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Policy Adjustment by Parties in Response to Rival
Parties’ Policy Shifts: Spatial Theory and the
Dynamics of Party Competition in Twenty-Five
Post-War Democracies

JAMES ADAMS AND ZEYNEP SOMER-TOPCU*

Although spatial theory posits that political parties adjust their policies in response to rival parties’

policy strategies, there is little comparative research that evaluates this hypothesis. Using the

Comparative Manifesto Project data, we analyse the relationship between parties’ policy programmes

and the policies of their opponents in twenty-five post-war democracies. The authors conclude that

parties tended to shift their policy positions in the same direction that their opponents had shifted

their policies at the previous election; furthermore, parties were particularly responsive to policy shifts

by other members of their ‘ideological families’, i.e. leftist parties responded to other leftist parties

while right-wing parties responded to right-wing parties. Their findings have important implications

for spatial models of elections, for the dynamics of party systems and for political representation.

Over the past few decades, the spatial theory of elections has emerged as a major –

perhaps the dominant – paradigm for scholars analysing parties’ policy programmes and

election outcomes. Beginning with Anthony Downs’s An Economic Theory of Democracy

in 1957, scholars have used spatial theory to generate an array of theoretical results about

parties’ policy strategies, and, increasingly, they have used spatial concepts to analyse

party positioning in real world elections.1

The spatial model of elections generates two central predictions about the reciprocal

relationships between parties’ policy programmes, the policies of rival parties and voters’

policy preferences. The first is that political parties will adjust their policy programmes in

* Department of Political Science, University of California at Davis (email: jfadams@ucdavis.edu and

zsomer@ucdavis.edu, respectively). Both authors contributed equally to this article. An earlier version

was presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, Philadelphia, 2006.

The authors thank Brad Jones, Cindy Kam, Jonathan Katz, Heather Stoll and Guy Whitten for helpful

advice relating to the statistical analyses reported in this article, and three anonymous referees for very

detailed and thoughtful comments. All remaining errors are the authors’ sole responsibility.
1 For theoretical spatial modelling results, see William Riker and Peter Ordeshook, ‘A Theory of the

Calculus of Voting’, American Political Science Review, 62 (1968), 25–42; James Enelow and Melvin

Hinich, The Spatial Theory of Voting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); and Jon Roemer,

Political Competition: Theory and Applications (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001). For

empirical applications of spatial modelling, see Ian Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition:

Uncertainty, Ideology, and Policy Equilibria Viewed Comparatively and Temporally’, British Journal of

Political Science, 24 (1994), 443–67; James Adams, Samuel Merrill III and Bernard Grofman, A Unified

Theory of Party Competition: A Cross-National Analysis Integrating Spatial and Behavioral Factors

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Michael McDonald and Ian Budge, Elections, Parties,

Democracy: Conferring the Median Mandate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Norman Schofield

and Itai Sened, Multiparty Democracy: Parties, Elections, and Legislative Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2006).



response to shifts in public opinion. This hypothesis, which flows from the simple logic

that vote-seeking politicians tailor their policy promises to voters’ policy preferences,2

receives empirical support in studies on American politics and in studies of European

party systems.3 The second hypothesis is that political parties will also adjust their policies

in response to policy shifts by their competitors – i.e. parties’ policy strategies are shaped

in part by the policy positions of the other parties in the party system. This hypothesis

underlies a core spatial modelling concept – that of ‘Nash equilibrium’ – which is defined

as a configuration of party strategies such that each party’s policies are optimal contin-

gent on the strategies of its opponents. Most spatial models of elections revolve around

the search for Nash equilibrium.

To date, we are unaware of any cross-national studies that evaluate whether real world

political parties adjust their policy positions in response to rival parties’ policy strategies.

That is what we do here. Specifically, we present a time-series, cross-sectional analysis

of the relationship between parties’ policy programmes and the programmes of their

competitors, in an effort to answer two questions. First, do political parties adjust their

policies in response to rival parties’ policy shifts? Secondly, are parties particularly

responsive to policy shifts by other members of their ‘ideological families’, so that for

instance left-wing parties respond primarily to the policy shifts of other left-wing parties,

while right-wing parties react to other right-wing parties?

Our analyses, which encompass 193 parties in twenty-five post-war democracies,

produce two findings. First, we conclude that the political parties in these democracies

did indeed adjust their policies in response to rival parties’ policy shifts. In particular we

find that, in the current election, political parties tended to shift their policies in the same

direction that the other parties in the system had shifted at the previous election. We label

this finding the ‘party dynamics result’.

Secondly, we conclude that political parties were particularly responsive to policy shifts

by fellow members of their ideological family, so that for instance Socialist parties tended

to respond to Communist parties’ policy shifts, Conservative parties responded to

Christian Democratic parties’ policy shifts, and so on. We label this finding – which

relates to important work by Budge and by Laver (discussed below) – the ‘ideological

families result’.

Our conclusions have important implications for spatial models of elections, and for

understanding the ideological dynamics of party systems. With respect to spatial modelling,

our party dynamics result supports a central tenet of formal theory, namely that political

2 We note that this hypothesis is also implied by spatial models of policy-seeking parties, i.e. parties

that seek office in order to implement their preferred policies. Policy-seeking parties’ strategic imperative

to win office – which is necessary in order to implement their pre-election policy promises – motivates

them to calibrate their strategies against the position of the median voter (although policy-seeking parties

do not typically converge to the median, provided there is uncertainty about the election outcome), so that

they can be expected to update their policy strategies when the median voter’s position shifts. On these

points, see Donald Wittman, ‘Spatial Strategies When Candidates Have Policy Preferences,’ in James

Enelow and Melvin Hinich, eds, Advances in the Spatial Theory of Voting (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1990), pp. 66–98.
3 On American politics, see Robert Erikson, Michael MacKuen and James Stimson, The Macro Polity

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). On European politics, see James Adams, Michael Clark,

Lawrence Ezrow and Garrett Glasgow, ‘Understanding Change and Stability in Party Ideologies: Do

Parties Respond to Public Opinion or to Past Election Results?’ British Journal of Political Science,

34 (2004), 589–610; also Lawrence Ezrow, ‘The Variance Matters: How Party Systems Represent the

Preferences of Voters’, Journal of Politics, 69 (2007), 182–92.
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parties craft their policy strategies in response to their opponents’ strategies. This suggests

that spatial modellers’ reliance on Nash equilibrium analysis is appropriate for under-

standing parties’ policy positioning, particularly among the growing group of spatial

modellers who analyse party strategies in real world elections.4

With respect to the evolution of party systems, our findings illuminate an empirical

pattern first identified by Budge, namely that political parties’ ideologies rarely ‘leapfrog’

each other in the policy space.5 For when parties respond to other parties’ policy shifts by

shifting their own policies in the same direction – as our party dynamics and ideological

families results confirm – this decreases the likelihood that parties will overstep the ideologies

of their ideological neighbours, and thereby lessens the incidence of leapfrogging.

Finally, we note an additional point – one that we elaborate extensively below – about

the findings summarized above: namely, that our conclusions on parties’ decision rules may

actually understate the degree to which political parties respond to each others’ policy

shifts. Indeed, one of our central themes is that the complex reciprocal relationships

between rival parties’ policy positions pose serious obstacles to parsing out how political

parties influence each other; and, for this reason, we employ a statistical specification that

generates conservative estimates of these effects. However, we will also argue that the effects

we identify are large enough: the reciprocal influences between parties’ policy programmes

that we identify – even if we understate their true impact – have important implications for

party system stability and for spatial modelling.

HYPOTHESES ABOUT PARTY BEHAVIOUR

Our aim here is to evaluate hypotheses about how political parties adjust their policy

positions in response to the policies of other parties in the party system. Of course, many

additional factors plausibly influence how parties position themselves in the policy space,

including public opinion; parties’ linkages with important socio-economic groups

including trade unions; the characteristics of the state welfare system; economic condi-

tions; the policy preferences of party activists; the voting system; and past election results.

We control for some of these factors in the empirical analyses we report below. However,

here we focus primarily on how political parties respond to rival parties’ policy strategies.

Our first hypothesis is a general one, which is motivated by an extensive spatial

modelling literature:

HYPOTHESIS 1 (The Party Dynamics Hypothesis). Political parties respond to rival parties’

policy shifts by shifting their own policies in the same direction.

