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How Parties React to Voter Transitions
TARIK ABOU-CHADI University of Zurich

LUKAS F. STOETZER Humboldt University of Berlin

This letter investigates how voter transitions between parties affect parties’ policy positioning. While
a growing literature investigates the role of election results as signals for parties’ policy adaption, it
has mostly focused on vote changes of individual parties. However, parties do not know only

whether they have won or lost in an election; they also have detailed information onwhich parties they won
votes from and which parties they lost votes to. We make two arguments about how voter transitions
should affect the strategic policy choices of political parties. First, when a party has lost votes to another
party it will adapt its policy positions toward that party. Second, parties that have overall lost more votes
become more likely to adapt their positions. Making use of a data set on individual voter transitions and
party positions we can demonstrate that voter transitions indeed affect parties’ competitive behavior.

O n the evening of September 24, 2017, the
German chancellor Angela Merkel steps in
front of the cameras to comment on the result

of the German federal election. Her party is predicted
to have lost nearly 10 percentage points compared
with the election in 2013. One million voters have
switched from her CDU/CSU to the populist radical
right AfD. In her first statement on that evening,
Angela Merkel immediately addresses this issue.
“We want to win voters back from the AfD,” she says,
“We want to offer solutions to their problems by
addressing their grievances and fears.”1

The behavior of the German chancellor describes a
common pattern in multiparty democracies: politicians
refer to exchanges of voters between parties when
explaining or justifying their behavior. We refer to
these patterns of vote switching between parties as

voter transitions. For political science scholars refer-
ences such as Angela Merkel’s should be noteworthy
because they point to a crucial aspect of modern dem-
ocracy: politicians’ responsiveness to electoral demand.
As we lay out in this letter, it is striking that this pattern
has not received more attention.

We make two arguments about the relationship
between voter transitions and party behavior that
describe the where and when of parties’ policy position
adjustments in reaction to voter transitions. First, par-
ties will adjust their position andmove toward the party
that they have lost votes to. Having lost votes to a party
provides parties with a signal of a potentially better
position. Second, in order to understand parties’ policy
adaptions in response to voter transitions, we need to
take into account their overall gains and losses. When a
party has overall gained votes, its incentive to adjust its
position is low—even to a party that it has lost votes
to. However, parties that have overall lost votes will be
more likely to shift their position toward a party that
they have lost votes to.

We create a data set of vote switching based on vote
recall questions in national election studies to test these
hypotheses. Using this information, we estimate spatial
autoregressive models and specify the weighting matrix
basedonvoter transitions.This allowsus to test howparties
adapt their positions to parties that they have lost votes to
andhow this is conditional on parties’ownoverall electoral
performance. We measure these shifts based on policy
position measures from the Manifesto Project and show
that parties, especially in the context of higher overall
losses, move toward other parties that they have lost votes
to in the last election. We can also demonstrate that these
findings are robust when controlling for shifts in public
opinion and adaption to ideological neighbors, and
they are more pronounced for mainstream than for niche
parties.
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These findings constitute an important contribution to
the literature on political parties and democratic represen-
tation because they demonstrate empirically that parties
indeed react to election results, thus confirming a central
idea of theories about parties’ behavioral decision rules.
Whenparties use elections as signals to adjust their behav-
ior, however, they do not necessarily rely on changes in
vote shares alone, butmake use of information about vote
switching. Introducing voter transitions as a determinant
of party behavior will also allow for more nuanced ana-
lyses of the strategic behavior of political parties and their
competition for different segments of the electorate. Our
findings have equally important implications for research
beyond party politics because they can shed light on the
strategic incentives of political parties in their role in policy
making and democratic responsiveness.

VOTER TRANSITIONS AND PARTY
BEHAVIOR

Political science has seen an increase in studies that
investigate parties’ policy positions not through spatial
equilibrium solutions, but based on behavioral decision
rules that structure parties’ strategic behavior. Because
these theories assume that parties do not possess per-
fect information about the median voter position, sig-
nals about potentially vote-maximizing strategies
become critical to understanding party behavior. Based
on this reasoning, these studies postulate that election
results should play a central role in signaling electoral
preferences and should thus affect parties’ policy posi-
tions (e.g., Budge 1994; Laver 2005). However, most
studies only find limited evidence for this relationship
(Adams et al. 2004; Ezrow et al. 2011). Somer-Topcu
(2009) is among the few studies to find such an effect,
and even here it is comparatively weak and declining
over time.
A potential reason for this discrepancy lies in the fact

