) the political weight of different
parties in policymaking, and (3) the basis upon which voters identify
which parties to vote for in light of economic conditions. These three
aspects are linked in intricate ways.

In this book, we have not systematically distinguished between the
second and third of these elements, using both as arguments for the
importance of taking account of party size. Yet, theoretically and empir-
ically, the two elements play out quite differently. If economic voting
were fundamentally about crediting and blaming parties on the basis
of their actual influence on economic policymaking, then one would
have expected the length of time a party had been in government to
play a role, at least in high-clarity countries. We do not find this hap-
pening. Instead, we find voters picking out large parties for particular
attention. Large parties are, of course, generally parties that have held
government office repeatedly over the years, but that does not appear
to be why they are singled out for credit or blame. Rather, they appear
to be singled out because they wield power (in low-clarity countries
they do so even when not in government). Party size seems to be fun-
damental to economic voting, more so than holding government office,
which plays a role only in high-clarity countries.

The importance of party size must be taken into account in conjunc-
tion with the importance of prospective voting, something else to which
past studies have given short shrift. To the extent that voters focus on
the policies that parties would like to promote, the role of party size is
clearly that it discriminates between parties according to the likelihood
of their ability to influence economic policymaking. Indeed, the ubiqui-
tous division of our tables into government and opposition categories
(because they are designed to test hypotheses derived from the existing
literature) somewhat obscures what seems to be going on.

The most straightforward interpretation to place on our findings is
that voters care about the economy and, when it is in bad shape, adapt
their party preferences on the basis of expectations about what differ-
ent parties would be willing and able to do about it,6 supposing they

6 This is not quite the same as the type of prospective voting referred to in much of the
individual-level economic voting literature, in which prospective behavior is taken to
refer to behavior in expectation of future economic conditions. Still, assessing likely



P1: JYD
0521863740c07 CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 8, 2007 21:44

The Economy, Party Competition, and the Vote 191

were given (greater) representation in the national parliament. These
prospective orientations are somewhat tempered for large parties, espe-
cially large government parties in high-clarity countries, which are also
generally held accountable for their past record of economic manage-
ment. In low-clarity countries, by contrast, distinctions between parties
on the basis of their government status are of questionable relevance
(cf. Powell 2000), and we see all large parties being held equally
accountable for economic conditions, effectively canceling out most
effects of retrospective voting in low-clarity countries.

When we view the world as voters appear to do, rather than in terms
of conventional scholarly ideas about economic voting, we see a world
in which what counts is not so much the recent behavior of govern-
ment parties, but rather parties’ ideologies and general stance toward
economic policy – as well as their likelihood of being able to influence
actual policy decisions. Voters thus behave in a far more nuanced fash-
ion than is often assumed. We should not really be surprised by this.
Voters know what sort of a system they live in. They know whether par-
ties can influence government policies even when not in government.
They know which parties are players in the decision-making process.
They also know what sorts of policies are likely to pursued by parties
of different ideological types. And these very general insights are not
restricted to better-educated or more politically interested voters but
are widely shared. Without in any way wanting to overstate the amount
of detailed knowledge that most voters possess, they “are not fools,”
as V. O. Key (1966) long ago observed. Their information base may be
scant and largely dependent on general cues, but their assessments of
credit and blame take into account whatever information they do have
at their disposal, which amounts to more than just who is or is not
in government (which information is, in any case, not very relevant in
low-clarity contexts). We also see voters behaving in a far more public-
spirited fashion than would be supposed from conventional scholarly
ideas. Voters (at least in European countries) base their preferences on
what they think would be best for the country, not on what would be
best for themselves personally.7

future party policies is clearly a prospective orientation, and we thus employ the same
word in regard to policies that past researchers have used in regard to expectations.

7 The evidence that this also happens in the United States is very strong, with millions
of voters in 2004 choosing an administration on the basis of its moral credentials even
though the choice would manifestly hurt their pocketbooks.
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This book does not formulate a new theory of economic voting.
Indeed, its findings, though persuasive, are in need of confirmation
over a larger universe and with different data. Nevertheless, its find-
ings do provide a basis for future theorizing that should recognize the
importance of prospective orientations and the sophistication of vot-
ers’ reasoning – sophistication that far exceeds what many scholars
have been willing to assume.
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Where to Go from Here in the Study
of Economic Voting?

In this book, we have demonstrated that some of the ways in which
economic voting is traditionally investigated are inappropriate and
bound to yield biased results, inconsistencies, instabilities, and anoma-
lies. More specifically, we demonstrated that among the major sources
of error are:

1. The use of subjective indicators of economic conditions, which
are fraught with endogeneity problems and which customarily
yield unrealistically high estimates of what are purported to be
the effects of economic conditions. More importantly, as argued
in Chapter 1, if we are interested in the extent to which voters
hold governments accountable for economic conditions, then it
is the real economy that is at issue, not a subjective reality that
may help to determine vote choice but whose link to normative
concerns, such as government accountability, is questionable.