The spatial modelling literature provides several arguments that support H1. First, the

basic Downsian prediction for elections involving exactly two office-seeking parties is that

the parties will converge to similar positions, so that if one party unilaterally shifts its

position, the other party can be expected to shift its policies in the same direction in order

4 See, e.g., Jay K. Dow, ‘A Comparative Spatial Analysis of Majoritarian and Proportional Elections’,

Electoral Studies, 20 (2001), 109–25; Bonnie Meguid, ‘Competition between Unequals: The Role of Main-

stream Party Strategy and Niche Party Success’, American Political Science Review, 99 (2005), 347–60;

Adams, Merrill and Grofman, A Unified Theory of Party Competition; Schofield and Sened, Multiparty

Democracy; Kenneth Greene, Defeating Dominance: Party Politics and Mexico’s Democratization in

Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
5 Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition’.
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to re-establish convergence.6 Matters are less clear in multi-party elections, i.e. in elections

involving three or more major parties, but Adams presents theoretical arguments that

vote-seeking parties contesting such elections also have incentives to respond to rival

parties’ policy shifts by shifting their own policies in the same direction.7

The spatial modelling literature on policy-seeking parties – i.e. political parties that seek

office in order to implement desired policies, rather than proposing policies in a single-

minded pursuit of office – generates predictions that also support the Policy Dynamics

Hypothesis. Roughly speaking, the intuition underlying the strategic dynamic for policy-

seeking parties, as elaborated by spatial modellers, is as follows. In a two-party election,

when a right-wing party, for instance, shifts farther to the right along the ideological

continuum, this party’s increased policy radicalism makes the prospect of a right-wing

government more repugnant to the rival left-wing party, and therefore this party has

added incentives to moderate its own policy programme – i.e. to shift rightward, in the

direction of the median voter’s position – in order to forestall an election victory by the

right. Adams and Merrill have recently extended this argument to multi-party elections

held under both proportional and plurality-based voting systems.8

Our second hypothesis extends the Party Dynamics Hypothesis, by positing that parties’

responses to other parties’ policy shifts are mediated by the type of party:

HYPOTHESIS 2 (The Ideological Families Hypothesis). Parties are more responsive to

policy shifts by members of their ideological family than to the policy shifts

of other parties in the system.

Specifically, we hypothesize that left-wing parties are particularly responsive to the policy

shifts of other left-wing parties, while right-wing parties respond disproportionately to

other right-wing parties. There are two different spatial modelling perspectives that

support this hypothesis. First, in spatial models where parties have full information, each

party’s vote share depends primarily on the positions of the spatially-proximate parties in

the policy space, so that vote-seeking parties can be expected to adjust their policies in

response to these proximate parties’ policy shifts.9 Secondly, in spatial models where

6 If the parties’ positions diverge in a two-party, unidimensional spatial model with deterministic

policy voting and full voter turnout, then either party can enhance its support by unilaterally shifting its

position in the direction of the rival party.
7 James Adams, Party Competition and Responsible Party Government: A Theory of Spatial Competi-

tion Based Upon Insights from Behavioral Voting Research (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001).

On pp. 55–61 of this book Adams, using a spatial model where voters are motivated by a combination of

policy distance and party identification, presents illustrative arguments that when moderate parties shift

to the left, for instance, then this depresses left-wing parties’ prospects of competing successfully for

support from centre-left voters, and that these leftist parties therefore have electoral incentives to shift

their own positions farther to the left, in the direction of their core partisan constituencies. Adams also

presents arguments that this scenario provides right-wing parties with electoral incentives to shift in a

leftward direction.
8 James Adams and Samuel Merrill III, ‘Why Small, Centrist Third Parties Motivate Policy Divergence by

Major Parties’, American Political Science Review, 100 (2006), 403–17; James Adams and Samuel Merrill III,

‘Policy-Seeking Parties in a Parliamentary Democracy with Proportional Representation: A Valence-

Uncertainty Model’, British Journal of Political Science, 39 (2009), forthcoming.
9 For instance, in a unidimensional spatial model with deterministic policy voting, each party’s sup-

porters are located in the segment of the continuum that is bounded by two ‘cut-points’, that represent the

midpoints between the party’s position and the position of the adjacent party on its left and the adjacent

party on its right (if the focal party is the right-most or left-most party in the system, then there is a single

cut-point). In such unidimensional models, a party’s vote share changes in response to marginal
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parties lack full information, important work by Budge and Laver suggests reasons why

parties may react to the policy positioning of spatially proximate parties.10 Budge argues

that parties, under conditions of severely limited information, may choose to calibrate

their policies against those of an ideologically-proximate ‘marker party’ in order to

maintain a distinctive ideology relative to this party, while Laver presents results that

suggest that ‘aggregating’ parties – i.e. parties that seek to represent the policy views of

their supporters – will be especially responsive to policy shifts by adjacent parties in the

policy space. Roughly speaking, the logic underlying the Laver model is that policy shifts

by adjacent parties change the composition of the aggregating party’s electoral con-

stituency, which in turn changes the distribution of the policy views in this constituency.

In the penultimate section we discuss the Budge and Laver arguments in more detail.

Finally, we note that the Ideological Families Hypothesis (H2) is only relevant to party

systems that feature multiple parties from the same ideological family. Thus H2 is not

relevant to the British and American party systems, because each system features only one

major right-wing party (the British Conservatives and the US Republicans) and one

major left-wing party (British Labour and the American Democratic party). However,

roughly 70 per cent of the 193 political parties included in our analyses were coded as

having family members in their party systems, and according to H2 these parties are

hypothesized to respond disproportionately to these family members’ policy shifts.

TESTING THE PARTY DYNAMICS AND THE IDEOLOGICAL FAMILIES HYPOTHESES :

DATA , MEASUREMENT AND MODEL SPECIFICATION

Measuring the Dependent and Independent Variables

We require longitudinal, cross-nationally comparable measurements of party policy posi-

tions in order to evaluate the Party Dynamics and the Ideological Families hypotheses. The

ComparativeManifesto Project (CMP) codes policy programmes of parties competing in the

elections of more than twenty democracies in the post-war period. Apart from being the only

available longitudinal and cross-national estimates of parties’ policies, these estimates are

plausibly reliable because policy programmes provide comprehensive and authoritative

statements about the parties’ policy priorities at the time of elections. Historically, the heated

debates within parties over the content of these public statements testify to their importance.

The procedures used to map parties’ policy positions from their election programmes

are described in detail in several of the CMP-related publications, so that we only briefly

review the process here.11 The coders match up quasi-sentences in the policy programme

with a category of policy (e.g., welfare, defence, law and order, etc.), and take the

percentages of each category as a measure of the party’s priorities. Based on the mixture

(F’note continued)

shifts by the adjacent parties along the continuum, but its vote share will not change in response to

marginal shifts by other parties. See, e.g., Curtis B. Eaton and Richard G. Lipsey, ‘The Principle of

Minimum Differentiation Reconsidered: Some New Developments in the Theory of Spatial Competition’,

Review of Economic Studies, 42 (1975), 27–49; and Gary Cox, ‘Centripetal and Centrifugal Incentives in

Electoral Systems’, American Journal of Political Science, 34 (1990), 905–35.
10 Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition’; Michael Laver, ‘Policy and the Dynamics of Political

Competition’, American Political Science Review, 99 (2005), 263–81.
11 For a more thorough description of the coding process, see Appendix 2 in Ian Budge, Hans-Dieter

Klingemann, Andrea Volkens, Eric Tannenbaum and Judith Bara,Mapping Policy Preferences: Estimates

for Parties, Electors, and Governments 1945–1998 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
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of policy priorities, the authors develop an index that measures the overall ideology for

the programme of each party in each election year. The ideological scores range from

2100 to 1100, with higher scores denoting a more right-wing emphasis. The importance

of the CMP data is that it allows us to ‘map’ party positions over time in numerous post-

war democracies. The CMP measures generally correspond with other measures of party

positioning – such as those based upon expert placements, parliamentary voting analyses,

election survey respondents’ party placements and ‘language-blind’ word-scoring tech-

niques – which gives us additional confidence in the longitudinal and cross-national

reliability of these estimates.12

Previous empirical research has established that parties systematically adjust their

ideological positions in response to public opinion,13 and so we control for public opinion

shifts in the empirical specifications reported below. Our longitudinal measure of public

opinion is based on Kim and Fording’s measure of the median voter’s position.14 The

