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Abstract 

Although the concept of party valence figures in many studies of voting behavior, very 

few have measured it on the individual level, or investigated its sources in a variety of 

political contexts. This project addresses these deficiencies by assessing the extent to 

which individual valence assessments are affected by a number of long- and short-term 

factors. The former refer to the left–right policy distance between parties and 

respondents as well as their locations relative to the center of the left-right spectrum. 

The latter include media assessments of political parties prior to an election, as well as 

the state of the economy.  

Using data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems, this dissertation reveals a 

strong relationship between the long-term factors rooted in a person’s position relative to 

a party across a wide variety of political contexts. Despite the small number of available 

cases, some patterns of media influence on valence judgments have been detected. The 

state of the economy is shown to influence individuals’ valence assessments of political 

parties; this effect varies depending on the person’s position relative to the party. The 

final data chapter reveals a strong relationship between individuals’ valence judgments 

and their vote choice, thereby demonstrating the validity of the valence measure 

developed in this dissertation. Furthermore, the results show that one’s position relative 

to a party influences vote choice through shaping one’s valence judgments of that party 

(i.e., valence serves as a mediator variable between positional factors and vote choice). 

The dissertation concludes with a discussion of its research contributions into the 

literature on party valence, as well as possible future research projects that could be 

developed based on its findings.  

Keywords:  Party valence; policy distance; media messages; economy; bilateralism; 
voting 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

Elected governments and legislatures are shaped by the choices that voters make 

directly or indirectly, which is why the question of what influences these choices – the 

policy positions on offer, perceptions of competence, even candidate charisma – is of 

particular importance to social scientists.  There is, accordingly, no shortage of theories 

that attempt to explain how voters arrive at their decisions.  Following Downs (1957), 

early research assumed that voters have specific policy or ideological positions (‘ideal 

points’), and make evaluations of parties and candidates according to the distance of 

their policy proposals from those positions (Riker and Ordeshook, 1973).  This 

perspective remains compelling: spatial models based on modifications to Downs’s initial 

formulation have remained the dominant approach in voting behaviour research (Riker 

and Ordeshook, 1973; Enelow and Hinich, 1984; Merrill and Grofman, 1999).  

 

Challenges to the Downsian model 

Nevertheless, others have challenged the adequacy of this approach.  In order for 

policy or ideological distance to explain voting choices effectively, it is necessary for 

voters not only to know where they stand on a given issue or ideological dimension but 

also to know where all the various parties or candidates in the election stand – a 
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condition that may not always be met in real life.  Scholars have therefore suggested 

various other means by which voters may overcome their limited knowledge of positions 

and reach voting decisions.  These include the use of party identification (Campbell et 

al., 1960; Bartels, 2000; Kayser and Wlezien, 2011); reliance on the cues from one’s 

identification with social groups, for example, race (Green, Palmquist and Schickler, 

2002); heuristics or mental shortcuts (Popkin, 1991), reliance on emotional attachments 

(Sniderman, Brody, Tetlock, 1991; Rahn, 2000; Brader, 2005), and an emphasis on 

valence (Stokes, 1963; Butler and Stokes, 1974; Clarke et al., 2009; Green, 2007; 

Johnston and Pattie, 2011). The term 'valence' is often used in connection with one of 

two phenomena: valence issues or candidate (party) valence. Valence issues are those 

on which the electorate has consensus - for example, a strong economy or lack of 

corruption (Stokes, 1963). Research in this area usually emphasises voters' perceptions 

of party or leader competence in dealing with particular valence issues (Green, 2007; 

Johnston and Pattie, 2011). Party or candidate valence, which is often used in models of 

party positioning and voting behaviour, refers to a collection of positive qualities 

associated with a party or a candidate, such as candidate charisma and competence, 

party unity and integrity (Adams et al., 2011; Stone and Simas, 2010). While an 

important element of party valence is voters’ leadership evaluations, it is not its only 

component. In other words, while the two are related, party valence refers to a broader 

concept compared to leadership evaluations; it can be applied to the party as a whole 

and is not exclusively based on voters’ judgments of party leaders. 

The rise of party and candidate valence in politics 

In the recent years, party and candidate valence became the driving force behind 

many elections. For example, in 2015 Federal election in Canada, the accusation of 
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other parties and leaders of dishonesty and/or incompetence was the main focus of the 

election ads for the three largest parties (Liberal Ad: You are the economy 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F3Dz64IToNE ; NDP Ad: The Biggest Campaign Yet 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2JABmzKTaM ; Conservative Ad: Vote 

Conservative https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xSAANx5Osu8 ). The only political 

party whose ads were focussed on policy issues and not negative traits of their 

competitors was the Green Party (Green Party Ad: Students Looking Forward 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRoKZ6hBx9g  ).  

 

The phenomenon of Donald Trump as a Republican candidate for the 2016 US 

Presidential election (at least at the time of writing) demonstrates, perhaps, the most 

extreme case of candidate valence dominating the political landscape. Apart from 

advertising sweeping policy suggestions such as building the wall on the border with 

Mexico (The Washington Post, April 5, 2016) or banning all Muslims from entering the 

US (The Guardian, December 8, 2015), he has been extraordinarily outspoken about his 

own valence characteristics: "I think the only difference between me and the other 

candidates is that I'm more honest and my women are more beautiful." (Sydney Morning 

Herald, September 17, 2015).  

It could be speculated that the responsibility for the rise of such candidates as 

Donald Trump, to some degree, could be attributed to the increasing popularity of the 

reality shows and the entertainment industry, which 'prime' voters to the most outspoken 

candidates who avoid 'boring' details of the actual policies and appeal to voters' feelings 

instead (Bennett, 2005). In any case, there is no denying that candidate or party valence 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F3Dz64IToNE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2JABmzKTaM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xSAANx5Osu8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRoKZ6hBx9g


 

4 

plays an increasing role in politics. The question arises then, why do citizens like certain 

candidates more than others? Are they swayed entirely by the candidate's charisma, or 

does party's ideological positions relative to the voter influence their feelings about the 

parties? Furthermore, what other factors contribute to one's valence perception of a 

political party or candidate? It is important to note that these questions need a thorough 

investigation on the individual level. While aggregate party valence (e.g., overall 

popularity ratings of a candidate or a party) may serve as a good predictor of its 

probability of winning an election, it cannot be used to investigate the question of why 

exactly that party is popular among voters. Furthermore, its popularity will not be 

distributed over all voters uniformly - in other words, some voters will like it and others 

will not. By investigating what shapes these perceptions on the individual level one can 

identify the actual sources of party valence. 

 

A Missing component: individual perceptions of party valence 

The literature on candidate or party valence relies primarily on aggregate 

measures that do not allow for variation among individuals. For example, Clark (2009) 

created an aggregate measure of party valence based on the media coverage of each 

party; Stone and Simas (2010) use the ratings of candidates in each electoral district by 

the members of the national party convention. Finally, the vast majority of the formal 

models that use valence as one of the components treat it as an aggregate concept, with 

candidate A having a higher valence and candidate B having a lower one for all citizens 

(e.g., Groselclose 2001). What is missing from many models of party positioning and 
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voting behaviour that include party valence is the fact that valence judgments may 

vary vastly across the population.  

This dissertation aims at reconceptualizing party valence by bringing it to an 

individual level.  It consists of seven chapters, three of which deal with empirical data 

analyses. Chapter two provides an extensive review of the traditions in political science 

that explore the voting behaviour from different angles, followed by analysis of the 

existing literature on the subject of valence, thereby setting the context for the current 

study. In this chapter, I outline the different meanings of the term 'valence' and identify 

the main distinctions among them. I also examine the contexts in which different 

interpretations of valence have been used and the roles that valence plays in various 

research questions (for example, whether it is used as an explanatory factor or whether 

it is examined as a response variable). Finally, I examine the gaps and contradictions in 

the current literature on valence and identify the areas in which I will attempt to make a 

contribution.  

Chapter three discusses the research methodology and the main sources of data 

used in this project. Chapter four, which has been co-authored with Prof. Paul Warwick, 

examines the extent to which long-term valence judgments are related to perceived 

distance to parties on the left-right spectrum and whether the spatial position of a party 

to the left or right of center influences perceptions of its valence. Chapter five continues 

to explore the sources of valence judgments.  In particular, in this chapter I examine how 

short-term factors affect voters' valence perceptions of political parties, and whether they 

modify the patterns of long-term effects that have been identified in the previous chapter. 

One such short-term source of valence judgments relates to various indicators of the 

economic situation in the country leading up to the election. Another short-term factor 
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that is examined in this chapter is external information that people receive about the 

parties and leaders from the media. 

Having examined the sources of party valence, I will turn to identifying the 

consequences of valence. In particular, Chapter six will focus on the relationship 

between party valence and vote choice in a large number of cases. The aim of this 

chapter, therefore, is to investigate the extent to which party valence influences vote 

choice regardless of the type of political system. Chapter seven will summarize the 

findings and discuss the contributions that this dissertation makes to the existing 

literature.   
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Chapter 2.  
 
Literature Review 

2.1. The role of individuals vs. the government as a subject 
of Western political thought 

Although the roots of Western political thought date back to the ancient Greeks– 

and so does the democratic tradition – the focal point of most political thought until the 

late XIXth century was on the rulers, rather than on the population of a country. 

However, the theories of politics and ethics that were developed by the ancient Greek 

philosophers lay the foundations for studying both the ruler and the population of a 

political entity. For example, Plato’s dialogues lay out the qualities that the individuals 

should cultivate in themselves through the discussion of ethics, rhetoric and justice. 

Plato’s dialogues also set out an ideal theory of what the rulers should be like: for 

instance, Plato’s famous statement on ‘philosopher kings’ illustrates his ideal version of 

the ruler: 

The society we have described can never grow into a reality or see the 
light of day, and there will be no end to the troubles of states, or indeed, 
my dear Glaucon, of humanity itself, till philosophers become rulers in this 
world, or till those we now call kings and rulers really and truly become 
philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus come into the same 
hands. (Plato, Republic, 473d) 

At the same time, the following quote from Gorgias demonstrates the state of 

politics and society that was closer to reality (which, potentially, is still the case): 
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Then when a master of oratory, who is ignorant of good and evil, employs 
his power of persuasion on a community as ignorant as himself, not by 
extolling a miserable donkey as being really a horse, but by extolling evil 
as being really good, and when by studying the beliefs of the masses he 
persuades them to do evil instead of good, what kind of crop do you think 
his oratory is likely to reap from the seed thus sown? (Plato, Gorgias, 
260c7-d2) 

Centuries later, Western political thought throughout the age of the Renaissance 

was predominantly concerned with the rulers of the country. For example, Machiavelli’s 

Prince (1532) is set up as a series of recommendations on how to rule under various 

circumstances and forms of government.  

However, in the XVIIth century the government systems in Europe and North 

America started to show gradual changes towards modern-style electoral democracy. 

Some shifts happened in the New World, such as establishing a representative 

legislature in Pennsylvania in 1682 (Selsam, 1971), while others took place in Great 

Britain, such as the development of political parties and passing of the Bill of Rights in 

1689, which limited the monarch’s power, as well as put forth the requirement for free 

elections, regular parliaments and freedom of speech in the Parliament (Amar, 1998).  

These developments in the political structure of the state were mirrored by a 

shifting of political thinkers’ focus from the ruler to the ruled – which manifested itself in 

the development of the notion of the social contract and individuals’ rights in the works 

by philosophers of the Era of Enlightenment – such as Locke (1689), Hobbes (1651), 

and Rousseau (1762). While many ideas of the social contract placed a large emphasis 

on the sovereign (Hobbes, 1651), the notion of civil rights starts to appear in the works of 

Hobbes (1651), and more so in Locke’s (1689). Philosophers of the later age of 
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Enlightenment, such as Rousseau (1762) put even more emphasis on individuals’ rights 

and freedoms within the framework of the social contract. 

 

Nevertheless, until late XIXth century the role of members of society in electing 

their governments was rather limited: only very selected segments of the population 

could vote for their representatives – such as white male land owners in the USA, or 

Anglican or Protestant male land owners in Great Britain (Harris, 1994; Weisbrot, 1990). 

Yet, political thought during this period was characterised by the rise of ideas of liberty 

and individualism – a prominent example of that is John Stuart Mill’s work On Liberty 

(1859), in which he advocates for individuals’ rights and freedoms in a society, as well as 

equal rights of women.  

By late XIXth century political reality moved towards granting voting rights to a 

larger proportion of population. Thus, universal (although predominantly white, in the 

case of Canada and the US) male suffrage was granted in many of the developing 

democracies in Europe and North America. During the first few decades of the XXth 

century, the majority of democratic states expanded voting rights to women (with New 

Zealand being the first country in 1893 and Switzerland being the last one of the 

Western democracies in 1971).  

In the 1960s in North America universal voting rights were finally applied to all 

members of the population– including First Nations in Canada (1960) and African 

Americans in the USA (1965). Thus, throughout the XXth century larger and larger 

segments of the population became active participants in the political process through 
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the selecting of their political representatives. This led to a further development of 

political philosophy into the subject of political representation and the nature of the 

relationship between elected governments and population in the works by Schumpeter 

(1942) and Pitkin (1967). Later in the XXth and early XXIst centuries, various forms of 

representation have been analysed by Mansbridge (1980), Rehfeld (2005) and others. 

 

At the same time, the increased role of individuals in political process has 

created an entirely new area of political science, the focus of which is the actual 

behaviour of individuals and their political views and opinions. An important role in the 

development of this branch of political science was and still is played by technological 

process. In particular, the 1940s saw the development and spread of the first generation 

of computers. During the Second World War, the governments of Germany, and 

particularly the USA invested heavily in this new technology – and by the end of the 

Second World War its use started spreading into the academic world (Campbell-Kelly 

and Aspray, 1996). Thus, not only members of the population became active participants 

in the political process through gaining universal voting rights, but also the collection and 

quantitative analysis of opinions and views of this new mass of participants in political 

processes now became possible. 

2.2. Columbia studies and the birth of Political Sociology 

The very first study that was based on a large-scale survey of voters’ preferences 

and opinions was carried out by a number of researchers based in Columbia University - 

Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet. It involved a large-scale panel study of voters’ 



 

11 

electoral preferences and factors that influenced their vote choices in Erie County, Ohio 

over the course of 1940 presidential campaign (The People’s Choice, 1944). This was 

the first study to employ panel interview methods. One of the major goals of Paul 

Lazarsfeld and his colleagues was to track down whether and how voters’ electoral 

preferences changed over the course of as many as seven interviews. In particular, the 

researchers were primarily interested in unravelling the effects that media messages 

have on voters’ electoral choices. The results of the study showed, however, that media 

messages did not have a substantial effect on final voting decisions. Instead, the social 

groups to which respondents belonged proved to be a much more influential factor. 

Another finding that was revealed in Political Choice was that the vast majority of voters 

did not change their voting decision over the course of the campaign – that is, their 

original voting predispositions proved to be very stable. 

The second study by the Columbia group was conducted during 1948 

presidential campaign in Elmira, New York. This time it was largely focussed on a more 

comprehensive analysis of factors that influence voters’ predisposition to vote for one 

party over the other. The results of this study were published in the seminal text Voting: 

a Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential Campaign (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and 

McPhee, 1954). The authors concluded that socio-economic status, religion, race and 

area of residence were remarkably influential factors in terms of determining one’s party 

preference. The second study also provided a comprehensive analysis of campaign 

messages and the ways in which they were perceived by various groups of voters. 
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The Columbia studies paved the way for explorations of voters’ electoral 

behaviour by (a) placing the focus on the individual voter and (b) utilising the interview 

method in the study of elections based on a large sample of participants for the first time 

in the history of political science. In addition to that, Lazarsfeld, Berelson and their 

colleagues’ ground-breaking work gave roots to one of the three major approaches to 

the study of electoral behaviour – namely, political sociology. Studies that are largely 

based in this tradition primarily focus on an interplay between individuals’ socio-

demographic characteristics and social contexts in which these individuals find 

themselves, and ultimately how these factors impact one’s political behaviour.  

 

Thus, Lazarfeld’s tradition of trying to understand people’s political behaviour as 

a function of political and social settings around them was continued in an influential 

study by V.O. Key (1949). Thus, in Southern Politics (1949) V.O. Key analysed racial 

politics in southern United States as a function of relative concentrations of Blacks and 

Whites within local counties. Starting with Lazarfeld’s and V.O Key’s research, studying 

the impacts of race on political behaviour has become one of major areas of North 

American literature within the political sociology tradition. Examples of more recent 

studies in this area include Herron and Sekhon (2005), who look at the impact of 

candidate’s race on the rates of invalid or missing ballots among the white vs. African-

American voters; research by Fairdosi and Rogowski (2015), who examine the effects of 

candidate’s race on voter turnout, and many others (McDermott, 1998;  Wilson, 2012). 

Lazarfeld and his colleagues' early studies also paved the way for another 

prominent area in the study of voting behaviour - namely, the exploration of how voters' 
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perceptions of political leaders influence their electoral decisions (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, 

and Gaudet, 1944; Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee, 1954; Wattenberg, 1991; Bittner, 

2011). Effects of leadership evaluations on voters' electoral choices have been 

extensively studied in the US context, since the presidential systems have a strong 

emphasis on candidates (Banducci and Karp, 2000). However, as Banducci and Karp 

(2000) and McAllister and Studlar (1992) note, the importance of candidates in 

parliamentary systems has also been increasing - to some degree due to weakening 

partisan identification (Banducci and Karp, 2000; Katz and Mair 1994), as well as to a 

growing body of media (including the Internet media) that is more focussed on leaders 

and candidates rather than political issues.  

2.3. Michigan school and Political Psychology 

The first tradition of studying political behaviour (political sociology) put a strong 

emphasis on the context in which voters found themselves – such as their peer groups, 

socio-economic status, race, area of residence and so on. However, individual’s 

behaviour, although undoubtedly influenced by his or her surroundings, is also 

influenced by the thoughts and emotional or psychological attachments of that individual. 

Examining political behaviour from this angle distinguishes the second tradition that 

provides the basis for a significant proportion of studies on voting behaviour – namely, 

political psychology. The roots of this tradition go back to the series of studies conducted 

at the Centre for Survey Research at the University of Michigan.  

The first study was based on 1948 US presidential election and was conducted 

by Campbell and Kahn (1952). The results of the study conducted during the 1952 US 

presidential election were analysed by Campbell, Gurin and Miller (1956). Finally, in 
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1960 Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes integrated the results of the first two 

studies with a survey based on the 1956 US presidential election, producing a seminal 

work The American Voter (1960). The central concept developed throughout these 

Michigan studies is partisanship or party identification – which does not necessarily 

equate with the act of voting. Partisanship, in Campbell et al.’s understanding, serves 

more as a reference group, to which the individual relates with varying degrees of 

closeness. The researchers have developed a comprehensive measure of this concept, 

including multiple questions that aim to identify the party that one feels closest to, and 

the degree of one’s closeness to the party. The concept of partisanship, or party ID, is 

extensively studied in the literature on voting behaviour, especially within the context of 

the US politics and elections. Some of the works provide analysis of partisanship and 

vote choice in the US over time (e.g., Bartels, 2000; Jennings and Markus, 1984). In 

addition to that, numerous studies include party ID into the models of vote choice (e.g., 

Kayser and Wlezien, 2011; Rosema, 2006). Some scholars argue that partisan identity 

is a form of social identity - in other words, voters base their party identification on what 

sort of social groups belong to a particular party, rather than a rational calculation of 

policy distance between their own position and that of a party (Green, Palmquist and 

Schickler, 2002; Abramowitz and Saunders, 2006). According to the social identity 

theory, an identity is characterised by an in-group (to which one belongs), as well as an 

out-group, which is viewed as being radically different from the in-group, with differences 

often being exaggerated compared to actual reality (Greene, 2004; Turner and Tajfel, 

1986). In the context of partisan identities, these in- and out-groups line up with political 

parties. 
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Another fundamental contribution to the study of voters’ behaviour by the 

Michigan group is the ‘funnel of causality’. This concept provides a useful classification 

of causes of one’s behaviour (such as voting) – with more distant causes at the entrance 

of the funnel (such as socio-economic factors, peer groups, values and attitudes). These 

factors influence one’s partisanship, which, in turn, influences one’s perception of the 

election campaign, media messages and communication with friends and family about 

the election. These ‘immediate’ causes are located at the exit of the funnel and affect the 

final outcome: the vote. An array of studies that sprang from this tradition continue 

exploring the ways in which this method can be applied to various areas within political 

science (Wilder, 2015; Budge, Crewe and Farlie, 2010; Blondel and Svensson, 1997). 

 

Thus, partisanship has proved to be effectively a mental shortcut that people 

could use when making a complex voting decision. The notion that people may utilise all 

kinds of mental shortcuts – not just partisanship – has been thoroughly developed in an 

influential paper by Tversky and Kahneman (1975). They argued that when faced with 

making a complex decision, people use a variety of mental shortcuts (heuristics), instead 

of engaging in comprehensive analysis of all available information. Specifically, they 

identified four factors that influence the probability that a person will be using heuristics 

whilst making a decision: 

• Availability: this factor refers to the degree to which salient information is 
available; 

• Representativeness: how typical a particular piece of information is (in other 
words, whether it represents some prominent qualities of a certain class of 
information); 
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• Adjustment: this factor requires more cognitive processing from an individual. 
It is invoked if some new relevant information becomes available after the 
initial decision, so that the individual needs to adjust to it; 

• Simulation: this factor requires the most cognitive processing. It is invoked 
when there is a lack of available information and an individual needs to think 
of the consequences of his or her choice before making a decision. 

The use of heuristics in voters’ decision-making process has been extensively 

studied by the scholars of political science. For example, Brady and Sniderman (1985) 

and Sniderman, et al. (1991) explored the use of another type of mental shortcut often 

used by voters – namely, the likability heuristic. Specifically, the authors argue that 

individuals attribute their political opinions to political groups that they favour, while 

attributing the opposite opinions to those political groups that they dislike. A similar 

argument is seen in the literature on what are termed ‘projection effects’, which has 

developed within the same tradition of political psychology. For instance, numerous 

studies (e.g. Markus and Converse, 1979; Merrill, Grofman, Adams, 2001; Visser, 1994; 

Jensen, 2009) have shown that people perceive parties that they like as being closer to 

them than they actually are (‘assimilation’) and parties they dislike as being further away 

than they are (‘contrast’).  

 

The notion of 'projection effects' relates to the idea that voters may have certain 

prior biases that shape their perception of information about political parties. These 

biases are extensively analyzed in the literature on motivated reasoning (e.g., Redlawsk, 

2002; Taber and Lodge, 2006; Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010). Specifically, motivated 

reasoning implies that individuals have certain goals in mind when they process 

information (Kunda, 1990). Studies in political science have extensively focussed on two 

such goals: accuracy, which entails maintaining an accurate knowledge of an issue or 
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belief; and directional goal, which is defined by the necessity to maintain a preferable 

opinion on an issue and, therefore, higher propensity to disregard the information that 

contradicts it (Kunda, 1990; Nir, 2011). For example, experiments conducted by Slothuus 

and de Vreese (2010) have shown that 'citizens tend to respond more favorably to an 

issue frame if sponsored by a party they vote for than if the frame was promoted by 

another party' (p.642). In other words, their study demonstrated that the directional goals 

are motivated by voters' partisan preferences. The mechanics of partisan motivated 

reasoning have also been extensively explored by a number of other scholars (e.g., 

Bolsen, Druckman and Cook, 2014; Leeper and Slothuus, 2014). 

 

Thus, literature on social identity theory, motivated reasoning, partisan identity 

and heuristics predominately deals with the question of how voters process various 

types of information. Another avenue of research in political psychology explores the 

degree to which various types of information influence public opinion. A prominent 

example of research within this tradition is John Zaller’s work on the origins of mass 

opinion (1992). In his book Zaller (1992) examines how political information and 

argumentation coming from elites transform into political opinions of individuals and how 

the degree of a person's political awareness affects this process. A large number of 

researchers within this field explore the ways in which political elites influence voters’ 

preferences (e.g., Gabel and Scheve, 2007; Ray, 2003; Hooghe and Marks, 2005). Their 

research shows that elite cues play a substantial role in shaping public opinion on 

various policy issues, although this influence is mediated by such factors as party unity, 

issue salience and individual characteristics of voters. 
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Finally, another tradition of political psychology focusses on the ways in which 

the framing of an issue or a piece of information influences individuals’ decisions. One of 

the pioneering studies within this area was conducted by Tversky and Kahneman 

(1985). Specifically, it showed how differences in the  framing of acts, outcomes or 

contingencies change the perception of a problem and reverse the outcomes of the 

decision-making process (the decision involves human lives and monetary gains or 

losses). The impacts of framing on vote choice have been examined in a variety of 

contexts since Tversky and Kahneman’s study – such as framing of issues by opposing 

parties in European integration referenda (Hobolt, 2006); framing of issues in the media 

leading up to an election (Elenbaas and De Vreese, 2008); the ways in which emotions 

modify effects of framing (Druckman and McDermott, 2008). 

2.4. Anthony Downs: Rational Choice Theory applied to 
voters' behaviour 

To summarise, the first tradition that explores the underpinnings of voters’ 

behaviour gravitates towards sociology by putting an emphasis on voters' surroundings 

and social context; the second is overlapping with psychology and thus focusses more 

on an individual’s cognitive and/or emotional processes that lead to his or her vote 

choice. Finally, there is a  third tradition that lays ground for much of the current work on 

electoral behaviour and party politics.  It is based on rational choice theory, which is 

rooted in the study of economics. This approach to examining voting behaviour was first 

implemented by Anthony Downs in his Economic Theory of Voting (1957). Using the 

principles of rational choice developed by the economist Kenneth Arrow (1951), Downs 
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drew parallels between voters as consumers and parties as market-driven companies. In 

particular, the major premises of Downsian vote choice theory include the following:  

1.  voters and parties have ideal points along the left-right spectrum;  
2.  all actors – voters and parties - are rational – in other words, their 

actions are determined by their self-interest and their goals are to 
maximise one’s utility. From a voter's perspective, it means voting for 
the party that is the closest to her or his ideal point; in the case of a 
party, it means maximising the votes.  