2. The use of a dichotomy between government and opposition
parties when (as is most often the case) there are more than two
parties in a political system. This dichotomy is of little relevance
for voters’ reactions to economic conditions in so-called low-
clarity countries. Moreover, it incorrectly forces the analyst to
estimate a single effect for all government parties and assume
an equal but opposite effect for all opposition parties. A final
source of error arises from the following.

193
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3. The use of an analysis design that does not distinguish between
party choice, on the one hand, and propensities to support parties
on the other. The absence of this distinction at the individual
level makes it impossible either to take account of independent
variables relating to parties or to take account of voters’ cross-
pressures; at the aggregate level, it prevents the analyst from
taking account of the consequences of patterns of party compe-
tition. Moreover, the absence of this distinction – that is, the use
of party choice as the dependent variable – imposes an unreal-
istic constraint on the estimated effects of changes in economic
conditions such that, for a particular party, gains enjoyed as a
result of improving economic conditions need to be identical (but
oppositely signed) to the losses that would have been suffered
from a deterioration of the same magnitude, a “finding” that is
exceedingly unlikely under quite common circumstances.

In the wake of these findings, how should the field of economic
voting studies move forward? We could, of course, list what we think
are the prerequisites for a well-designed study of economic voting, but
we have already done so in Chapter 1. To do so would appear as
no more than an invocation to other scholars that they replicate our
analyses with the same data that we used. This is because, to the best
of our knowledge, there are no other data that permit the application
of what we termed an ideal design. Yet, in the field of economic voting,
there are too many questions that still need to be addressed for it to
be reasonable for us to expect our colleagues to rechew our “cud” or
to sit on their hands while waiting for more data of a similar kind
to be collected (although we certainly would value their support in
promoting the collection of such data over a wider variety of contexts).
At the very least, it is imperative to collect additional data that would
extend the range of countries beyond those that we studied in this
book and to extend the range of economic conditions beyond what we
observed in our data. Even without such developments, however, we
think there are several other research opportunities in this field.

Aggregate-level studies are not encumbered by problems of sub-
jective measures of economic conditions but are traditionally marred
by the other two problems: using only a government–opposition
dichotomy and focusing exclusively on party choice (in the form of
vote shares). The first of these problems can be solved in a relative
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easy way. In particular, aggregate-level models can be constructed that
distinguish individual political parties rather than dichotomizing them
into government or opposition parties. Having stacked the data in
much the same way as we have (but using party shares of the vote
as the dependent variable rather than vote propensities), such mod-
els could characterize parties in terms of the same variables that we
have employed: their government–opposition status, their ideological
complexion, their size, their history of government activity, and so on.
All of these could be used in conjunction with objective measures of
economic conditions to explain parties’ vote shares.

Such a model would, of course, still not be able to solve the problem
that an exclusive focus on vote shares disregards parties’ standing in
terms of electoral competition. It would still be constrained to estimate
effects of an improving economy that were the same (but opposite in
direction) as those of a similarly deteriorating economy. The reason is
that, even with a model that distinguishes between different parties,
a focus on vote shares does not allow analysts to distinguish between
the process of forming party support propensities, on the one hand,
and the process of choosing a party on the other. As we have seen,
this is a crucial distinction. Without it, we have to assume that the
effects of the economy on voter behavior only manifest themselves in
vote switching (or, in the aggregate, in changes in vote shares), and
such assumptions would be just as incorrect in aggregate analyses as
in individual-level ones Moreover, sundry factors that are unrelated to
economic conditions will make the patterns of electoral competition
vary from party to party and from election to election. Studies of a
size (in terms of the number of countries and elections) that has been
customary in past research would thus continue to yield unstable and
contradictory results. In the long run, of course, over many replicatory
analyses, the average predictions from all these mis-specified models
may very well be correct, but that would offer little solace. In the
meantime, all kinds of inconsistent results would have been published,
confusing and distracting analysts in much the same way as has been
the case in recent decades.

Still, it is possible to construct truly enormous party-level datasets
in which it would not be implausible to assume that, on average, each
party was centrally located within its potential variation in support.
Of course, correct parameter estimates from such a dataset would only
emerge as long as the causal processes involved and their parameters
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remained unchanged over the period and across the countries con-
cerned (so-called factorial invariance), an assumption that would need
to be tested. But we will suggest, later in this Epilogue, a way in which
that could be done. Still, it is an empirical question whether enough
cases could be obtained that did enjoy factorial invariance to permit
the construction of datasets of adequate size (see footnote 3).