Kim–Fording median voter measure, which has been used by McDonald and Budge in

their cross-national analyses of political representation in Western democracies, uses the

parties’ vote shares in each election, in combination with their positions, to infer the

median voter’s position in the election under review.15 This measure is the only cross-

national public opinion measure that is available over the entire post-war period for the

twenty-five party systems in our study.16 McDonald and Budge report analyses suggesting

that the Kim–Fording measure closely tracks alternative cross-national measures of

public opinion, such as those based on the Eurobarometer surveys.17

Model Specification: Causal Inference Problems in Estimating Parties’
Reciprocal Policy Influences

In evaluating the Party Dynamics Hypothesis (H1) and the Ideological Families

Hypothesis (H2), we confront complicated problems in parsing out the reciprocal influences

of parties’ policy shifts on each other; and, these problems are made worse by the fact

12 See Derek Hearl, ‘Checking the Party Policy Estimates: Reliability’, in Budge et al., eds, Mapping

Policy Preferences, pp. 111–25; Michael McDonald and Sylvia Mendes, ‘Checking the Party Policy

Estimates: Convergent Validity’, in Budge et al., eds, Mapping Policy Preferences, pp. 127–41; Michael

Laver, Kenneth Benoit and John Garry, ‘Extracting Policy Positions from Political Texts Using Words as

Data’, American Political Science Review, 97 (2003), 311–31.
13 See James Adams, Michael Clark, Lawrence Ezrow and Garrett Glasgow, ‘Are Niche Parties

Fundamentally Different from Mainstream Parties? The Causes and the Electoral Consequences of

Western European Parties’ Policy Shifts, 1976–1998’, American Journal of Political Science, 50 (2006),

513–29; Erikson, Mackuen, and Stimson, The Macro Polity.
14 Hee Min Kim and Richard Fording, ‘Voter Ideology in Western Democracies 1946–1989’, European

Journal of Political Research, 33 (1998), 73–97; Hee Min Kim and Richard Fording, ‘Extending Party

Estimates to Governments and Electors’, in Budge et al., eds,Mapping Policy Preferences, pp. 157–77. See

the latter citation for a detailed description of the Kim-Fording procedure for inferring the median voter

position. The Kim–Fording estimates of the median voter position are included on the CD-ROM that

accompanies Budge et al., eds, Mapping Policy Preferences.
15 McDonald and Budge, Elections, Parties, Democracy.
16 There exist several cross-national, survey-based, public opinion instruments – such as the World

Values Study surveys and the Eurobarometer surveys – but these measures do not extend back before the

mid 1970s, nor do they encompass the full set of twenty-five democracies included in our study. However,

below we report sensitivity analyses on sub-sets of the cases in our dataset, for which survey-based public

opinion measures are available.
17 See pp. 199–202 in McDonald and Budge, Elections, Parties, Democracy.
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that the parties in our study plausibly adjusted their positions in response to additional,

exogenous, influences such as public opinion, social and economic conditions, and the

policy preferences of party activists, some of which we cannot reliably measure. To

understand why it is difficult to sort out these influences, consider the simplest possible

democratic party system, one that features only two major parties, as in the United States.

Figure 1 illustrates the reciprocal relationships between the policy positions of the

Democratic party and those of the Republican party in a model that also incorporates

exogenous influences, both those we can measure (such as public opinion) and those we

cannot reliably measure (such as the policy preferences of party activists). Note that in

this example we measure the changes in the variables over the period between time (t2 1)

and time t. Now, suppose we observe that both political parties shifted their policies to the

right between time (t2 1) and time t, and furthermore, that we cannot account for this

shift based on the observed changes in our measured exogenous variables. The problem

we confront is that we cannot reliably estimate the extent to which: (1) the Democrats

shifted their policies in response to the Republicans’ policy shifts; (2) the Republicans

shifted their policies in response to the Democrats’ policy shifts; (3) both parties exerted

reciprocal influences on each other; or (4) both parties shifted their policies in response to

changes in unmeasured, exogenous, influences such as shifts in the policy preferences of

party activists, lobbying from special interest groups, political crises (such as the 9/11

attack on the World Trade Center), and so on. To estimate these reciprocal relationships,

we would be forced to make very strong – and empirically dubious – assumptions about

the causal processes in our model.18 This is an approach we seek to avoid, since it is

Change in Democratic 

party’s policies, 

between periods t −1 and t 

Change in Republican 

party’s policies, 

between periods t −1 and t 

Changes in measured exogenous 

influences (e.g. public opinion), 

between periods t−1 and t 

Changes in unmeasured exogenous 

influences (e.g. special interest 

groups, party activists), between 

periods t −1 and t 

Fig. 1. Hypothetical specification for the reciprocal influences of parties’ policy positions, as applied to the

United States

18 Specifically, in order to estimate the coefficients of the model depicted in Figure 1, we would need to

specify certain exogenous variables as ‘instrumental variables’, i.e. as measured variables that influenced

one party’s policy positions but not the other party’s positions. Our substantive conclusions would then

depend entirely on these strong assumptions. Furthermore, from a practical standpoint, even to the extent

that we are prepared to employ the instrumental variables approach, there are no plausible instrumental
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precisely these causal processes we are attempting to understand. It is this problem that

leads Erikson, Mackuen and Stimson to lament the ‘statistical nightmare’ of causal

feedback that arises in situations where the analyst attempts to parse out the reciprocal

relationships between parties’ policy positions.19 And note that our hypothetical example

concerns the relatively simple American two-party system; these statistical estimation

problems are far worse in the multi-party systems featured in the overwhelming majority

of the countries in our study.

Given the estimation problems discussed above we specify an alternative causal model.

Specifically, we will estimate the extent to which political parties react, at time t, to the

policy shifts of other parties in the system at the previous time period t2 1. Theoretically,

our focus on parties’ responses to their opponents’ lagged policy shifts is justified by the

time-consuming process of writing the party policy manifesto, which typically takes place

over a two–three year period during which party-affiliated research departments and

committees draft sections of this manuscript, which are then circulated for revisions and

approval upward to party elites and downward to activists.20 Given this lengthy policy-

development process, it seems plausible that the programmes parties ultimately publish

will to some extent engage with their competitors’ policy stances from earlier time periods,

as opposed to engaging exclusively with their rivals’ current policies. At the same time, we

emphasize that to the extent that parties also respond to each other during the current

time period, our lagged approach will under-estimate political parties’ reciprocal influ-

ences on each other.21 However, our specification ensures that we can parse out the causal

inference problems discussed above. For if we observe, for instance, that a given party

A shifted to the right during the previous election cycle and that party B shifts to the right

during the current cycle, we know that any cause-and-effect relationship between these

policy shifts is one where party B has responded to party A, rather than A responding to

B or both parties responding to each other. And, to the extent we conclude that parties

exert substantively significant policy influences on each other based on a specification that

omits reciprocal policy influences during the current time period, this conclusion certainly

extends to alternative models that incorporate such contemporaneous policy influences.

On this basis we proceed.

(F’note continued)

variables that we can measure continuously over the large set of political parties (193 in all) and the long

time period (1945–1998) of our study.
19 See Stimson, Erikson and Mackuen, The Macro Polity, p. 383.
20 We thank an anonymous referee for suggesting this argument on why parties may be expected to lag

in their responses to outside conditions and events. In addition, we note that there are some spatially-

based perspectives that admit the possibility of lagged party responses. The most obvious example is

Budge’s approach to modelling party competition under conditions of radical uncertainty (Budge, ‘A

New Theory of Party Competition’). However, it strikes us that the agent-based modelling approach of

Laver (‘Policy and the Dynamics of Political Competition’) also incorporates the possibility of lags in

parties’ responses to rival parties’ strategies. In Laver’s specification voters respond to the parties’ current

policy positions but the parties themselves respond to their competitors’ policy strategies from the previ-

ous time period (see also Kenneth Kollman, John Miller and Scott Page, ‘Adaptive Parties in Spatial

Elections’, American Political Science Review, 86 (1992), 929–37). This approach appears compatible with

the perspective we present here.
21 Below we report sensitivity analyses which suggest that our substantive conclusions on how parties

respond to the competitors’ previous policy shifts extend to alternative specifications, which control for

factors related to rival parties’ current shifts.
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Specification for the Party Dynamics Hypothesis. We specify a multivariate regression

model in order to evaluate the Party Dynamics Hypothesis (H1), that political parties

respond to rival parties’ policy shifts by shifting their own policies in the same direction.