Downs' model shaped much of the current literature on political behaviour, party 

politics, elections and their outcomes – with some studies building on its premises, and 

others putting its fundamental assumptions into question. One of the areas in political 

science that is built on the assumptions of Downs' model is focussed on the median 

voter theorem. This theorem postulates that under majoritarian systems of voting, the 

outcome of the election matches the preference of the median voter. The median voter 

theorem was elaborated by Downs (1957), who based his work on the research by 

Working and Hotelling (1929) and Black (1948). Since then researchers have been 

exploring an array of issues that relate to this theorem, including the question of how to 

measure the median voter's position and that of the government (Kim and Fording, 1998; 

Best, Budge and McDonald, 2012; Warwick and Zakharova, 2013; Best, Budge and 

McDonald, 2011); whether the governments’ positions match those of the median voter, 

or ideological congruence (McDonald and Budge, 2005; Warwick, 2010; Warwick, 2011); 

the study of parties’ movement and issue positions (Ezrow and Hellwig, 2014; 

Schumacher, 2015) and many others. 
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Downs' model paved the way for using policy dimensions in the literature on 

elections, party politics and voter behaviour. While some studies utilise a single left-right 

policy continuum in their models (Zakharova and Warwick, 2014), others apply the logic 

of placing voters and parties on a general left-right policy dimension to some specific 

policy or issue dimension(s), such as, for example, immigration (Van Spanje, 2010; 

Clarke et al., 2009) or EU integration (Hooghe, Marks and Wilson, 2002). Some 

scholars, for example Kriesi et al., (2006) point to a necessity to distinguish the 

placement of parties and voters on economical and cultural dimensions instead of the 

singular left-right one. Furthermore, as Warwick (2002, p.102) points out, majority of 

countries have a multidimensional policy space: 

...if policy spaces are onedimensional, the Median Voter Theorem (Black, 
1957) suggests that we ought to see policy dominance by the party 
containing the median legislator (the median party). In fact, the theorem 
implies that there would never be a need for governing coalitions to form 
at all since, even without controlling a parliamentary majority, the median 
party should always get its preferred policies enacted. Clearly, this does 
not often happen in West European parliamentary systems: in the 
absence of a majority party, coalitions typically take office and their 
programs are not carbon copies of those of the median parties. 
Multidimensional policy spaces are therefore a reasonable assumption in 
most if not all of these systems. 

While there is a variety of opinions of what those multiple dimensions are and 

how they should be measured (Warwick, 2002; Budge et al., 1987), the largest difficulty 

of using multiple dimensions in models that are tested across a large number of 

countries is the lack of data on voters' self-placements on alternative dimensions. 

Although some surveys, such as Comparative Study of Electoral Systems, ask the 

respondents to place themselves on an alternative dimension, the vast majority of 

respondents tend to ignore this question. 
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A variety of studies developed modifications of voters' utility function in order to 

explain voters’ actual behaviour. For example, a whole branch of literature on political 

behaviour explores what is known as ‘strategic voting’ – that is, voting not necessarily for 

the closest party, but the one that has a higher chance of winning and thereby 

preventing the least preferred outcome from happening (i.e., voting for the ‘lesser of 

evils’). In other words, studies in this area add additional components into voters' utility 

function, such as voters' views of the different parties' probabilities of winning (e.g., Cox, 

1997; Fey, 1997; Alvarez and Nagler, 2000). Other studies explore the reasons behind 

voters’ participation in an election: since the probability of affecting the outcome of an 

election for an individual voter is very low, why would he or she turn up for an election 

given the assumptions of the rational choice theory? To put this paradox into a formal 

model, Riker and Ordeshook (1968) introduced the cost of an election into voter's utility 

function (i.e., the higher the cost, the lower the probability to vote). Numerous studies 

attempted to incorporate various factors that contribute (either positively or negatively) to 

this cost for an individual voter, which affects overall voter turnout - such as, for example, 

the amount of trust that voters have in political parties (Dalton and Weldon, 2006); the 

weather on the day of the election (Gomez, Hansfers and Krause, 2007); proximity of the 

polling station (Dyck and Gimpel, 2005); social pressure (Gerber and Green, 2000 and 

2008). Explanations also include types of voting systems and political institutions 

(Powell, 1986; Jackman, 1987), as well as voters' socioeconomic characteristics, such 

as age and education (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980).  

It is apparent that the majority of studies that are based on modifications of 

Downs' theory are also rooted in political sociology and/or political psychology. Most of 

the studies mentioned in the above paragraph incorporate contextual factors into their 
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models, and many take into account the underlying psychological processes that shape 

voters' attitudes and behaviour. In fact, since the publication of the foundational works 

that shaped the three approaches to the study of voting behaviour, the majority of 

research has followed in the footsteps of more than one of these initial approaches. For 

instance, an example of cross-over between Downs' model, political sociology and 

political psychology is an area of literature that explores so-called 'economic voting', or 

how different states of economy influence voters' preferences, such as levels of approval 

of governing parties (Pickup and Evans, 2013; Lewis-Beck and Paldam, 2000; Wlezien, 

Franklin and Twiggs,1997 to name a few examples). The studies in this area often 

combine premises of political sociology (i.e., impact of surroundings on voters' 

preferences and opinions, in this case the state of the economy) with Downsian 

assumptions about voters' and parties ideal points via incorporating policy distance into 

the models of vote choice (e.g., Powell and Whitten, 1993). Finally, the explorations of 

causal relationships between voters' subjective perceptions of the economy and their 

political choices combine Downsian premises with political sociology and political 

psychology (Evans and Pickup, 2010; van der Eijk et al., 2007) 

 

The three traditions discussed in this chapter are characterised by the following 

premises: the rational choice model treats voters and parties as rational utility-

maximisers and therefore explores elections and voting from this perspective; political 

sociology acknowledges and explores complex surroundings that shape voters’ choices; 

finally, political psychology delves into the mechanics of the voters' decision-making 

process. Despite their differences in assumptions on what shapes voters' choices, these 

three approaches have one extremely important commonality – in particular, their main 
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focus is on individual-level behaviour. In fact, the three approaches do not necessarily 

contradict each other - they simply focus on different aspects of voters' behaviour. As 

illustrated above, many of the studies that followed these pioneering works incorporated 

a multitude of factors into the models that explain voters' attitudes, preferences and 

electoral choices, thereby combining the premises of all three traditions. 

2.5. Premises and assumptions of this dissertation 

This dissertation is no exception to this rule: its theoretical and methodological 

foundations are rooted, to various degrees, in all three of the original traditions. 

Specifically, the goal of this dissertation is to identify the factors that shape voters' 

feelings of like or dislike of political parties, as well as to identify the degree to which 

these feelings shape individuals' vote choice in combination with voters' position relative 

to a party.  

Methodologically, I predominantly rely on survey data, which goes back to the 

methods pioneered by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues in Columbia studies, as well as 

Converse and his colleagues in the Michigan school. The theoretical premises of this 

dissertation are rooted in a Downsian approach to the study of voting behaviour. 

Specifically, all of the models that are developed, analysed and discussed in this 

dissertation are built on the following premises: 

(a). the left-right continuum is a dominant and meaningful dimension for 
both parties and voters;1 

 
1  As noted on p. 26, while majority of countries have a policy space that is characterized by multiple dimensions, I am not aware of a cross-

country data set that would contain voters' placements of themselves and parties on multiple dimensions, as well as other variables that are used 

in the models to measure party valence. While Comparative Study of Electoral Systems does ask voters to place themselves on a second 

dimension, the responses are missing in the vast majority of cases. 
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(b). voters have ideal points (positions) on the left-right scale; 
(c). political parties also have positions on the left-right scale; 
(d). one’s position relative to the party matters for the voter when he or 

she makes an electoral choice. 

Utilising the political psychology approach, I acknowledge and subsequently deal 

with the subjectivity of voters' views of their own positions and their placements of 

political parties on the left-right spectrum. In addition to that, the concept that I attempt to 

explain in this dissertation – namely, party valence, or the degree to which an individual 

likes a party- is also rooted in the traditions of political sociology and political psychology. 

Specifically, it could be linked conceptually to leadership evaluations - although valence 

is based not just on voters' views of the leader, but also their perception of the party as a 

whole. Furthermore, following the tradition of political psychology, one can view party 

valence as a type of likability heuristic – that is, when voters are faced with a complex 

voting decision, they can potentially attribute their political views to the party that they 

like the most, which, in turn, makes that party their top choice in a given election. Using 

the logic of motivated reasoning theories, I argue that voters' positions relative to parties 

shape their valence perceptions of these parties. Following the Downsian logic with the 

elements of political psychology approach, I explore the influence of the state of 

economy on voters' perceptions of party valence. Finally, I use a political sociology 

framework to examine  the influence of media messages on voters' valence judgments 

of parties. Having discussed the evolution of political thought that led to research of 

individuals' political behaviour, as well as its three major traditions, I will now turn to the 

discussion of the primary subject of this dissertation - party valence. 
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In a seminal paper, Stokes (1963) contrasted 'valence' issues with 'position' 

issues. Specifically, he referred to valence issues as those that involve “the linking of the 

parties with some condition that is positively or negatively valued by the electorate” (p. 

373). Thus, a particular party may win votes because it is associated with low 

unemployment or high economic growth; others may lose votes because they are 

associated with corruption or war. In other words, in Stokes’ model, the electorate’s 

voting behaviour is predicted to be based on a consensus that has formed around 

valence issues, not on policy distance associated with position issues. 

2.5.1. Valence issues 

Following Stokes' approach, a large body of literature in political science has 

explored the impact of valence issues (or 'valence politics') on voting behaviour (Green 

and Jennings 2011; Green and Hobolt 2008; Green 2007; Clarke et al. 2011; Clarke et 

al. 2009; Sanders et al. 2011; Pardos-Prado 2012). Many of these studies incorporate 

the concept of 'issue ownership' - that is, the notion that certain parties are perceived by 

the electorate as being more capable than others of dealing with particular valence 

issues. In this area of valence research, the term 'valence' often appears in the context 

of 'valence politics' - that is, the notion that people choose their representatives largely 

on the basis of their judgments of party or leader competence in dealing with valence 

issues. Accordingly, the parties and candidates that are perceived as being the most 

competent in resolving valence issues tend to win elections.  

There are several lines of research in this area. Some authors examine the 

relationship between ideological diversity of party systems and the impact of valence 

politics on voting behaviour. However, the researchers in this field arrive at contradicting 
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conclusions. On one hand, Green and Hobolt (2008) and Green (2007) argue that the 

influence of perceived issue competence on voter choice increases as major parties 

converge ideologically. On the other hand, Pardos-Prado (2012) concludes that party 

polarization increases the role of valence in voting behaviour. 

Another avenue of research within this issue-oriented interpretation of valence 

deals with the components of valence politics and their influence on the vote choice 

compared to other factors (Clarke et al. 2011; Clarke et al. 2009). For example, Clarke et 

al. (2009) explore the influence of valence on vote choice in the 2005 general election in 

Britain. They develop a model of valence politics that incorporates leader evaluations, 

issue ratings, and party identification (pp. 47-49). This model is also used by Clarke et 

al. (2011), who examine the factors that influenced voters' choices in the 2008 US 

Presidential election. They conclude that the valence politics model provides a better 

explanation of vote choice than do other models, although the best explanation includes 

demographic characteristics and distance on various issue scales, in addition to all 

components of the valence model (pp. 358-359). Their argument that leader evaluations 

is one of the main components of valence politics brings Clarke et al very close to 

researchers in the area of party and candidate valence research. However, the important 

distinction here is that Clarke and his colleagues are emphasizing that all three 

components of valence politics - that is, leader evaluations, issue ratings, and party ID - 

are essential 'ingredients' of valence politics, whereas models of candidate and party-

centered valence exclude the two latter components and include voters' judgments of 

party competence, unity and integrity (Adams et al., 2011). 
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2.5.2. Candidate or party valence 

The second interpretation of the term 'valence' relates to positive or negative 

qualities associated with parties and candidates. Thus, valence increases as voters 

associate more positive qualities with a party (arising, for example, from a charismatic 

candidate), and decreases with  more negative qualities compared to other parties (for 

example, incompetent party elites).  

While most of the studies treat candidate valence as a single parameter that 

embraces all sorts of non-policy related qualities of a party or a candidate, some authors 

make a distinction between different types of candidate valence. For example, Adams et 

al. (2011, p.17) and Stone and Simas (2010, pp.373-375) distinguish between 

'character-based valence' (which includes such qualities as candidate integrity, 

competence, and dedication to public service), and 'strategic', or 'campaign' valence, 

which refers to candidate's ability to raise funds for election campaign, the degree of 

their name recognition and campaign skills. Schofield (2003, pp.381-382) explores how 

popularity valence (that is, valence of a candidate from electorate's point of view) 

influences candidates' policy positions compared to his or her activist valence (valence 

of a candidate from party activists' point of view). Finally, Schofield (2004, pp.453-454) 

distinguishes between 'exogenous' valence, which refers to voters’ perception of how 

effective a party is likely to be as a government (its value is the same for the whole 

population), and 'socio-demographic' valence, which varies among different groups of 

the population. 

One of the major areas in political science that adopts a candidate-centred view 

of valence is research on party politics. Specifically, valence is often integrated as one of 
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the assumptions into the formal models that attempt to explain the dynamics of parties' 

movement on the ideological scale (Groselclose 2001; Ansolabehere and Snyder 2000; 

Dix and Santore 2002; Adams and Merrill 2009 to name just a few examples). In the vast 

majority of these models valence is treated as a constant parameter for all voters (i.e., 

some candidates have larger valence and some candidates have smaller one, which 

results in a 'valence advantage' of one candidate over another). Research in this area 

mainly focuses on scenarios with two candidates with given valence parameters 

(Hummel 2010; Dix and Santore 2002; Adams and Merrill 2013; Groselclose 2001)2. The 

goals of these studies usually include a search for equilibria that determine which 

candidate will choose a more moderate or more extreme position. The exact 

specification of assumptions varies across studies. For example, in a number of studies, 

Adams and Merrill explore how different types of candidates' goals influence their 

strategy: their paper from 2009 compares the strategies of policy- and vote-seeking 

parties; in their work in 2013 they look at what happens to candidates' policy positions 

when candidates themselves are valence-seeking (i.e., a candidate would prefer that a 

more capable person wins the election, even though it may be her or his opponent). 

Another parameter that varies across different studies is the amount of uncertainty in the 

model. For example, in some models, candidates know who has the valence advantage 

before the election (Bernhardt et al. 2010); in others, there is a known component (pre-

election valence), as well as an unmeasured one (campaign valence) (Adams and 

Merrill 2008). In some models, candidates can increase their valence, usually via raising 

campaign funds (Zakharov 2009); in others, candidates have no control over their 

valence (Hummel 2010).  
 
2   Some of the exceptions are Schofield et al. (2011 and 2013); Adams and Merrill (2009); Adams et al. (2013). In these studies, the authors 

examine multiparty systems. 
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2.5.3. Party valence: an aggregate concept 

The problem with the concept of valence in the literature on party politics is that it 

is treated for the most part as a parameter that does not vary across voters. However, a 

few studies have challenged this approach. For example, Gouret et al. (2011) introduce 

the concept of 'intensity valence', which decreases with distance to a voter's ideal point 

(p.313). The authors find strong empirical support for this model using a pre-election 

survey in the French presidential election of 2007 (p.328). Similar to this approach, Miller 

(2011) proposes to use the concept of effectiveness instead of valence; effectiveness 

refers to the perceived likelihood that a candidate will change policy from the status-quo 

(p.53). Effectiveness varies across voters depending on voters' ideal policy preferences. 

In other words, voters will not want a candidate to be 'effective' if he/she will change the 

status quo to a policy position that is far from theirs. Effectiveness includes personal 

qualities, competence, policy factors and incumbency (pp.56-57). These two papers 

arrive at a similar set of results, albeit giving different names to their concepts of interest. 

In broad terms, they show that valence is not constant on the individual level, and that 

this variation can be explained by the distance between candidates' positions and voters' 

ideal points. 

Although most of the research on the role of valence in party positioning is 

theoretical, several studies also incorporate empirical elements into their analyses. The 

question arises then, how should party or candidate-centred valence be measured? 

Clark (2009, pp.112-113) uses a measure of valence based on media coverage of 

events that affect parties' images related to competence, integrity and unity.  Stone and 

Simas (2010) and Adams et al. (2011) use the ratings of candidates in various electoral 

districts in the US that have been given to the candidates by the members of national 
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party conventions (both Republican and Democrat). This measure produces a valence 

score for each candidate that does not vary among the voters. Gouret et al. (2011) 

measure valence using a question on one's degree of satisfaction if a particular 

candidate were elected (p.318). 

Interestingly, studies of party politics arrive at two conclusions that are in direct 

opposition to one another. The first is that a candidate with a valence advantage will 

position him- or herself closer to the median voter, and a disadvantaged candidate will 

take a position closer to periphery (Laver and Sergenti 2012, Chapter 9; Stone and 

Simas 2010; Hummel 2010; Adams and Merrill 2013; Groseclose 2001). The studies by 

Groselclose (2001) and Hummel (2010) conclude that a candidate with valence 

advantage will prefer a more moderate position, whereas a disadvantaged candidate will 

choose a more extreme position.  Laver and Sergenti frame their argument in terms of 

'voter density' - that is, a candidate with a valence advantage will locate him- or herself 

where voter density is higher, and a disadvantaged candidate, accordingly, will choose a 

position where density is lower. Stone and Simas (2010) arrive at a conclusion that 

candidates with stronger character (i.e., higher character valence) will locate themselves 

closer to the average ideal point of their district; candidates with lower character valence 

will choose more extreme positions. Adams and Merrill (2013) argue that in a model with 

valence-seeking candidates the disadvantaged candidates are motivated to take more 

extreme positions (p.140).  

The other set of findings directly contradicts these results. For example, Peress 

(2010) concludes that increasing valence advantage will allow a candidate to move 

closer to his or her ideal point (in other words, away from the centre). Adams and Merrill 

(2009, pp. 541-542) argue that policy-seeking parties with a valence advantage will 
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choose a more extreme position, whereas disadvantaged parties will choose to 

moderate their positions. Zakharov (2009) also argues that increased valence (which he 

interprets as campaign funds) leads to increased party system polarization. In a similar 

vein, Pickup and Hobolt (2015) find that a minority government in Canada tends to 

become more responsive to the mean voter as its popularity ratings (measured through 

vote intention) drop, and becomes more legislatively effective while proposing policies 

that are close to its party base when its popularity ratings increase above 40%. 

2.5.4. Candidate valence in media and communications research 

Studies on media and communications use the concept of valence in its most 

'literal' sense - a positive or a negative score that candidates obtain based on the media 

coverage (e.g., Kiousis, 2004). In particular, there are many studies that examine the 

impact of negative campaign ads on a candidate's valence (Bizer et al. 2013; Carraro et 

al. 2010; Shapiro and Rieger 1992). In these studies, candidate valence is understood in 

terms of leader evaluations. Interestingly, all of the studies arrive at the same conclusion: 

negative ads hurt both the candidate and the opponent that is featured in the ad (eg., 

Carraro et al. 2010; Marks et al. 2012). Moreover, Shapiro and Rieger (1992) and 

Haddock and Zanna (1997) find evidence that negative ads actually hurt the ratings of 

the ad sponsor more than those of the target. 

2.5.5. Candidate valence in psychology research 

Finally, the concept of candidate-centred valence has been extensively explored 

in psychology. However, unlike political scientists, psychologists do not treat valence as 

a given construct. Instead, they explore the dimensions of valence (which is usually 
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referred to as 'source valence') that influence person's vote choice. These studies mainly 

employ survey methods and lab experiments. Their results correspond very well with the 

view of valence in political science. For example, Allen and Post (2004, p.182) find that 

the dimensions of source valence that influence one's preference for a candidate consist 

of attitude homophily (or closeness in views, which can be related to policy distance in 

political science) and competence. In line with that, Funk (1997) presents evidence that 

candidate competence (eg., task-oriented traits) influences candidate evaluations to a 

much larger degree than candidate's personal qualities such as warmth. 

2.6. Valence: summary and deficiencies in the literature 

As it is evident from the previous sections, valence is used in a variety of 

contexts, and may refer to fairly different phenomena (i.e., valence issues versus party 

or candidate valence). Phenomena associated with valence are often conceptualized on 

the individual level in the area of psychology, as well as political science research on 

valence issues (in which case the subject of analysis is voters' assessments of parties 

that are most competent on certain valence issues). However, in the literature that deals 

with character-based valence (people's emotional assessments of parties, leaders, as 

well as their perceptions of party unity, integrity, competence and so on) valence has 

been mainly conceptualized on an aggregate level (i.e, some parties have 'less' valence 

and some have 'more' of it, and that it is constant across the voters).3 I argue, however, 

that this level of analysis fails to address an important issue. Specifically, whereas it is 
 
3  Although studies that incorporate party valence into their models for the most part treat it as an aggregate-level concept, this is not true of 

the literature on leadership evaluations (e.g., Banducci and Karp, 2000; Bittner, 2011). However while voters' perceptions of leaders' qualities are 

an important component of party valence, it is not the only one (see Chapter 3 for the discussion of the measure of valence). Therefore, the 

problem of aggregate level of analysis in the literature on party valence is not really addressed in the studies that incorporate voters' leadership 

evaluations. 
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certainly possible that one party may have a more charismatic leader or larger amount of 

campaign funds compared to another party, individual perceptions of this party's valence 

will still differ across the population. In other words, just because politician A is, on 

average, perceived as a more competent and charismatic person does not imply that 

every single voter thinks that politician A is the most attractive (or has highest valence) 

compared to other politicians.  

This dissertation is primarily motivated by the necessity of incorporating voters' 

subjective perceptions of parties' valence into the literature. However, doing that raises 

two fundamental issues:  (1) how to measure valence judgments at the individual level, 

and (2) how to avoid bundling in endogeneity in the measurement process. I will address 

both of these problems in the next chapter. Conceptualizing valence as varying across 

individual voters also raises the hitherto relatively unexplored issue of its sources, which 

I will examine in chapters 4 and 5. Thus, there are two specific deficiencies in the 

current literature on valence, which subsequent chapters will focus on: 

The first deficiency is that the vast majority of studies treat valence as a 

parameter that does not vary within populations (i.e., that each party has a certain 

'valence score' that is constant among voters). 

The second deficiency relates to the fact that although valence is accepted as 

an important factor that influences voting behaviour and party positioning, there are a 

very small number of studies that look into the sources of valence. Instead, it appears as 

an independent variable in most of the research. 
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2.7. Research hypotheses 

To address the deficiencies in the literature mentioned above, I need to consider 

the factors that may influence voters' perceptions of party valence. The sources of 

valence on the individual level could be classified into two groups: the short-term factors 

that are pertinent to a particular election, and the long-term factors that are more 

permanent and do not change much from one election to the next. The first group of 

factors includes particular economic and political climate in the country during the period 

leading up to an election, as well as certain qualities of the candidates (for example, their 

socio-economic and demographic characteristics, the amount of charisma, etc.). The 

second group includes a person's individual characteristics (demographic and socio-

economic) as well as his or her political views (e.g., ideological position). Although 

testing all of the factors mentioned above is beyond the scope of this project, I will 

attempt to identify the degree to which some of the long-term and short-term factors 

shape voters' perceptions of party valence. Specifically, I will be testing empirically a 

following series of hypotheses: 

(H1): One's position on the left-right scale relative to a party influences one's 

valence judgement for that party. Position will be measured in two different ways: 

distance between individual's position and that of a party, as well as whether an 

individual is on the same side as a party (i.e., either both are on the left or on the right 

from the centre, or one is on the left and another one is on the right from the center). The 

measure of the same or opposite side, which will be referred to as 'opposite side' in this 

dissertation, will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.  
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(H2.1): The economic situation within a country during the period leading up to 

the election affects voters' valence judgements of political parties. 

(H2.2) Distance and 'opposite side' will modify the effects of the economic 

situation within a country during the period leading up to the election on voters' valence 

judgments of parties. 

This hypothesis will be tested separately for parties in government and those 

who are not, since obviously parties that are in government may be perceived as bearing 

higher responsibility for the state of the economy. I expect that individual's valence 

judgments of the incumbent parties that are located on the same side as him- or herself 

will not be affected by the worsening state of the economy. At the same time, I expect 

that worsening state of the economy will considerably reduce the valence of the 

incumbent parties located on the opposite side of an individual. I expect that these 

effects will be not as strong (or, potentially, non-existent) for non-incumbent parties, 

since they do not bear as much responsibility for the state of the economy. 

(H3.1): Media evaluations of political leaders during the period leading up to the 

election influence voters' valence judgements of political parties. 

(H3.2) Distance and 'opposite side' will modify the effects of media evaluations of 

political leaders during the period leading up to the election on voters' valence judgments 

of parties. 

I expect that more positive media coverage will substantially increase the valence 

of parties that are located on the same side as an individual, but will not significantly 

change the valence of the parties located on the opposite side. For parties that are 
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located on the opposite side, I expect that more negative media coverage will reinforce 

the effects of distance and side. In other words, I expect that negative media coverage 

will decrease the valence of parties on the opposite side more compared to those 

located on the same side as an individual. 

 

In order to demonstrate the validity of the valence measure developed in this 

dissertation, it is essential to show that it actually affects the vote. Furthermore, it is 

important to understand the way in which it shapes the vote in conjunction with positional 

factors. Therefore, the fourth hypothesis tests the nature of the relationship between 

valence, positional factors and the vote: 

(H4) Individuals' valence judgments of political parties, their distance to parties' 

positions on the left-right scale, as well as 'opposite side' will influence their vote 

choices. 

This list identifies each hypothesis only in general terms; throughout chapters 4, 

5 and 6, I will expand each of them into two or more specific hypotheses. 

  



 

37 

Chapter 3.  
 
Research Methodology 

To recapitulate, the goal of this project is to explore valence judgments of political 

parties on the individual level by identifying their sources and consequences for voting 

behaviour.  Since voters' valence judgements of political parties are highly subjective 

and can depend on a variety of factors surrounding an election, testing these 

hypotheses in the context of one country or even one election may yield results that are 

affected by specifics of that particular country or election - including the demographic 

characteristics of party leaders, their levels of charisma, types of campaign, particular 

political context and so on.  

Instead, this study is conducted at a higher level of the ladder of abstraction, if 

we were to apply Sartori's terminology (1970) - that is, the models are tested across a 

large number of elections in various countries. Thus, my goal is to identify the patterns 

that characterise voters' behaviour and attitudes that are present regardless of the 

context or individual-level characteristics. Using Przeworski and Teune's (1970) 

classification of inquiry methods, I utilize the "most different systems design", which 

'takes as the starting point the variation of the observed behaviour at a level lower than 

that of the systems' (Przeworski and Teune, 1970, p.34). Furthermore, 'systemic factors 

are not given any special place among the possible predictors of behaviour' (p.34). In 



 

38 

other words, my goal is to identify the patterns that are common in a variety of systems, 

since this is missing from the current literature on party valence. 

The findings of this dissertation can hopefully be used as a valuable starting point 

to conduct research into the sources of valence and its impact on vote choice in diverse 

institutional contexts. In other words, while this project is aimed at detecting patterns of 

relationships at the individual level, its results may provide a base for a study that would 

explore the interplay between systemic factors (for example, type of electoral systems, 

ideological diversity of parties and so on) and valence effects. Furthermore, although it is 

evident that valence effects on voting may play out differently for different types of 

individuals, the study of the interaction of valence effects and individual-level 

characteristics (such as, for example, levels of political awareness, social context, etc.) 

on vote choice is beyond the scope of this work. Nevertheless, it is one of the potential 

avenues of future research.  