Another possibility would be to build aggregate-level models that
did incorporate aggregate measures of each party’s position vis-à-vis
its electoral competitors. In order to arrive at such measures, analysts
of economic voting would have to “reculer pour mieux sauter”: to
broaden their outlook and incorporate elements from the study of vot-
ing and elections that have no direct bearing on the question of eco-
nomic voting other than that they provide information about parties’
competitive standing. These elements from mainstream electoral stud-
ies involve the notions of electoral potentials and normal vote shares.
A party’s electoral potential is the share of the vote that it can conceiv-
ably attain under maximally favorable circumstances; in situations of
electoral competition, these potentials sum to more than 100 percent.1

The concept of a party’s “normal” vote refers to the vote share a party
would obtain if all sorts of short-term factors, including economic fac-
tors, turned out to have a neutral effect on that party. These normal
vote shares are constrained to sum to 100 percent across parties, but
each party may at any given moment in time acquire more or fewer
votes than its normal share.2

These concepts have been elaborated during recent decades to be
applicable to multiparty systems. They are not without cost in terms of
data requirements and in terms of adding extra stages to data prepa-
ration that have to be accomplished before the impact of the econ-
omy on elections and voting can properly be assessed. But many of
the necessary data are easily available – at least in most developed
democracies – in the form of series of regularly conducted opinion poll
data. And existing approaches for estimating normal vote shares or
electoral potentials are sufficiently developed to allow “off-the-shelf”

1 See, e.g., van der Eijk and Oppenhuis (1991) and Oppenhuis, van der Eijk, and Franklin
(1996).

2 For the origin of the concept of a normal vote, see particularly Converse (1966). A
more recent elaboration that adequately avoids many of the original limitations of the
normal vote approach has been formulated by Anker (1992).
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applications, making it possible to characterize parties not only in terms
of their existing vote share but also in terms of their normal vote share
or their electoral potential. The combination of both kinds of infor-
mation makes it possible to distinguish analytically parties that are
approaching the rock bottom of their potential support (which are
thus below their normal vote) from those that are approximately at
par and from those that are performing better than normal (and that
thus are approaching the ceiling of their potential). Including such dis-
tinctions in the analysis would undoubtedly demonstrate the same sort
of asymmetry of effects of the economy on vote shares that we dis-
cussed in Chapters 6 and 7. But, more importantly, doing so would
widen our understanding of the circumstances under which economic
changes affect election outcomes.

A complicating factor in the analysis of individual parties’ vote
shares is that they violate the common regression assumption of inde-
pendence of observations because vote shares sum to 100 percent. This
problem is easily mitigated by not including some parties as cases in
the data – usually a collection of parties for which little or no specific
information is available and that are commonly lumped together as
“other”. If this is not sufficient to alleviate problems of nonindepen-
dence, jackknife methods provide adequate solutions.

The problem of nonindependence of observations can be circum-
vented entirely by characterizing each party by an average score that
reflects the party preferences of a population. These scores can be
derived from so-called thermometer scores or from proxies for propen-
sity to vote measures, as will be discussed in the following paragraphs.
However, the adequacy of the measure as a surrogate for vote propen-
sity data is questionable and should be investigated in depth before the
measures are used in this way. Still, in terms of analytic tractability, both
types of measure can be analyzed without any problem by OLS. Such
an approach links to the tradition in the economic voting literature of
modeling popularity functions, whereas the analysis of vote shares in
elections relates to the tradition of modeling vote functions.3 Modeling

3 Popularity functions can, of course, also be modeled on the basis of shares of intended
votes that are observed in surveys outside election contexts. In that case, the problem of
nonindependence of observations has to be addressed in the same fashion as mentioned
in the text.
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such averages of party preferences removes the need to include in the
model measures of the extent to which parties have exhausted their
electoral potential, while nevertheless allowing analysts to study the
first stage of the two-stage model, which is the stage where indepen-
dent variables (such as economic conditions) exert their influence. In
particular, it would allow tests of the generalizability of our results.

Turning to individual-level studies of economic voting, few surveys
have been conducted that include questions about propensities to sup-
port a country’s various political parties. In addition to the European
Election Studies that we used in this book, such questions have been
included in various national election surveys in the Netherlands,
Britain, Ireland, Germany, and several other European countries, but
all in all, the number of contexts that can be studied with the use of
these measures remains quite limited (probably no more than fifteen at
the time of writing – not enough for adequate variation in economic
conditions, as discussed in Chapter 1).

There are at least two ways, however, in which a relevant proxy can
be obtained for the support propensity measures. Both require, as our
recommendation for aggregate-level studies does, greater attention by
those who study economic voting to insights from mainstream elec-
toral studies. The first of these proxies can be obtained by classic anal-
ysis of party choice and political preferences – without any economic
conditions entering the equation – in order to construct theory- and
evidence-based measures of the likelihood that various kinds of voters
would support each of the parties in a political system. The plausibil-
ity and usefulness of such measures would, of course, be dependent on
the quality of the theory and data used to construct them. Construct-
ing them in a manner that is comparable across surveys (necessary to
obtain the required variation in economic conditions) would add an
additional challenge. Yet, the accumulated empirical understanding of
factors contributing to what we have referred to as support propen-
sities should allow determined researchers to arrive at reasonable and
plausible measures. From there on, researchers could employ the design
we have used in the analyses conducted for this book.