Because we are interested in how parties adjust their policy positions over time, our

dependent variable is the change in the party’s left–right position in the current election

compared to its position in the previous election, as measured by the CMP’s codings of

the party’s manifestos (below we report alternative analyses where the dependent variable

is the party’s position, not the change in its position). We label this variable party shift (t).

The crucial independent variable captures the shift in other parties’ left–right positions at

the previous election (i.e. election t2 1) compared to their positions in the election before

that (i.e. election t2 2), again measured by the CMP’s codings of the parties’ manifestos.

We define the variable [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] as the mean left–right shift

of all political parties in the party system except for the focal party, between election t2 2

and election t2 1.22

We also include variables that control for additional factors that plausibly influence

parties’ policy shifts between elections. The first is the public opinion shift (t) variable,

which we define as the change in the median voter position in the country between the

year of the current election and the year of the previous election, based on the Kim–

Fording median voter estimates. As discussed above, previous empirical research by

Adams et al., McDonald and Budge, and Erikson, Stimson and Mackuen concludes that

political parties systematically adjust their policies in response to public opinion shifts.23

Another plausible influence on party leaders’ left–right strategies in the current election

is the direction of the party’s policy shifts in the previous election, i.e. parties may account

for their own previous policy shifts as well as the previous shifts of other parties.

We control for this variable for both theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretically,

previous work by Budge and by Adams presents arguments that party elites have electoral

incentives to shift their party’s policies in the opposite direction from their shifts in

previous election.24 Practically, controlling for this variable eliminates autocorrelation

which is otherwise present in the data. Thus, we include a lagged measure of a party’s

policy shift, the shift from election (t22) to election (t21), which we label [policy shift (t21)].

22 Note that because the focal party’s position is excluded from this computation, the variable [average

shift2 other parties (t2 1)] can take on different values with respect to different parties competing in the

same election. Suppose, for instance, that an election at time t involves three parties A, B and C, and that

these parties’ observed left–right shifts between election t2 2 and election t2 1 were 22 for Party A, 0 for

Party B, and 14 for Party C. Then the value of the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable with

respect to Party A is the average of the previous shifts of parties B and C, which equals (01 4)/251 2; the

value of this variable with respect to Party B is the average of the previous shifts of parties A and C, which

equals (221 4)/2511; and the value of this variable with respect to Party C is the average of the

previous shifts of parties A and B, which equals (221 0)/2521.
23 Stimson, Erikson and Mackuen, The Macro Polity; Adams et al., ‘Understanding Change and

Stability in Party Ideologies’; McDonald and Budge, Voters, Parties, Elections.
24 Budge (‘A New Theory of Party Competition’), who argues that party elites may pursue this strategy

of ‘policy alternation’ because they recognize the need to satisfy both the moderate and the radical wings

of their parties, finds empirical support for the alternation hypothesis in his analysis of CMP data from

twenty post-war democracies. Adams, in Party Competition and Responsible Party Government, develops a

spatial model in which voters are moved by a combination of policy distance and non-policy con-

siderations, and concludes that voters’ nonpolicy-related attachments (such as party identification) can

give political parties electoral incentives to shift their policies back and forth over time, thereby creating a

pattern that resembles Budge’s alternation model.
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Thus our initial specification, which we label the ‘Party Dynamics Model’, is:

party shift ðtÞ ¼ b1 þ b2½average shift� other parties ðt� 1Þ�

þ b3½party shift ðt� 1Þ� þ b4½public opinion shift ðtÞ�;
ð1Þ

where:

party shift (t)5 the change in the focal party’s left–right position in the current election t

compared with its position in the previous election t2 1.

average shift2 other parties (t2 1)5 the mean change in the left–right positions of all

parties except for the focal party, between election t2 1 and election t2 2.

party shift (t2 1)5 the change in the focal party’s left–right position between election

t2 1 and election t2 2.

public opinion shift (t)5 the change in the median voter position in the country between

the current election t and the previous election t2 1.

If parties respond to rival parties’ policy shifts at the previous election, as the Party

Dynamics Hypothesis (H1) posits, then the estimated coefficient b2 on the [average

shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable in Equation (1) should be positive and statistically

significant. This would indicate that, in the current election, political parties tend to shift

their policies in the same direction as the other parties in the system had shifted their

policies in the previous election.

Specification for the Ideological Families Hypothesis. Our second model specification

differentiates between the previous policy shifts of parties that are members of the focal

party’s ideological family, and the shifts of parties from outside the focal party’s family.

For these analyses we code parties as belonging to the ideological family of left-wing

parties if the CMP classified the party as a member of the Ecology, Communist or

Social Democratic party families; and we coded parties as belonging to the right-wing

ideological family if they were classified by the CMP as belonging to the Conservative,

Christian Democratic or Nationalist party families.25 The following specification, which

we label the ‘Fully-Specified Model’, is identical to the Party Dynamics Model in

Equation (1) except that here we include an additional independent variable, labelled

[average shift2 family members (t2 1)], which captures the policy shifts of the other

members of the focal party’s ideological family:

party shift ðtÞ ¼ b1 þ b2½average shift� other parties ðt� 1Þ�

þ b3½party shift ðt� 1Þ� þ b4½public opinion shift ðtÞ�

þ b5½average shift� family members ðt� 1Þ�;

ð2Þ

where:

average shift2 family members (t2 1)5 the mean change in the left–right positions of all

members of the focal party’s ideological family (excluding the focal party) between

election t2 1 and election t2 2.

25 Party family designations are taken from Appendix 1 in Budge et al.,Mapping Policy Preferences, where

the third digit of the party identification code denotes the party’s family. We note that we also controlled for

party membership in the family of centrist parties, which we defined as those parties that the CMP classified as

belonging to the Liberal family. However, because very few of the party systems in our study featured multiple

members of the Liberal family, we did not include this variable in our empirical specification.
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Note that the [average shift2 family members (t2 1)] variable is set to 0 if there are

no other members of the focal party’s ideological family in the party system.

The Ideological Families Hypothesis (H2) is supported if the estimated coefficient b5 on

the [average shift2 family members (t2 1)] variable in Equation (2) is positive and statistic-

ally significant. To see this, note that for a party that does not have another member of

its ideological family in its party system – as is the case for the major American and British

parties – the estimated response to other parties’ previous policy shifts is given by the

coefficient b2 on the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable. By contrast, for parties

that do have ideological family members in their system – such as, for instance, the French

Communist and Socialist parties who are both members of the left-wing family – the estim-

ated response to other parties’ previous policy shifts is given by the sum (b21 b5) of the

estimated coefficients on the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable and the [average

shift2 family members (t2 1)] variable.26 Thus in the context of our model, H2 predicts that

(b21 b5). b2, or in other words that b5. 0. Thus if our estimate of b5 is positive and

statistically significant this will indicate that, in the current election, political parties tend to

be more responsive to the previous policy shifts of members of their ideological family,

compared to the previous policy shifts of the other parties in the system.

EVALUATING THE PARTY DYNAMICS AND THE IDEOLOGICAL FAMILIES

HYPOTHESES

Our analysis encompassed 1,469 policy shifts by political parties in the twenty-five democratic

party systems that are included in the CD-ROM that accompanies Budge et al.’s Mapping

Policy Preferences, over the time period beginning with the first post-war election in each

country and ending in 1998 (the last year for which the CMP data are available). The

complete set of parties included in the analyses, along with their party family codings, is

reported in the Appendix. Table 1 reports descriptive statistics of the variables used in the

analyses. Note that pooling our data across countries entails the assumptions that the data

are comparable cross-nationally and that the same causal processes operate in each country.

The sensitivity analyses we report below support these assumptions.

TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics: Dependent and Independent Variables

Mean value Mean absolute value

Party shift (t) 0.2 (18.6) 13.2 (13.1)
Party shift (t2 1) 0.2 (18.7) 13.3 (13.2)
Mean shift2 all parties (t2 1) 0.2 (10.3) 7.8 (6.7)
Mean shift2 family members (t2 1) 0.2 (11.4) 11.7 (7.4)
Public opinion shift (t) 0.4 (14.3) 10.7 (9.5)

Notes: The numbers in parentheses are the standard deviations of the reported values. All of
the variables are calibrated along a 200-point scale running from 2100 (extreme left) to 1100
(extreme right).

26 For parties that do not have ideological family members in their party system, the variance of the

marginal effect of changes in other parties’ previous policy shifts is simply the variance of b2. For parties

that do have ideological family members in their party system, the variance is [VAR(b2)1VAR(b5)1

23COV(b21 b5)].
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Our data analyses encompassed every party listed in the CMP dataset whose policy

programme was coded in at least three consecutive elections.27 In all, these analyses

encompassed 305 elections involving 193 parties, each observed over an average of eight

elections, and should thus be regarded as time-series cross-sectional data. Estimating a

simple regression on the pooled data can lead to erroneous conclusions if there are

unobserved differences between parties;28 fortunately, tests for party-specific effects

indicate that this is not a concern for the model we estimate. However, there are other

methodological concerns to address. The ‘policy alternation’ findings that emerge from

the work of Budge and Adams suggest that serially correlated errors may be a problem.29

The lagged dependent variable included in our specification helps to address this con-

cern,30 and a Lagrange multiplier test fails to reject the null hypothesis of no serial

correlation. Another concern is that there may be unobserved election-specific factors that

influence all parties’ policy shifts in a particular election, leading to correlated errors

among the parties competing in a particular election. We address this concern through the

use of robust standard errors clustered by election.31

Table 2 reports the parameter estimates for our Party Dynamics Model (column 1) and

for the Fully-Specified Model (column 2). Note that for both models, the coefficient

estimate on the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable is positive and statistically

significant (p, 0.01, two-tailed test). These estimates provide strong evidence that

political parties shift their policies in the current election in the same direction that

other parties shifted their policies in the previous election, a result that supports the

Party Dynamics Hypothesis. Furthermore, for the Fully-Specified Model the estimated

coefficient for the [average shift2 family members (t2 1)] variable is also positive and

statistically significant (p, 0.05, two-tailed test), indicating that political parties tend

to be more responsive to previous policy shifts by members of their ideological families

than they are to the previous shifts of the other parties in the system. This estimate

thereby supports the Ideological Families Hypothesis. We also find, as expected, that

political parties appear highly responsive to public opinion shifts and that they tend to

shift their policy positions in the opposite direction from their own policy shifts in the

preceding election cycle, conclusions that are in line with the findings reported by Budge

and by Adams et al.32

Substantively, the parameter 0.196 on the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable,

as estimated for the Party Dynamics Model (column 1) implies that, ceterus paribus,

political parties shift their policy positions by approximately 0.2 units along the CMP’s

27 We required at least three consecutive party programme codings in order to construct the [party shift

(t)] variable and the [party shift (t2 1)] variable that we include in our empirical specifications.
28 See Cheng Hsiao, Analysis of Panel Data, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003);

and Donald P. Green, Soo Yeon Kim, and David H. Yoon, ‘Dirty Pool’, International Organization, 55

(2001), 441–68.
29 Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition’; Adams, Party Competition and Responsible Party

Government.
30 On this point, see Nathaniel Beck and Jonathan N. Katz, ‘What to Do (and Not to Do) with Time-

Series Cross-Section Data’, American Political Science Review, 89 (1995), 634–47.
31 See William H. Rogers, ‘Regression Standard Errors in Clustered Samples’, Stata Technical Bulletin,

13 (1993), 19–23; Rick L. Williams, ‘A Note on Robust Variance Estimation for Cluster-Correlated

Data’, Biometrics, 56 (2000), 645–6.
32 Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition’; Adams et al., ‘Understanding Change and Stability in

Party Ideologies’.
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left–right scale in response to a one-unit shift in the mean position of the other parties

in the system during the previous election cycle. The estimates for the fully-specified

model break down parties’ reactions to policy shifts by different types of parties: Here

the parameter estimate 0.15 on the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable implies

that parties shift their policy positions by approximately 0.15 units along the left–right

scale in response to a one-unit shift in the mean position of the other parties in the system

– including parties both within and without the focal party’s ideological family; and

the estimate 0.096 on the [average shift2 family members (t2 1)] variable implies that

parties shift their policy positions by an additional 0.096 units along the left–right scale

in response to a one unit shift in the mean position of the members of the focal

party’s ideological family. Thus parties appear substantially more responsive to ideo-

logical family members’ policy shifts than they do to the policy shifts of the other parties

in the system.

TABLE 2 Statistical Analyses of Parties’ Ideological Shifts

Party
Dynamics
Model (1)

Fully-
Specified
Model (2)

Past Election
Results Model

(3)

Niche
Parties

Model (4)

Intercept 0.049 0.035 0.038 20.085
(0.379) (0.380) (0.377) (0.377)

Policy shift (t2 1) 20.360*** 20.355*** 20.350*** 20.352***
(0.030) (0.030) (0.030) (0.030)

Public opinion shift (t) 0.480*** 0.479*** 0.480*** 0.511***
(0.030) (0.030) (0.030) (0.031)

Average shift2 other parties 0.196*** 0.150*** 0.153*** 0.149***
(t2 1) (0.044) (0.047) (0.046) (0.046)

Average shift2 family 0.096** 0.094** 0.089**
members (t2 1) (0.045) (0.045) (0.045)

Vote change (t2 1) 0.046
(0.104)

Vote change (t2 1)3 0.010*
party shift (t2 1) (0.006)

Niche party 0.831
(1.18)

Public opinion shift (t)3 20.208***
Niche party (0.078)

Adjusted R2 0.287 0.290 0.292 0.293

Notes: For these analyses the dependent variable was the party’s ideological shift between the
previous election and the current election, based on the CMP codings of the parties’ left–right
positions. See the text for definitions of the independent variables. The specifications used to
estimate the parameters of the Party Dynamics Model and the Fully-Specified Model are given
by Equations (1) and (2) in the text, respectively. N5 1,469. ***pr 0.01; **pr 0.05;
*pr 0.10, two-tailed tests.
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Sensitivity Analyses

We performed several tests in order to evaluate the cross-national comparability of our

data and model and to consider alternative explanations for our findings.33 First, we

address the possibility that the reliability of the CMP’s left–right coding procedures may

vary across countries. Pelizzo, for instance, argues that the CMP’s coding procedures

do not accurately measure shifts in the Italian parties’ left–right positions.34 If our results

in Table 1 are driven by measurement errors from a single country, omission of this

country’s data from our analysis should alter our substantive conclusions. Thus, we

re-estimated the parameters of the Fully-Specified Model omitting one country at a time

from the pooled data, i.e. we estimated twenty-five sets of parameters in all. These estim-

ates continue to support our substantive conclusions, and convince us that our results are

not driven by measurement error or other factors specific to a single country.35

Secondly, we note that specifying our dependent variable as the difference in a party’s

policy position between the previous and the current election assumes that the coefficient

on a lagged dependent variable in a model using the party’s position in the current

election as the dependent variable would be equal to 1. Re-estimating our model using

actual party positions (rather than changes in parties’ positions) as the dependent vari-

able, and including a lagged dependent variable as an independent variable, supported

substantive conclusions identical to those using our original dependent variable.

Thirdly, we re-estimated our models while incorporating additional independent vari-

ables relating to the global economy and the voting system,36 and we also re-estimated

our models on the sub-set of cases for which an alternative, survey-based measure of

public opinion was available: namely Eurobarometer respondents’ left–right self-placements.

These analyses continued to support our substantive conclusions.