3.1. Data: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 

In order to test the hypotheses outlined in the previous chapter in accordance 

with the "most different systems" design, a large dataset that includes a variety of 

elections from around the world is required. In addition to that, it should contain the 

survey questions that could be used for measuring my variables of interest. Of all the 

datasets available online, the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) data set 

best fits these criteria. The CSES is a collaboroative  research project that is conducted 

by a variety of election teams from all over the world. While carrying out their own 

election surveys, each research team includes a certain common set of of survey 

questions in their post-election studies. The responses from various countries are then 
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merged into one dataset along with a set of other variables that measure both individual-

level variables, such as voters' demographic characterisistics and vote choices, as well 

as system-level variables, such as the type of election, district and so on. The 

questionnaires and research design are products of collaboration among the leading 

international scholars in the fields of voting behaviour, electoral politics and political 

science in general. To this date, four modules of CSES have been released; the CSES 

datasets  have been used in 893 publications, including books, book chapters, journal 

articles, conference presentations, dissertations and working papers (www.cses.org). 

The models developed in this dissertation will be tested on the national election 

surveys included in Module 3 of the CSES data set, since at the time that data analyses 

were conducted, this was the latest module, and the only one to contain all survey 

questions required for measuring the models' components. The third module of CSES 

comprises a large number of surveys dated from 2006 to 2011, which have been 

conducted in a wide range of countries around the world. Chapter 4 will use the 2012 

data release; Chapters 5 and 6 will use the data which have been released in 2014 (this 

corresponds with the timing of writing these chapters). The 2012 release covers 36 

elections held in 25 countries in the period of 2006-2011.  Only 10 of the 36 surveys had 

to be excluded from the analysis because of missing variables or excessive amounts of 

missing data.4  The model in Chapter 5 is estimated across 27 elections in 25 countries 

around the globe5. 

 
4  The excluded surveys are: Belarus (2008), Brazil (2005 and 2010), Hong Kong (2008), Croatia (2007), Japan (2007), Slovenia (2007), 

South Korea (2008, Thailand (2007) and Taiwan (2008). 

5   Following elections are included into the analysis: Australia 2007, Canada 2008, Czech Republic 2007, Czech Republic 2010, Germany 

2005, Germany 2009, Denmark 2007, Estonia 2011. Finland 2007, Finland 2011, , Greece 2009, Ireland 2007, Iceland 2007, Iceland 2009, Israel 
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The CSES data has a hierarchical structure, meaning that survey respondents 

(the lower level units) are nested within the elections (the upper level units)6. There are 

two ways in which this kind of data can be treated: one can pool all the data together 

and estimate a multilevel model, or one can run analyses separately for each election. 

Multilevel techniques take into account the fact that individuals within the groups are not 

independent - that is, they are influenced by context-dependent factors. The majority of 

multilevel studies in political science deal with only two levels. However, data can be 

organized in three, four and so on levels, in which cases the analysis may become quite 

complicated.  

Most often hierarchical models in political science are estimated using maximum 

likelihood estimation (Bowers and Drake, 2005). Another way to handle hierarchical data 

is to run individual-level analyses within each upper-level unit (in the case of CSES, 

every election). Throughout the dissertation I use a combination of these two methods, 

since they greatly complement each other. Estimating a separate model in each election 

allows me to examine the micro-level relationships and see whether those relationships 

vary conditionally on the context. Another advantage of running separate analyses is the 

relative clarity of the results and the simplicity of their interpretation. At the same time, 

estimating a multilevel model allows me to explore the ways in which system-level 

 
2006, Latvia 2010, Mexico 2006, Mexico 2009, Netherlands 2006, Netherlands 2010, Norway 2005, Norway 2009, New Zealand 2008, Slovakia 

2010, Slovenia 2008, Sweden 2006, Switzerland 2007. Following elections were excluded due to missing data or elections for the president or 

Upper Chamber only: Belarus (2008), Brazil (2006 and 2010), Chile (2009), Croatia (2007), Hong Kong (2008), Japan (2007), Peru (2011), 

Philippines (2010), Romania (2009), South Africa (2009), South Korea (2008), Taiwan (2008), Thailand (2007), Turkey (2011), United States 

(2008), Uruguay (2009), Austria (2008), France (2007), Poland (2005), Poland (2007), Portugal (2009), Spain (2008) 

6   One could argue that the data also needs to be clustered by country, since some of the elections appear more than once in the data set. 

However, none of the elections appears more than twice within the same country. Furthermore, the number of countries that have two elections 

within the same data set is considerably small: 4 countries in the data set used in Chapter 4, 8 countries in Chapter 5 and 7 countries in Chapter 6. 

Therefore, clustering by country does not appear to be necessary. 
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factors influence individual-level relationships. Therefore, I use the separate analyses for 

exploratory purposes and then estimate a full multilevel model in chapters 4 and 5. 

Arguably, CSES surveys could also be treated as time-series data as some 

countries appear in all three modules of the study. However, the respondents to the 

survey are different for each module; therefore, a time-series analysis can only be done 

on an aggregate level. In this case, the number of time points at which the data have 

been gathered for the countries that appear in all three modules is quite small, and 

would face a small-N problem in any analyses. Therefore, I will not treat CSES data as a 

time-series, although a longitudinal study of valence is certainly one of the possible 

future directions of this project. 

 

Another data set that is used in Chapter 5 has been created and used by other 

researchers (Clark 2009 and Abney et al. 2013). This data set is based on the content 

analysis of the news reports from 1976 to 2001 in Keesing's Record of World Events. 

Specifically, each news report has been evaluated in terms of "information that reflected 

on the character-based valence of a specific political party (or parties), specifically on the 

integrity, competence and unity of the party’s elites" (Abney et al., p.66). The contents of 

this data set overlap with the CSES data in four cases, which will be used for analyses in 

Chapter 5. I leave discussion of the details of the model and this data set to Chapter 5. 
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3.2. Measuring ideological positions and the problem of 
Differential Item Functioning 

Having introduced the main sources of data used in this project, I will now turn to 

the discussion of issues associated with the measurement of variables. All models 

include the following main components: 

1. party valence; 
2.  distance between an individual and a party; 
3.  position of the individual relative to the party (on the same or on the 

opposite side relative to the centre). 

These variables are measured using the CSES questions that ask respondents 

to place a certain stimulus (a party or themselves) on a numeric scale. For example, 

policy distance is measured via responses to questions that ask respondents to place 

themselves and the parties in the election on an eleven-point scale (where ‘0’ indicates 

extreme left and ‘10’ indicates extreme right). However, responses to these questions 

should not necessarily be taken at face value.  While the scale is numeric, it is 

essentially an ordinal scale, since we do not know the exact distance between each of 

the points on the scale. In other words, each respondent may have a subjective 

perception of the scale, which puts the comparabilty of each response with each other 

into question (Knapp, 1990). 

Furthermore, the ways in which the left-right scale is interpreted may vary from 

individual to individual, a phenomenon known as differential item functioning, or DIF.  For 

instance, a person who holds extreme left-wing views may see all parties as further to 

the right (‘bias’) and/or may see them as bunched more closely together (‘stretch’) than a 

centrist would.  This might be fine if the goal were to measure distance solely as it is 
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perceived by the individual, but it becomes problematic when the goal is to compare 

perceptions with reality.    

The problem that people may perceive scales in different ways was raised by 

Brady (1985), who argued that 'The lack of interpersonal comparability in survey 

responses may pose a more serious difficulty than either errors in measurement or 

ordinal data' (p. 269). This issue has also been discussed by Aldrich and McKelvey 

(1977), who argued that survey respondents may perceive the latent dimension 

differently; their own preferences may distort their placements of political parties and 

leaders (Aldrich and McKelvey, 1977, p.112; Hare et al., 2015). For example, '...a voter 

who is himself a hawk is likely to interpret the endpoints of the Vietnam scale in order to 

accommodate his own ideal point, thus pushing his perceptions of the candidates farther 

to the left then the dove would' (Aldrich and McKelvey, 1977, p.112).  

This problem was tackled by Aldrich and McKelvey (1977) via a method that 

treated subjective placements of various stimuli (such as political parties or candidates) 

as linear distortions of the “true” positions of these stimuli (Hare et al., 2015). For each 

respondent, the Aldrich-McKelvey (A-M) method estimated parameters of perceptual 

distortion, with the intercept treated as a "shift" of the scale, and the slope treated as a 

"stretch" of the scale. This enabled recovery of the "true" positions of the stimuli along 

with respondents' self-placements, if these were included in a survey (Hare et al., 2015). 

However, the problem associated with using the A-M scaling method is that it 

only incorporates the responses from individuals who have placed all of the stimuli on 

the scale; therefore, any respondent who has not placed even one party is dropped from 

the data set. This means that after scaling large portions of the data (often more than 
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50% of all responses) are essentially lost. Fortunately, a recent modification of A-M 

method developed by Hare et al. (2015) allows one to retain the data from all 

respondents, even those who have not placed all parties on the scale. As well as the 

original A-M scaling method, Hare's scale uses individuals' perceptual data (such as 

placements of political parties and individuals themselves) on a latent dimension. It 

treats the placements as distorted positions of the 'true' stimuli, and, using Bayesian 

estimation, it recovers the locations of the stimuli and individuals' self-placements (Hare 

et al., 2015, p.8). 

Using the Bayesian A-M scaling procedure to obtain party positions along with 

respondents' self-placements7 enabled me to obtain the most objective measures of 

individual's position relative to a party (including distance and 'side'). However, I also 

utilise the subjective measures of these variables in Chapters 4 and 5. Comparing the 

results of the models that use subjective vs. objective perceptions of respondents' party 

placements and their own positions allows me to analyse the degree to which the results 

are distorted by subjective measures of distance. 

3.3. Measuring party valence: survey questions 

Having discussed the problems of measurement of the main independent 

variables, I will now turn to the measurement of the main dependent variable (for 

Chapters 4, and 5), which is party valence. Since valence issues, going back to Stokes' 

 

7   In order to perform the scaling, I have created a data set with respondents' placements of themselves and parties in a given election (with 

one row per person). Using an A-M Bayesian scaling set of commands in statistical program 'R', I have obtained DIF-corrected individuals' self-

placements, as well as party positions for each election. Technical details and the logic behind Bayesian A-M scaling are described in Hare et al. 

(2015). 
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definition, are those that the electorate generally agrees on, then, by the same logic, 

party valence should be something that is viewed as 'good' by a majority of voters: for 

example, party integrity, leader's competence in resolving important issues, honest and 

charismatic party elites.  Therefore, I conceptualize valence as individuals' perceptions 

of these qualities of a given party. However, existing data sets that cover large numbers 

of elections, such as CSES, rarely contain questions that would provide precise 

measures of these assessments. Nevertheless, the third module of CSES contains three 

questions which can be used for that purpose. First, it contains a question that asks 

respondents to name a party that they think is most able to deal with the most important 

issue that faces the country. Second, there are two questions on how a person feels 

about each of the (1) main parties in the election and (2) these parties' leaders. Both 

answers are measured on an eleven-point scale ranging from 0 (dislike) to 10 (like).8 

While the wording of these questions does not exactly reflect one's judgments of party 

competence, integrity, leader charisma and so on, it still potentially captures a large 

aspect of party valence. In particular, if the leader is charismatic and appears to know 

what he or she is doing, a person will be more likely to ‘like’ the leader. If a party has a 

large campaign fund, then it is likely (although this may not always be true) to produce 

clever campaign ads that will improve its image in the eyes of the electorate; therefore, it 

should be 'liked' more by the electorate. At the same time, if a party or its leader has 

been involved in a scandal, voters will probably tend to dislike it.  

It is worth mentioning that the CSES surveys also contain a question asking 

respondents to identify which party they feel closest to. Huber, Kernel and Leoni (2005, 
 
8   While party identification could arguably be the long-term source of these ratings, there has been some evidence (e.g., Katz and Mair, 

1994; Bean, 1992) that the effects of partisan identities have been weakening over the last few decades. Therefore, these ratings do not 

necessarily equate with voters' partisan identifications. 
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pp. 367-368) argue that this question taps into individual preferences directly related to 

party identification, a key concept in American election studies and an item that Clark et 

al. (2009) interpret as a valence component. This was excluded from my valence 

measure, however, because of the risk that ‘closeness’ is interpreted by respondents in 

a policy distance sense. Since the majority of the models developed in this dissertation 

use policy distance as an independent variable, it is important that the construction of 

the dependent variable not ‘bundle in’ distance judgments. 

3.3.1. Obtaining a single measure of party valence perceptions 

In order to test the assumption that party affect, leader affect, and perceived 

party competence measure a common latent construct, I performed a series of principal 

components analyses, one for each election.  Principal component analysis (PCA) is a 

technique that can be used for reducing the number of variables that are highly 

correlated (Suhr, 2005). In other words, the highly correlated observed variables are 

reduced to 'a smaller number of principal components which account for most of the 

variance of the observed variables' (Suhr, 2005, p. 1) The first principal component that 

is extracted from observed variables accounts for the largest proportion of variance in 

the data. The second principal component is uncorrelated with the first one and accounts 

for the second largest amount of variance in the data, and so on (Suhr, 2005, pp.1-2). 

 

Returning back to the measure of valence, the observed variables that are 

believed to be associated with respondent's perceptions of party valence are: 

o a respondent’s rating of a particular party; 
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o a respondent’s rating of that party's leader; 

o  a dichotomous indicator of whether the party was regarded as the most 
competent.   

These variables are highly correlated with each other in each election (with party 

affect and leader affect yielding a correlation coefficient between 0.65 to 0.87; party 

competence ratings  and leader affect yielding correlation coefficients ranging from .31 to 

.60; and party competence and party affect yielding correlation coefficients ranging 

between .36 to .61). Correlation coefficients of party and leader affect variables with 

those of the party competence ratings are understandably lower due to the fact that 

party and leader affect are measured on the scale from 0 to 10, while party competence 

is a dichotomous measure (with the values of 0 and 1). Nevertheless, considering such a 

difference in measurement scales, the correlation coefficients are quite high. 

 

The results of principal component analysis reveal that all three variables 

invariably load highly on the first principal component, producing explained variances 

that range from 41% to 71%, with an average of 60% (see Table 3.1 for full results).  

These high levels of shared variance indicate a strong element of commonality in 

assessments: respondents who tend to like a party also tend to like its leader and 

believe it to be competent.  Therefore, the principal component (factor) scores for the 

first component in each analysis are used as a measure of individual-level valence It is 

noteworthy that the factor analyses used to estimate individuals' valence assessments 

could also be done party-by-party within every election. However, since principal 

component scores are standardized, the consequence would be that the valence scores 

for every party would have the same mean and variance. In other words, aggregate 
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valence scores for all parties would be the same, which seems quite unrealistic. 

However, the results to be presented in Chapter 4 are essentially unaffected by this 

measurement strategy. 

Table 3.1. Pearson's R correlation coefficients for leader affect, party affect, 
party competence; explained variance of PCA (first component) 

Country Party Affect 
and Leader 
Affect 

Party Affect 
and Party 
Competence 

Leader Affect 
and Party 
Competence 

Explained 
variance of PCA 
first component 

Australia 
2007 

0.80 0.54 0.55 61% 

Canada 
2008 

0.79 0.56 0.46 68% 

Czech 
Republic 
2006 

0.86 0.61 0.60 67% 

Czech 
Republic 
2010 

0.82 0.51 0.44 64% 

Denmark 
2007 

0.84 0.46 0.40 51% 

Estonia 
2011 

0.85 0.54 0.50 63% 

Finland 
2007 

0.73 0.42 0.31 60% 

Finland 
2011 

0.77 0.45 0.36 63% 

France 
2007 

0.83 0.57 0.54 65% 

Germany 
2005 

0.75 0.45 0.41 61% 

Germany 
2009 

0.78 0.47 0.44 51% 

Greece 
2009 

0.75 0.55 0.51 66% 

Iceland 
2007 

0.79 0.56 0.47 66% 

Iceland 
2009 

0.81 0.55 0.46 64% 
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Ireland 
2007 

0.74 0.47 0.44 66% 

Israel 2006 0.78 0.42 0.39 66% 

Latvia 2010 0.68 0.53 0.39 64% 

Mexico 
2006 

0.84 0.38 0.40 49% 

Mexico 
2009 

0.67 0.57 0.45 50% 

Netherlands 
2006 

0.80 0.36 0.30 50% 

Netherlands 
2010 

0.78 0.26 0.22 46% 

Norway 
2005 

0.79 0.46 0.40 62% 

Norway 
2009 

0.80 0.43 0.37 63% 

New 
Zealand 
2008 

0.86 0.54 0.53 59% 

Poland2005 0.73 0.58 0.47 42% 

Poland 
2007 

0.80 0.59 0.51 71% 

Portugal 
2009 

0.75 0.56 0.48 68% 

Slovakia 
2010 

0.87 0.56 0.53 41% 

Slovenia 
2008 

0.72 0.43 0.37 63% 

Sweden 
2006 

0.80 0.49 0.42 60% 

Spain 2008 0.84 0.46 0.40 62% 

Switzerland 
2007 

0.64 0.51 0.41 64% 

 

Since the measure of valence judgments is largely based on ordinal variables 

(i.e., one's feelings for a party or a leader), one could argue that they, too, should be 
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corrected for DIF.  Doing so, however, would eliminate much that this project seeks to 

explain. By using DIF-corrected measure of distance, I reach the goal of obtaining party 

placements and self-placements on an externally-supplied ideological scale that is 

interpreted in the same way by all respondents in a given country. In the case of the 

valence variable, I am interested in creating a measure that reflects assessments of 

parties as felt by the respondent, regardless of whether he or she interprets the 

measuring instrument differently from other respondents. In fact, if I eliminate perceptual 

bias from the valence measure, the analyses become meaningless, since I am 

interested in the sources of this bias (i.e., why people give higher valence to some 

parties but not the others). Thus, the variables that compose the valence measure 

remained uncorrected. 

 

Having discussed the general methodological approach and the problems of 

measurement of the models' main components, I will now turn to the actual analyses, 

starting with investigation into the sources of party valence that are rooted in a person's 

position relative to a party. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
The Sources of Valence Judgments: The Role of 
Policy Distance and the Structure of the Left-Right 
Spectrum9 

Despite the fact that valence appears to matter both in terms of electoral 

outcomes and party strategies, the number of studies that explore its sources is 

surprisingly small.10  When it comes to the sources of valence judgments, the key 

explanatory factor – leaving aside episodic events such as scandals – has been the 

policy distance separating the respondent and the party or candidate being evaluated.  

In an early study, Page and Jones (1979) employed structural equations to demonstrate 

the presence of reciprocal effects among partisan attachments, perceived policy 

distance, and candidate evaluations in the context of US elections.  More recently, 

studies have demonstrated an impact of policy distance on leader ratings (Clarke et al., 

2009, pp.136-142) and on assessments of party competence (Sanders et al. 2011) in 

Britain.  Gouret et al. (2011) demonstrated a similar effect of policy distance on 

 

9   This chapter (which has been modified to fit into the dissertation format) was published in Comparative Political Studies Journal in 2014. It 

was co-authored by Maria Zakharova and Paul Warwick. 

10  Although the number of studies that look into the sources of party valence is rather small, some authors have looked into the sources of 

voters' leadership evaluations, particularly voters' individual characteristics (e.g., Bittner, 2011, pp.53-73) or candidate's gender (e.g., Hayes and 

McAllister, 1997). However, voters' attitudes towards political leaders are not the only (or main) component of party valence; therefore, it is deemed 

necessary to examine the sources of party valence. Furthermore, more often than not, leadership evaluations appear to be explanatory factors 

rather than the concepts that are being explained (e.g., Banducci and Karp, 2000; Belucci, Garzia and Lewis-Beck, 2015). 
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candidate valence (which they called ‘intensity valence’) in the 2007 French presidential 

election. 

The exploration of the sources of individual valence judgments has thus been 

very limited, both with respect to the countries examined and the causal factors 

considered.  The objective of this chapter is to expand the investigation of the sources of 

valence judgments on both these fronts.  Specifically, we employ national surveys 

provided by the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (2012) to examine the extent to 

which valence judgments individuals make in a wide variety of political systems are 

affected, not only by the distance to parties on the left-right spectrum, but also by the 

parties’ spatial positioning on that dimension.  With respect to positioning, our hypothesis 

is that individuals attribute higher valence scores to parties located on the same side of 

the left-right spectrum as they occupy than to parties located on the other side, 

independent of their actual (or even perceived) distance from party's position.  In other 

words, we hypothesize that valence evaluations are affected by a generalized 

interpretation of party systems as two-sided or bilateral.11 

The presentation unfolds as follows.  In the next section, we present the basic 

model to be estimated and discuss the manner in which its variables are measured.  

Particular attention will be devoted to two challenging measurement issues: potential 

endogeneity (the possibility that valence judgments affect perceptions of party positions 

and hence distance) and differential item functioning (the possibility that respondents 

vary in the way they interpret the stimulus, the left-right scale).  The results, based both 

 
11   The term ‘bilateralism’ suggests directional models, but this hypothesis differs from extant models in key ways.  Unlike the Rabinowitz-

Macdonald model, emotional intensity or compensational thinking (see fn. 1) plays no role; unlike Matthews’ (1979) model, the sides are defined by 

the center of the left-right scale, not by the status quo point.   
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on subjective and objective, or ‘corrected,’ perceptions of left-right positioning are then 

provided and the differences between the two sets of results are explored.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the results and their possible interpretation. 

4.1. Model and Measurement 

The model advanced here has three main components: the valence judgment an 

individual makes of a party, which is the explanandum, plus two potential causal factors: 

the left-right ideological or policy distance between the individual and the party being 

evaluated and an indicator of whether or not the individual is on the opposite side of the 

left-right spectrum from that party.   We label this indicator ‘opposite side’ (for want of a 

better term).  In order to assess whether the impact of distance on valence judgments is 

different for opposite-side parties, we also include the interaction between the opposite-

side indicator and policy distance.12  Thus, assuming linearity, we specify the following 

model for individual i’s (i=1 … n) valence score for party j (j = 1 … J) in any given 

election survey:  

Valenceij = β0 + β1(distanceij) + β2(opposite sideij) + β3[(opposite 

sideij)×(distanceij)]+ uij             (1) 

Measurement of the dependent variable (respondents' valence judgments of 

political parties) has been discussed in Chapter 4 (pp. 44-48). Turning now to the 

independent variables, we measure policy distances from responses to questions asking 

 
12   A set of party dummy variables might also be included to capture more idiosyncratic or short-term factors affecting the valence ratings of 

particular parties.  They were omitted because further investigation revealed that their inclusion makes very little difference to the findings reported 

below.   
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respondents to place themselves and the parties in the election on an eleven-point left-

right scale (where ‘0’ indicates extreme left and ‘10’ indicates extreme right).  We have 

no choice here since this is the only policy dimension that is explored systematically in 

the CSES surveys, but can it capture policy differences well enough for present 

purposes?  We believe that it can.  The left-right dimension is the central axis of political 

contestation in most democratic countries, and much of the empirical research on voting, 

parties, and governments supports the claim that it can be used to assess policy effects.  

The empirical investigation of ‘ideological congruence’ (the degree of policy alignment 

between governments and electorates), for example, is almost entirely conducted in left-

right terms (e.g. Powell, 2002; McDonald & Budge, 2005; Budge et al., 2012).  

Supporting this claim of centrality is the evidence that respondents are able to locate 

political parties very well, on average, on this scale (e.g. Warwick, 2010, 2011).13  If 

policy distance affects valence assessments, we would therefore expect it to do so via 

this dimension more than via any other (as least in most systems).   It should also be 

noted that, to the extent that valence is influenced by other policy dimensions, the effects 

we estimate will tend to be attenuated.  Thus, the bias induced by our measurement 

strategy, if any, will be a conservative one.  

The perceived policy distance between each respondent  and any party is 

therefore constructed using the CSES left-right scale; it is simply the absolute difference 

between the respondent’s self-placement on the scale and his or her placement of the 

party in question.14  The ‘opposite side’ variable also utilizes these ingredients.  Because 

 
13   Note, moreover, that we will be correcting for differential item functioning (idiosyncratic interpretations of the left-right scale), as described 

below. 

14   We do not use quadratic distances because it would risk conflating distance and opposite-side effects (all distances beyond five units are 

opposite-side distances, by construction).  As it happens, the consequences for our findings of using quadratic distances are relatively minor.      
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it indicates whether (‘1’) or not (‘0’) the respondent and the party are on the opposite 

side of political spectrum, however, it requires some definition of the center. 

An examination of the distributions of self-placements reveals that in the vast 

majority of countries, the distributions peak at the mid-point of the CSES left-right scale 

(‘5’).  Respondents and parties therefore were coded as being on the left side of political 

spectrum if their left-right score was below ‘5’ and on the right if their score was above 

‘5’.  Since one of the primary goals of this analysis is to evaluate the effect of this 

distinction on valence judgments, all observations where people placed themselves in 

the mid-point (5) were dropped.15   

The variables as defined here assume that the responses given to the placement 

items can be taken at face value.  This may not be warranted.  One potential problem is 

that the valence assessments respondents made of parties and their leaders may have 

influenced where they placed themselves on the left-right scale.  Numerous studies (e.g. 

Markus & Converse, 1979; Merrill, Grofman & Adams, 2001; Visser, 1994; Jensen, 

2009) have shown that people tend to ‘project’: they perceive parties they like as being 

closer to them than they actually are (‘assimilation’) and parties they dislike as being 

further away than they are (‘contrast’).  If valence judgments influence position estimates 

in this (or any other systematic) way, deriving the two independent variables from these 

estimates might introduce an element of endogeneity to the model estimation.   

 
15  Excluding individuals that placed themselves in the middle of the left-right spectrum may pose certain risks if they are significantly 

different from the rest of the sample. However, this dissertation is not aimed at comparing the results of the analyses with the models that do not 

contain 'opposite side' variable (and, therefore, include the respondents that placed themselves in the middle). Therefore, excluding these 

individuals should not alter the interpretation of the results. 
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If endogeneity is present, it is much more likely to affect the placements of parties 

than it is the self-placements.  While a respondent’s estimates of party positions may be 

influenced by projection effects as well as other, more short-term influences (e.g. 

changing economic conditions, scandals, and so forth), his or her left-right orientation is 

a more fundamental disposition that would appear to be a good deal less transitory or 

changeable.  This suggests a simple remedy: measure party positions with the mean 

estimates of all respondents to each survey, rather than with individual estimates.  Since 

these means cannot be influenced appreciably by any one respondent’s valence 

assessments, the danger of endogeneity should be abated.16 

The difficulty here is that it may not be abated enough, or as much as it could be.  

Take, for instance, a party located on the extreme left.  It and/or its leader may be 

disliked by most respondents, which might cause them to exaggerate its positional 

extremism, i.e. locate it further to the left than it actually is.  The mean of these estimates 

will incorporate this error, producing distance calculations for all respondents that have 

been affected by the party’s generally low valence scores.  This is not the only type of 

perceptual error that may have cropped up.  It is possible that some respondents mis-

estimated the degree of polarization or spread in their party system, or saw it as shifted 

further to the left or right than it actually is.  In the differential item functioning (DIF) 

literature, these types of distortion are sometimes known as ‘stretch’ and ‘bias’, 

respectively.  It is not clear how these types of perceptual error might have played out 

 

16  Although it could be argued that in the long-run, individuals' self-placements may be a function of partisan preferences, as Banducci and 

Karp (2000) and Katz and Mair (1994) have noted, partisan attachments have been on the decline in recent decades. Therefore, it could be argued 

that one's self-placement is not necessarily based on one's partisan preferences in the long-term. 
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across an entire sample, but we cannot automatically assume that their impact would be 

inconsequential.  Thus, we apply Bayesian Aldrich-McKelvey scaling, which was 

extensively discussed in Chapter 3, to voters' self-placements, as well as aggregate 

positions of parties. With the DIF-corrected party and individual placements produced by 

this procedure, a second version of both policy distance and the opposite-side variable 

were generated.  In the latter case, the center of the left-right scale had to be redefined.  