The second and much more direct way to implement our two-stage
analysis design is by using a different empirical measure of party sup-
port propensities: one that has been included in a much larger num-
ber of surveys. That measure is known by several names, including



P1: JYD
0521863740epi CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 9, 2007 16:53

Epilogue 199

“sympathy scale” and “feeling thermometer.” It originated in the
American National Election Studies and consists of a series of ques-
tions – one for each party deemed sufficiently important to be included
in the series of questions – that ask respondents to express their feelings
of sympathy (or lack thereof) for each party in turn. Usually responses
are provided in terms of a scale running from 0 (cold) to 100 (warm),
in which the 50-mark is labeled as neutral. This question has most
often been used in empirical tests of directional voting theories (cf.
Rabinowitz and MacDonald 1989) and has been included in many
national election studies. It is one of the questions that defines the
comparative core of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (see
http://www.cses.org). In spite of its similarity to our support propen-
sity questions, it is nevertheless less well suited for use in the two-stage
model of voter decision making that we advocate (see Chapter 2). The
reason is that the linkage between the scores on this measure and the
party that is actually chosen contains considerably more slippage than
is found when using the propensity to support question. Kroh (2003)
subjects both sets of questions to a comparative performance review,
using one of the few datasets that contains both questions for the same
set of parties (the Dutch Parliamentary Election Study of 1994; see
Anker and Oppenhuis 1995). He observes that, whereas in 93 percent
of the cases the party actually chosen is indeed the one that was given
the highest score on the support propensity measure (see also our own
Chapter 2), the corresponding success rate for sympathy or feeling ther-
mometer scores was much lower at 72 percent. He also observes that
sympathy scores are differently related to explanatory variables than
support propensities, and he concludes that information from sympa-
thy ratings for parties “is neither a necessary, nor a sufficient condition
for vote choice” (Kroh 2003: 52). These findings imply that estimates
of the effects of economic changes on election outcomes (see Chapter 6)
are considerably less certain when based on feeling thermometer scores
than when based on support propensities and are likely to be somewhat
biased. Yet, in spite of these differences and their smaller suitability as
elements in a two-stage model of voter choice, these measures provide
infinitely more possibilities for adequate design of individual-level eco-
nomic voting studies than an exclusive focus on party choice would
offer. The fact that these questions constitute a central part of a com-
parative dataset comprising more than fifty countries (and comprising
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more than a single election for many of these countries) should pro-
vide numerous ways to advance the individual-level study of economic
voting far beyond its current problem-ridden state.

Moreover, analyses based on thermometer scales might well be used
to check assumptions of parameter invariance before proceeding to a
party-level analysis of the kind discussed earlier. Though the parame-
ters deriving from an analysis of thermometer scores might be incorrect,
their stability should be a valuable indication of stability in effects of
economic conditions that could be used as guidance in selecting coun-
tries and periods from which to construct a party-level dataset that
contained enough replications of each type of party to ensure that, on
average, each party was centrally located within its range of possible
support. Considering the wide availability over a considerable period
of thermometer scales in election studies, such a hybrid approach might
appear quite attractive.4

4 There is, of course, no guarantee that sufficient cases would be found that enjoyed
parameter invariance. This is an empirical question that can only be answered by
appropriate research using thermometer scores over a wide range of countries and
time periods.



P1: KNP
0521863740apxA CUNY735/van der Brug 0 521 86374 0 March 8, 2007 16:16

Appendix A

The Surveys Employed in This Book

The empirical data for most analyses in this book derive from the Euro-
pean Elections Studies (EESs) from 1989, 1994, and 1999. These were
survey-based studies of the electorates of the member states of the (then)
European Community (EC) in 1989 and of the European Union (EU)
in 1994 and 1999. In all years, the surveys were conducted immedi-
ately following the June elections to the European Parliament. In 1989
and 1994 all twelve member states were surveyed, and all fifteen in
1999. The member states were (in 1989 and 1994) Belgium, Denmark,
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Portugal, Spain, and Britain; and in 1999 additionally Austria, Finland,
and Sweden. The questionnaires of the surveys focused in particular on
the direct elections to the European Parliament, and contained a large
number of items about political topics in the domestic and European
political spheres.