that these empirical studies rely solely on one piece of
information that parties can process: changes in their
own vote shares. However, election results are neces-
sarily interdependent. Therefore, while parties may not
have precise information about the median voter pos-
ition and the distribution of voter preference, they are
aware of more than their own vote shares. Parties do
not just observe whether they won or lost votes them-
selves; they give equal attention to how other parties
performed. More precisely, they know which other
parties they have lost voters to and which parties they
have received voters from. Vote switching should thus
play a fundamental role in structuring parties’ strategic
position taking. However, we are not aware of any
comparative empirical studies of multiparty competi-
tion that include information about vote switching
when analyzing parties’ dynamic behavior. So how
should we expect these voter transitions between par-
ties to affect their strategic policy position choices?
A first question that we need to answer in this regard

is where parties will move in reaction to observing voter
transitions between their party and others. Theoretical

work on the strategic behavior of vote-seeking political
parties describes how parties can improve their elect-
oral results by learning from other parties and emulat-
ing their behavior (Fowler and Laver 2008; Laver
2005). Voter transitions should provide a powerful
signal to parties that want to learn from other parties’
behavior. Böhmelt et al. (2016), for example, demon-
strate how parties learn from foreign incumbents and
adjust their behavior accordingly. In the domestic
arena, parties should have the biggest incentive to
emulate the behavior of parties that have demonstrated
that they are better adjusted to the specific competitive
environment, that is, parties they have lost votes to.

Crucially, within multiparty competition, parties of
course exchange votes with several other parties.
Therefore, two factors will operate to determine par-
ties’ incentives to move in one direction or the other:
the ideological location of the parties that it has lost
votes to (gained from) and the concentration or dis-
persion of vote loss (gains). We expect parties to
weigh the amount of votes they have lost or gained
to their left or right against each other. Parties will
have the strongest incentive to move into one direc-
tion if they have lost all votes either to the left or right.
Incentives to adjust their position in one direction will
decrease with the degree of dispersion of gains and
losses over both sides. In addition, the more concen-
trated a party’s losses are to one other party, the
bigger is the signal this party receives. Therefore,
parties should respond most strongly to the parties
that they have lost the most votes to. Our first hypoth-
esis thus states the following:

H1: The more votes a party has lost to another
party the more it will adapt to this party’s position.

However, parties will not always have the same
incentives to adjust their position to a party they have
lost votes to. If a party has gained more votes than it
has lost overall, there is no reason for the party to
adjust its position and risk giving up this overall bene-
ficial position. Generally, parties may be reluctant to
make bigger shifts in their policy positions, as these
might cause factions within the party or tarnish the
party’s ideological brand (Somer-Topcu 2009).
Adams et al. (2004), for example, demonstrate that
parties only change their positions when public opin-
ion moves away from them. Therefore, parties that
have overall won votes at the previous election will not
be willing tomake big adjustments and will thus be less
likely to adjust their position to a party that they have
lost votes to. In contrast, when parties have lost votes
they will become more likely to engage in novel
strategies and will thus more strongly adjust their
position to parties that they have lost votes to. This
leads us to our second hypothesis:

H2: The more a party has overall lost votes at the
previous election the more it will adapt its pos-
ition to a party that it has lost votes to.
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RESEARCH DESIGN

We test our argument by using a data set that combines
parties’ policy positions derived from election mani-
festos with information on voter transitions from
individual-level post-election survey data. It contains
the positions of 72 parties that competed in 84 elections
in 10 Western European countries between 1970
and 2017. The countries included are Austria,
Denmark, Finland, Germany, Great Britain, Ireland,
the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and Sweden. For an
overview of the elections and parties included in our
study please refer to the supplementary material
A. Our measure of the positions of political parties is
based on data from the manifesto project’s left–right
(RILE) index (Volkens et al. 2017). The RILE index
combines the fraction of quasi sentences in a mani-
festo that is devoted to leftist issues with that devoted
to rightist issues into a single index ranging from -100
to 100, with higher values indicating more rightist
positions.
To analyze how parties react to voter transitions we

explain the position of a party as a function of all other
parties’ positions. The focus on positions helps us to
evaluate whether party A is influenced by other
parties’ policy platforms. To understand these influ-
ences in terms of policy adaptations, it is further
important to consider the previous position of party
A. This helps us to understand what position party A
would have offered had it not tried to adapt to other
parties’ policy positions. While there are multiple
parties B that could have an influence on party A,
our argument specifies that party A should especially
react to parties that it lost votes to. We consider this
information by weighting the position of other parties
with the net loss of party A to those parties in the
previous election. This implies that parties to which
party A lost a lot of votes are allowed to have
stronger influence on party A’s new position. Our
second argument then specifies that only parties that
overall lost votes in the last election will follow this
logic, and we take this into account by evaluating the
relationship separately for parties that lost a large
share of votes and parties that only lost a small
amount or gained votes. Our modeling strategy fol-
lows previous studies of adaptive party behavior that
employ spatial econometric models to estimate the
interdependence of party positioning (Böhmelt et al.
2016; Williams and Whitten 2015). We follow this
approach here and represent the different compo-
nents as a dynamic spatial lag model, which we
describe in more detail in the supplementary material
B. The key of the modeling strategy is to specify a
weighting matrix W that represents which parties a
party is hypothesized to adapt to.
To specify the weight matrixW we use information