Because the procedure transforms the left-right spectrum such that it centers on ‘0’, 

respondents and parties with positions below ‘0’ were coded as being on the left and 

those with positions above ‘0’ were coded as being on the right.  No parties (and very 

few respondents) were placed exactly at 0, which means that very few cases had to be 

dropped.   

The A-M transformation thus will be applied only to the independent variables.  

Note, however, that the original or uncorrected versions of the independent variables will 

not be discarded.  In fact, we present below the results of estimating our basic model 

using both versions.  We do this because it allows us to address an important question: 

what changes, and by how much, when the types of perceptual biases and errors 

identified here are eliminated?  In a world where perceptions of party and individual 

positioning are strongly influenced by non-positional judgments or by idiosyncratic 

interpretations of the left-right scale, one might expect much to be washed out.  Where 

positional judgments are made independently of valence and reflect a fair grasp of 

reality, the degree of correspondence should be much greater.  Thus, apart from the 

questions explicitly posed in this paper, there is an interesting implicit one concerning the 

gap between perceptions and reality.  We shall examine the nature and extent of this 

gap in some detail in the next section.   



 

58 

4.2. Analysis and Findings 

We begin by estimating the model using variables constructed from individual, 

uncorrected judgments and evaluations separately for each country/year.  It will be 

referred to as the subjective model.  The estimated coefficients for this model in each of 

the twenty-six regressions are shown in Table 4.1.  In these regressions, the standard 

errors are clustered by respondent, since each respondent evaluated between four and 

nine parties and there may be some within-individual dependency across responses.  

Table 4.1 reveals that subjective distance has a substantial negative effect on 

valence judgments of parties in every survey: respondents tend to attribute higher 

valence scores to parties that they perceive as being closer to them than to those they 

perceive as being further away.  This tendency is invariably significant at the .05 level.  If 

this finding applied uniformly to parties along the left-right spectrum, we would expect it 

to pre-empt any significant role for the opposite-side variable, which distinguishes parties 

according to which side of center they occupy relative to the respondent.  This is clearly 

not the case: in fact, ‘opposite side’ also plays a significant negative role in every 

regression.  Thus, parties on the “other side” of center from the respondent tend to get 

lower valence scores, net of how far away the respondent perceives them.   
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Table 4.1. The effects on valence of perceived distance, perceived ‘opposite side’, and their interaction 

 

Election Intercept Subjective Distance Opposite Side Subjective Distance * 
Opposite Side 

R2 (Adj.) N 
clusters 

Total N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Australia '07 0.855*** (0.032) -0.248*** (0.024) -0.690*** (0.068) 0.093*** (0.026) 0.429 993 3388 

Austria '08 0.870*** (0.049) -0.267*** (0.026) -0.824*** (0.077) 0.200*** (0.028) 0.223 478 2,673 

Czech Rep. '06 1.221*** (0.032) -0.315*** (0.019) -1.108*** (0.062) 0.166*** (0.021) 0.462 1,338 5,659 

Denmark '07 1.192*** (0.027) -0.410*** (0.017) -0.846*** (0.050) 0.236*** (0.018) 0.424 1,071 7,554 

Estonia '11 0.814*** (0.050) -0.179*** (0.034) -0.502*** (0.084) 0.002 (0.036) 0.341 535 2,339 

Finland '07 0.643*** (0.037) -0.188*** (0.022) -0.409*** (0.077) 0.011 (0.025) 0.251 897 5,841 

France '07 1.119*** (0.026) -0.371*** (0.013) -0.919*** (0.048) 0.246*** (0.015) 0.372 1,482 8,828 

Germany '05 0.747*** (0.027) -0.319*** (0.014) -0.524*** (0.058) 0.155*** (0.016) 0.274 1,525 8,970 

Germany '09 0.875*** (0.027) -0.317*** (0.017) -0.648*** (0.053) 0.122*** (0.020) 0.351 1,355 6,872 

Greece '09 0.906*** (0.055) -0.275*** (0.028) -0.691*** (0.109) 0.135*** (0.032) 0.277 564 2,631 

Ireland '07 0.611*** (0.036) -0.179*** (0.029) -0.395*** (0.078) 0.056 (0.030) 0.183 558 2,699 

Iceland '07 0.748*** (0.039) -0.120*** (0.025) -0.667*** (0.069) 0.017 (0.028) 0.211 962 4,358 

Iceland '09 0.763*** (0.047) -0.146*** (0.027) -0.628*** (0.075) 0.006 (0.029) 0.285 797 3,448 
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Israel '06 0.715*** (0.047) -0.197*** (0.028) -0.630*** (0.096) 0.059 (0.030) 0.340 727 3,512 

Mexico '06 0.637*** (0.040) -0.117*** (0.022) -0.555*** (0.077) 0.015 (0.023) 0.348 1,021 5,522 

Mexico '09 0.643*** (0.029) -0.146*** (0.018) -0.809*** (0.062) 0.048* (0.019) 0.331 1,676 8,376 

Netherlands '08 0.782*** (0.020) -0.279*** (0.015) -0.323*** (0.044) 0.073*** (0.017) 0.273 1,774 12,457 

Norway '05 0.866*** (0.024) -0.292*** (0.014) -0.603*** (0.044) 0.127*** (0.016) 0.308 1,504 10,300 

NZ '08 1.058*** (0.043) -0.239*** (0.027) -0.911*** (0.073) 0.106*** (0.029) 0.396 636 3,580 

Poland '05 0.715*** (0.034) -0.184*** (0.019) -0.779*** (0.058) 0.100*** (0.020) 0.240 1,230 6,922 

Poland '07 0.873*** (0.039) -0.236*** (0.025) -0.537*** (0.081) 0.089** (0.027) 0.258 1,057 3,416 

Portugal '09 0.919*** (0.051) -0.293*** (0.031) -0.918*** (0.087) 0.195*** (0.032) 0.264 657 2,789 

Slovakia '10 0.898*** (0.044) -0.178*** (0.029) -0.694*** (0.072) 0.046 (0.030) 0.300 699 4,319 

Spain '08 0.919*** (0.039) -0.357*** (0.025) -0.764*** (0.066) 0.220*** (0.026) 0.341 778 4,178 

Sweden '06 0.852*** (0.032) -0.211*** (0.019) -0.671*** (0.061) 0.033 (0.022) 0.375 838 6,014 

Switz. '07 0.934*** (0.030) -0.212*** (0.019) -0.647*** (0.049) 0.019 (0.020) 0.378 1,768 6,876 

*** = p < .001 in a two-tailed test ** = p < .01 in a two-tailed test * = p < .05 in a two-tailed test 
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The other regressor in the model is the interaction between distance and 

opposite side.  In ten of the regressions, its effect is both small and insignificant.  In 

these cases, valence declines with distance for opposite-side parties much as it does for 

same-side parties.  A bilateral effect is still present, but it manifests itself simply as a 

constant ‘valence penalty’ imposed on opposite-side parties at any given distance from 

the respondent.    

This situation is illustrated for the case of Sweden 2006 in Figure 4.1, which 

contains line plots of predicted valence scores against subjective distance for same-side 

and opposite-side parties.  Values are plotted only for integer distances (because 

subjective distances can only be integer, given the survey format) and only for realizable 

distances (a same-side party cannot be more than four units away from a respondent, 

nor an opposite-side party less than two units away).  The 95% confidence interval is 

shown for every predicted value.  These intervals make it clear that predicted valence 

scores for the opposite-side parties are, on average, significantly lower than the scores 

for same-side parties at all possible distances.  Apart from this, distance appears to have 

a similar diminishing effect on predicted valence scores for both types of party.   

The pattern in which being on the opposite side of center merely costs parties a 

“valence penalty” is not the only one present in Table 4.1, however.  In fourteen 

regressions, a more complex pattern is revealed: the interaction term displays a 

significant positive coefficient.  Counter-intuitively, respondents appear to weigh distance 

less heavily for parties on the opposite side of center than for parties on the same side 

as themselves.  Can it be that opposite-side parties are actually favored in some sense 

by respondents in these countries?   
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Note: In this model, the opposite-side and distance effects are significantly negative; their 
interaction is insignificant (see Table 1).  Subjective distances are all integers.  95% confidence 
intervals are shown at all distances. 

This question can only be answered by looking at the overall effect of being on 

the opposite side of center.  While the interaction coefficient is positive in each of these 

regressions, the coefficient for the opposite-side variable is significantly negative and, 

moreover, quite a bit larger in absolute magnitude.  This means that the overall effect of 

being on the opposite side from the respondent is negative at shorter distances.  Given 

the nature of the CSES scale, this matters a great deal.   

New Zealand 2008 provides a good example.  The interaction term in this case is 

positive and highly significant (β3 = 0.106, p < .001), but the opposite-side effect is much 

Figure 4.1. Predicted Valence for Same-Side and Opposite-Side Parties in 
Sweden 2006 
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larger and negatively signed (β2 = -0.911).  As a result, predicted valences for opposite-

side parties would only exceed those for same-side parties at distances greater than 8.6 

units on the ten-interval CSES scale.  Yet, this scenario can never be realized; with the 

CSES scale, the furthest that a same-side party can be from a respondent is four units.  

Thus for any realizable distance, the expectation is that valence will be lower if the party 

is on the opposite side of center from the respondent than if it is on the same side.   

Figure 4.2. Predicted Valence for Same-Side and Opposite-Side Parties in New 
Zealand 2008 

 
Note: In this model, the opposite-side and distance effects are significantly negative; their 
interaction is significantly positive (see Table 4.1).  Subjective distances are all integers.  95% 
confidence intervals are shown at all distances. 

The impact of this constraint is pictured in Figure 4.2, which plots predicted 

valence scores from the New Zealand regression.  The lines again show only the 

possible range for each type of party.  Throughout these ranges, it is evident that parties 
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on the opposite side of center from the respondent are expected to receive lower 

valence scores than parties on the same side.  The confidence bands never overlap, 

indicating that these differences are invariably significant.   

Figure 4.2 clearly illustrates the fact that the presence of a positive interaction 

term need not mean that the bilateralism hypothesis has failed.  In the New Zealand 

case, principal consequence of the interaction term is to moderate the distance 

relationship for opposite-side parties, producing a line that still declines with distance, 

but at a lesser rate.  Importantly, this pattern holds not just for New Zealand in 2008 but 

for all sixteen cases that show a positive interaction effect.17 

The evidence in Table 4.1 thus indicates that in all 26 surveys, respondents 

tended to see things in terms of left and right sides and to evaluate parties accordingly, 

as hypothesized.  While these findings are certainly suggestive, reliance on the 

individual respondent’s estimates of party positions has potential shortcomings.  One 

such shortcoming is endogeneity.  As noted earlier, valence assessments are unlikely to 

have affected left-right self-placements, but it is certainly conceivable that these 

judgments affect where individuals locate parties; respondents may tend to under-

estimate the distance to parties they like (assimilation) and/or over-estimate the distance 

to parties they dislike (contrast).  To remove the effect that these and other perceptual 

errors might have had on responses, we must turn to the analyses reported in Table 4.2.  

These parallel the analyses previously reported but with one key difference: party and 

individual positions are those generated by the Aldrich-McKelvey rescaling.   

 
17  In only four of the sixteen cases is there a distance (always 4 units, the maximum) at which same-side and opposite-side parties receive 

equal predicted valence scores. 
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The results reported in Table 4.2 indicate that removing various forms of 

subjectivity from distance calculations does little to undermine our hypotheses.  A 

negative impact for policy distance persists in 21 of 26 regressions, significantly so in 19 

of them (it is insignificant in all others).  The opposite-side variable survives even better: 

it is negative in 24 regressions and significantly so in 21 of them. Moreover, in both of 

the exceptions (Austria 2008 and Denmark 2007), the positive opposite-side coefficient 

is offset by a significant negative interaction effect, indicating that the absence of a 

discrete drop in valence for opposite-side parties is countered by a tendency for their 

valence scores to decline more sharply with distance.   

Because the interaction effect is much larger in magnitude in each case, predicted 

valence scores are lower for opposite-side parties across the entire range of possible 

distances. Applying the Bonferroni correction, which sets the α-level at a more 

conservative threshold (α/(N analyses)) in order to control for potentially inflated false 

rejection rate (Weisstein, 2004), does not alter the results significantly. With the 

corrected α-level at 0.05/26=0.0019, only one effect (the interaction effect in Mexico 

2009) becomes insignificant, while all other results effects remain statistically significant 

(p<0.001 or p<0.0001). 
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Table 4.2. The effects on valence of distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction, using objective (DIF-corrected) 
distance measures. 

 
Election Intercept Objective distance Opposite Side Objective distance * 

Opposite Side 
R2 
(Adj.) 

N 
clusters 

Total 
N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Australia '07 0.636*** (0.300) -0.051** (0.020) -0.514*** (0.67) -0.125*** (0.017) 0.331 933 3,698 

Austria '08 0.486*** (0.047) -0.135*** (0.024) -0.450*** (0.077) 0.063* (0.027) 0.095 478 3,218 

Czech Rep. '06 0.942*** (0.035) -0.183*** (0.018) -0.775*** (0.060) 0.000 (0.019) 0.351 1,338 6,539 

Denmark '07 0.770*** (0.027) -0.184*** (0.016) -0.667*** (0.042) 0.039** (0.016) 0.257 1,064 9,188 

Estonia '11 0.461*** (0.051) -0.080** (0.028) -0.073 (0.064) -0.143*** (0.028) 0.187 532 2,922 

Finland '07 0.322*** (0.032) -0.058** (0.017) -0.078 (0.054) -0.127*** (0.019) 0.121 896 6,942 

France '07 0.708*** (0.020) -0.172*** (0.012) -0.330*** (0.035) -0.002 (0.012) 0.234 1,483 10,297 

Germany '05 0.335*** (0.029) -0.030* (0.015) -0.219*** (0.051) -0.127*** (0.017) 0.154 1,523 10.127 

Germany '09 0.620*** (0.033) -0.157*** (0.021) -0.353*** (0.050) -0.062** (0.022) 0.223 1,352 7,966 

Greece '09 0.473*** (0.061) -0.086** (0.031) -0.002 (0.091) -0.125*** (0.033) 0.158 561 3,253 

Ireland '07 0.406*** (0.038) -0.109*** (0.029) -0.135* (0.058) -0.044 (0.028) 0.096 536 3,148 

Iceland '07 0.247*** (0.036) 0.037 (0.020) -0.403*** (0.051) -0.095*** (0.021) 0.085 960 5,624 

Iceland '09 0.308*** (0.038) 0.037 (0.019) -0.323*** (0.059) -0.161*** (0.022) 0.147 799 4,501 
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Israel '06 0.338*** (0.048) -0.014 (0.022) -0.260** (0.075) -0.140*** (0.024) 0.188 727 4,208 

Mexico '06 0.163*** (0.029) -0.015 (0.009) -0.172*** (0.035) -0.094*** (0.009) 0.126 1,014 6,814 

Mexico '09 0.318*** (0.027) -0.020* (0.009) -0.212*** (0.039) -0.124*** (0.010) 0.207 1,672 10,076 

Netherlands '08 0.376*** (0.022) -0.070*** (0.014) -0.258*** (0.035) -0.076*** (0.015) 0.124 1,769 14,922 

Norway '05 0.619*** (0.025) -0.160*** (0.014) -0.346*** (0.042) -0.025 (0.016) 0.201 1,502 11,858 

NZ '08 0.513*** (0.036) -0.080*** (0.019) -0.481*** (0.054) -0.040* (0.020) 0.170 624 4,706 

Poland '05 0.289*** (0.030) 0.010 (0.015) -0.426*** (0.041) -0.090*** (0.015) 0.135 1,225 8,432 

Poland '07 0.606*** (0.037) -0.176*** (0.020) 0.139*** (0.045) -0.084*** (0.018) 0.168 1,057 4,174 

Portugal '09 0.466*** (0.049) -0.092*** (0.024) 0.045 (0.082) -0.118*** (0.029) 0.139 649 3,223 

Slovakia '10 0.394*** (0.034) 0.049** (0.015) -0.491*** (0.058) -0.147*** (0.018) 0.192 700 5,496 

Spain '08 0.307*** (0.038) -0.092*** (0.024) -0.340** (0.040) -0.023 (0.019) 0.123 779 5,796 

Sweden '06 0.376*** (0.031) 0.027 (0.020) -0.192** (0.057) -0.221*** (0.022) 0.251 838 6,985 

Switzerland '07 0.661*** (0.029) -0.133*** (0.039) -0.351*** (0.039) -0.101*** (0.015) 0.264 1,766 8,658 

*** = p < .001 in a two-tailed test ** = p < .01 in a two-tailed test * = p < .05 in a two-tailed test
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The amplifying effect of the opposite-side variable on distance is not confined to 

these two exceptions.  Perhaps the most surprising result in Table 4.2 is that the 

interaction term is significantly negative in fully 19 of the regressions.  In 14 of these, 

moreover, it co-exists with a significant negative effect for the opposite-side variable.  

This means that bilateralism plays a double role in these cases: parties located on the 

other side of center from the respondent tend to receive a net valence penalty and they 

also tend to experience a more rapid decline in their valence assessments with 

increasing distance.  

The upshot is that every regression in Table 4.2 shows either a significantly 

negative opposite-side effect, a significantly negative interaction effect, or both, and in 

the few cases where a positive coefficient appears, it is dominated for all possible 

distances by a countervailing negative effect.  As a result, predicted valence is invariably 

lower – and almost invariably significantly lower – if a party is located on the opposite 

side of center from the respondent than if it is located on the same side.18  Table 4.2 thus 

provides very consistent evidence that a bilateralist perception of party systems has an 

impact on evaluations of parties and leaders.  

4.3. Comparing Subjective and Objective Results 

 We mentioned earlier that performing the analyses using both subjective 

and objective measures of positioning opens the door to an assessment of how much 

changes when we move from the one to the other.  If judgments of party positioning are 

 
18   Just five countries show any overlap in confidence bands.  The overlap in these cases averages 2.4 units on a (transformed) scale that 

has a maximum possible overlap of 13.4 units.  Most of the overlap occurs in just one case (Austria).  



 

69 

based largely on misperceptions, stemming perhaps from their affective dispositions 

towards the parties, we would expect much to be wiped out when more objective 

measures are introduced.  A comparison of Tables 4.1 and 4.2 shows that this is not the 

case.  Granted, the explained variances are noticeably higher in Table 4.1, as one would 

anticipate given that respondents necessarily respond to their own perceptions of reality 

rather than some more general understanding of it.  Nonetheless, the overall impression 

is that the results based on subjective, uncorrected perceptions correspond reasonably 

well with those produced using objective, corrected ones: in each case, parties located 

on the opposite side of center are almost invariably attributed lower valence scores – 

respondents like them and their leaders less, think them less competent – at any given 

distance. 

There is one noticeable difference, however, between the two patterns of results: 

the interaction terms in Table 4.1 are mostly positive, while those in Table 4.2 are mostly 

negative.  This naturally raises the question, why do they change in this way?  Why 

should policy distance matter less for opposite-side parties when it is calculated from 

individual assessments of positioning, but matter more when it is assessed using more 

objective position measures? 

One possibility is that valence assessments decline less readily for opposite-side 

parties in Table 4.1 because respondents tend to perceive them as further away than 

they actually are.  In other words, the rate at which their valence assessments decline 

with distance may be under-estimated because respondents over-estimate how distant 

these parties are.  A rough indication of the propensity to over-estimate opposite-side 

distances can be gained by comparing the spread of party positions as estimated by 

respondents located on the same side of center as the party being estimated with the 
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spread of estimates produced by opposite-side respondents.  In almost every survey, the 

same-side estimates are less spread out; in fact, the standard deviation of party 

positions averages 2.88 (across surveys) when party positions are estimated by same-

side respondents and 3.02 when estimated by opposite-side respondents.     

To determine whether this misperception drives the disparity in results between 

Tables 4.1 and 4.2, we need to move to a multilevel or mixed model.19  In this type of 

model, observations from different samples are pooled under the assumption that the 

different slopes and/or intercepts they exhibit can be treated as draws from random 

normal distributions whose standard deviations are to be estimated.20  The advantage to 

this reconceptualization is that it allows us to introduce higher-level covariates, e.g. 

system-level traits, to explain the variation across surveys in key parameters.   

The higher-level covariate we are interested in here is the standard deviation of 

parties' positions in each party system, which we will use to measure its degree of 

polarization.  The expectation is that as the perceived standard deviation of the party 

system increases, the interaction slopes will become more positive, i.e. valence will 

decline less strongly as policy distance increases.   If this is based on misperception, as 

hypothesized, this tendency should disappear when objective measures of all variables, 

including party-system polarization, are used in place of subjective ones.    

 

 
19   A useful introduction to mixed models is provided in Steenbergen and Jones (2002).  Anderson (2009) surveys their increasingly-common 

use in comparative politics.  

20   There is, of course, no particular reason to believe that the election surveys included here constitute a representative sample of some 

relevant population.  Note, however, that the conclusion that the regressions in Tables 1 and 2 reflect general patterns also rests on this 

assumption.  
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Table 4.3.   Multilevel analyses: The role of polarization 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) 
Opposite side -0.643*** (0.036) 0.386 (0.327) -0.277*** (0.041) 0.157 (0.274) 
Policy distance -0.251*** (0.015) -0.251*** (0.015) -0.088*** (0.015) -0.088*** (0.015) 
Interaction ( Opp. 
Side × distance) 

0.097*** (0.015) -0.086 (0.071) -0.082*** (0.013) -0.014 (0.062) 

Polarization × Opp. 
side 

–  -0.354** (0.112) –  -0.185 (0.116) 

Polarization × 
Interaction 

–  0.063** (0.024) –  -0.029 (0.026) 

Random Effects by 
Survey 

        

Std. Dev. (Opp. 
Side) 

0.172 (0.027) 0.141 (0.023) 0.202 (0.030) 0.195 (0.030) 

Std. Dev. (Distance) 0.076 (0.011) 0.096 (0.011) 0.076 (0.011) 0.076 (0.011) 
Std. Dev. 
(Interaction) 

0.072 (0.011) 0.063 (0.010) 0.063 (0.010) 0.067 (0.011) 

Correlation (Opp. 
Side with Distance) 

0.276 (0.209) 0.011 (0.257) 0.021 (0.213) -0.142 (0.256) 

Correlation (Opp. 
Side with Interaction) 

-0.536 (0.162) -0.269 (0.236) -0.439 (0.174) -0.342 (0.216) 

Correlation (Distance 
with Interaction) 

-0.875 (0.050) -0.869 (0.053) -0.714 (0.102) -0.756 (0.096) 

Random Effects by 
Respondent: 

        

Std. Dev. (constant) 0.273 (0.004) 0.273 (0.004) 0.249 (0.004) 0.249 (0.004) 
Std. Dev. (Residual) 0.926 (0.002) 0.926 (0.002) 0.933 (0.002) 0.933 (0.002) 
Log-likelihood -197733.6 -197729.8 -248515.3 -248511.3 

Notes: The analysis is based on 143,521 observations made by 26,920 respondents to 26 election surveys. 
Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 

 

Model 1 in Table 4.3 shows the results when the basic subjective model is re-

estimated in this format.  In this and subsequent models, the variables have been 

transformed to represent deviations from their survey means.  This is equivalent to 
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introducing as set of survey dummies to capture differences across surveys in valence 

levels. Since we are not particularly interested in these differences, this approach 

obviates the need to estimate 26 non-pertinent coefficients.21   

In Model 1, the tendencies for valence to be significantly lower for opposite-side 

parties and to decline with perceived policy distance are very much in evidence.  We can 

also see that the interaction effect tends to be positive, as it was in the majority of 

individual regressions.  The estimated standard deviations for these slopes appear to 

capture their cross-survey variation reasonably well: they are very small in relation to the 

slope estimates for the opposite-side and distance variables, consistent with the ubiquity 

of significant negative slopes for these variables in Table 4.1, but not so for the 

interaction coefficient, whose effects were much more variable across surveys.  Note 

that the model also incorporates a random effect for individual respondents.  This is 

included to capture the possibility that some respondents may simply have given higher 

valence assessments than others.  There is indeed significant variation along these 

lines, although further analysis reveals that it does not affect the findings of interest.22   

  We now introduce the possibility that the slope for the interaction effect is partly 

a function of perceived party-system polarization.  To measure polarization, the standard 

deviation (SD) of party positions as provided by each individual was calculated, then 

averaged over all respondents in each system.  Polarization is thus represented by the 

 
21   This fixed-effects approach also avoids the need to make any distributional assumptions concerning intercepts.  

22   Removal of the specification that responses vary across respondents produces essentially equivalent results in all models reported in 

Table 4.3.  
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average standard deviation as perceived by respondents in each system.23  Its 

introduction into the analysis is effected by allowing the slopes for the two independent 

variables that involve the opposite-side distinction in equation 1 (β2 and β3) to depend on 

it.  In notational form: 

                   (2) 

.        (3) 

The slope for policy distance (β1) will also be allowed to vary across surveys, 

although without any specification as to what may influence it: 

         (4) 

Substituting into (1) gives:  

  

        

,  (5) 

where all variables are taken as deviations from their survey means (hence no 

intercepts). 

 
23   An alternative would be to use the party-system standard deviation for each individual; models that relied on this measurement strategy 

proved impossible to estimate, however.  In addition, the survey-level average provides a better point of comparison with the models based on 

objective distances, since objective party positions do not vary across respondents.    
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The results of estimating this model are given as Model 2, again using subjective 

versions of all variables.  These results suggest that perceived party-system polarization 

does make a difference: both interactions involving it are significant.  The import of this 

finding can be seen in Figure 4.3, which plots predicted values for same-side and 

opposite-side parties with perceived polarization set at their minimum and maximum 

observed values (SD = 2.51 and 3.45, respectively).  In the low polarization scenario, 

predicted valence for both types of party declines at approximately the same rate; in the 

high polarization scenario, however, the decline is noticeably less steep for opposite-

parties than for same-side parties.   

It is certainly possible to imagine that in relatively polarized systems, respondents 

might weigh distance less for opposite-side parties: these parties are far enough away 

that differences in distance seem less relevant.  But the striking contrast between the 

estimated interaction effects in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 – their change from mainly positive to 

mainly negative – suggests an alternative interpretation: that distance only appears to 

cost opposite-side parties less because it tends to be over-estimated.  This possibility 

can be assessed with the aid of the third and fourth models of Table 4.3, which repeat 

the analysis using objective measures of the independent variables.   
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Figure 4.3. Predicted Valence for Low and High Polarization Party Systems 
(Multilevel Analysis) 

 

Note: This plots predicted valence, by side, for party systems whose subjective polarization is at 
the observed minimum (2.51) and maximum (3.45), based on Model 2 of Table 4.3 (estimated 
with non-centered data). 