The EESs were designed as stratified samples of the European pop-
ulation, in which each of the member states is a stratum. Although
technical aspects of the sampling procedures varied somewhat between
the various years and between the countries, all surveys were based on
random samples from the electorates in each of the countries. Sample
sizes varied likewise and are reported in Table A.1. Owing to miss-
ing data on the dependent variable (propensities to vote for parties),
the number of cases included in the analyses is somewhat reduced, to
32,950 (in the weighted sample – about weighting, see later).
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table A.1. Number of Interviews Conducted in Different Countries

1989 1994 1999

Austriaa inap inap 501
Belgium 933 1,003 500
Denmark 948 1,000 1,001
Finlanda inap inap 501
France 981 1,000 1,020
Germanyb 1,170 1,082 1,000
Greece 940 1,002 500
Ireland 916 1,000 503
Italy 957 1,067 3,708
Luxembourg 289 502 301
The Netherlands 948 1,005 1,001
Portugal 956 1,000 500
Spain 916 1,000 1,000
Swedena inap inap 505
Britain 902 1,078 977

Total 10,856 11,739 13,549

a Austria, Finland, and Sweden were not yet member states of the EU in 1989 and
in 1994.

b Germany 1994: only West Germany.

Modes of interviewing differed between the three studies and occa-
sionally between countries, ranging from face-to-face to telephone and
telepanel approaches. Details are provided in brief characterizations of
each of the three studies.

Though using the languages of each country, the questionnaires for
each of the studies were otherwise identical in the various member
states, apart from minor but unavoidable differences in the names of
parties and other country-specific institutions. As a consequence, the
surveys offer many opportunities for the comparative study of voters
and elections. Between election years there are significant differences
between the questionnaires, yet they share a large common core. The
analyses in this book make use of this common core and are thus based
on survey questions that were identical in all countries and in all three
years.

The 1989 EES

The 1989 study consisted of three waves of interviews, the first two of
which took place before the European elections in October–November
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1988 and March–April 1989, respectively. The third wave was con-
ducted immediately following the European elections in June 1989.
All interviews were conducted face-to-face, in some countries by way
of Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). In the first and
second waves, the questions of the EES were added to regular Euro-
barometer studies (EB30 and EB31); the questions of the third wave
were added to a special postelection Eurobarometer (EB31a).

The questionnaires of the three waves of interviews partially over-
lapped, thus offering opportunities for longitudinal comparisons of
voter behavior and orientations during the run-up to a European elec-
tion. The three waves constitute a repeated cross-sectional study; that
is, they were administered to three independently drawn random sam-
ples of the populations of the member states of the (then) EC. Con-
sequently, comparisons between waves can only be made in terms of
aggregates, not of individual respondents. In this book, we only analyze
data that derive from the third (postelection) wave of this study.

The 1994 EES

The 1994 study consisted of a single wave of interviews, conducted
immediately following the European elections of June 1994, with
freshly drawn samples in all member states of the EU. As in 1989,
the questions were added to a special postelection Eurobarometer
(EB41.1). As in 1989, the questionnaires were identical in all member
states (apart from unavoidable variations due to language and institu-
tional differences), and a large number of the questions – including all
those of central importance to the analyses reported in this volume –
were identical to those used in the 1989 study. Interviews were con-
ducted face-to-face, again with the use of CAPI in some countries. The
area formerly known as East Germany was sampled separately. The
data from this specific sample were not used in the analyses in this
book.

The 1999 EES

The 1999 EES consisted of a single wave of interviews, conducted
immediately following the European Parliament elections of June
1999, by Computer Assisted Telephonic Interviewing (CATI), except
in Italy, where a telepanel was used. The surveys did not piggyback
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on the Eurobarometer, but drew on dedicated and freshly drawn
samples.

Accessing the Data

The data of the 1989, 1994, and 1999 studies have been documented
and archived and are publicly available without restrictions. They can
be retrieved from www.europeanelectionstudies.net – the EES web
site. This web site also contains detailed codebook information and
auxiliary information about research teams involved, funding agencies,
related studies of political elites and media, and publications that are
based on these various data. Additionally, the EES voter studies can
be obtained from academic data archives such as Steinmetz Archive
(Amsterdam, the Netherlands), the ESRC Data Archive (Essex, UK),
the Zentral Archive (Cologne, Germany), and the ICPSR (Ann Arbor,
Michigan, USA).1

Weighting

Two kinds of weight variables are used in this book. The first one is a
political weight variable, which is described in detail in van der Eijk and
Franklin (1996: Appendix A). When applied, it generates distributions
of turnout and party choice that are identical to the actual results of the
European election in the respective years and countries. This variable
was constructed in the same way for all three election years. Applying
this weight leaves the effective number of cases unchanged from the
raw data for each country. This variable was used for the country-
specific analyses (e.g., some of the analyses in Chapters 5 and 6).
Northern Irish cases were assigned a value of zero on this variable,
which excludes them from the analysis, for all practical purposes. Too
few interviews were conducted there for meaningful separate analysis,
while, owing to its unique party system, Northern Ireland cannot be
subsumed in the analysis for Britain.