Fourthly, in order to address the concern that the policy spaces in the party systems in our

study may be multi-dimensional – a possibility that is not addressed in our empirical analyses

of party shifts along the uni-dimensional left–right continuum – we re-estimated our models

33 We thank three anonymous referees and the Editor for suggesting many of the sensitivity analyses

that we report in this section. The results of all of these sensitivity analyses are available from the authors

upon request.
34 Riccardo Pelizzo, ‘Party Position or Party Direction? An Analysis of Party Manifesto Data’, West

European Politics, 26 (2003), 67–89. See also Herbert Kitschelt, The Transformation of European Social

Democracy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
35 For all twenty-five sets of parameter estimates on the Fully Specified Model, the estimated coefficient

on the [average shift2 other parties (t2 1)] variable was positive and statistically significant at the 0.05

level. For twenty of the twenty-five estimates, the estimated coefficient on the [average shift2 family

members (t2 1)] variable was positive and statistically significant at the 0.05 level, and in four of the

remaining five cases this estimate was positive and statistically significant at the 0.10 level.
36 Studies on the effect of global economic variables on parties’ policy positions include Andrea Haupt,

‘Globalization’s Effects on Parties’ Economic Policy Positions’, Party Politics, forthcoming; James

Adams, Andrea Haupt and Heather Stoll, ‘What Moves Parties? The Role of Public Opinion and Global

Economic Conditions in Western Europe’, Comparative Political Studies, forthcoming; and Steven Nelson

and Christopher Way, ‘Party Crashers: The Determinants of Left Party Ideological Shifts in Wealthy

Democracies’, presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago,

2007. For analyses of the effects of the voting system on party positioning, see Gary Cox, Making Votes

Count (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Lawrence Ezrow, ‘Parties’ Policy Programmes

and the Dog that Didn’t Bark: No Evidence that Proportional Systems Promote Extreme Party Posi-

tioning’, British Journal of Political Science, 38 (2008), 470–98; and Dow, ‘A Comparative Analysis of

Majoritarian and Proportional Systems’.
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on a sub-set of parties that plausibly compete primarily along the classic left–right economic

continuum.37 Again, these analyses supported our substantive conclusions.

Fifthly, we conducted sensitivity analyses that controlled for additional independent

variables related to rival parties’ current policy shifts. These analyses continued to

support our substantive conclusions on how parties respond to their competitors’

previous shifts.

Finally, columns 3–4 of Table 2 report parameters for alternative specifications that

featured additional control variables, which are of particular interest because they relate

to previous research on parties’ policy shifts. Column 3 reports results for a model that is

identical to the Fully-Specified Model except that we control for parties’ reactions to past

election results. Previous work by Budge concludes that some parties shift their policy

positions in the same direction as their previous policy shift if they gained votes in the

previous election, and in the opposite direction if they lost votes in the previous election.38

Therefore, we include a measure of a party’s vote gain (or loss) at the previous election –

specifically the difference between the party’s vote at the previous election and its vote at

the election before that – which we label vote change (t2 1), and we interact this variable

with the variable policy shift (t2 1). The resulting variable [policy shift (t2 1)3 vote

change (t2 1)], is constructed so that a positive coefficient estimate implies that parties

respond to past election results by shifting their policies is the same direction as the last

time provided they gained votes in the previous election, and in the opposite direction if

their vote shares declined. We also include the variable [vote change (t2 1)] by itself, in

order to capture effects of past election results that are independent of the parties’ previ-

ous policy shifts. Column 3 reports results for this specification, which we label the Past

Election Results Model. Consistent with Budge’s arguments, the coefficient estimate

on the [policy shift (t2 1)3 vote change (t2 1)] variable is positive and statistically

significant, which supports the hypothesis that parties did indeed adjust their policies in

response to the vote gains (or losses) associated with their policy strategies in the last

election. However, inclusion of this variable does not alter our central substantive con-

clusions: the parameter estimates continue to support the Party Dynamics Hypothesis and

the Ideological Families Hypothesis.

Finally, we estimated the parameters for a model that was identical to the Fully-

Specified Model except that we controlled for the possibility that ‘niche’ parties – such as

Green, Communist and nationalist parties – respond differently to public opinion than do

other types of parties. Adams et al. report empirical analyses that suggest that niche

parties are much less responsive to public opinion shifts than are mainstream parties, an

effect we control for by constructing a niche party dummy variable – equal to 1 if the

37 Specifically, we re-estimated our specifications while excluding parties that the CMP classified as

belonging to the Ecology, Nationalist, Agrarian, Ethnic/Regional and ‘Special Interest’ party families, i.e.

parties that emphasize issues that do not necessarily map onto the left–right economic dimension. We also

conducted additional analyses where we further restricted our focus to the sub-set of party systems in our

dataset that previous studies, conducted by Laver and Benoit and by Huber and Inglehart, identify as

revolving primarily around issues that map onto the left–right dimension. These analyses again supported

our substantive conclusions. See John Huber and Ronald Inglehart, ‘Expert Interpretations of Party

Space and Party Locations in 42 Societies’, Party Politics, 1 (1995), 73–111; and Kenneth Benoit and

Michael Laver, Party Policy in Modern Democracies (London: Routledge, 2006).
38 Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition’. See also Jack Nagel, ‘Center-Party Strength and

Major-Party Polarization in Britain’, presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science

Association, San Francisco, 2001.
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CMP classified the party as belonging to the Ecological, Communist and Nationalist

party families, and 0 otherwise – that we interact with the [public opinion shift (t)] vari-

able.39 To the extent that this new variable [public opinion shift (t)3 niche party] has a

negative and statistically significant coefficient, this will indicate that niche parties display

weaker tendencies to shift their policies in the direction that public opinion has shifted,

compared to other types of parties. We also include the niche party dummy variable by

itself, to capture niche party tendencies that are independent of public opinion. Column 4

of Table 2 reports results for this ‘Niche Parties Model’. Consistent with the conclusion of

Adams et al., we find strong evidence that niche parties are less responsive to public

opinion shifts than are other types of parties.40 Most important for our purposes, the

parameter estimates for the Niche Parties Model continue to support the Party Dynamics

Hypothesis and the Ideological Families Hypothesis.

CONNECTIONS TO PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Although we believe that our cross-national findings on parties’ reciprocal policy

influences are new, we note that there are two, related, strands of theoretical research that

anticipate key features of our results. With respect to our Ideological Families Hypo-

thesis, Budge develops arguments that imply this dynamic. Specifically, Budge argues

that in an uncertain political environment – one where politicians are unsure about the

distribution of public opinion, about voters’ decision rules, and about the possible entry/

exit of other members of the party system – party elites have incentives to calibrate their

party’s policies against those of ‘marker’ parties, which share the focal party’s ideological

orientations:

Parties could be concerned not so much about the absolute position or direction they take, as
where they move relative to some other party(ies). This could be particularly relevant where
two parties have been competing for leadership of a particular ideological tendencey At any
rate the criterion of always choosing positions so that they could not possibly be confounded
with those of a ‘marker’ party or parties seems also to be one that a party could pursue under
uncertainty, and which fits well with strongly ideological motivations.41

We view our Ideological Families Hypothesis (H2) as being in the same spirit as

Budge’s ‘marker party’ model. For, to the extent that parties calibrate their policy posi-

tions against those of the parties that share their ideological tendencies, they will be

especially responsive to these ‘ideological family’ members’ policy shifts – exactly what

H2 posits. And, if Budge is correct that party elites seek positions that cannot be con-

founded with those of a ‘marker’ party, then the most reasonable strategy is to shift one’s

positions in the same direction as the marker party has shifted its policies – thereby

maintaining a consistent policy distance relative to this marker party. Again, this is

precisely in line with our Ideological Families Hypothesis, and also with our empirical

findings.

39 Adams et al., ‘Are Niche Parties Fundamentally Different from Mainstream Parties?’
40 Specifically, the estimated coefficient on the [public opinion shift (t)] variable in column 4, 0.511,

implies that, ceterus paribus, mainstream parties shift their policies by 0.511 units in response to a one-unit

shift in public opinion. The estimated coefficient on the [public opinion shift (t)3 niche party] variable,

20.208, is statistically significant (p, 0.01, two-tailed test) and implies that niche parties shift their

policies by only (0.5112 0.208)5 0.303 units in response to a one-unit public opinion shift.
41 Budge, ‘A New Theory of Party Competition’, p. 454.
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Our findings are also relevant to innovative recent research by Laver, Fowler,

Kollman and others, who report dynamic agent-based analyses of spatial party com-

petition in a political environment where parties are unsure about voters’ policy prefer-

ences (except for the preferences of their supporters).42 Laver analyses how parties’

policy behaviour varies with the types of adaptive decision rules they employ, and one

of these postulated decision rules, labelled ‘Aggregator’, implies our ideological families

result. The Aggregator decision rule stipulates that parties present positions that reflect

the mean policy preferences of their supporters, so that when a party’s electoral

constituency becomes more right-wing (left-wing) in ideological orientation, then the

party correspondingly shifts its policies to the right (left).43 To understand how the

aggregating decision rule motivates the ideological families dynamic we have uncovered,

consider the situation where the left-most party in the party system, labelled Party A,

shifts rightward along the left–right continuum, thereby converging towards the posi-

tion of an adjacent, centre-left party, labelled Party B. In this case Party B should lose

marginal support among the voters located between A and B on the left–right scale,

who will defect to Party A. But since these voters were the most left-wing elements

among B’s electoral constituency, their defection to Party A will shift the mean position

of B’s remaining supporters to the right – in the same direction that Party A has shifted.