 

Model 3 shows that, consistent with the Table 4.2 results, the effect of the 

interaction term is now predominantly negative, though its estimated standard deviation 

remains quite large.  Moreover, in marked contrast to Model 2, the introduction of the 

interactions with party-system polarization in Model 4 shows that these new terms add 

nothing to the model; they essentially cancel out the effect of the original variables 

without becoming significant themselves.  Thus, with objective measures of party and 
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individual positioning, party-system polarization is no longer a significant consideration.  

Instead, valence actually declines faster for opposite-side parties in most systems, 

regardless of their degree of party-system polarization.    

This finding indicates that the more gradual decline that emerges when 

subjective party positions are used is due to misperception, specifically, a tendency to 

over-estimate policy distances.  But it is important not to overplay the role of 

misperception in our findings.  Taken as a whole, the evidence suggests that 

respondents grasp political reality and respond to it in a reasonably coherent manner: 

even when measured objectively, policy distance and party-system structure have a 

substantial impact on valence assessments.24 

4.4. Discussion 

The focus of this chapter has been on the valence assessments that individuals 

make of political parties and their leaders.  Valence often figures as an explanatory 

variable in investigations of voting behavior or party politics, but its sources are relatively 

unexplored.  This chapter has aimed to address this imbalance by examining two 

hypotheses, one obvious and the other less so.  The obvious hypothesis is that valence 

judgments become more negative the further a party’s left-right stance is from the left-

right position of the individual.  The less obvious one is that the effect of distance is 

tempered by a perception of party systems as two-sided or bilateral, such that parties 

 
24  Applying Bonferroni correction to the α-level, once again, does not change the picture substantially: with the new alpha level of 

0.05/26=0.0019, only 5 effects become insignificant: distance in Germany (2005) and Mexico (2009), opposite side in Ireland (2007); and 

interaction of the two in New Zealand (2008) and Austria (2008). 
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located on the other side of center from the individual receive lower valence 

assessments than their distance alone would warrant.   

Our results, based on an analysis of 26 national election surveys contained in 

Module 3 of the CSES data set, indicate that both hypothesized effects are broadly 

operative.  Parties that are perceived to be further away in left-right terms tend to receive 

less favorable valence assessments, measured in terms of ratings for parties and 

leaders and assessments of party competence.  These types of valence judgments also 

appear to be affected by perceptions of the left-right ideological spectrum as having a 

divide in the middle.  Specifically, at any given distance, individuals tend to give less 

positive valence judgments to parties they locate on the opposite side of center from 

themselves.  This phenomenon is significantly present in every data set.  Finally, the 

distance effect is moderated for opposite-side parties in about 60% of the analyses, 

suggesting that perceived distance is less relevant for valence assessments of opposite-

side parties.  Only rarely, however, does it produce a situation in which predicted valence 

scores for opposite-side parties are not lower than those for same-side parties at the 

same distance.  

Given that these results are based on attitudinal data, there are two problems 

that had to be addressed.  The first is endogeneity, the possibility that valence judgments 

influence individual perceptions of policy positions and distance, rather than the other 

way around.  The other is differential item functioning, the tendency of respondents to 

interpret measuring instruments in different ways.  To address these issues, we applied 

Bayesian Aldrich-McKelvey scaling to the survey data to obtain measures of the 

independent variables that are both exogenous to valence judgments and unaffected by 
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DIF, at least as the concept is understood and addressed in the Bayesian Aldrich-

McKelvey transformation.   

The use of these more objective measures leads to very similar outcomes: the 

hypothesized distance and opposite-side effects remain in evidence in most data sets.  

Taken together with equally common tendency for the interaction effect to be significantly 

negative, the result is that predicted valence scores are lower for opposite-side parties 

than for same-side parties across the entire range of possible distances in every data 

set; these differences, moreover, are almost always statistically significant.  While 

valence scores can be accounted for more fully when the individual’s own perceptions of 

positioning are used, it is clear that the hypothesized effects are not generated simply by 

perceptual bias. 

This is not to say that perceptual bias is trivial or inconsequential.  It revealed 

itself very clearly in the interaction term: while the distance effect tends to be moderated 

for opposite-side parties when perceptions are used, the objective data mainly show the 

opposite.  Further analysis revealed that that the likely source of the discrepancy is a 

propensity for respondents to over-estimate the policy distance of opposite-side parties, 

thereby attenuating the distance effect.  Correcting for this bias, most systems show a 

double role for bilateralism: not only is there a valence penalty for opposite-side parties, 

but there is also a tendency for distance to count more heavily against these parties.  Of 

course, the tendency to see opposite-side parties as further away than they actually are 

can also been interpreted as an indirect effect of the bilateralist perspective.    

Perceptual biases notwithstanding, the overall picture that emerges is one in 

which valence judgments are consistent with a realistic grasp of party positions: citizens 
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evaluate parties on the basis of which side of the left-right spectrum they occupy as well 

as how far away they are, not just where they appear to be.  Certainly, we have not 

explained everything about valence, and much that goes into valence judgments may 

not be rooted in policy positions – the personal attractiveness of candidates, their parties’ 

involvement in scandals, and so on.  But there does seem to be a coherent policy-based 

foundation to at least some components of these judgments.      
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Chapter 5.  
 
The Effects of Short-Term Factors on Valence 
Judgments of Political Parties. 

The previous chapter explored the impact of policy distance and right-left 

orientation relative to the voters’ own positions on valence measures in 26 elections. 

These factors can be considered to be the long-term sources of valence:  both citizens' 

and parties' positions tend to remain relatively stable over the course of several 

elections. However, the results of an election may also be influenced by a number of 

short-term factors, such as the state of the economy (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 2000) 

or political scandals and media messages in general (Clark, 2009; Abney et al., 2013). 

Therefore, the goal of this chapter is to examine how some of these short-term factors, 

in particular those related to the state of the economy and media messages about 

political leaders, influence voters' valence judgments of political parties. Part I of this 

chapter will focus on the economic factors; Part II will be concerned with the impact of 

the media messages. 

5.1. Part I: The Economy 

The literature on 'economic voting' - or, in other words, the effects of economic 

growth or decline on electoral outcomes - is quite extensive (Kramer, 1971; Paldam, 

1981; Bellucci and Lewis-Beck, 2011; Powell and Whitten, 1993; Lewis-Beck, Nadeau 

and Elias, 2008, Duch and Stevenson, 2008 to name just a few). The vast majority of 
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these studies examines the ways in which various economic indicators, such as 

unemployment, inflation rate and GDP growth, affect the popularity (or vote share) of the 

incumbent party (along with the studies named above, the examples include Blais and 

Nadeau, 1995; Carmichael, 1990; Nadeau, Niemi and Amato, 1996; van der Brug, van 

der Eijk, and Franklin, 2007). The studies that examine government popularity within a 

given country provide fairly consistent results; however, the cross-national studies often 

fail to do so (Paldam, 1981; Powell and Whitten, 1993). In order to solve the problem of 

inconsistency, a number of solutions have been proposed: for example, using subjective 

measures of voters' perceptions of the country's economy instead of objective country-

level indicators (Bellucci and Lewis-Beck, 2011; Clarke and Stewart, 1995), 

distinguishing among the electoral systems in terms of their clarity of responsibility within 

the government, or isolating the effects of particular indicators on the support for left- or 

right-wing incumbent parties (Powell and Whitten, 1993). Using subjective measures of a 

country's economy instead of aggregate indicators has significantly improved the results: 

for example, Bellucci and Lewis-Beck (2011) were able to find a strong positive 

relationship between voters' perceptions of their country's economy and government 

popularity across six developed democracies. Furthermore, taking into account the 

political context of the election (such as, for example, left- or right-wing orientation of the 

government or the presence of a minority government) also helped to unveil the 

relationship between particular economic indicators and government support (Powell 

and Whitten, 1993). Finally, Duch and Stevenson (2008) were able to identify a link 

between the strength of economic voting and the type of economic and political 

institutions using the data from 19 different countries over a period of 20 years.  
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The overall conclusion from the research on economic voting is that 'economics 

does really matter for the vote choice' (Lewis-Beck, Nadeau and Alias, 2008, p.94) - 

although the cross-country analyses may need to be controlled somewhat for the 

specifics of individual party systems. At the same time, it has been shown that valence 

evaluations play an important role in voters' electoral choices (Clark, 2009) and support 

for the government parties (Abney et al., 2013; Zakharova, 2014). It is then reasonable 

to hypothesize that the state of the economy in some way may affect the individuals' 

valence judgments of political parties. The problem with testing this hypothesis is that we 

cannot evaluate the direct impact of a country-level economic indicator on voters' 

valence judgments of parties, since it would apply uniformly to all political parties and all 

individuals within that country. However, we can explore the indirect effect by looking at 

how the long-term positional factors modify the effects of the state of the economy 

during the time leading up to an election on people's valence judgments of parties.  

Multiple studies have demonstrated that people's perception of various 

information can be guided by their prior beliefs (Kunda, 1990; Redlawsk, 2002). 

Furthermore, those beliefs often line up with one's partisan attachments (Bolsen, 

Druckman and Cook, 2014; Leeper and Slothuus, 2014). The question that I am 

interested in is whether same or opposite side serve as a basis for individuals' motivated 

reasoning, or a 'prism' through which citizens assess the information about the state of 

the economy and apply their judgments to political parties. In other words, do people 

become more critical of the parties that are located on the opposite side from them when 

the economic conditions within the country deteriorate? Are voters more critical of parties 

that are located further away from them when the economy is on the rise or when it is on 

the decline? Finally, do the long-term positional factors modify the effects of the state of 
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the economy on valence judgments differently for incumbent versus non-incumbent 

parties? 

As I have mentioned above, previous research has found that in order to obtain 

consistent results concerning the effects of the economy on voters' support for the 

incumbent across a number of countries, one has to control for a variety of factors (for 

example, the type of electoral system). The question that I will attempt to answer in this 

chapter is whether the long-term positional factors (distance to a party and one's position 

on the same or the opposite side from it) modify the effects of the economic conditions 

(measured using objective values of the economic indicators) on voters' valence 

judgments of parties, regardless of the type of the political system.  

The chapter has the following structure. The next section will focus on the details 

of the model and measurements of the main variables. This will be followed by a 

presentation of results of the main analyses and their interpretation. The section will 

conclude with a general discussion of the findings. 

5.1.1. Model and measurements 

There are four main components in the model. The first one is individual-level 

party valence, which is the dependent variable. The remaining three are the explanatory 

factors: policy distance, whether or not the individual’s views are on the opposite side of 

the political spectrum from that of the party in question ('opposite side'), and the state of 

the economy (which will be discussed later in this section). The model also incorporates 

a number of interactions with the purpose of identifying conditional relationships and 

testing for the indirect effects of the economic conditions on valence judgements. The 
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model is run separately for incumbent and non-incumbent parties. The incumbent parties 

are those that were members of the government immediately prior to a given election. 

Distinguishing between incumbents and non-incumbents is deemed necessary, since 

incumbency is one of the most prominent factors in the literature on economic voting. 

Furthermore, it is reasonable to hypothesize that voters may form their valence 

judgements of the parties that have been part of the government during the times of 

economic boom or hardship differently from their judgments of those not in power.  

The data have a hierarchical structure - that is, policy distance, 'opposite side' 

and their interaction are nested within the individuals, which are nested within elections. 

In order to test my hypothesis, I estimate a random coefficient and random slope 

multilevel model. In this model, both slopes and intercepts are allowed to vary across the 

elections, which means that they are different in diverse contexts (Cohen et al., 2013). 

Thus, the model estimates each individual i's (i=1,2,3......n) valence score for party j 

(j=1,2,3...N) within an election k (k=1,2,3...N) in the following way  (for the full three-level 

estimation procedure, see Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2012, p. 409): 

 

𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽1 + 𝛽𝛽2(𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) + 𝛽𝛽3�𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� + 𝛽𝛽4��𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��

+ 𝛽𝛽 (𝐸𝐸𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝑘𝑘) + 𝛽𝛽6[(𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) × (𝐸𝐸𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝑘𝑘)] + 𝛽𝛽 [�𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�

× (𝐸𝐸𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝑘𝑘)] + 𝛽𝛽8[(𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� × (𝐸𝐸𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝑘𝑘)] + 𝜁𝜁𝑖𝑖𝑘𝑘 + 𝜁𝜁𝑘𝑘

+ 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑘𝑘25 
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The components of the model are measured using the data from two sources: 

individual-level variables that are derived from the third module of the Comparative 

Study of Electoral Systems data set (CSES Module 3 Full Release Dataset), and 

election-level variables measuring the state of the economy that are obtained from the 

World Bank data set of economic indicators (World Development Indicators, The World 

Bank, 2014). The model is estimated across 33 elections in 25 countries around the 

globe26, separately for incumbent and non-incumbent parties.  

Valence, distance and opposite side are measured in the same way as in the 

models analysed in Chapter 4 (for distance and side, I use objective measures of voters' 

and parties' positions). As for the measure of the state of the economy, I have chosen to 

use the so-called 'delta misery index', which comprises a sum of the unemployment level 

(measured by the percentage of unemployed people out of total labour force within a 

given country) and the inflation rate (measured by the annual rate of change of the 

consumer price index). This index was devised by Arthur Okun (see Welsch 2007, Barro 

1999 and Lovell and Tien 2000), and has been widely used in models that examine the 

impact of economic factors on satisfaction with democracy (Karp, Banducci and Bowler, 

2003), government performance (Crepaz 1996), life satisfaction (Welsch 2007) and vote 

 
25  Having a number of interactions with the same variables (distance and opposite side) may invoke the issue of multicollinearity. The 

examination of Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) of all independent variables has shown that if the model includes an interaction of distance and 

opposite side, an interaction of delta Misery index and distance, an interaction of side and delta Misery index, and a three-way interaction of 

distance, opposite side and delta Misery index, then the only interactions with VIF values that are higher than 10 are the three-way interaction and 

the interaction of delta Misery and distance. According to Schieh (2011), VIF>10 signals severe collinearity. However, all other interaction variables 

have VIF<10. Since only 2 out of 5 interaction variables are affected if I include the three-way interaction, I chose to retain it in the model 

(especially since the coefficients for the two interactions that have high VIF scores are still statistically significant). 

26  Following elections are included into the analysis: Australia 2007, Austria 2008, Canada 2008, Czech Republic 2007, Czech Republic 

2010, Germany 2005, Germany 2009, Denmark 2007, Spain 2008, Estonia 2011. Finland 2007, Finland 2011, France 2007, Greece 2009, Ireland 

2007, Iceland 2007, Iceland 2009, Israel 2006, Latvia 2010, Mexico 2006, Mexico 2009, Netherlands 2006, Netherlands 2010, Norway 2005, 

Norway 2009, New Zealand 2008, Poland 2005, Poland 2007, Portugal 2009, Slovakia 2010, Slovenia 2008, Sweden 2006, Switzerland 2007. 
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choice (Lewis-Beck, Nadeau and Bélanger 2004). I use the change in the delta misery 

index as the measure of the economic situation within the country. This is consistent with 

the previous research in this area, which indicates that people do not necessarily react 

to the level of the economy; instead, they react to positive or negative changes in it 

(Nadeau and Blais, 1995, p. 213; Kramer, 1971, p.134). Therefore, I use the difference 

between the value of delta misery index for the election year and the year prior to that in 

order to measure the change in the economic conditions within a country27:  

𝐸𝐸𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝑘𝑘 = Δ𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝐼𝐼𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐼𝐼 = 𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝐼𝐼𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐼𝐼𝑡𝑡 − 𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝐼𝐼𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐼𝐼𝑡𝑡−1 

Positive values of ΔMisery Index indicate that the economic situation has 

worsened; negative values indicate that the economic situation has improved. 

5.1.2. Results 

Table 5.1 (column 1) shows the results of the analyses for incumbent parties. 

Generally, most of the effects (excluding the main effect for the ΔMisery Index) are 

statistically significant (p<0.001). In particular, individual-level variables (objective 

distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction) exhibit negative impacts on party valence, 

which is consistent with the findings of the previous chapter. In other words, the further 

one is located from the party, the less one likes it. In addition to that, if one is located on 

the opposite side from a party, this party's valence becomes even lower (regardless of 

 
27  Since I use the annual measure of each economic indicator, I distinguish between the elections that have been held in the first half of the 

year and those held in the second half of the year. For those held in the second half of the year (from July to December), the change is measured 

between the year of election and the previous year. For those elections held in the first half of the year, the change is measured between the year 

before the election and the year prior to that.  
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the distance). Finally, the negative interaction signifies that the effect of distance for 

parties located on the opposite side from an individual is even stronger.  

Table 5.1. Multilevel analyses: The effects on valence of ΔMisery Index, 
objective distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction, and two-
level interactions. 

 
 Model : 

Incumbent parties 
Model 2: 
Non-incumbent parties 

 Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) 
Intercept 0.625*** (0.041) 0.289*** (0.024) 
Objective policy distance -0.053*** (0.003) -0.072*** (0.003) 
Opposite side -0.231*** (0.013) -0.111*** (0.009) 
Interaction ( Opp. Side × distance) -0.121*** (0.004) -0.093*** (0.003) 
ΔMisery Index -.036 (0.021) 0.004 (0.112) 
Interaction (ΔMisery Index × Distance)  0.021*** (0.002) 0.008 (0.005) 
Interaction (ΔMisery Index × Opp. Side) 0.044*** (0.007) 0.001 (0.001) 
Interaction (ΔMisery Index × Opposite Side× 
Distance) 

-0.022*** (0.002) -0.001 (0.002) 

Random Effects by Survey:     
Std. Dev. (constant) 0.231 – 0.135 (0.017) 
Random Effects by Respondent:     
Std. Dev. (Objective policy distance) 0.000 – 0.000 (0.000) 
St.Dev. (Opposite Side) 0.000 – 0.220 (0.009) 
St. Dev. (Opp. Side × Distance) 0.000 – 0.000 (0.000) 
Std. Dev. (constant) 0.000 – 0.329 (0.004) 
Std. Dev. (Residual) 0.294 – 0.974 (0.002) 
Log-likelihood -140610.07 -274450.72 

Notes: The analysis in Model I is based on 97,055 observations made by 43,652  respondents to 33 election 
surveys. The analysis in Model II is based on 189,532 observations made by 42,647  respondents to 33 
election surveys. The difference in the number of observations is due to the fact that there are many more 
non-incumbent parties compared to incumbent. The difference in the number of respondents is due to the 
fact that some respondents have not answered all questions for all parties. Standard errors are in brackets. 
Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 

The direct effect of the ΔMisery Index is negative, although its significance level 

is low (p<0.1 only). At the same time, two of the cross-level interaction effects are 
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positive. The coefficient value of the interaction effect with distance is 0.021, (p<0.0001); 

the coefficient value of the interaction with 'opposite side' is 0.044, (p<0.0001), and the 

remaining three-way interaction effect is negative (-0.022, p<0.0001). Thus, for the 

incumbent parties  located on the same side as an individual, the effect of distance is 

somewhat reduced under the worsening conditions of the economy. For parties located 

on the opposite side, this 'weakening' effect of distance is cancelled out by the negative 

three-way interaction effect. At the same time, it appears that for incumbent parties 

located on the opposite side, a worsening economy actually slightly increases their 

valence. In order to understand what the combined effects of these three interactions 

are, it is perhaps useful to look at some predicted values of valence for various values of 

the ΔMisery Index. For this purpose, I created graphs that depict predicted valence 

scores based on the prediction equation displayed in Table 5.1. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 

depict predicted valence scores for the full range of values of ΔMisery Index with the 

95% confidence interval (all values have been created for an average distance between 

a party and a voter of 2.7 units). Figure 5.1 depicts the predicted values for incumbent 

parties located on the same and opposite side as an individual, and  Figure 5.2 shows 

those values for the non-incumbent parties. 
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Figure 5.1 Predicted valence scores for incumbent parties for the whole range of 
values of ΔMisery Index 

 

 
Note: This plots predicted valence, by side, for respondents that are located 2.7 units away from 
a party (average distance across all elections). 

First of all, by examining  Figure 5.1 we can establish that the 95% confidence 

intervals of predicted valence scores for incumbent parties located on the same side as 

an individual do not overlap with those on the opposite side under any type of economic 

conditions. In other words, voters that are located on the same side as a party always 

attribute higher valence to that party compared to voters located on the opposite side. 

The second pattern demonstrated by the graph is that citizens perceive the valence of 

the incumbent parties that are located on the same side as being higher under 

worsening economic conditions (i.e., when the values of ΔMisery Index go up). At the 
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same time, changes in the economy do not seem to alter voters' valence judgments of 

opposite-side political parties in any substantial way (in other words, the slope of the line 

with predicted values for the parties on the opposite side is flat).  

 

Next, I examine whether the effects of changes in the economy modify effects of 

distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction for non-incumbent parties. . Table 5.1 

(column 2) displays the results of the analyses for the non-incumbent parties. Once 

again, the individual-level effects (distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction) are all 

negative and statistically significant (p<0.001). However, neither the direct effect of the 

ΔMisery Index nor any of the cross-level interactions reach the conventional levels of 

statistical significance. In other words, judging by the significance levels of the effects, 

changes in the economy do not seem to affect voters' perceived valence of non-

incumbent parties in any substantial way. Nevertheless, I examine the patterns of 

predicted valence scores under various economic conditions for non-incumbent parties 

on the same and opposite side depicted on Figure 5.2. 

Similar to the incumbent parties, voters always attribute lower valence to parties 

located on the opposite side compared to those located on the same side: the 95% 

confidence intervals of predicted valence scores for parties on the same vs. opposite 

side never overlap, regardless of the economic conditions. However, changes in the 

economy seem to exhibit no particular influence on predicted valence scores for those 

parties that have not been in power. The implications of these results will be discussed in 

the following section. 
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Figure 5.1. Predicted valence scores for non-incumbent parties for the whole 
range of values of ΔMisery Index 

 
Note: This plots predicted valence, by side, for respondents that are located 2.7 units away from 
a party (average distance across all elections). 

5.1.3. Part I: Discussion 

In this section, I have focussed on the ways in which the long-term positional 

factors modify the influence of economic indicators on individuals' valence judgments of 

political parties. Specifically, using the logic behind the motivated reasoning literature, I 

examined  whether the side on which an individual is located relative to a party (the 

same or opposite) modifies the effects of the economy on his or her valence judgments 

of that party, distinguishing between incumbents and non-incumbents. Studies that 

examine the impact of economic indicators on voters' support for the incumbent parties 

without controlling for the type of political system and/or ideological position of the 
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incumbent have largely failed to find consistent patterns across a large number of 

countries using traditional indicators of the state of the economy (Powell and Whitten, 

1993). The goal of this section has been to examine whether the standard 

macroeconomic indicators (changes in the 'delta misery index', in particular) influence 

voters' valence judgments of parties, and whether the effects of the economy on party 

valence can be detected through introducing voters' positions relative to parties into the 

model.  

The results of the analyses in this section have been fully consistent with the 

findings reported in Chapter 4. In particular, being on the opposite side from a party 

generally reduces that party's valence; voters tend to dislike parties that are located 

further away from them on the left-right spectrum; and this latter effect is even stronger 

for the parties on the opposite side. In terms of changes in the state of the economy, the 

analyses revealed that the economy in fact does influence voters' perceptions of party 

valence. Not surprisingly, economy appears to influence only voters' perceptions the 

incumbent parties (since they generally bear the highest responsibility for policies in the 

eyes of the electorate). Somewhat unexpectedly, a worsening state of the economy 

appears to weaken the negative effect of distance on valence of the incumbent parties 

located on the same side . Perhaps this result can be explained from the point of view of 

the motivated reasoning literature. Specifically, during worsening economic times 

citizens are likely to come across a large number of media messages that blame the 

government for the economic downfall. However, as multiple studies have shown 

(Redlawsk, 2002; Taber and Lodge, 2006), when people are motivated by directional 

goals (which, in our case, is being on the same side as a party), they tend to actively 

resist the evidence that goes against their prior beliefs. It seems, then, that the more 
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negative the information is  about a same-side party, the more 'fiercely' they try to defend 

that party, which could potentially explain the boost in incumbent's valence. 

Interestingly, the interaction effect of change in delta misery and the 'opposite 

side' variable is positive. This can be interpreted in two ways - first, it could mean that 

the valence of parties located on the opposite side increases as the economy gets 

worse. The second interpretation could be that the worsening state of the economy 

actually reduces the impact of the 'opposite side' variable, which appears to be a 

somewhat more realistic interpretation. In other words, as the economy gets worse, 

people who are located on the opposite side of the incumbent become less guided (or 

motivated) by the fact that the party is on the opposite side when they assess that party's 

valence. Perhaps, this signals that they may be more motivated by accuracy goals (i.e., 

having correct rather than maintaining  prior beliefs) rather than the directional ones. 

 

It is important to note that, although the results revealed certain statistically 

significant effects of the economy on citizens' valence perceptions of parties, these 

effects can and often do vary depending on political context and political and economic 

institutions within a country (Duch and Stevenson, 2008; Powel and Whitten, 1993). 

Thus, the logical next step of this research would be to explore whether the impact of 

economic indicators on party valence varies depending on the 'clarity of responsibility' 

within the government (in other words, on the type of the electoral system, which would 

produce either single-party governments or coalitions). The difficulty with this type of 

study could potentially stem from the fact that there is an insufficient number of available 

election cases (with high enough variance in the electoral systems variable) to estimate 
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an effect. I plan to tackle this problem in my future research by adding data from the new 

waves of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems. 

Another possible line of research that could stem from this section is to see 

whether voters' subjective perceptions of a country's economy (as opposed to a more 

objective indicator such as the delta misery index) affect their perceptions of parties' 

valence. Potentially, valence reflects a more 'emotional' and subjective side of voters' 

attitudes, which is not strongly influenced by certain 'outside' objective conditions, such 

as the state of the economy. As previous chapter has shown, valence perceptions are 

influenced by voters' positions relative to parties; however, these factors, albeit 

measured as objectively as possible, still reflect voters' personal political stances (and 

not only 'objective' conditions of a country as a whole). Therefore, looking at the effects 

of voters' subjective perceptions of the economy on their perceptions of party valence 

and the interplay of these effects with long-term positional factors could provide 

interesting results, which could be then compared to the effects of the macroeconomic 

indicators that have been explored in this section.  

5.2. Part II: Media evaluations of political leaders 

In this section, I will investigate whether another short-term factor, media 

messages about political leaders, has any impact on voters' valence perceptions of 

political parties, either directly or via the  long-term positional factors. Clark (2009) has 

demonstrated that leader evaluations in the media affect parties' vote shares; and Abney 

et al. (2013) have shown the ways in which leader evaluations in the media impact 

governing parties' support throughout the legislative term and election campaign period. 