1 Note that the EES data available at the EES web site cited are not the same as those
catalogued in the ICPSR catalog, since the latter is (for 1989 and 1994) simply the
Eurobarometer study that accompanied and contained the questions of the EESs in
those years. The Eurobarometer study contains data that have not been cleaned or
rationalized in the same detail as the data available from the EES web site, and that
have not been weighted in such a way as to permit replication of our findings.
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The second weight variable is a transformation of the first one, which
ensures that the effective number of cases is equal for each of the sys-
tems; this is accomplished by multiplying the weight of all cases of
a specific survey by a specific constant. When this weight is applied
to analyses that are conducted for each of the political systems sepa-
rately, it produces results identical to those obtained when the political
weight variable is used, except for the (effective) number of cases (and
consequently for standard errors and tests of significance). This weight-
ing was used in all pooled analyses in this volume in order to arrive
at unbiased estimates of the effects of systemic (or contextual) factors,
while at the same time ensuring that the sample distributions of turnout
and party choice mirror the actual outcome of the European elections
within each of the systems.

Organization and Funding

The EES of 1989, 1994, and 1999 were organized by an international
group of researchers that came together for the first time in the cor-
ridors of the Joint Sessions of Workshops of the European Consor-
tium for Political Research in Amsterdam in April 1987. Although
not a formal member of the group, Karlheinz Reif (Commission of
the European Communities and University of Mannheim) has to be
regarded as its prime initiator and continuing supporter. The compo-
sition of the group has varied over the years but has comprised (at
various times) the following people: Wouter van der Brug (University
of Amsterdam), Pilar del Castillo (formerly CIS, Madrid, currently a
member of the European Parliament), Bruno Cautres (University of
Grenoble), Roland Cayrol (CEVIPOF, Paris), Cees van der Eijk (for-
merly at the University of Amsterdam, currently at the University of
Nottingham), Mark Franklin (formerly at the University of Strathclyde,
then at the University of Houston, then at Trinity College, Connecticut,
currently at the European University Institute, Florence, Italy, Sören
Holmberg (University of Gothenburg), Manfred Kuechler (formerly at
Florida State University, currently at Hunter College, City University of
New York), Renato Mannheimer (formerly at the University of Milan,
currently at the University of Genoa), Michael Marsh (Trinity College
Dublin), Pippa Norris (Harvard University), Erik Oppenhuis (Univer-
sity of Amsterdam), Hermann Schmitt (University of Mannheim), Holli
Semetko (formerly at the University of Amsterdam, currently at Emory
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University), Jacques Thomassen (University of Twente), Bernard Wes-
sels (Free University of Berlin), and Colette Ysmal (CEVIPOF, Paris).

The studies could not have been conducted without generous sup-
port from a variety of sources. Data collection was made possible first
of all by the Commission of the European Communities, which agreed
in 1989 and 1994 to the use of the Eurobarometer as a vehicle on
which to piggyback the EESs. The costs of the (large numbers of) ques-
tions added to the Eurobarometers for the EES89 were covered by a
generous grant from the British Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC) and an additional grant from the Office of the French Prime
Minister. Remaining costs were paid by selling prospective reports of
analyses of the (yet to be collected) data to interested media and other
institutions throughout Europe. The costs of the EES94 were covered
by a large grant from the Deutsche Forschungs Gemeinschaft (DFG), a
smaller grant from the Dutch National Science Foundation (NWO),
and additional support from the European Parliament. EES99 was
funded largely by grants from the University of Amsterdam and from
the NWO, with additional support from CIS (Madrid), Trinity Col-
lege (Hartford, Connecticut, the United States) and the University of
Mannheim.

Nonfieldwork costs for the various studies, relating to data cleaning,
data production, and documentation, were covered by NWO, the Uni-
versity of Amsterdam, the University of Mannheim, and the Steinmetz
Archive (Amsterdam, the Netherlands).
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Detailed Results Not Reported in the Main Text

For ease of presentation, some of the very large tables of results were
not presented in the text or were presented in a condensed form. This
appendix presents the full tables.
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table b.2. Adding Party of the Prime Minister to Model F (in Table 4.2)a.

Model B.4 Model B.5

B SE B SE

Government party −0.220 0.054∗∗

Party size 6.072 0.128∗∗ 6.101 0.127∗∗

Party of the prime minister −0.327 0.067∗∗ −0.416 0.063∗∗

GDP 0.035 0.011∗ 0.039 0.010∗∗

Unemployment 0.072 0.018∗∗ 0.071 0.016∗∗

Inflation −0.041 0.005∗∗ −0.045 0.005∗∗

Government party ∗ GDP 0.039 0.029
Government party ∗ unemployment 0.063 0.045
Government party ∗ inflation −0.119 0.027∗∗

Party of the prime minister ∗ GDP 0.076 0.035 0.100 0.027∗∗

Party of the prime minister ∗

unemployment
−0.120 0.056 −0.066 0.043

Party of the prime minister ∗ inflation 0.049 0.029 −0.065 0.013∗∗

Weighted N 27,505 27,505
Adjusted R2 0.464 0.464

Note:Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.
aThe estimated model includes all control variables in Model F (see Table 4.2). Since the

effects of the control variables are not relevant to the topic of this study, these effects are
not presented here.
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table b.3. Estimates of Model I (for Table 4.5)a