from national election studies and the Comparative
Study of Electoral Systems that include questions
about respondents’ vote choice in the last general
election and vote-recall questions regarding the elec-
tion preceding it. The basic transition matrices that
contain estimates for vote swings among any pair of

parties are simple cross-tabulations of these two items,
taking into account the appropriate sampling
weights.2 To test our hypothesis, we only include the
negative net transfers in the weight matrix, which
makes the values directly interpretable as the net
percentage of previous voters who decided to vote
for another party. In the supplementary material B,
we give a detailed description and examples of howwe
measure and specify W. We also validate our survey
measurement based on the overall vote losses and find
a high correlation between the surveymeasure and the
actual changes between elections (See the supplemen-
tary material B.4).

For our main analysis, we further create a measure-
ment of overall vote change. We use vote change
relative to the size of the party because we expect that
changes in vote shares have different consequences
for smaller or larger parties. For example, a 1%
percentage point loss is more important for a small
party with 5% at the last election than for a large party
that gained 35%. To take this into consideration, we
create a measurement of vote change relative to the
size of the party. We divide the vote change in the
previous election by the sum of the last two results.
This measurement ranges from -1 (lost all votes) to +1
(won all votes). In addition, we follow Adams and
Somer-Topcu (2009) and control for the average shift
of all parties in a system at the previous election. We
also control for time-constant and country-specific
influences such as the electoral system by using
country fixed effects. Our effects can thus be inter-
preted as deviations from average position within a
country over the period under study. Our findings
remain substantially the same if we do not include
the control variables.

RESULTS

We estimate two models to test our hypotheses. In a
first specification, we include only the spatial lag, with
the weight matrix multiplied with the left–right position
of all other parties. The effect of this determines
whether parties react positively to the platform of
another party they lost votes to. Model two tests our
second hypothesis that this adaptation is particularly
strong among parties with increasing overall vote loss in
the past election. As we would not necessarily expect
the conditioning to be linearly increasing in vote loss,
here we include a dichotomized interaction term that
compares the effect among the 33% lowest and 66%
highest values.3 The respective cutoff value corres-
ponds to a relative vote loss of 5.9% of their vote.
Among all parties that lost votes, 60% lost more than
this share of their vote.

2 In our calculations we do not include vote losses to non-voters or
very small parties, as we do not have clear expectations how this
should influence positions.
3 The results are substantially the same when using a linear
interaction term.
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The results in Table 1 support the argument that
parties adapt their policy positions to parties they have
lost voters to. Model 1 shows that there is a positive
effect of the spatial lag on a party’s position (0.72). This
implies that if party A lost votes to party B, party B’s
position will have a positive influence on party A’s
position in the upcoming election. While this influence
is statistically significant, the substantive impact of this
is relatively difficult to comprehend from the estimates
themselves. Consider a simplified example in which
party A has a relatively strong net loss of 20% to
party B, which means that party A lost 20% of their
previous vote share to party B. Suppose that Party B’s
platform for the upcoming election is at 25 on the RILE
index and Party A’s position in the previous election
was at 0. A difference of 25 points on the RILE index
amounts to more or less the difference between the
Labour and Conservative Party in the 2010 UK elec-
tion. In this case, the marginal adaption of Party A to
party B is 3.6 on the rile scale.4 Within multiparty
competition, Party A can of course simultaneously lose
votes to multiple parties, for example, Party B and
Party C. Here the adaption rates can cancel each other
out if the other parties fall on opposite sides of Party A
(say Party B at 25 and Party C at -25) and Party A lost
the same share of votes to both. But multiparty com-
petition can also magnify the effect if both party B and
C are on the same side, which would give a marginal

adaption rate toward B andC of 7.6 points on theRILE
index.

The marginal effect of how parties react to the
position of other parties they have lost votes to is
moderated by the overall vote loss at the previous
election. As we have argued in hypothesis 2, parties
will require strong signals in terms of overall loss to
adapt to another party’s position. Model 2 shows that
the magnitude of the effect increases when we condi-
tion it on the relative vote change at the preceding
election.5 The direct effect in this model is the effect
among the lowest 33% of parties, that is, parties that
lost more than 5.9% in the last election. Comparedwith
the direct effect in Model 1, the size of the effect with
0.93 is substantially larger. In addition, among the
highest 66% the negative interaction indicates that
for this group the spatial lag has no positive effect.
Therefore, parties that overall lose less strongly
(or win votes) do not react to losing votes to other
parties. In line with our expectations, only parties with
strong incentives to shift their position strategically
adjust their policy profile in accordance with parties
that they have lost votes to.