Since media messages often reflect on the personalities and valence-related 
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characteristics of politicians and parties, they could represent a fairly influential source of 

voters' valence judgments of political parties. The question arises then, do voters 

perceive media messages through the 'prism' of their position relative to a party? The 

goal of this section is to attempt to answer these questions by including media 

evaluations of political leaders in our previous model.  

The idea that media messages may be perceived differently by citizens who hold 

different political views is not new. For example, Zaller (1992) demonstrated 'a tendency 

for partisans, all else equal, to accept favorable information about their party’s candidate 

and to resist favorable information about the opposition’s candidate' (p.236). In line with 

this observation, Goidel, Shields and Peffley (1997) show that voters’ perceptions of 

media messages depend on the parties they identify with: specifically, individuals tend to 

resist negative media messages about the party they identify with, and tend to agree 

with the media messages that attack the other party or parties (p.312). Dalton, Beck and 

Huckfeldt (1998) have also demonstrated that the perception of media messages 

assessing the candidates in 1992 US presidential election varied depending on one's 

party identification (p.92).  

These results are in line with the literature on motivated reasoning, which has 

been discussed in Chapter 2 and in the previous section. In particular, the studies 

mentioned above demonstrate that, in accordance with motivated reasoning theory, 

people perceive the information about political parties and candidates through the prism 

of their prior beliefs (e.g., partisan identity). This section takes the logic behind the 

motivated reasoning literature, as well as the studies mentioned above,  and expands it 

beyond party ID. Specifically, I hypothesize that the two-sided, or bilateral structure of 

the left-right spectrum affects citizens' perceptions of media messages by providing 
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individuals with more positive prior attitudes towards the parties that are located on their 

side, compared to the parties on the opposite side. In Chapter 4, I have demonstrated 

that being on the same or the opposite side from a party influences not only citizens' 

valence perceptions of parties, but also modifies the impact of distance on valence 

evaluations. In particular, being on the opposite side from a party enhances the negative 

effect of distance on valence. In this section I will examine  whether the bilateral 

structure of the left-right spectrum affects individuals' perceptions of the media 

messages about political parties, and modifies their effect on valence evaluations of 

parties. Therefore, I explore two main hypotheses: 

 (H1) The effects of the long-term factors rooted in one's position concerning a 

party (both in terms of distance and side) on one's valence judgments of parties will still 

hold when I add the short-term factors (media evaluations of party leaders) into the 

model. 

(H2) Media evaluations will impact individuals' valence judgments of political 

parties differently, depending on one's position on the left-right scale relative to a party. 

 

The rest of the section has a following structure. First, I focus on the details of the 

model and measurements of the variables that have not been discussed in the previous 

chapters. Second, I replicate the analyses that have been done in Chapter 4 in order to 

check whether the cases available for analysis in this study demonstrate the patterns 

that I uncovered in my previous work. This will be followed by a presentation of results of 

a number of empirical tests and their interpretation. The section will conclude with a 
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discussion of the implications of the findings for (a) perceptions of media messages by 

the electorate;  (b) issues of valence measurement; (c) the general structure of policy 

space. 

 

5.2.1. Model and measurements 

The dependent variable in this model is individual-level party valence. There are 

three explanatory factors: policy distance, one's position on the same or opposite side as 

a party relative to the centre of the left-right spectrum ('opposite side'), and media 

evaluations of party leaders (which will be referred to as 'media score'). The model also 

incorporates interactions of the main factors with each other, in order to identify any 

conditional relationships. Thus, we have explanatory factors that belong to two different 

levels - individuals and parties. Such a data structure calls for a crossed random effects 

model (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2012, p. 433). Specifically, Rabe-Hesketh and 

Skrondal recommend that such a model should be applied to data that have a multi-

level, but non-hierarchical structure (p. 433). In our case, the units of measurement are 

individuals' valence judgments of parties, which are nested both within the individuals 

and within political parties; however, the two upper-level units (parties and parties' media 

scores) are not nested within each other. In order to accommodate this particular 
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structure of the data, I estimate a two-way error-components model that predicts each 

individual i's (i=1,2,3......n) valence score for party j (j=1,2,3...N) in each election:28 

𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽1 + 𝛽𝛽2(𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) + 𝛽𝛽3�𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� + 𝛽𝛽4��𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��

+ 𝛽𝛽5�𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖� + 𝛽𝛽6��𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖� × �𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��

+ 𝛽𝛽7��𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖� × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�� + 𝜁𝜁2𝑖𝑖 + 𝜁𝜁1𝑖𝑖 + 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 

where 𝜁𝜁1𝑖𝑖  and 𝜁𝜁2𝑖𝑖 constitute the random component of the model. Specifically, 

𝜁𝜁2𝑖𝑖 is a random intercept for all parties within a given election, and 𝜁𝜁1𝑖𝑖 refers to a series 

of intercepts for each individual in that same election.29 Thus, the model has two main 

individual-level effects (distance and opposite side) and their interaction, as well as one 

party-level effect (media score). The model also incorporates two cross-level 

interactions: media score with distance and media score with opposite side. Including an 

interaction term between media score and policy distance will allow us to see whether 

the effect of media score is different for parties that are further away from an individual 

compared to parties that are closer to him or her. At the same time, including an 

interaction term between media score and 'opposite side' will show whether the effect of 

media score on one's valence evaluation of a party is different for parties that are on the 

 
28  Similarly to the model in the first part of Chapter 4, this model contains multiple interactions based on distance and opposite side. Once 

again, I explored the extent of multicollinearity of the independent variables by looking at their VIF values. If the model includes an interaction 

between distance and side, an interaction of media score and distance, an interaction of media score and side, and a three-way interaction of 

distance, opposite side and media score, then the VIF values for all interactions are higher than 10 (with the mean VIF=11.66), which signifies a 

severe collinearity (Schieh, 2011). However, if the three-way interaction is excluded, all variables, including the interactions, have VIF scores below 

10, with the mean VIF=4.95. Since including the three-way interaction significantly increased the VIF of all other interaction variables, I chose to 

exclude it from the model. 

29  Crossed random effect models are extensively explored in Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal (2012, pp. 433-443). In terms of model 

specification, Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal argue that it does not matter which level is specified as having one single random intercept for all 

categories and which level is specified as having different intercepts for each category; both kinds of models provide identical estimates (p.439). 
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same side as an individual compared to those on the opposite side of the left-right 

spectrum.30 

 

The components of the model are measured using data combined from two 

sources: individual-level variables are derived from the first module of the Comparative 

Study of Electoral Systems data set (CSES Module 1 Full Release Dataset), and the 

party-level variable (media evaluations of party leaders, or media score) is obtained from 

a data set that has been created and used by Abney et al. (2013). Unfortunately the 

contents of this data set only overlap with a few cases from the first module of the CSES 

data set (and no cases overlap with the third module of the CSES). The first module 

contains only two out of the three valence components (party and leader affect), and the 

question about respondents' opinion on which party is most competent to deal with the 

most important issue is missing. Therefore, the valence measure is created the same 

way (using Principal Component factor analysis), but it is only based on the ratings of 

party and leader affect.31 The remaining individual-level components (distance and side) 

are measured in the same way as in the previous analyses discussed in this 

dissertation.  

 

 
30   It is important to mention that there are only few units on the parties' level: every election has 3-5 parties. However, in this study we are 

not attempting to explain individual-level valence judgments with media scores for parties. The primary goal of this study is to see whether and how 

media scores modify the effects of the individual-level variables (distance and 'opposite side') on valence judgments (in other words, we are 

interested in the interaction effects of media scores with individual-level variables). Therefore, the main effect of media scores, which is a party-

level variable, serves more as a control variable rather than one of the primary explanatory factors. 

31   In order to test whether such measure is acceptable, I re-ran the analyses from Chapter 4 with the dependent variable (valence 

judgments of parties) based on only party and leader affect, and the patterns of results were virtually unchanged. A table displaying the results of 

these analyses is available upon request. 
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The Abney et al. (2013) data set is based on a content analysis of the news 

reports from 1976 to 2001 in Keesing's Record of World Events. Specifically, each news 

report has been evaluated in terms of 'information that reflected on the character-based 

valence of a specific political party (or parties), specifically on the integrity, competence 

and unity of the party’s elites' (Abney et al., p.66). The contents of this data set overlap 

with the CSES data in four cases: Germany 1998, Spain 1996 and 2000, and Great 

Britain 199732. In order to be consistent and include the largest number of elections and 

parties for which media reports have been analyzed, the media reports' scores are used 

from the year previous to the election year (e.g., the media reports for Spain were 

collected in 1995). The choice of the time point at which the media reports have been 

collected was limited by the number of the overlapping cases from the two data sets: 

thus, in Germany 1998 the media reports were available only for the year prior to the 

election. Therefore, in order to be consistent in all four cases, I took party leader media 

scores from the year previous to election.33 The values of media scores range from -2 to 

0, with -2 denoting a most negative evaluation. As Abney et al. (2013, p.66) point out, 

originally the media evaluations were supposed to range from -2 to 2; however, it turned 

out that the media reports that reflected on party leaders' valence characteristics did so 

in a negative light in the vast majority of coded cases.  

 
32  Technically, the contents of the two datasets overlap in one more additional case: Portugal 2002. However, in this election only one party 

had a media score that was not equal to zero, which made analyses impossible. As it is discussed further along in the study, '0' media scores 

indicate that the parties did not receive any significant valence-related media coverage; therefore, to test the effects within each case I needed at 

least two parties with non-zero scores per election. 

33  In some cases (Germany 1997, Spain 1995 and 1999) the media reports have been collected on several occasions throughout the year. 

In order to maximize the number of parties that can be included into my model, I took the media reports' scores from a month that covered the 

highest number of parties. For example, in Germany 1997 the media scores have been created in April and October. Media scores in April were 

collected for 3 parties and in October for four parties.  In order to maximize the number of parties that could be included into that election, I used 

the media scores collected in October. 
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Furthermore, a closer look at the media scores reveals that a majority of the 

smaller parties (i.e., those that won less than 20% of the vote in the preceding election) 

have a media score of 034 -, while all larger parties have negative media scores. It is 

perhaps reasonable to suggest that such a disparity in media scores indicates that 

smaller parties are mainly mentioned in neutral terms, whereas larger parties are the 

ones that attract most of media's attention. In other words, the structure of the data set 

(at least its portion that is used here) somewhat obscures the reality: mathematically, 

smaller parties have higher media scores than larger parties (since zero is larger than 

any negative number). However, in reality zero signifies either neutral mentions of 

smaller parties or none at all, whereas negative media scores of the larger parties simply 

demonstrate the tendency of the media to focus their criticism and coverage of scandals 

on the major parties and politicians. At the same time, larger parties tend to have higher 

average valence scores than do the smaller parties (see Table 5.2), which is consistent 

with previous research that has shown that higher valence corresponds to higher vote 

shares (Clark, 2009). Since the expected relationship of media scores and voters' 

valence judgments of parties is positive (i.e., less negative media coverage should 

correspond to higher valence), I have chosen to exclude smaller parties from 

subsequent analyses. Although the media may still speak of smaller parties in neutral 

terms, the main focus is usually directed at the major parties, and therefore these are the 

primary subject of the present study. 

 

 
34  Smaller parties have a value of '0' for both average and total media score across all reports. The only exception to that is Germany's FDP, 

which has a media score of -1.5) 
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Table 5.2. Media scores and average valence scores for parties within each 
election. 

Germany 1998 Mean Valence (S.D.)  Media Score (S.D.) 

CDU/CSU Christian 
democratic Union 

  0.015 (0.980)  -2  

SPD Social Democrats   0.571 (0.880)  -0.167  
FDP Free Democrats -0.281 (0.788)  -1.5  
Greens/ 90 Greens/ Alliance 
'90 

-0.031 (0.947)    0  

PDS Party of Democratic 
Socialism 

-0.392 (1.071)    0  

Total   0 (1)  -0.944 (0.906) 
Great Britain 1997      
Conservatives -0.445 (1.038)  -1.636  
Labour   0.361 (0.954)  -0.272  
Liberals   0.078 (0.809)    0  
Total -0.002 (0.999)  -0.636 (0.716) 
Spain 1996      
PP Popular Party   0.024 (1.047)  -0.167  
PSOE Socialist Workers' Party   0.451 (1.075)  -1.833  
SPA: PCE-IU Communists -0.002 (0.877)    0  
Total   0.160 (1.025)  -0.667 (0.828) 
Spain 2000      
PP Popular Party   0.539 (1.082)  -0.111  
PSOE Socialist Workers' Party   0.160 (0.900)  -0.222  
SPA: PCE-IU Communists -0.109 (0.803)    0  
Total 0.212 (0.978)  -0.111 (0.091) 

 

 

5.2.2. Results I: Replications 

As discussed above, the final number of elections available for analysis 

amounted to only four. Furthermore, smaller parties had to be dropped from the 

analyses due to their lack of media coverage. Obviously, the question arises then about 
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the extent to which the results of this study can be generalized onto party systems in 

general.  In other words, how typical are these cases? We can answer this question, at 

least to some degree, by replicating our previous analyses using the data from the four 

cases. Hypothetically, if they display a pattern of results similar to those that were found 

in Chapter 4, it may be reasonable to conclude that those four cases are representative 

of the larger sample. In our previous work, we have performed individual-level analyses 

using 26 elections, which constitutes a fairly large sample. Furthermore, the results were 

consistent across all 26 elections. In order to identify any potential for 'deviant' cases 

within my rather small sample, I will replicate both types of within-election analyses that 

were performed in Chapter 4 (involving subjective35 and objective measures of distance 

and 'opposite side'). The model replicated here includes all of the individual-level 

components that were employed in Chapter 4 (policy distance, 'opposite side' and their 

interaction): 

𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽1 + 𝛽𝛽2(𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) + 𝛽𝛽3�𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� + 𝛽𝛽4��𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��

+ 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 

Table 5.3 displays the results of the analyses based on subjective measurements 

of distance and opposite side. These results did not identify any 'deviant' cases: 

consistent with our previous findings, all four cases demonstrate negative effects of 

distance and opposite side, with the levels of statistical significance of p<0.0001.  

 
35  Subjective measure of distance is created as an absolute distance between one's own placement on the 11-point left-right scale ('0' 

denoting left and '10' denoting right) and one's placement of a party. Subjective measure of opposite side is also created using one's own 

placement and one's placement of a party. For this measure, the centre of the left-right spectrum is at '5', since '5' is the centre of the 11-point 

scale which is used in the survey. 
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Table 5.3. The effects on valence of subjective distance, subjective ‘opposite side’, and their interaction 

 

 
Country Intercept Opposite Side Subjective distance Subj. distance* 

Opposite 
R2 N clusters Total N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Germany 1998 0.807*** (0.032) -0.427*** (0.070) -0.199*** (0.022)   0.056* (0.025) 0.270 1360 3,491 

Great Britain 
1997 

0.750*** (0.033) -0.541*** (0.066) -0.164*** (0.023) -0.008 (0.025) 0.422 1517 3,020 

Spain 1996 1.014*** (0.051) -0.814*** (0.085) -0.327*** (0.039)   0.201*** (0.040) 0.375 729 1,945 

Spain 2000 0.995*** (0.047) -0.770*** (0.084) -0.366*** (0.037)   0.232*** (0.039) 0.347 653 1,732 

Note: Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 
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Three of the cases show a significant positive interaction effect, with the 

exception being Great Britain, where interaction is not significant. A Positive interaction, 

as explained earlier, reflects a tendency of respondents to downplay the role of distance 

when giving valence assessments of the parties on the other side of political spectrum. 

Parties on the opposite side still receive lower valence scores than do the parties on the 

same side as an individual (hence the large significant negative effect of 'opposite side' 

variable);. however, the rate at which valence scores decline with distance is lower for 

the parties on the opposite side compared to those on the same side (see Chapter 4 for 

a full explanation). An insignificant interaction effect, which was observed in 40% of all 

cases in our previous work, simply reflects that valence scores decline at the same rate 

for parties on the same and opposite sides.  

Thus, the results based on subjective measurements of distance and opposite 

side display patterns that are in line with our previous findings. Next, we shall see if this 

still holds when we replicate the model using objective (DIF-corrected) measurements of 

the explanatory factors. The general pattern that has been identified in our previous 

large-scale study includes significant negative effects of policy distance, opposite side 

and their interaction. As it is evident from Table 5.4, in all four cases at least one of the 

main effects is negative and significant, and all four cases display significant negative 

interaction effects. As this pattern was present in a number of cases in our previous 

study, perhaps it is safe to conclude that the results of analyses to follow could be 

generalized beyond the four countries that we look at in this section. 
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Table 5.4. The effects on valence of objective distance, objective 'opposite side' and their interaction (using DIF-
corrected data) 

 
 
Country Intercept Opposite Side Objective distance Obj. distance* Opposite R2 N 

clusters 
Total N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Germany 1998 0.685*** (0.037) -0.051 (0.054) -0.102*** (0 023) -0.119*** (0.023) 0.201 1765 5,193 

Great Britain 1997 0.650*** (0.038) -0.201*** (0.022) -0.133*** (0.021) -0.120*** (0.022) 0.272 2179 4,888 

Spain 1996 0.338*** (0.041) -0.281*** (0.063) -0.017 (0.019) -0.075** (0.022) 0.099 992 3,401 

Spain 2000 0.289*** (0.041)   -0.196** (0.059) -0.001 (0.027) -0.104*** (0.029) 0.085 970 3,198 

Note: Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 
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5.2.3. Results II: Main model 

Now let us examine the results of the main analyses. Table 5.5 displays the 

estimated coefficients for a crossed random effects model that has been run within each 

of the four elections. If we look at the coefficients displayed in Table 5.5 we can see that 

all four cases have very similar patterns of results. In terms of the long-term factors, the 

negative effect of objective distance on valence is present in all countries except for 

Spain. Being on the opposite side from a party also significantly decreases party's 

valence for an individual in all four cases. Furthermore, valence decreases with distance 

at a higher rate for the parties that are on the opposite side from an individual in all four 

cases (i.e., the interaction of distance and 'opposite side' is significant and negative). 

This confirms my hypothesis that the effects of long-term factors still hold when we add 

the short-term factors such as media messages into the model.   

What about the effects of the short-term factors? The Media effect by itself is 

positive in two cases, which is consistent with previous findings - more positive (or, in 

this case, less negative) media coverage leads to higher valence. The exceptions are 

Great Britain, where it is insignificant, and Spain 1996, which has a surprisingly negative 

main effect of media scores. Its potential interpretation in conjunction with the interaction 

effects will be discussed later in this section.  
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Table 5.5. Multilevel Analysis: The role of media scores, distance and opposite side in predicting party valence 
 

 Germany 1998 Great Britain 1997 Spain 1996 Spain 2000 Pooled Data 
 Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) 

 
Constant 

 
   0.901*** 

 
(0.038) 

 
  0.804*** 

 
(0.046) 

 
  0.548*** 

 
(0.079) 

 
1.737*** 

 
(0.116) 

 
 

 
 

Policy distance  -0.054** (0.019) -0.084** (0.026) -0.034 (0.034) -0.070 (0.051) -0.117*** (0.006) 
Opposite side  -0.159** (0.058) -0.453*** (0.075) -0.646*** (0.109) -0.630*** (0.170) -0.525*** (0.018) 
Opp. side× distance  -0.098*** (0.019) -0.056* (0.026) -0.106*** (0.029) -0.134*** (0.028) -0.112*** (0.011) 
Media score    0.164*** (0.025) -0.065 (0.047) -0.187*** (0.048)   5.348 (0.609)   0.155 (0.161) 
Media score×distance    0.028** (0.010)   0.075*** (0.017)   0.056** (0.017) -0.195 (0.240)   0.039*** (0.007) 
Media score×opp. side  -0.029 (0.034) -0.095 (0.052) -0.116 (0.062) -1.704* (0.862) -0.043 (0.024) 
Random Effects by Survey           
Std. Dev (party intercepts)    0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000)  0.329  (0.083) 
Random Effects by 
Respondent: 

          

Std. Dev. (constant)    0.326 (0.019)   0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000) 
Std. Dev. (Residual)    0.785 (0.010)   0.863 (0.009)   0.958 (0.015)   0.859 (0.014)   0.764 (0.013) 
Residual intraclass correlation 
within parties 

   0.228    0.151    0.010    0.185    0.876  

Residual cross-sectional 
intraclass correlation between 
parties within individuals 

   0.000    0.000    0.000    0.000    0.000  

Log-likelihood -6474.4096 -5493.6906 -2701.2933 -2425.7838 -17249.837  
Wald Chi2(6) 1781.71 2150.18 608.20 754.13 3539.40  
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N respondents 1765 2177 992 969 5903  
N parties 2 2 2 2 8  
N observations 5193 4317 1962 1914 13386  

Note: Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 
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The next question is whether media effects on valence judgments are modified 

by one's position relative to a party. In order to answer this question, we need to 

examine the interaction effects.  In three cases the interaction of media score and 

distance has a positive sign, which means that more positive media coverage reduces 

the effect of distance on valence judgments. In the remaining case (Spain 2000) this 

interaction is insignificant. The interaction of media score and 'opposite side' is 

insignificant in three out of four elections. In the remaining case, Spain 2000, the 

negative and significant interaction of media score and 'opposite side' means that being 

on the opposite side from a party reduces the positive effect of media scores on valence.  

Given that the model includes three interactions, it is perhaps best to interpret the 

overall results in detail using graphic representations of all effects. Figures 5.3, 5.4, 5.5 

and 5.6 demonstrate the effects of distance and opposite side on valence judgments for 

the two largest parties in each election. In most cases (the exception being Spain 2000), 

the media scores for the two main parties have a large difference - in other words, one of 

the major parties in each election received a much more negative media coverage of its 

valence-related characteristics than at least one of the other major parties (see Table 

5.2). Predicted valence scores for a given party are plotted against all values of objective 

distance that exist for that party, with a separate line for individuals that are located on 

the same side as a party and for those who are located on the other side. It is important 

to keep in mind that the measure of distance has been corrected for DIF, which has 

significantly expanded the original CSES scale. Its values now span from -14.57 to 
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11.69.36 The values of distance range from 0 to 13.77 for the parties on the same side 

across all four cases, and from 0.07 to 17.22 for the parties on the opposite side.  

Figure 5.2. Predicted valence for CDU/CSU Christian Democratic Union and 
Social Democratic Party (SPD) in 1998 German federal election 

 
Note: This plot predicts valence (by side) for the two major parties within the election: CDU/CSU 
Christian Democratic Union (media score= -2) and Social Democratic Party (media score=-0.17) 

 

 
36  It is noteworthy that in 3 out of 4 elections the DIF-corrected scale spans from approximately -11 to 11 with a normal distribution of voters' 

positions; the exception is Spain 1996, which has a distribution that is skewed to the left. Specifically, voters' self-placements in this election range 

from -14.57 to 8. This also explains the fact that on the graph for Spain 1996 two lines (same side, high media score and opposite side, low media 

score) are very short. It reflects the fact that the right tail of distribution of voters' positions is much shorter than the left, thereby creating a relatively 

small range of distances to the right-wing party. 
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Figure 5.3. Predicted valence for Conservative and Labour parties in 1997 
British general election 

 
Note: This plot predicts valence (by side) for the two major parties within the election: the 
Conservative Party (media score=-1.636) and the Labour Party (media score=-0.27) 
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Figure 5.4. Predicted valence for Spanish Socialist Workers' Party (PSOE) and 
Popular Party (PP) in 1996 Spanish general election 

 
Note: This plot predicts valence (by side) for parties the two major parties within the election: the 
Spanish Socialist Workers' Party (media score=-1.833) and Popular Party (media score=-0.17) 
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Figure 5.5. Predicted valence for Spanish Socialist Workers' Party (PSOE) and 
Popular Party (PP)  in 2000 Spanish general election 

 
Note: This plot predicts valence (by side) for parties the two major parties within the election: the 
Spanish Socialist Workers' Party (media score=-0.22) and Popular Party (media score=-0.11) 

Figures 5.3-5.6 demonstrate a few common patterns across all four cases. First 

of all, in all cases the slope for the party with the higher media score for the voters 

located on the same side as the party is almost flat. In other words, positive or neutral 

media messages essentially eliminate the impact of distance for people who are located 

on the same side as a party. For the individuals who are located on the opposite side 

from the party with the higher media score, valence scores still decline with distance. At 

the same time, negative media coverage enhances the negative effects of distance on 

valence for parties on the same and on the opposite side, which is illustrated by steeper 
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slopes for both same and opposite side. It is also noteworthy that although the 

interaction effect of 'opposite side' and media score is insignificant in the majority of 

cases, the divide in the middle still impacts the ways in which voters perceive media 

messages: the slope for parties located on the opposite side from an individual is always 

lower than the slope for parties on the same side. 

Among the four cases, the Spanish election in 1996 presents some puzzling 

patterns. Specifically, in that case predicted values of valence for the party with a low 

media score are quite high (higher than those for the high-media score party) for a 

portion of the population. In particular, this holds for individuals located less than 3.5 

units on the same side, and less than 5 units on the opposite side, from the party. The 

party with the lower media score, the PSOE, had been in power for thirteen years prior 

to this election and had been involved in a scandal that received wide media attention. 

Therefore, one potential explanation for the unusual pattern of results could be that the 

citizens who were close to PSOE in terms of policy distance had a tendency to like it 

regardless of how badly the media reflected on its leader simply because they were 

used to it after more than a decade of its rule. However, this explanation cannot be 

tested using the current model. Perhaps the best way to approach it is to gather more 

election cases and determine whether the 1996 Spanish election case is an outlier, or 

whether diverse patterns of predicted valence scores are common throughout various 

elections. 

 

Having tested the model within each of the four elections, I will now pool the data 

and run the analyses across all cases. Since the individual elections showed fairly 
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consistent patterns, it makes sense to summarize the overall tendencies via pooling the 

data. Since the average levels of valence and media scores are different within each 

election (see Table 5.2), I centred the variables within each election. Thus, I ran the 

same model but without the constant using mean-centred data across all four cases: 

𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽2(𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) + 𝛽𝛽3�𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� + 𝛽𝛽4��𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��

+ 𝛽𝛽5�𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖� + 𝛽𝛽6��𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖� × �𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��

+ 𝛽𝛽7��𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑂𝑂𝑀𝑀𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖� × �𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑆𝑆𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�� + 𝜁𝜁2𝑖𝑖 + 𝜁𝜁1𝑖𝑖 + 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 

The results, which are presented in the last column of Table 5.5, reflect the 

overall patterns that have been identified in the case-by-case analyses: all long-term 

effects (distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction) are negative and significant 

(p<0.001). The main effect of media score is insignificant (but has a positive sign). 

Finally, interaction of media score and 'opposite side' is insignificant, but its interaction 

with distance is significant and has a positive sign. Therefore, less negative media 

coverage offsets the effect of distance on valence judgements. 