Model I

B SE

Government party −0.172 0.060∗

Party size 6.347 0.208∗∗

Government party ∗ party size −2.217 0.308∗∗

Right party −0.153 0.037∗∗

Right party ∗ government party −0.074 0.076
Right party ∗ party size 1.044 0.301∗∗

Right party ∗ government party ∗ party size 0.266 0.440
GDP 0.066 0.021∗

Unemployment 0.137 0.025∗∗

Inflation −0.029 0.007∗∗

Government party ∗ GDP 0.105 0.034∗

Government party ∗ unemployment 0.053 0.057
Government party ∗ inflation −0.070 0.013∗∗

Party size ∗ GDP −0.125 0.180
Party size ∗ unemployment −0.258 0.187
Government party ∗ party size ∗ GDP −0.281 0.249
Government party ∗ party size ∗ unemployment −1.558 0.310∗∗

Right party ∗ GDP −0.119 0.028∗∗

Right party ∗ unemployment −0.202 0.041∗∗

Right party ∗ inflation −0.026 0.010∗

Right party ∗ government party ∗ GDP −0.298 0.077∗∗

Right party ∗ government party ∗ unemployment 0.019 0.085
Right party ∗ party size ∗ GDP 0.252 0.237
Right party ∗ party size ∗ unemployment −0.013 0.329
Right party ∗ government party ∗ party size ∗ GDP 1.298 0.371∗∗

Right party ∗ gov. party ∗ party size ∗ unemployment 1.922 0.464∗∗

Weighted N 27,505
Adjusted R2 0.469

Note:Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.
aThe estimated model includes all control variables in Model F (see Table 4.2). Since

the effects of the control variables are not relevant to the topic of this study, these
effects are not presented here.
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table b.4. Interacting Economic Voting with System Clarity but Not with
Party Size (Model K Is the Basis for Table 4.6)a

Model J Model K

B SE B SE

Government party −0.342 0.057∗∗ −0.486 0.074∗∗

Right-leaning party −0.519 0.059∗∗

Government party ∗ right party 0.377 0.096∗∗

High system clarity −0.321 0.040∗∗ −0.484 0.051∗∗

High system clarity ∗ government party −0.327 0.083 −0.329 0.108∗

High system clarity ∗ right party 0.423 0.085∗∗

High system clarity ∗ gov. party ∗ right
party

−0.143 0.145

GDP 0.029 0.014 0.012 0.015
Unemployment −0.127 0.028∗∗ −0.217 0.041∗∗

Inflation 0.028 0.017 0.104 0.022∗∗

Government party ∗ GDP 0.076 0.014 0.105 0.030∗∗

Government party ∗ unemployment 0.283 0.051∗∗ 0.256 0.076∗∗

Government party ∗ inflation −0.103 0.028∗∗ −0.171 0.041∗∗

Unemployment ∗ right party 0.114 0.055
Inflation ∗ right party −0.198 0.034∗∗

Government party ∗ unemployment ∗

right party
0.085 0.089

Government party ∗ inflation ∗ right
party

0.232 0.058∗∗

High clarity ∗ GDP −0.001 0.022 0.016 0.023
High clarity ∗ unemployment 0.299 0.039∗∗ 0.440 0.049∗∗

High clarity ∗ inflation −0.052 0.018∗ −0.116 0.023∗

High clarity ∗ government party ∗ GDP 0.103 0.048 0.075 0.049
High clarity ∗ government party ∗

unempl.
−0.525 0.071∗∗ −0.615 0.102∗∗

High clarity ∗ government party ∗ infl. 0.034 0.032 0.085 0.041
High clarity ∗ unemployment ∗ right

party
−0.257 0.074∗∗

High clarity ∗ inflation ∗ right party 0.168 0.032∗∗

High clarity ∗ gov. party ∗

unemployment ∗ right party
0.194 0.129

High clarity ∗ gov. party ∗ inflation ∗

right party
−0.194 0.066∗

Weighted N 27,505 27,505
Adjusted R2 0.468 0.470

Note:Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.
aThe estimated model includes all control variables in Model F (see Table 4.2). Since the effects

of the control variables are not relevant to the topic of this study, these effects are not presented
here.
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table b.5. Interacting Economic Voting with Party Size and System Clarity
(for Table 4.7)a