The estimates obtained from the interaction effect
model further highlight that this adaptation can be
quite substantial. Figure 1 illustrates the example dis-
cussed above for the estimates from model 2. The plot
shows the marginal rate of adaption of party A in the
direction of party B for different scenarios. It highlights
that the net vote loss from Party A to Party B will affect
Party A’s positioning, but only when there is a strong
total vote loss in the proceeding election (more than
5.8%of its previous votes share). The right panels show
that (in this case) if partyA lost 5%of its previous votes
to Party B, Party Awill adapt its position in direction of
Party B with 1.2 scale points. With 15% vote loss, the
adaption will be around 3.5. With 40% of net vote loss,
the position will be at 8.2 and even closer to Party B.
For a case where a party did not lose much in the last
election, the left panel shows that then PartyA does not
adapt to Party B’s position. These examples illustrate
the consequences for a two-party case with two parties
that are quite close together in the political space. We
exemplify the case for multiparty competition in the
supplementary material C.2.

We conduct a set of robustness checks. First, we
analyze whether two alternative covariates could
explain our findings. The results are robust when
(a) controlling for shifts in public opinion and
(b) when controlling for the idea that parties might
simply react to parties that are ideologically close. In
addition, we consider two modeling and measurement
issues that could be relevant for our findings. The
results are robust when using the log-RILE left–right
position (Lowe et al., 2011) and still hold when includ-
ing party-fixed effects. We further analyze differences
between mainstream parties and niche parties and find
that our results are more emphasized for mainstream

TABLE 1. The Reaction of Parties to Voter
Transitions

Model 1
RILE

Model 2
RILE

WLosses RILE 0.72*** 0.93***
(0.22) (0.23)

RILE (t - 1) 0.76*** 0.75***
(0.03) (0.03)

WLosses RILE �
Vote Δ (t - 1) highest 66 % -0.65

(0.64)
Vote Δ (t - 1) highest 66 % -1.67

(1.33)
Average RILE shift (t - 1) −0.19** −0.19**

(0.09) (0.09)
R2 0.65 0.66
Adjusted R2 0.65 0.65
Number of observations 454 453

Note: The table shows the results of the spatial lag models
estimated with ordinary least squares. The dependent variable
of the model is the RILE index. Each specification includes
country fixed effects; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

4 The marginal rate of adaption is calculated as a change of Party A’s
position with changes in Party B’s position times Party B’s position
and thereby highlights how strongly Party A adapts to Party B. We
describe the quantity of interest formally in the supplementary
material.

5 Supplementary material C.1 contains a plot with the marginal
effects.
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parties. All of these results are elaborated in more
detail in the supplementary material D.

CONCLUSION

In this letter, we demonstrate how parties strategically
adapt their policy positions in response to voter transi-
tions.We can show that parties that have lostmore votes
to another party more strongly adjust their policy pos-
ition toward this party. Especially when they have lost a
lot of votes in an election, parties adjust their position to
the party they have lost votes to. Substantively, the
effects of voter transitions on party behavior go far
beyond the effects usually found when investigating
the effects of election results on party positioning.
We should emphasize that within this letter we do not

intend to provide a full model of party competition.We
focus on one crucial aspect: how parties receive infor-
mation from election results and adjust their position in
accordance. Our letter thus contributes to a literature
trying to uncover behavioral decision rules for political
parties. In addition to the mechanism that we have
uncovered, other findings about the strategic behavior
of political parties in the competitive space will still be
relevant. Therefore, additional rules can be used to
formulate more specific expectations, for example,
that parties rarely leapfrog. Analyzing heterogeneous
responses of parties should also be a fruitful way forward.
We provide a first comparative test of the effect of

voter transitions on the competitive behavior of polit-
ical parties. For observers of real world political parties,
it is certainly not surprising that voter transitionsmatter
for parties’ policy positions. It is thus all the more
remarkable that this variable has virtually been absent
in the comparative analysis of the strategic behavior
of political parties. In this regard, including voter

transitions as a determinant of party behavior should
be relevant to scholars far beyond the study of party
positioning and for a wide range of analyses on policy
making and democratic representation alike. More-
over, while we rely on a simple and straight-forward
way of operationalizing voter transitions, future studies
could investigate in more detail how transitions of
different segments of the electorate (e.g., industrial
workers) matter for party behavior. Another line of
research should focus on how these strategic adjust-
ments pay off electorally.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055420000155.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/HULLNG.
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