 

5.2.4. Part II: Discussion 

In this section, I have expanded the model developed in Chapter 4 by combining 

the long-term sources of valence, such as one's position on the left-right spectrum 

relative to a party, with the short-term ones, particularly, media evaluations of party 

leaders. My first goal has been to see whether the long-term factors still exhibit 

influences on the valence judgments of parties when combined with the short-term 
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factors. The analyses have shown that the negative effects of bilateralism and distance 

on valence still prevail, although they are somewhat modified by media messages. With 

regards to the media messages, my analyses revealed some interesting results. First of 

all, as expected, parties that receive more negative media coverage for the most part get 

lower valence scores. Secondly, media effects do modify the influence of distance on 

valence. In particular, in majority of cases the effect of distance on valence is almost 

non-existent for a party that received less negative media coverage for the voters that 

are located on the same side as this party. In other words, when assessing various 

characteristics of parties that are not related to policy, voters tend to ignore how far the 

party is from them, as long as it is on the same side and does not receive a major 

negative media coverage. At the same time, distance plays the role for voters that are 

located on the opposite side from that party, and it plays a role on both sides when a 

party receives a major negative media coverage.  

The implications of these findings are two-fold. First of all, the assumption that 

evaluations of political leaders in the media will affect all voters in the same way can be 

problematic. Thus, it is often assumed that media reports reflect voters' valence 

judgments of parties, and these are used to measure party valence on aggregate level 

(Clark, 2009 and 2013; Abney, 2013). Although this is certainly a plausible assumption, 

the validity of this measure will depend on the proportion of the population that is located 

on the same side as the party in question. If this proportion is high (i.e., citizens' 

positions are somewhat skewed to the left or to the right), then even a low media score 

might not correctly reflect the aggregate valence score that would have been obtained if 

one had used the average of voters' valence assessments of that party instead.  
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The second implication relates to the structure of the policy space itself. 

Specifically, I found further support that, consistent with our previous findings, the divide 

in the middle modifies the meaning of policy distance: in other words, distance plays out 

differently in terms of its effect on individuals' valence evaluations depending on whether 

one is on the same or the opposite side from a party. Furthermore, the divide in the 

middle also exhibits influence on the ways in which people perceive media messages. 

While the literature on voting behaviour and party politics in the US context links bias in 

perception of media messages to party identification, this study has shown that one does 

not have to identify with a particular party; simply an awareness of being on the same or 

the opposite side as a party distorts one's perception of media messages about it.37 The 

logical further extension of this work is to see whether bilateral structure of policy space 

modifies the impact of valence and distance on vote choice - which is the subject of the 

next chapter. 

 

  

 
37  The models analysed in this chapter (and the whole dissertation) do not control for party identification (for the most part, due to the 

wording of the question in the CSES, which asks respondents to identify which party they feel closest to). The wording of the question can be 

interpreted as being far too close to the notion of policy distance; therefore, it has not been included into the model. Also, see footnote 8 (p. 45). 
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Chapter 6.  
 
Valence and the Vote. 

In previous chapters I have explored the sources of individuals' valence 

judgments of political parties. However, it is important to establish whether valence 

(measured on an individual level) matters for electoral outcomes, since voting is one of 

the most important determinants of a country’s political landscape. Therefore, in this 

chapter, I will turn to an exploration of the consequences of valence for electoral 

behaviour.  

A number of studies have demonstrated that when valence is measured at the 

aggregate level it is an important determinant of electoral outcomes (Clark, 2009; Stone 

and Simas, 2010; Clark and Leiter, 2013 to name just a few). For example, Clark (2009) 

concludes that party valence (measured using media coverage of candidates) influences 

the vote shares of political parties in nine Western European democracies. Clark and 

Leiter (2013) examine the change in the impact of valence (measured in the same way 

as in Clark, 2009) on parties' vote shares depending on how ideologically dispersed the 

parties are. Stone and Simas (2010) also use an aggregate measure of valence based 

on the assessments of US national convention delegates (informants) of district 

candidates (p. 374). They examine how character and campaign dimensions of valence 

impact incumbent's vote share in US House Election districts.  
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In one of the few studies that utilizes an individual-level measure of valence, 

Pardos-Prado (2012) shows that voters' perceptions of party competence on the issues 

important to them influence their propensity to vote for a party across 21 political 

systems.  

Valence, however, is clearly not the only factor that influences voters' electoral 

choices. Thus, a significant portion of studies that test the impact of valence on vote 

choice incorporate policy distance into their models as well (Stone and Simas, 2010; 

Pardos-Prado, 2012; Franchino and Zucchini, 2013; Clarke et al., 2009). Stone and 

Simas (2010) use the distance from candidates’ positions on the left-right scale to the 

average position within their districts. Pardos-Prado uses distance on the left-right scale 

between survey respondents' self-placements and their placements of political parties. 

Apart from distance on the left-right scale, other authors use the distance between 

voters and candidates on specific issues (Clarke et al., 2009). Finally, Bolstead and 

Dinas (forthcoming) incorporate a variable that is analogous to the 'opposite side' 

variable into their model of vote choice, and determine that it plays a crucial role in 

voters' electoral preferences. 

 

In this chapter, I will also examine the influence of party valence along with the 

spatial factors on voters' electoral choices. However, unlike the aforementioned studies, I 

will also explore the mechanisms by which one's position relative to a party and valence 

perceptions of that party influence the vote choice. Most of the existing studies do not 

explore the exact mechanics of how distance and valence perceptions influence one's 

electoral behaviour. A notable exception is the experiment carried out by Franchino and 
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Zucchini, which shows that the effect of valence on vote choice increases 'when 

candidate's positions are closer to those of the respondents' (pp. 2-3). These findings 

are consistent with the some of the earlier studies in psychology. For example, Andersen 

and Todd de Mancillas (1978) found that one of the more important dimensions of 

source valence38 is attitude homophily (or closeness in views, which can be related to 

policy distance in political science). While the latter study was based on a US sample of 

respondents, the study by Franchino and Zucchini employed an experimental design 

using 347 subjects (unfortunately the authors did not elaborate on who the subjects were 

and where they were from). Thus, to my knowledge, nobody has yet explored the 

mechanisms by which valence and distance influence individuals' vote choices across 

diverse political systems. The goal of this chapter is to address this gap in the current 

literature on electoral behaviour.  

In addition to the standard continuous measure of distance on the left-right scale 

between voter's position and that of a party, I will incorporate a dichotomous measure of 

side of the voter compared to that of a party (the same or the opposite). Chapters 4 and 

5 have shown that being on the same or the opposite side from a party matters for one's 

perceptions of that party. For example, a person on the left side of political spectrum will 

like parties on the left more compared to those on the right, even if some of the parties 

on the right are located closer to him or her. Furthermore, being on the same or the 

opposite side from a party modifies the effect of distance on valence perceptions of that 

party. In particular, for parties on the opposite side, the negative effect of distance on 

valence becomes even stronger. Since being on the same or opposite side as a party 

 
38  The notion of 'source valence' in psychology is very close to the concept of candidate valence in political science. 
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influences how much one likes that party, it is reasonable to suggest that this factor 

might be an important predictor of one's vote choice. Therefore, I will include this factor 

into the vote choice models that will be analyzed in this chapter along with the other 

predictors. 

 

What are some potential ways in which party valence and one's position relative 

to that party might affect the vote choice? Chapter 4 has shown that one's position 

relative to a party explains a significant portion of the degree to which one (dis)likes that 

party. Therefore, party valence could serve as a mediating factor between one's position 

relative to that party and one's vote choice, which would be consistent with the findings 

by Franchino and Zucchini (2013). In other words, the distance to a party on the left-right 

spectrum in conjunction with the side on which a voter is (same as the party or opposite 

from it) influences party valence, which, in turn, influences the vote choice. In addition to 

that, one's position relative to a party could have a direct effect on the vote choice. 

Figure 6.1 illustrates this relationship.  

Figure 6.1. The role of the mediator variable 

 

To test whether party valence serves as a mediator between one's position 

relative to that party and one's vote choice, I use the method that was proposed by 
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Baron and Kenny (1986). Specifically, they consider a variable to be the mediator when 

it satisfies following conditions (p.1176):  

1. the independent variable explains a significant portion in the variance 
of the supposed mediator variable; 

2. the mediator variable explains a significant portion of the dependent 
variable; 

3. without the mediator variable, the independent variable has a 
significant effect of the dependent variable; 

4. with the inclusion of the mediator variable into the model, the effect of 
the independent variable on the dependent variable becomes weaker 
or insignificant (zero). 

Chapter 4 has shown that one's position relative to a party (measured by 

distance, side, and their interaction) explains a significant portion of valence. These 

findings satisfy the first condition of Baron and Kenny's definition of the mediator 

variable. The analyses in this chapter, therefore, will be aimed at testing the remaining 

three conditions. The models will be tested across 27 elections in 20 countries. The next 

section will discuss the model and measurements, which will be followed by the 

discussion of the results of the analyses and their implications for the study of electoral 

behaviour. 

6.1. Models and Measurements 

The models analyzed in this chapter have four main components. The dependent 

variable is individual's vote choice; the three main explanatory factors are party valence, 

policy distance and one's position on the same or the opposite side from a party 

('opposite side'). In addition to the three main independent variables, there is one control 

variable - one's past vote choice. The first round of models will test whether valence 

explains a significant portion of one's vote choice. The next round of models will test the 
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effects of distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction on vote choice. The final round of 

models will use all four factors (valence, distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction), 

to predict vote choice and determine whether the effects of one's position relative to a 

party are reduced when valence is included into the model.  

In order to assess how various characteristics of a party (i.e., its distance to a 

voter, whether it is on the same or opposite side as a voter, and the voter's valence 

perception of that party) influence the vote choice, I run a series of conditional logistic 

regressions (separately within every election) for each type of the model. A conditional 

logistic regression allows one to assess how particular characteristics of alternatives (but 

not the individuals) influence one's choice (reference to Wooldridge, 2009, Chapter 

12)39. Thus, individual i's vote choice for party j will be modelled as follows: 

Model 1: 

Vote choiceij=β0+β1Valenceij+e1 

Model 2:  

Vote choiceij=β2+β3Distanceij+β4Opposite Sideij + β5DistanceijXOpposite Sideij +e2 

Model 3: 

Vote choiceij=β6+ β7Valenceij +β8Distanceij+β9Opposite Sideij + 

β10DistanceXOpposite Sideij +e3 

 
39  This is a fixed-effects model, which does not impose any assumptions on the correlation between unobserved heterogeneity of individual-

level factors and the covariates of the model (Wooldridge, 2009, Chapter 12) 
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The data for all components of the model are drawn from Module 3 of 

Comparative Study of Electoral Systems dataset, which includes 27 elections in 20 

countries. The individual's vote choice is measured using the question 'Which party did 

you vote for in this election?'. It is coded by a dummy variable ('1' means that the person 

voted for a party, and '0' means that they did not vote for that party). The other 

components of the model are valence judgments, the distance between one's own 

position on the left-right spectrum and that of a party, and one's position on the same or 

opposite side as a party relative to the centre of the left-right continuum. This chapter 

uses the same measures of valence, objective distance and opposite side as the 

preceding chapters (see Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion).  

 

All models include an additional control variable, which is the respondent's past 

vote choice. Since the conditional logit model does not include individual-level factors in 

the analysis, I reduce omitted variable bias to a considerable degree by including a fairly 

strong predictor of one's vote choice. For example, vote choice in the previous election 

was the strongest predictor of present vote choice in the study that explored 

Conservative vote by Jonston et. al (2005). 

6.2. Results 

The first round of analyses is aimed at checking the second condition of Baron 

and Kenny's definition of the mediator variable - in our case, whether a voter's 

perception of party valence (the hypothesized mediator) has a substantial impact on his 
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or her vote choice (the dependent variable)40. Table 6.1 displays the effects of party 

valence and past vote choice on one's vote choice in the current election in all 27 cases.  

Table 6.1. Effects of valence on vote choice. 

 

Country Valence Past vote Pseud
o R2 

Log 
Likelihoo
d 

Total N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Australia 2007 2.148*** (0.077) 1.870*** (0.098) 0.732 -744.37 9,185 

Canada 2008 1.392*** (0.057) 1.402*** (0.081) 0.635 -801.91 6,754 

Czech Republic 
2006 

2.756 

*** 
(0.127) 0.009 (0.835) 0.819 -294.11 4,982 

Czech Republic 
2010 

2.343*** (0.103) -0.320 (0 386) 0.734 -366.49 4,915 

Denmark 2007 1.811*** (0.063) 1.657*** (0.083) 0.696 -858.93 11,268 

Estonia 2011 1.845*** (0.204) 1.598*** (0.272) 0.724 -74.21 896 

Finland 2007 1.575*** (0.081) 1.924*** (0.105) 0.690 -517.24 6,342 

Finland 2011 1.615*** (0.066) 1.463*** (0.100) 0.644 -613.34 6,596 

Germany 2005 1.351*** (0.044) 1.874*** (0.074) 0.601 -1394.76 12,274 

Germany 2009 1.732*** (0.069) 2.404*** (0.094) 0.737 -706.37 9,983 

Greece 2009 1.654*** (0.108) 2.037*** (0.137) 0.763 -270.95 3,793 

 
40  In this model, valence is treated as being exogenous to one's vote choice. However,  it could be argued that voters' valence judgments 

are actually caused by their vote choice (in other words, individuals could be rating parties that they have voted for as having the highest valence). 

This scenario is plausible, and it is hard to prove that valence judgments are not endogenous to vote choice in the absence of panel data that 

would measure voters' vote choices and valence judgments of political parties over time. However, the vast majority of the studies to this date treat 

valence as a factor that helps explain the vote choice and not the other way around (e.g., Clark and Leiter, 2013; Merrill and Grofman, 1999). 

Therefore, the assumption that valence is exogenous to the vote choice is based on the theoretical assumptions derived from the existing 

literature. 
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Iceland 2007 1.819*** (0.077) 1.228*** (0.106) 0.712 -544.80 6,220 

Iceland 2009 1.909*** (0.081) 0.876*** (0.107) 0.665 -517.89 5,086 

Ireland 2007 1.436*** (0.073) 0.593*** (0.144) 0.490 -430.36 2,806 

Israel 2006 1.811*** (0.093) 0.988*** (0.140) 0.561 -378.14 2,853 

Latvia 2010 1.864*** (0.103) 1.004*** (0.198) 0.653 -263.22 2,516 

Mexico 2006 1.775*** (0.146) 1.353*** (0.230) 0.790 -132.18 2,270 

Mexico 2009 1.563*** (0.077) 1.636*** (0.109) 0.725 -504.46 6,555 

Netherlands 
2006 

2.052*** (0.058) 1.804*** (0.068) 0.661 -1356.60 15,901 

Netherlands 
2010 

1.815*** (0.058) 1.399*** (0.063) 0.526 -1662.09 13,973 

Norway 2005 1.784*** (0.053) 1.160*** (0.076) 0.661 -1078.12 12,188 

Norway 2009 1.798*** (0.060) 1.341*** (0.077) 0.677 -986.23 11,610 

New Zealand 
2008 

1.471*** (0.067) 1.664*** (0.105) 0.676 -518.94 6,001 

Slovakia 2010 2.246*** (0.115) 2.427*** (0.167) 0.838 -279.62 6,463 

Slovenia 2008 1.380*** (0.078) 1.246*** (0.153) 0.470 -441.01 2,964 

Sweden 2006 1.953*** (0.083) 1.617*** (0.110) 0.722 -484.58 6,890 

Switzerland 2007 0.929*** (0.045) 2.249*** (0.085) 0.648 -703.93 6,339 

Note: Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 

The results are consistent across all cases: the effect of valence on one's vote 

choice is significant and positive. When a voter perceives a party as having higher 

valence, he or she is more likely to vote for this party. To illustrate this effect, I have 

plotted predicted probabilities of vote against various valence scores for the 2009 

German election. Past vote choice is held at 0. Figure 6.2 demonstrates that the effect of 
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valence is quite strong: for example, if a party receives a valence score of 1, the person 

is approximately 80% likely to vote for it. If a voter gives a party a valence score of 2 or 

higher, the probability of voting for that party is almost 100%. However, it is noteworthy 

that the average valence score for a party in this election is -0.12 (which corresponds to 

about 40% predicted probability of vote). Past vote choice, as expected, also has a 

strong positive effect on one's vote choice: a person is more likely to vote for a party that 

he or she voted for in the previous election. This effect is present in all but two cases 

(both elections in the Czech Republic). The results provide evidence that valence 

explains a significant portion of the variance in vote choice, which satisfies the second 

condition of Baron and Kenny's test of the mediator variable. 

Figure 6.2. Predicted probability of vote for various values of valence in 
Germany 2009 

 
Note: Past vote is held at 0 
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The next condition that we need to check is whether one's position relative to a 

party (measured by one's distance to the party, position on the same or opposite side as 

the party, and the interaction of the two variables) has a substantial impact on vote 

choice. Table 6.2 demonstrates the results of the second round of analyses, which test 

whether this is in fact the case (while controlling for individual's past vote choice). Once 

again, past vote choice remains a strong predictor of one's current vote choice (the 

effect is positive and statistically significant in 28 cases, with an exception of Czech 

Republic 2006, where it is negative).  
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Table 6.2. Effects of objective distance and 'opposite side' on vote choice. 
 
 
Country Objective distance Opposite side Distance*Opposite 

side 
Past vote Pseudo 

R2 
Log Likeli-
hood 

Total N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Australia 2007 -0.338** (0.102) -0.198 (0.351) -0.144 (0.146) 2.288*** (0.079) 0.474 -971.95 5,318 

Canada 2008 -0.072 (0.053) 0.232 (0.149) -0.289*** (0.064) 2.327*** (0.071) 0.479 -1015.57 6,037 

Czech Republic 
2006 

-0.626*** (0.042) -0.958*** (0.263) 0.063 (0.081) -1.572* (0.736) 0.353 -1034.75 4,920 

Czech Republic 
2010 

-0.397*** (0.042) -1.198*** (0.221) -0.051 (0.074) 0.200 (0.227) 0.238 -1027.10 4,851 

Denmark 2007 -0.443*** (0.050) -1.291*** (0.235) 0.086 (0.078) 2.571*** (0.071) 0.530 -1248.31 10,827 

Estonia 2011 -0.397* (0.179) -0.343 (0.595) -0.088 (0.238) 2.312*** (0.214) 0.481 -125.57 823 

Finland 2007 -0.254** (0.075) 0.035 (0.243) -0.196 (0.104) 2.948*** (0.087) 0.560 -735.81 6,432 

Finland 2011 -0.303*** (0.060) 0.269 (0.149) -0.185* (0.077) 2.356*** (0.078) 0.414 -992.01 6,512 

Germany 2005 -0.264*** (0.051) 0.296* (0.146) -0.193** (0.060) 2.676*** (0.063) 0.429 -1982.10 12,460 

Germany 2009 -0.275*** (0.069) -0.210 (0.237) -0.182 (0.101) 2.570*** (0.073) 0.553 -1024.51 7,609 
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Greece 2009 -0.302** (0.087) 1.554*** (0.253) -0.406*** (0.102) 2.927*** (0.115) 0.632 -415.82 3,788 

Iceland 2007 -0.144** (0.051) 0.057 (0.185) -0.327*** (0.082) 2.502*** (0.080) 0.500 -885.51 5,849 

Iceland 2009 -0.061 (0.048) 0.052 (0.184) -0.343*** (0.082) 2.023*** (0.046) 0.365 -959.98 5,064 

Ireland 2007 -0.204 (0.140) 0.370 (0.317) -0.296 (0.159) 1.116*** (0.137) 0.135 -424.52 1,644 

Israel 2006 -0.312*** (0.074) -1.183*** (0.245) 0.020 (0.090) 1.095*** (0.109) 0.221 -646.64 2,778 

Latvia 2010 -0.405*** (0.090) -0.020 (0.320) -0.074 (0.113) 1.461*** (0.155) 0.187 -549.94 2,261 

Mexico 2006 -0.074 (0.106) -0.937* (0.369) -0.090 (0.086) 2.907*** (0.158) 0.610 -239.97 2,368 

Mexico 2009 -0.090 (0.072) -0.172 (0.205) -0.138* (0.067) 2.972*** (0.083) 0.571 -831.53 7,448 

Netherlands 
2006 

-0.217*** (0.049) -0.527** (0.165) -0.155*** (0.067) 2.472*** (0.055) 0.435 -2214.82 16,037 

Netherlands 
2010 

-0.072 (0.053) 0.232 (0.149) -0.289*** (0.064) 1.399*** (0.063) 0.526 -1662.09 13,973 

Norway 2005 -0.260*** (0.040) -0.269 (0.155) -0.233*** (0.060) 2.321*** (0.059) 0.434 -1757.64 11,974 

Norway 2009 -0.234*** (0.045) -0.075 (0.181) -0.327*** (0.079) 2.519*** (0.063) 0.496 -154.52 11,476 

New Zealand 
2008 

-0.053 (0.085) -0.168 (0.292) -0.239* (0.104) 2.736*** (0.096) 0.512 -634.10 5,000 

Slovakia 2010 -0.065 (0.086) -0.515 (0.297) -0.152 (0.110) 3.160*** (0.102) 0.557 -661.46 5,380 



 

132 

Slovenia 2008 -0.297** (0.098) -0.174 (0.292) -0.120 (0.105) 1.795*** (0.139) 0.240 -554.96 2,630 

Sweden 2006 -0.046 (0.065) 0.742* (0.356) -0.616*** (0.133) 2.366*** (0.078) 0.441 -984.68 7,218 

Switzerland 
2007 

-0.251*** (0.053) 0.009 (0.174) -0.129 (0.067) 3.043*** (0.070) 0.577 -1212.86 11,016 

Note: Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05. 
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The results demonstrate that at least one of the three factors, which measure 

one's position relative to a party, is a significant predictor of vote choice in all 27 cases. 

Furthermore, in 21 cases at least two of the three effects are present. Where present, 

the effect of distance is negative - which means that the further away a party is from the 

voter on the left-right spectrum, the less likely he or she will be to vote for this party. The 

effect of 'opposite side' is largely negative, meaning that an individual is less likely to 

vote for a party when it is on the other side of political spectrum. Finally, the interaction 

effect, where present, is negative, which means that the negative effect of distance on 

one's probability of voting for a party is even stronger for parties on the opposite side. In 

order to control for potentially inflated false rejection rate, I applied the Bonferroni 

correction (Weisstein, 2004), which sets the α-level at a more conservative threshold 

(α/(N analyses). Applying the Bonferroni correction does not substantially change the 

results: the new alpha-level is set at 0.05/27=0.00185. With the new alpha-level, only 7 

effects become insignificant in addition to those that have not reached 0.05 levels of 

statistical significance before applying the Bonferroni correction: past vote in Czech 

Republic 2010; distance in Estonia 2011 and Sweden 2006; opposite side in Germany 

2005 and New Zealand 2008; and the interaction of the two in Finland 2011 and Mexico 

2009. Figure 6.3, which is based on the case of Germany 2009, illustrates the effects of 

distance and 'opposite side' on predicted probability of voting for a party. Although the 

only significant effect in this case is that of distance, one can still observe that the 

probability of voting for a party on the other side of the left-right spectrum (given the 

same distance to it) is about 10% lower at almost any given distance compared to a 

party on the same side as a voter.  
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The effect of 'opposite side' is positive and significant in only one case: Sweden 

2006. However, it is present in conjunction with a strong and negative interaction effect. 

Figure 6.4 demonstrates how the positive effect of 'opposite side' combines with the 

negative interaction effect in the case of Sweden 2006. In particular, it shows that there 

is no gap between predicted probabilities of voting for a party on either side of the left-

right spectrum for the smallest distances. However, the probability of voting for a party 

on the opposite side rapidly drops with increasing distance for parties on the opposite 

side (down to 30% for a party 2.5 units away, and almost 0 for a party that is 5 or more 

units away from a voter). At the same time, probability of voting for a party on the same 

side does not drop below 40% for any given distance.  

It is noteworthy that the effects of one's position relative to a party on one's 

propensity to vote for that party are not as strong as those of valence. In particular, 

Figures 6.3 and 6.4 show that predicted probabilities of voting for a party do not go 

beyond 50% for the smallest distances (even for the parties that are located on the same 

side). Compared to that, the predicted probabilities of voting for parties with some of the 

higher valence scores (above 2) are close to 100%. Nevertheless, one's position relative 

to a party exhibits substantial effects on one's probability of voting for this party; the 

effects are present in the majority of the cases and are in the expected direction. 

Therefore, the third condition of Baron and Kenny's test for a mediator variable has been 

satisfied. 
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Figure 6.3. Predicted probability of vote for various values of distance for 
parties on the same and opposite side in Germany 2009. 

 
Note: Past vote is held at 0. 
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Figure 6.4. Predicted probability of vote for various values of distance for 
parties on the same and opposite side in Sweden 2006 

 
Note: Past vote is held at 0 

The final round of models will test whether the effects of one's position relative to 

a party decrease (or disappear), while the effect of the hypothesized mediator (party 

valence) remains strong. Table 6.3 presents the results of the analyses, which include all 

three predictors of vote choice, while controlling for the past vote choice. The effect of 

valence still remains strong, positive and statistically significant in all 27 cases.  
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Table 6.3. Effects of valence, objective distance and 'opposite side' on vote choice. 
 
 
Country Objective distance Opposite 

side 
Distance* 
Opposite side 

Valence Past vote Pseudo 
R2 

Log 
Likeli-
hood 

Total N 

 Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.) Coeff. (S.E.)    