By contrast, if A shifts farther to the left, then B will pick up additional supporters

on its left flank. Thus when two ‘aggregating’ parties are adjacent to each other in

the policy space, we can expect a reciprocal policy dynamic in which these parties

shift their positions in the same direction – precisely in our line with our ideological

families finding.

Finally, our party dynamics result is relevant to several interesting recent studies utilizing

the CMP data to analyse the diversity of policy programmes on offer in party systems.

Both Ezrow and Abney et al. conclude that the degree of ideological diversity displayed

in post-war party systems has been surprisingly stable over time – specifically, that the

variety of party ideologies on offer in most post-war systems (whether measured as the

ideological range between the most extreme parties’ positions, or by the variance of

the ideologies of all parties in the system) has not varied a great deal during the post-war

period.44 Our party dynamics result plausibly illuminates this empirical pattern, because it

42 Laver, ‘Policy and the Dynamics of Political Competition’; Kollman et al., ‘Adaptive Parties in

Spatial Elections’; James Fowler and Michael Laver, ‘A Tournament of Party Strategies’, Journal of

Conflict Resolution, 52 (2008), 68–92.
43 The policy preferences of a party’s electoral constituency can change either due to changes in the

constituency’s composition – i.e. due to exit/entry by some members of the party constituency – or as a

result of shifts in the policy preferences in the existing constituency, i.e. the composition of the party’s

electoral constituency is constant but some members of this constituency shift their opinions. Laver’s

analyses focus on the consequences of compositional changes in parties’ electoral constituencies. We

note that McGann’s equilibrium analysis of aggregating parties in multiparty elections suggests similar

substantive conclusions (see Anthony McGann, ‘The Advantages of Ideological Cohesion: A Model

of Constituency Representation and Electoral Competition in Multiparty Democracies’, Journal of

Theoretical Politics, 14 (2002), 37–70).
44 Ezrow, ‘The Variance Matters’; Ronni Abney, Andrea Morrison and Gary Stradiotto, ‘On the

Stability of Representation: A Cross-National Study of the Dispersion of Parties’ Policy Positions in

Plurality and Proportional Representation Systems’, Representation, 43 (2007), 151–65. We note that

these empirical studies focus primarily on parties’ positions on the overarching left–right dimension, so

that they do not necessarily address the diversity of parties’ policy positions along emerging, cross-cutting,

cleavages such as European integration or globalization. For multidimensional analyses that address
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implies that if, for instance, the right-wing parties in a party system shift farther rightward

during the current election cycle – thereby temporarily expanding the range of ideological

choices presented to the electorate – then, at the next election, the centrist and left-wing

parties in the system will respond by shifting their own positions to the right, which

narrows the range of ideological choices in the party system. In this way, the party

dynamics we uncover constitute an ‘equilibrating’ dynamic, one that helps ensure that the

diversity of policy programmes on offer in the party system fluctuate around some

baseline or equilibrium value.

CONCLUSION

We have reported a time-series, cross-sectional analysis of data from twenty-five post-war

democracies, in an effort to estimate the degree to which political parties adjust their

policy positions in response to other parties’ policy shifts. Basing our computations on

the Comparative Manifesto Project codings of party ideologies, we find results that

consistently support both the Party Dynamics Hypothesis, that political parties respond

to rival parties’ policy shifts by shifting their own policies in the same direction, and the

Ideological Families Hypothesis, that parties are more responsive to policy shifts by other

members of their ideological family than to the policy shifts of other parties in the system.

These findings are striking given that our empirical specifications estimate the degree to

which political parties, in the current election, shift their policies in response to rival

parties’ shifts at the previous election. To the extent that parties also react to rival parties’

current policy behaviour, our approach – which we employ in order to avoid causal

inference problems arising in analyses of parties’ contemporaneous reciprocal policy

influences – understates the degree to which political parties actually influence each other.

From a theoretical standpoint, our empirical findings in support of the Party Dynamics

Hypothesis are relevant to spatial models of party competition, which typically posit that

party elites craft their policy strategies in response to the policies of the other parties in the

system – an assumption that underlies Nash equilibrium analyses of parties’ policy strategies.

To date, however, we are unaware of cross-national studies that address the question of

whether real world political parties in fact systematically adjust their policy positions in

response to rival parties’ policy strategies. That is the issue we address here, and our

party dynamics and ideological parties’ findings suggests that the answer to this question is

‘Yes’ – an answer that supports the central assumption used in spatial models of party

competition.

Our findings raise several questions that we hope to address in future research. First, it

would be interesting to analyse how our conclusions on parties’ overall left–right orienta-

tions play out in specific issue areas, such as social welfare policy, European integration,

globalization and environmental policy.45 Secondly, we hope to explore how parties

adjust their ideologies in response to an alternative type of party behaviour that we have

not considered here: namely, the entry of new parties into the party system and/or the exit

(F’note continued)

these points, see Josephine Andrews and Jeannette Money, ‘The Spatial Structure of Party Competition:

Party Dispersion within a Finite Policy Space’, unpublished, University of California – Davis.
45 On these points, see Margit Tavits, ‘Principle versus Pragmatism: Policy Shifts and Political Com-

petition’, American Journal of Political Science, 51 (2007), 151–65; and Andrews and Money, ‘The Spatial

Structure of Party Competition’.
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of old parties.46 Thirdly, as discussed above we hope to parse out parties’ reciprocal policy

influences during the current time period. It is possible that when we eventually derive

reliable estimates of such contemporaneous policy influences, we will conclude that

the magnitudes of these reciprocal policy effects equal or exceed the estimated effects that

we report here, which calibrate parties’ reactions to other parties’ behaviour during

the preceding election cycle. However, this is a topic for future research. In any event, we

have shown that the effects of parties’ previous policy shifts we have uncovered – even if

they understate the extent of parties’ actual reciprocal policy influences – nevertheless

have important implications for spatial models of elections and for political representa-

tion. Finally, we emphasize that while we have presented evidence on how political parties

adjust their ideologies in response to other parties’ ideological shifts, we have proposed

only tentative explanations for our findings. In particular, at different points in this paper

we have invoked alternative party motivations, including vote-seeking motivations,

policy-seeking objectives, party elites’ concern with the policies of ‘marker’ parties, and

elites’ desires faithfully to ‘aggregate’ the views of their electoral constituencies, as goals

that can motivate the Party Dynamics and the Ideological Families hypotheses. In one

sense this approach is an asset, for it highlights the fact that a wide range of party decision

rules plausibly motivate similar policy strategies.47 However, we believe it would be

an extremely interesting – and challenging – project to parse out precisely which motiva-

tion or combination of motivations actually drives the party elites in our study to pursue

the policy strategies we have observed. We suspect that a satisfactory explanation for our

findings may require ‘thick’ descriptions of parties’ organizational structures, and of the

decision-making processes of party elites and of rank-and-file supporters. Such analyses

lie outside the scope of the kinds of statistical analyses that we report here.

Nonetheless, we feel that our findings illuminate the reciprocal linkages between parties’

policy programmes. For while the question of why the political parties in our study reacted

to each other remains open, we feel we have gone some ways towards answering the question

of whether political parties respond to each others’ policies. We have shown that, in a wide

range of post-war democracies, political parties systematically adjust their policy positions in

response to the behaviour of the other parties in the system.

46 See Meguid, ‘Competition between Unequals’; and Margit Tavits, ‘Party System Change: Testing a

Model of New Party Entry’, Party Politics, 12 (2006), 99–119.
47 On this point see Money and Andrews, ‘Parties’ Electoral Strategies’.