Model L

B SE

Government party −0.297 0.047∗∗

Party size 6.336 0.281∗∗

Right-leaning party −0.373 0.049∗∗

Party size ∗ right-leaning party 2.053 0.411∗∗

High system clarity −0.521 0.047∗∗

High system clarity ∗ party size −1.032 0.335∗

High system clarity ∗ right-leaning party 0.450 0.078∗∗

High system clarity ∗ party size ∗ right-leaning party −2.051 0.505∗∗

GDP 0.097 0.020∗∗

Unemployment −0.104 0.038∗

Inflation 0.048 0.018∗

Party size ∗ GDP 0.082 0.176
Party size ∗ unemployment −0.748 0.310
Party size ∗ inflation 0.641 0.145∗∗

GDP ∗ right-leaning party −0.192 0.031∗∗

Unemployment ∗ right-leaning party 0.051 0.051
Inflation ∗ right-leaning party −0.109 0.028∗∗

Party size ∗ economic growth ∗ right-leaning party −0.316 0.229
Party size ∗ unemployment ∗ right-leaning party −0.566 0.491
Party size ∗ inflation ∗ right-leaning party −0.425 0.224
High clarity ∗ GDP −0.030 0.029
High clarity ∗ unemployment 0.249 0.045∗∗

High clarity ∗ inflation −0.074 0.019∗∗

High clarity ∗ party size ∗ GDP 0.030 0.224
High clarity ∗ party size ∗ unemployment −0.195 0.347
High clarity ∗ party size ∗ inflation 0.701 0.149∗∗

High clarity ∗ GDP ∗ right-leaning party 0.080 0.049
High clarity ∗ unemployment ∗ right-leaning party −0.244 0.074∗

High clarity ∗ inflation ∗ right-leaning party 0.084 0.030∗

High clarity ∗ party size ∗ GDP ∗ right-leaning party 0.873 0.295∗

High clarity ∗ party size ∗ unemployment ∗ right-leaning party 1.827 0.550∗

High clarity ∗ party size ∗ inflation ∗ right-leaning party 0.469 0.231
Weighted N 27,505
Adjusted R2 0.470

Note:Significant at ∗0.01, ∗∗0.001.
aThe estimated model includes all control variables in Model F (see Table 4.2). Since the effects

of the control variables are not relevant to the topic of this study, these effects are not presented
here.
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table b.6. Proportions of Respondents Whose First Two Party Preferences Are
Tied (See Also Table 5.3)

Political
Interest Education Retired Employment

Flanders low .21
medium .22
high .15

still studying .30
low .14
medium .23
high .15

retired .14
not retired .21

unemployed .07
not unemployed .20

Wallonia low .21
medium .23
high .16

still studying .21
low .46
medium .18
high .17

retired .19
not retired .21

unemployed .21
not unemployed .20

Denmark low .20
medium .22
high .18

still studying .22
low .12
medium .23
high .19

retired .20
not retired .20

unemployed .29
not unemployed .20

France low .39
medium .34
high .26

still studying .45
low .25
medium .31
high .38

retired .28
not retired .36

unemployed .33
not unemployed .34

Germany low .18
medium .18
high .14

still studying .15
low .16
medium .18
high .16

retired .11
not retired .19

unemployed .20
not unemployed .16

Britain low .21
medium .16
high .20

still studying .19
low .18
medium .19
high .18

retired .12
not retired .20

unemployed .23
not unemployed .19

Greece low .22
medium .24
high .20

still studying .16
low .19
medium .30
high .16

retired .12
not retired .25

unemployed .42
not unemployed .21

Ireland low .35
medium .20
high .19

still studying .31
low .14
medium .28
high .26

retired .21
not retired .25

unemployed .17
not unemployed .25

(continued)
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table b.6 (continued)

Political
Interest Education Retired Employment

Italy low .31
medium .25
high .26

still studying .38
low .26
medium .26
high .29

retired .30
not retired .28

unemployed .28
not unemployed .28

Luxembourg low .19
medium .13
high .16

still studying .14
low .22
medium .16
high .11

retired .16
not retired .15

no unemployed
respondents

The
Netherlands

low .21
medium .21
high .23

still studying .28
low .21
medium .17
high .26

retired .20
not retired .21

unemployed .32
not unemployed .21

Portugal low .17
medium .17
high .12

still studying .22
low .13
medium .22
high .17

retired .13
not retired .16

unemployed .24
not unemployed .16

Spain low .16
medium .11
high .16

still studying .18
low .15
medium .17
high .11

retired .15
not retired .15

unemployed .16
not unemployed .15

Finland low .29
medium .25
high .20

still studying .24
low .33
medium .21
high .27

retired .14
not retired .30

unemployed .11
not unemployed .27

Sweden low .23
medium .24
high .18

still studying .30
low .12
medium .24
high .20

retired .16
not retired .23

unemployed .27
not unemployed .21

Austria low .21
medium .15
high .22

still studying .15
low .18
medium .18
high .24

retired .24
not retired .18

unemployed .14
not unemployed .19

EU-wide low .23
medium .20
high .18

still studying .23
low .19
medium .22
high .21

retired .17
not retired .22

unemployed .23
not unemployed .21
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