Australia 2007 -0.321* (0.144) -0.183 (0.503) 0.013 (0.205) 1.826*** (0.084) 1.520*** (0.105) 0.711 -527.56 5,246 

Canada 2008 0.028 (0.069) 0.313 (0.176) -0.187* (0.082) 1.354*** (0.063) 1.386*** (0.087) 0.638 -686.39 5,832 

Czech 
Republic 2006 

-0.146 (0.078) 0.443 (0.528) -0.294 (0.167) 2.651 *** (0.134) 0.349 (0.943) 0.829 -269.98 4,823 

Czech 
Republic 2010 

-0.101 (0.088) -0.946* (0.420) -0.035 (0.153) 2.300*** (0.103) -0.320 (0.412) 0.750 -331.02 4,729 

Denmark 2007 -0.387*** (0.072) -1.309*** (0.360) 0.286* (0.123) 1.706*** (0.069) 1.532*** (0.089) 0.710 -747.09 10,311 

Estonia 2011 -0.400 (0.268) -0.641 (0.709) 0.298 (0.288) 1.844*** (0.228) 1.538*** (0.317) 0.747 -59.77 789 

Finland 2007 -0.033 (0.088) -0.093 (0.299) -0.192 (0.134) 1.544*** (0.084) 1.875*** (0.108) 0.702 -484.65 6,202 

Finland 2011 -0.186** (0.071) 0.214 (0.227) -0.058 (0.092) 1.562*** (0.069) 1.394*** (0.102) 0.648 -592.10 6,447 

Germany 
2005 

-0.085 (0.066) -0.077 (0.186) -0.065 (0.077) 1.305*** (0.046) 1.825*** (0.075) 0.604 -1334.67 11,833 

Germany 
2009 

-0.126 (0.084) -0.296 (0.327) -0.090 (0.139) 1.550*** (0.068) 2.009*** (0.096) 0.730 -617.08 7,553 
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Greece 2009 -0.123 (0.111) 0.952** (0.324) -0.265* (0.133) 1.556*** (0.114) 1.950*** (0.148) 0.774 -247.80 3,645 

Iceland 2007 -0.212** (0.072) 0.268 (0.247) -0.243* (0.109) 1.794*** (0.085) 1.116*** (0.116) 0.735 -455.74 5,658 

Iceland 2009 -0.019 (0.066) 0.183 (0.262) -0.205 (0.111) 1.918*** (0.088) 0.789*** (0.115) 0.682 -451.08 4,669 

Ireland 2007 0.145 (0.202) 0.549 (0.436) -0.426 (0.219) 1.599*** (0.110) 0.368 (0.209) 0.523 -229.46 1,604 

Israel 2006 -0.001 (0.108) -1.023** (0.378) 0.063 (0.148) 1.779*** (0.104) 0.962*** (0.146) 0.586 -330.17 2,644 

Latvia 2010 -0.131 (0.173) -0.253 (0.625) -0.034 (0.257) 1.859*** (0.113) 0.939*** (0.218) 0.663 -224.56 2,220 

Mexico 2006 -0.124 (0.156) -1.871** (0.545) 0.145 (0.119) 1.792*** (0.171) 1.043*** (0.261) 0.805 -106.12 1,962 

Mexico 2009 -0.026 (0.102) -0.137 (0.284) 0.009 (0.093) 1.563*** (0.087) 1.641*** (0.116) 0.729 -438.03 5,785 

Netherlands 
2006 

-0.125 (0.070) -0.352 (0.260) -0.129 (0.107) 1.977*** (0.061) 1.699*** (0.071) 0.678 -1228.01 15,216 

Netherlands 
2010 

-0.197*** (0.053) -0.181 (0.184) -0.096 (0.072) 1.747*** (0.061) 1.277*** (0.066) 0.550 -1515.56 13,426 

Norway 2005 -0.134* (0.056) -0.321 (0.224) -0.174 (0.094) 1.705*** (0.056) 1.066*** (0.079) 0.677 -996.58 11,849 

Norway 2009 -0.021 (0.063) 0.185 (0.254) -
0.357** 

(0.112) 1.713*** (0.062) 1.240*** (0.080) 0.686 -939.54 11,372 

New Zealand 
2008 

0.273* (0.119) -0.089 (0.386) -0.204 (0.148) 1.480*** (0.084) 1.676*** (0.123) 0.682 -395.71 4,700 

Slovakia 2010 0.015 (0.161) 0.013 (0.769) -0.143 (0.278) 2.268*** (0.132) 2.619*** (0.197) 0.855 -215.63 5,316 
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Slovenia 2008 -0.063 (0.132) -0.389 (0.385) -0.077 (0.140) 1.404*** (0.091) 1.110*** (0.170) 0.496 -360.14 2,567 

Sweden 2006 -0.228** (0.082) 0.452 (0.464) -0.259 (0.168) 1.975*** (0.090) 1.466*** (0.115) 0.733 -446.70 6,635 

Switzerland 
2007 

-0.212** (0.063) 0.087 (0.224) -0.035 (0.084) 0.858*** (0.048) 2.163*** (0.087) 0.656 -670.42 6,181 

Note: Standard errors are in brackets. Significance (two-tailed): *** = p < .001  ** = p < .01   * = p < .05.
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The effect of past vote choice is also strong, positive and statistically significant in 

all but two cases (both elections in Czech Republic). The effects of distance, 'opposite 

side' and their interaction have not fully vanished; however, they are present in many 

fewer cases. In particular, in twelve cases, none of the effects that measure one's 

position relative to a party are significant. In thirteen cases, only one of the three factors 

(distance, 'opposite side' or their interaction) exhibit a significant negative impact on vote 

choice. Finally, only two cases have a combination of two or more effects of one's 

position relative to a party present: in Denmark 2007, the negative effects of distance 

and opposite side are present in conjunction with the positive interaction effect. In 

Greece 2009, the positive effect of being on the opposite side from a party is counter-

balanced by the negative interaction effect. Applying the Bonferroni correction to the 

alpha level further reduces the number of statistically significant effects of distance, side 

and their interaction. Specifically, with the new alpha level of 0.00185, the following six 

effects do not reach standard levels of statistical significance any more: distance in 

Australia 2007; opposite side in the Czech Republic 2010; the interaction of the two in 

Canada 2008, Denmark 2007, Greece 2009, and Iceland 2007. Thus, the effect of the 

mediator (valence) has remained strong and significant across all cases, while the 

effects of position variables (distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction) have become 

quite weak or disappeared altogether. The final round of models, therefore, provides 

supporting evidence for the fourth (and final) condition of Baron and Kenny's 

classification of a mediator variable.41 

 
41   In order see if the coefficients in the two models are different, I ran the test of difference between the pairs of coefficients from the two 

models. The results have shown that in only four cases (Australia 2007, Iceland 2007, Iceland 2009 and Slovakia 2010) there were no statistically 

significant difference between any coefficients. Table 6.4 in the Appendix demonstrates the chi-2 statistics and corresponding p-values for each 

pair of coefficients.  
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6.3. Discussion 

In this chapter, I have explored a number of research questions. First of all, I 

examined whether valence, measured on an individual level, matters for electoral 

outcomes. The results of the analyses have shown that voters' valence perceptions of 

political parties indeed affect their electoral choices to a substantial degree. The results 

are remarkably consistent across all 27 cases, in all 20 countries. Valence perceptions of 

parties have a substantial positive impact on one's vote choice - in other words, the more 

one likes a party, the higher the chances are that he or she will vote for it. 

Secondly, I explored the mechanisms via which party valence and one's position 

relative to a party influence one's vote choice. In particular, I tested the hypothesis that 

the effect of a voter's position relative to a party on his or her vote choice is mediated by 

the valence perceptions of this party. Following the definition of a mediator variable that 

was offered by Baron and Kenny (1986), I have performed a series of analyses in order 

to explore this hypothesis. The first condition specified by Baron and Kenny is that the 

independent variable explain a significant portion of the mediator variable. In our case, 

the hypothesized mediator is perceived party valence; the independent variables include 

objective distance, one's position on the same or the opposite side as a party and an 

interaction of the two. Chapter 4 in this dissertation has shown that objective distance, 

'opposite side' and their interaction explain a significant portion of variance in party 

valence. These results, therefore, satisfy the first condition. 



 

142 

The second condition in Baron and Kenny's definition of a mediator variable 

requires that the mediator variable explain a significant portion of variance in the 

dependent variable. The analyses in this chapter have shown that party valence explains 

a fairly large share of one's probability to vote for that party in all 27 cases. Specifically, 

the more a voter likes a certain party, the higher the probability to vote for that party is. 

The third step in testing the mediator effect is determining whether the 

independent variables have a substantial effect on the dependent variable in the 

absence of the mediator. The second round of models in this chapter demonstrated that 

one's position relative to a party indeed has a substantial effect on one's propensity to 

vote for that party. In particular, the further a voter is from a party on the left-right 

spectrum, the less likely he or she is to vote for that party. In addition to that, an 

individual is more likely to vote for a party if it is on the same side as him or her. In a 

number of countries, the negative effect of distance becomes reinforced for parties on 

the opposite side (in cases where the interaction effect is significant). These results meet 

the requirements of the third condition of the mediator variable definition.  

Finally, the fourth condition requires the effects of the independent variables to 

decrease (or disappear), when hypothesized mediator is added as a regressor into the 

model. At the same time, the effect of the mediator should stay present. This is exactly 

what happened in the third round of models, in which I used distance, 'opposite side' and 

their interaction along with the variable measuring one's valence perceptions of a party 

as predictors of one's vote choice. Specifically, in almost half of the cases the effects of 

one's position relative to a party completely vanished, thereby indicating that in these 

cases distance, 'opposite side' and their interaction influence vote choice entirely 

through the valence perceptions. In the majority of the remaining cases, only one of 
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these effects was still present, indicating that in these cases, in addition to impacting 

one's vote choice through valence, one's position relative to a party also has a direct 

impact on vote choice. At the same time, the effect of party valence remained strong and 

positive across all 27 cases.  These results satisfy the fourth and final condition of Baron 

and Kenny's definition of a mediator variable.  

 

Analyses presented here have shown that valence perceptions of parties do 

serve as a mediator for one's position relative to a party. In some cases, distance to a 

party and one's position on the same or opposite side impact the vote choice entirely 

through one's valence perceptions of parties. In other cases, one's position relative to a 

party affects the vote choice both directly and through the valence perceptions. These 

results may help explain the often small and/or insignificant effects of ideological 

distance in the models of vote choice that also include some measure of party valence. 

For example, Stone and Simas (2010, p. 380) did not find any significant effects of 

incumbent's distance from the district on the left-right spectrum on his or her vote share, 

while the effects of valence were very strong (however, the distance of the challenger 

from the district did have a significant effect on the incumbent's vote share). Pardos-

Prado (2012) found rather small effects of distance on the propensity to vote for a party 

in his models, while the effects of valence were strong and significant. Zakharova (2014) 

also found quite inconsistent effects of distance on the left-right spectrum on one's 

probability to vote for a party, while the effect of valence was always strong and positive. 

If taken at face value, all of these results could be interpreted in a way that 

underestimates the role of the distance between a voter and party on the left-right 

spectrum in one's electoral decision-making process. This chapter has shown that 



 

144 

distance is actually an important determinant of vote; however, it affects the vote via 

influencing one's valence perceptions of a party. 

These results make a contribution to the theory of representation and the 

practice of democracy. Specifically, if voters' electoral choices were mainly shaped by 

their perceptions of party and/or candidate valence (as it can be sometimes concluded 

from the analyses that include both spatial factors and valence measures), then the 

outcomes of the elections would be largely dependent on whichever party has the best 

marketing team. However, the analyses in this chapter have demonstrated that voters do 

consider their own position on the left-right spectrum relative to a party when thinking of 

which party they like best, as well as their electoral choices. Therefore, elected 

representatives in fact represent (at least to a certain degree) voters' policy positions.   

 

Finally, this chapter has made another contribution to the study of electoral 

behaviour in terms of measurements of one's position relative to a party. In particular, the 

analyses in the previous section have shown that measuring one's position relative to a 

party using only distance may not be enough; one has to account for the fact the centre 

of the left-right spectrum is not just another point on a scale, it actually influences the 

ways in which voters perceive parties. Specifically, it modifies the impact of distance - on 

either valence perception or vote choice - for a particular party. For parties on the 

opposite side, the negative effect of distance on valence or vote choice is reinforced. In 

other words, distance 'behaves' differently for the parties on the opposite side from an 

individual. Therefore, models that include ideological distance should perhaps include 
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this measure of side (opposite or the same) in order to have a more accurate evaluation 

of voters' perceptions of parties. 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Summary and Conclusion. 

One of the most notable trends in liberal democracies over the past two or three 

decades has been a growing consensus among major political parties about the 

fundamentals of neo-liberal economic governance (Katz and Mair, 1995). No longer is it 

the case that parties offer radically competing conceptions of the good life such as 

socialism over capitalism. As a result, vote choice, approval of government and 

preferences for parties have become less about traditional social cleavages, issues or 

policy and more about non-policy considerations, such as voters' perceptions of parties' 

competence, integrity, leader charisma or elite involvement in scandals (Clark, 2009; 

Green, 2007). Understanding elections and democracy therefore now demands 

understanding party valence. 

Valence, however, has multiple meanings, and one has to be extremely cautious 

not to confuse them. On one hand, valence is used in the context of valence issues - 

those are the issues on which the electorate has a general consensus (e.g., a strong 

economy or a lack of corruption). In this case, the focus of the analysis is voters' 

opinions on which party is most competent in dealing with these issues. On the other 

hand, party valence refers to an entirely different concept, which encompasses various 

positive qualities of a party that do not necessarily relate to its position on any particular 

policy. Examples of such qualities include party leader's charisma, party unity, integrity 
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and political elites' competence in dealing with any issues that may appear to be 

important for voters. While the analysis of valence issues is often undertaken on the 

individual level (e.g., Clarke et al., 2009; Hobolt, 2008; Green, 2007), party valence is 

often treated as an aggregate concept - in other words, it is assumed that one party has 

a higher valence compared to another one for all voters (e.g., Adams et al., 2011; 

Schofield, 2013; Clark, 2009). However, the fact that individual voters may have different 

perceptions of parties' valence is often overlooked in the literature. The main goal of this 

dissertation, therefore, has been to fill in this gap by exploring voters' valence 

perceptions of political parties, examining their sources and consequences for electoral 

behaviour across a wide range of political systems. The remaining sections of this 

chapter will discuss the findings that have been uncovered in the preceding chapters 

and indicate avenues for further research. 

7.1. Individual-level measure of party valence 

First of all, I developed a method of measuring valence on the individual level 

and have successfully applied it across the wide range of political systems. One of the 

major advantages of this measure is that it is based on the survey questions in the 

Comparative Study of Electoral Systems data set, which is available online free of 

charge. Furthermore, since this data set is constantly expanding, the number of cases in 

follow-up studies can be increased. Increasing the number of cases will eventually 

provide variance large enough at the level of systems (i.e., elections or countries) - 

which would subsequently enable study of the interplay between the system-level 

factors, valence and vote, as well as other related questions. It could be argued, 

however, that the measure of valence based on the CSES data set is somewhat 
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abstract, since it is based on fairly general questions on party affect, leader affect and a 

party's ability to deal with the most important issue. This potential point of critique could 

be developed into a new avenue of research. Specifically, a follow-up study could 

develop a more fine-tuned survey that would measure valence perceptions for a single 

set of voters within a country, and then run the applicable models discussed in this 

dissertation and compare the results. By comparing a more precise measure of valence 

with the measure that was developed in this dissertation, one could determine the extent 

to which the CSES-based measure captures the qualities of valence. 

7.2. Long-term sources of valence 

Having established the way in which individual-level valence can be measured 

across political systems, I then explored the sources of voters' valence judgments of 

political parties, which is the second contribution into the literature made by this 

dissertation. In particular, Chapter 4 explored the extent to which long-term factors, such 

as voters' ideological positions on the left-right spectrum relative to a party influence their 

valence assessments of that party.  The results have shown that the further one is from a 

political party, the less one likes that party. Furthermore, Chapter 4 revealed that voters 

evaluate parties through the filter of a bilateral or two-sided perception of party systems. 

In other words, if party A and party B are equidistant from a voter, and party A is on the 

same side, whereas party B is on the opposite side, that voter will attribute lower valence 

to party B compared to party A. Thus, while the concept of party valence excludes a 

party's ideological position (or its position on any issue), the voters still assess the 

'likability' of a party, or its valence, through the prism of their ideological positions. A 

follow-up project that would stem from these results could examine the degree to which 
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voters' positions on more concrete policy issues (or some other alternative policy scale) 

contribute to their perceptions of party valence. In other words, is it simply voters' 

general ideological orientation that shapes their views of parties' valence or is it also 

their positions on concrete policy issues relative to these parties? This question may 

prove difficult to explore across a large number of party systems, since the CSES data 

on voters' positions on alternative policy scales are largely missing. Nevertheless, one 

could potentially explore this issue in a single country, with the results of this dissertation 

providing a baseline to which the results of analyses based on a single country could be 

compared. 

7.3. Short-term sources of valence 

In addition to exploring the long-term sources of valence, such as one's position 

on the left-right spectrum relative to a party, I also examined the impact of short-term 

factors on citizens' perceptions of party valence. Following the motivated reasoning 

theory (Redlawsk, 2002; Taber and Lodge, 2006), I hypothesized that voters have 

certain prior positive attitudes towards the parties that are located on the same side, 

which will modify the effects of media messages and the state of the economy on their 

valence judgements of political parties. Despite the very small number of available 

cases, I was able to identify a few patterns. Specifically, as expected, more negative 

media coverage in most cases leads to lower valence scores. Furthermore, bilateralism 

modifies voters' perceptions of media messages: in most cases, voters located on the 

same side as a party that has received less negative media coverage disregard the 

distance to that party. At the same time, distance continues to exhibit a negative effect 

on valence for the voters located on the opposite side, even if the party has received 
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less negative media coverage. When a party receives a major negative media coverage, 

the effect of distance on valence persists for all voters, regardless of their side. Although 

the number of cases is very small, these results present a fruitful avenue of further 

research. Specifically, by coding media messages for a wider range of cases, one could 

obtain enough data to run the model that has been developed in Chapter 4 and 

investigate whether these effects persist in a larger sample. 

 

Similarly to the model with media messages, I hypothesized that the effect of the 

state of the economy on valence perceptions of parties would be modified by voters' 

positions relative to those parties. The analyses have revealed that this is in fact the 

case, albeit only for the incumbent parties. The results have shown that two interesting 

things happen when the economy is on the decline. The first result applies to the parties 

located on the same side. Specifically, as the economy gets worse, the negative effect of 

distance on valence of the incumbent parties located on the same side becomes weaker. 

Using the logic of motivated reasoning theory, this result can be interpreted in the 

following way: when motivated by directional goals (being on the same side as a party), 

people often refuse to accept the evidence that contradicts their prior beliefs. It seems 

then, that the more negative information they encounter about a party that is located on 

the same side, the more they try to defend that party regardless of how far it is from 

them on the left-right spectrum. 

The second result applies to the parties that are located on the opposite side. In 

particular,  the worsening state of the economy weakens the impact of the 'opposite side' 

variable. Perhaps this signals that as the economy gets worse, people's valence 
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judgments of incumbent parties on the opposite side become somewhat less motivated 

by the directional goals (which refer to maintaining  prior beliefs), and more motivated by 

the accuracy goals (which refer to having correct beliefs). Therefore, the effect of the 

opposite side on valence judgments weakens, and, it could be speculated that some 

information on party performance gains more importance. Thus, worsening state of the 

economy reinforces directional goals for those voters that are located on the same side 

as incumbent parties, and heightens the importance of accuracy goals for the voters that 

are located on the opposite side from the incumbent parties.  

These results present a number of further avenues of research: for example, one 

could use voters' subjective perceptions of the economy instead of the macro-economic 

indicators. One could also investigate whether system-level factors, such as the type of 

the government or type of electoral system modify the effect of the economy on voters' 

valence perceptions of political parties. By adding the cases from later releases of 

CSES, one could expand the data set and explore these research questions, since this 

would provide additional variance in the cases. Finally, one could explore how voters' 

individual-level characteristics, particularly income and employment type, modify the 

effects of the economic situation on their perceptions of party valence. Thus, although 

Chapter 4 did not yield many significant results, it can hopefully be used as a valuable 

starting point for a variety of studies.  

While this dissertation explored the sources of valence rooted in voters' positions 

relative to a party, media messages and economy, the question of how personal qualities 

of political leaders impact voters' perceptions of party valence has been beyond the 

scope of this project. Therefore, another research project that could stem from the 

current study could focus on how particular qualities of political leaders and influence 
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voters' perceptions of party valence, and whether that modifies the influence of positional 

factors on voters' perceptions of party valence. 

7.4. Consequences of valence for electoral behaviour 

Finally, the focus of Chapter 6 was an examination of the consequences of 

valence, measured on the individual level - which is the third contribution of this 

dissertation into the study of voting behaviour. Specifically, the model tested whether 

one's position relative to a party affected the vote choice via valence - in other words, 

whether valence serves as a mediator between distance, opposite side and their 

interaction, on the one hand, and vote choice, on the other. The results were remarkably 

consistent across a wide range of political contexts and elections - and showed that, 

indeed, that is the case. Therefore, Chapter 6 demonstrated that valence at the 

individual level matters for electoral outcomes - and that one's position relative to a party 

often exhibits an influence on one's vote choice through valence. Chapter 6 tied together 

a number of contributions that have been developed in this dissertation: first of all, it 

provided the measure of valence that has been used in this dissertation with more 

validity by showing its importance for the vote choice. Second, it demonstrated the 

method by which voters' policy positions contribute to their vote choice: specifically, 

voters' positions relative to a party influence vote choice largely through shaping their 

valence perceptions of parties. Going back to the three traditions within the literature on 

voting behaviour, this chapter bridged the rational choice approach to the study of 

electoral behaviour and the psychological tradition by showing that voters' positions 

affect their vote choice, but  do so by 'feeding' into the valence assessments of parties.  



 

153 

7.5. Bilateral structure of policy space 

Apart from discovering various properties of valence, the analyses presented in 

the previous chapters revealed an interesting characteristic of voters' views of political 

space, which deserves to be elaborated upon in this chapter. Specifically, the results 

have shown that voters view the political space as being bilateral. In other words, the 

centre of the left-right spectrum is not just a point, it is almost a barrier which, potentially, 

shapes voters attitudes towards political parties and serves as a 'prism' through which 

they perceive media messages, as well as the state of the economy. The question that 

naturally follows is, why?   There are a couple of factors that may play a role here.  The 

first is that even though public opinion tends to concentrate around the middle of the left-

right spectrum, parties do not (Warwick, 2004; Kedar, 2009, pp. 4-7).  Instead, parties 

tend to differentiate themselves into alternatives that can be clearly identified as lying on 

one side of the spectrum or the other.  Various factors have been proposed to account 

for this relative party extremeness, including a tendency for voters to vote strategically 

(e.g. Kedar, 2009) and the need for parties to distinguish themselves in order to 

maximize support under sincere voting (Wagner, 2012).  Indeed, when policy spaces are 

characterized – perhaps more realistically – as multidimensional, Laver and Sargenti 

(2011) demonstrate that no special factors beyond the desire to maximize votes are 

needed to explain why parties avoid the “dead center of the policy space” (p. 95).  If the 

center is indeed empty, it would not be surprising that voters tend to view the political 

arena as arranged into two sides or alternatives.  

The second, related consideration is that governments tend not to form across 

the center of the left-right spectrum (Warwick 2010).  Across 23 European countries, 

Ieraci (2012, p. 537) found that when governments change composition, they do so in a 
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comprehensive manner: an average of 68 percent of the new government’s legislative 

seats were not held by the previous government.  This suggests the existence of distinct 

governing alternatives in many democracies.  Support for this pattern is provided in the 

simulations conducted by Adams and Merrill (2009), which reveal a propensity for parties 

to group into left and right blocs, especially when valence plays a role in voting 

decisions.  Further simulation work shows that the left-right positions of coalition partners 

tend to converge if voters hold them collectively responsible for government policy 

(Adams et al. 2011).  This aligns with Fortunato and Stevenson’s (2013) recent finding, 

based on data from 18 countries, that voters tend to perceive parties that participate in 

coalitions as being more ideologically similar than they otherwise would be perceived.  

This perception may act to reinforce the impression that politics is essentially two-sided.  

Thus, the view of politics as a struggle between two sides has some basis in 

political reality.  What is not clear, however, is which comes first.  Might a tendency for 

voters to simplify political reality by viewing it as two-sided encourage parties to act 

accordingly?  Or do parties tend to align into opposing sides for other reasons, as 

suggested in some of the sources cited above, with voters merely perceiving and 

responding to the phenomenon?  These are challenging questions that I hope to 

address in future work.     

7.6. Conclusion 

This dissertation has made a number of important contributions into the literature 

on voting behaviour. First of all, it developed a measure of party valence which can be 

easily utilized by other scholars, since it is based on the data that is available free of 

charge to everyone online. Second, it delved into the question of what shapes voters 
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feelings towards political parties. The analyses revealed the long-term factors rooted in 

voters' ideological positions relative to a party appear to have the most persistent effects 

on party valence. Furthermore, the models developed in Chapter 4 have demonstrated 

that certain short-term factors, such as the state of the economy, influence voters' 

valence judgments of incumbent parties. The effects of the economy on party valence 

are modified by the long-term positional factors. Specifically, an individual's position on 

the same or opposite side relative to a party potentially shapes his or her perception of 

information about the state of the economy and that party's role in it, as well as the 

media messages about that party. 

Finally, this project dealt with the following question: are voters' choices shaped 

by their perceptions of party valence? The results have demonstrated that the answer to 

this question is positive. However, this leads us to another important question, which is: 

if voters choose their representatives on the basis of their perceptions of party qualities 

that are not necessarily linked to its policy positions, then what do the elected officials 

represent? This dissertation has revealed that, while valence judgments matter a great 

deal for vote choices, these judgments are governed, to a considerable degree, by the 

ideological orientations - in particular the voters’ policy distance to a party, and whether 

they are located on the same or opposite side as that party. In other words, even in 

elections dominated by the valence qualities of the parties, voters, at least to a certain 

degree, choose their representatives on the basis of their ideological orientations.  

Parties, therefore, need to pay attention to policy. 
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Appendix.  
 
Table 6.4. Tests of difference between the 
coefficients from Table 6.2 and 6.3. 

Country Objective distance Opposite side Distance*Opposite 
side 

 Chi-2 p-value Chi-2 p-value Chi-2 p-value 

Australia 2007 0.03 0.8679 0.00 0.9655 1.17 0.2787 

Canada 2008 5.02 0.0251 0.74 0.3883 4.48 0.0344 

Czech Republic 
2006 

46.08 0.0000 5.41 0.0200 3.19 0.0741 

Czech Republic 
2010 

17.15 0.0000 0.63 0.4273 0.02 0.8934 

Denmark 2007 1.39 0.2377 0.01 0.9421 5.89 0.0152 

Estonia 2011 0.00 0.9873 0.51 0.4742 5.49 0.0191 

Finland 2007 21.92 0.0000 0.68 0.4095 0.00 0.9508 

Finland 2011 7.01 0.0081 0.15 0.6947 5.05 0.0246 

Germany 2005 15.55 0.0001 6.79 0.0092 3.52 0.0606 

Germany 2009 7.87 0.0050 0.15 0.6952 1.04 0.3069 

Greece 2009 5.75 0.0165 9.33 0.0023 2.84 0.0919 

Iceland 2007 1.42 0.2332 3.81 0.0509 1.18 0.2764 

Iceland 2009 0.77 0.3795 0.56 0.4552 3.75 0.0529 

Ireland 2007 8.67 0.0032 0.47 0.4952 0.87 0.3520 

Israel 2006 18.75 0.0000 0.38 0.5370 0.22 0.6392 
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Latvia 2010 4.55 0.0329 0.34 0.5609 0.06 0.8060 

Mexico 2006 2.90 0.0886 4.93 0.0265 9.32 0.0023 

Mexico 2009 0.90 0.3417 0.04 0.8404 4.73 0.0296 

Netherlands 2006 4.24 0.0396 1.27 0.2597 0.16 0.6906 

Netherlands 2010 0.95 0.3301 2.62 0.1057 13.83 0.0002 

Norway 2005 11.49 0.0007 0.13 0.7166 1.04 0.3076 

Norway 2009 29.18 0.0000 2.46 0.1166 0.15 0.6944 

New Zealand 
2008 

19.68 0.0000 0.12 0.7296 0.16 0.6914 

Slovakia 2010 0.28 0.5977 0.59 0.4431 0.00 0.9741 

Slovenia 2008 22.38 0.0000 0.82 0.3638 0.25 0.6137 

Sweden 2006 7.74 0.0054 0.91 0.3396 9.81 0.0017 

Switzerland 2007 1.51 0.2190 0.47 0.4944 4.93 0.0264 
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