Policy Adjustment by Parties in Response to Rival Parties’ Policy Shifts 843



APPEND IX : PART I E S INCLUDED IN THE EMP IR ICAL ANALYSE S

Australia
AD Democrats (SOC)
ALP Labour (SOC)
DLP Democratic Labour (SOC)
LPA Liberals (CON)
NPA National Party (AGR)

Austria
FPO Freedom Movement (LIB)
GA (Greens) (ECO)
OVP (Christian Democrats) (CHR)
SPO (Socialists) (SOC)

Belgium
Agalev Flemish Greens (ECO)
CVP Flemish Christian Peoples (CHR)
Ecolo Francophone Ecologists (ECO)
FDF French-Speaking Front (SIN)
PLDP Brussels Liberals (LIB)
PLP-PVV Liberals (LIB)
PRL Francophone Liberals (LIB)
PS Francophone Socialists (SOC)
PSB-BSP Socialists (SOC)
PSC Francophone Christian Social (CHR)
PSC-CVP Christian People’s Party (CHR)
PVV Flemish Liberals (LIB)
RW Walloon Rally (SIN)
SP Flemish Socialists (SOC)
VB Flemish Block (SIN)
VU Flemish People’s Union (SIN)

Canada
LP Liberals (LIB)
NDP New Democratic Party (SOC)
PCP Conservatives (CON)
Socred Social Credit (ETH)

Denmark
CD Centre Democrats (SOC)
DKP Communists (COM)
DU Independents Party (LIB)
FP Progress Party (LIB)
KF Conservatives (CON)
KrF Christian People’s Party (CHR)
RF Justice Party (ETH)
RV Radicals (LIB)
SD Social Democrats (SOC)
SF Socialist People’s Party (COM)
V Liberals (LIB)
VS Left Socialists (COM)

Finland
KK National Coalition (CON)
LKP Liberals (LIB)
RKP SFP Swedish People’s Party (SIN)
SK Finnish Centre (AGR)

SKDL People’s Democratic Union (COM)
SKL Christian Union (CHR)
SMP Rural Party (AGR)
SSDP Social Democrats (SOP)
TPSL Social Democratic League (SOC)
VL Greens (ECO)

France
Conservatives (CON)
FN National Front (NAT)
Gaullists (CON)
MRP Popular Republicans (CHR)
PCF Communists (COM)
PS Socialists (SOC)
RRRS Radical Socialists (LIB)
UDF (CON)

Germany
CDU-CSU Christian Democrats (CHR)
DP German Party (CON)
FDP Free Democrats (LIB)
PDS Party for Democratic Socialism (COM)
SPD Social Democrats (SOC)

Great Britain
Conservatives (CON)
Labour (SOC)
Liberal Democrats (LIB)

Greece
KKE Communists (COM)
ND New Democracy (CON)
PASOK Socialists (SOC)
SAP Coalition Left and Progress (COM)

Iceland
A Social Democrats (SOC)
Ab Communists (COM)
F Progressive Party (AGR)
Kv Women’s Alliance (ETH)
SFVM Union of Liberals & Leftist (SOC)
Sj Independence Party (CON)

Ireland
CnP Republican Party (NAT)
CnT Party of the Land (AGR)
Fianna Fáil (CON)
Fine Gael (CHR)
Greens (ECO)
LP Labour Party (SOC)
PD Progressive Democratic Party (LIB)
WP Workers’ Party (COM)

Israel
Achdut Ha-avodah Unity of Labour (SOC)
Agudah Israel (CHR)
AMT Ma-arach Alignment (SOC)
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General Zionist (LIB)
HADASH Democratic Front (COM)
Herut Freedom Party (CON)
Labour Party (SOC)
Likud Union (CON)
MAFDAL National Religious Party (CHR)
MAKI Communists (COM)
MAPAI Workers’ Party (SOC)
MAPAM United Workers’ Party (SOC)
Moledet Homeland (CON)
Progressive-Independent Liberals (LIB)
RAKAH New Communists (COM)
RATZ Citizens’ Rights Movement (SOC)
SHAS Sephardi Torah Movement (CHR)
Tehiya Renaissance Movement (CON)
Tsomet Crossroads (CON)
United Arab List (SIN)

Italy
AN National Alliance (NAT)
FdV Greens (ECO)
LN Northern League (NAT)
PCI-PDS Communists (COM)
PdUP Proletarian Unity (COM)
PLI Liberals (LIB)
PPI-DC Christian Democrats (CHR)
PR Radicals (SOC)
PRI Republicans (LIB)
PSDI Social Democrats (SOC)
PSI Socialists (SOC)
RC New Communists (COM)

Japan
CGP Clean Government (CHR)
DSP Democratic Socialists (SOC)
JCP Communists (COM)
JSP Socialists (SOC)
LDP Liberal Democrats (CON)
NLC New Liberal Club (CON)
SDF Social Democratic Federation (SOC)

Luxembourg
PCL KPL Communists (COM)
PCS CSV Christian Social Party (CHR)
PD DP Democrats (LIB)
POSL LSAP Social Democrats (SOC)

Netherlands
ARP Anti-Revolutionary Party (CHR)
CDA Christian Democrats (CHR)
CHU Christian Historical Union (CHR)
D66 Libertarians (SOC)
DS70 Democratic Socialists (CHR)
GL Greens (ECO)
KVP Catholic People’s Party (CHR)
PPR Radical Political Party (SOC)

APPENDIX : (Continued)

PvdA Labour (SOC)
VVD Liberals (LIB)

New Zealand
LP Labour (SOC)
NP National Party (CON)
Social Credit (ETH)

Norway
DNA Labour (SOC)
FrP Progress Party (ETH)
H Conservatives (CON)
KrF Christian People’s Party (KRF)
NKP Communists (COM)
SP Centre Party (AGR)
SV Left Socialists (COM)
V Liberals (LIB)

Portugal
MDP Democratic Movement (SOC)
PCP Communists (COM)
PEV Greens (ECO)
PP Popular Party (SOC)
PPM Popular Monarchist Party (NAT)
PSD Social Democrats (SOC)
PSP Socialists (SOC)
UDP Popular Democratic Union (COM)

Spain
AP, PP Conservatives (CON)
CDS Centre Democrats (CHR)
CiU Convergence and Unity (CON)
EE Basque Left (SIN)
ERC Catalan Republican Left (SIN)
PA Andalusian Party (SIN)
PAR Aragonese Regionalist Party (SIN)
PCE-IU Communists (COM)
PNV EAJ Basque Nation Party (SIN)
PSOE Socialists (SOC)
UCD Democratic Centre (LIB)

Sweden
CP Centre Party (AGR)
FP Liberals (LIB)
Greens (ECO)
KdS Christian Democrats (CHR)
MSP Conservatives (CON)
SdaP Social Democrats (SOC)
Vp Communists (COM)

Switzerland
CVP-PDS Christian Democrats (CHR)
EVP-PEP Protestant People’s Party (CHR)
FDP-PRD Radical Democrats (LIB)
FPS Freedom Party (ETH)
Greens (ECO)
LdU-ADI Independents (SOC)
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APPENDIX : (Continued)

SD Democrats (NAT)
SPS-PSS Social Democrats (SOC)
SVP-UDC People’s Party (AGR)

Turkey
ANAP Motherland Party (CON)
AP Justice Party (CON)
CHP Republican People’s Party (SOC)

DP Democrat Party (CON)
DYP True Path Party (CON)
MHP National Action Party (NAT)
RP Welfare Party (NAT)

United States
Democrats (SOC)
Republicans (CON)

Notes: The initials in parentheses indicate the ‘party families’ to which parties belong –
ECO5Ecology; COM5Communist; SOC5 Social Democratic; LIB5Liberal; CHR5Christian
Democratic; CON5Conservative; NAT5Nationalist; AGR5Agrarian; ETH5Ethnic and
Regional; SIN5 Special Interest. Party family designations are taken from the Comparative
Manifesto Project, where the third digit of the party identification code represents a party’s family.
We note that for the purposes of our empirical analyses, the parties that the CMP classified as
members of the Communist, Social Democratic and Ecology families were classified as left-wing
parties, while parties the CMP classified as belonging to the Conservative, Christian Democratic
and Nationalist families were classified as right-wing parties.
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