
3 Three Concepts of Issue Competence

This chapter provides evidence for the three concepts of competence.
We highlight the degree of stability of a party’s top-rated issues (issue
ownership) over time and the frequency of instances of issue ownership
loss, gain and realignment – (the latter where ownership moves from one
party to another).We identify frequent changes (within the time span of the
data) in issue reputations in the United States, the United Kingdom,
Australia and Germany, covering eight political parties. The data allow us
to examine howmuchwithin-issue volatility also exists in issue competence
or handling evaluations across time and across countries. We reveal how
changes in party ratings on issues display unique variation, and how
changes in performance evaluations are as great on a party’s owned issues
as on non-owned issues; ownership of an issue does not denote greater
stability in performance updating. Furthermore, this chapter examines how
much shared variance there is in competence evaluations. The analyses
show how public opinion about issue competence exhibits common varia-
tion over time, such that broad shifts are observed where a party’s ratings
move on all issues together, resulting in a mood in public opinion about
competence, or in ‘generalised competence’ – an underlying tendency in
how voters perceive the issue handling of parties.

For each concept, we consider the interrelationship with partisanship.
We show that the relative strengths of parties on issues (issue ratings

within parties, not between parties) cut through partisan biases.
Partisans, rival partisans and independents tend to attribute parties with
the same relative strengths and weaknesses on issues, although the levels
are – of course – different. This finding is important for measuring issue
ownership and for understanding its importance; ownership is more than
a product of partisan bias.

Our analyses suggest that performance assessments are also more than
simply a product of partisanship. Examining the degree to which parti-
sans, rivals and independents update their assessments of performance,
and the degree to which performance shocks persist in future perfor-
mance evaluations, we find that it is partisans who respond to information

47

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316662557.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316662557.003


about performance by updating their evaluations of party handling. Our
analysis of independent voters, by contrast, shows no evidence of shocks
having lasting impacts on public opinion about performance.

Our measures of generalised competence are not explained only by
partisanship. Furthermore, in models of ‘Granger causation’ we find
evidence that generalised competence tends to lead partisanship to
a greater degree than lags it. This finding reveals that competence has
the potential to offer an important predictor of party support and offers
evidence consistent with the concept of partisanship as a running tally
(Fiorina 1981) (while not ruling out the concept of partisan lens).

Public Opinion Data over Time and across Countries

This chapter draws on public opinion data spanningmore than sixty years
in the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada, over fifty years in
Germany and some twenty-five years in Australia. This comprises a total
of 10,920 individual survey items relating to issue competence. These
aggregate data are collected from a range of sources.

Our US data were compiled from the database of survey data held by
the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. Our UK data are drawn from
a combination of Gallup polls, as reported in King andWybrow’s (2001)
British Political Opinion 1937–2000; the online archives of the polling firms
Ipsos MORI, YouGov and Populus; a dataset compiled as part of the
Continuous Monitoring Survey (CMS) between 2004 and 2013; and sur-
veys of the British Election Study between 1963 and 2010.
The Australian survey data are from the online archives of Newspoll.
The Canadian data were compiled from Bélanger (2003) and original
monthly reports of the Canadian Gallup Index held at McGill University.
Our data for Germany come from a combination of the GESIS archive
holdings of German Election Studies and Forschungsgruppe Wahlen’s
monthly Politbarometer from 1977 to 2013, supplemented with additional
data from the online archives of Forschungsgruppe Wahlen.

Survey questions aimed at measuring public evaluations on party hand-
ling of issues take a range of forms. Common formulations ask respondents
‘which party’ would handle issue X ‘best’, or ‘would do a better job’
handling issue Y, or which would ‘you trust to do a better job on’.

I am going to read out a list of problems facing the country. Could you tell me
for each of them which political party you personally think would handle the
problem best? Education and schools

With Britain in economic difficulties, which party do you think could handle
the problem best – The Conservative Party or the Labour Party?
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Do you think the Republican Party or the Democratic Party would do a better
job of dealing with each of the following issues and problems?

Which political party, the Democrats or the Republicans, do you trust to do
a better job handling . . . the economy?

Which one of the (ALP, Liberal and National Party Coalition or someone
else) do you think would best handle welfare and social issues?

There are cross-national and within-country variations in question
wording but all relate to some aspect of handling, competence, perfor-
mance, effectiveness, trust or delivery. These tend to tap citizens’ evalua-
tions of party competence in similar ways. A typical question format in the
United States asks respondents ‘Who do you trust to do a better job of
handling the economy: the Democrats or the Republicans?’ or ‘Do you
think the Democratic Party or the Republican Party can do a better job
in . . . reducing the crime rate . . . or don’t you think there’s any difference
between them?’ The most common question format in the United
Kingdom asks respondents ‘I am going to read out a list of problems
facing the country. Could you tell me for each of them which political
party you personally think would handle the problem best?’ In Germany,
a variant of these asks, ‘Welche Partei ist Ihrer Meinung nach am besten
geeignet, neue Arbeitsplätze zu schaffen?’ [Which party is best, in your
opinion, at creating new jobs?].1 In Canada, the question is posed along
the lines of ‘Which federal political party do you think can best handle the
problem of social security?’ In Australia, pollsters ask ‘Which one of the
(ALP, Liberal and National Party Coalition or someone else) do you
think would best handle national security?’ The survey items, therefore,
typically relate to which party is best able to handle or deliver on
a particular issue, relative to other parties.

Due to the extended time span of the data, these consist of a variety of
survey modes (face-to-face, telephone, online panels). Most refer to all
voting-age adults. While the US data does include some items with
registered or likely voter filters, this is not the norm. The sample sizes
can also vary, but they are typically in the region of 1,000 or more, with
just a few instances where polling firms use split samples to ask about
competence across a greater number of issues (such as for the NBC/Wall
Street Journal poll series regarding party issue handling).

In an ideal world we would use survey data collected using a consistent
weighting and sampling strategy, but in the absence of this luxury the data
provide the best available measures of how each party is perceived as
capable of handling a particular issue at any given point in time. To the

1 Ratings of the CDU typically include evaluations of its Bavarian sister party, the Christian
Social Union (CSU).
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extent that weighting and sampling impacts on these measures it serves to
introduce error – and thus, if anything, our analyses will understate the
importance of issue competence.

One option for analysing these data would be to examine issue evalua-
tions recorded by a single source (e.g. the same polling house over an
extended period of time) where ratings of parties across issues should be
expected to be most similar (respondents often rate parties across a range
of issues in the same survey and so the influence of partisanship and of
satisficing in survey answers will be maximised). Another is to evaluate
survey data gathered across a range of different sources, examining
greater amounts of data on more issues and over a longer time period
with fewer gaps.We opt for the latter approach, taking the average ratings
of parties on issues over multiple survey items in a given year.
We aggregate our data within particular issue topics so that trends can
be compared over time and across countries. Survey questions on issue
handling are often fielded irregularly and infrequently by polling organi-
sations and national election studies. We develop a classification scheme,
adapted from the Comparative Agendas Project, consisting of thirteen
issues. These are issues that attract the attention of mass publics, media,
parties and governments; the major issues on the public agenda. Most
correspond directly to specific domains of public policy, such as the
economy, health, defence and education. The classification scheme is
outlined in Table 3.1, with corresponding examples for each issue cate-
gory. Managing public spending, reducing taxes and balancing the bud-
get are classified as economic issues. Dealing with pensions and social
security are welfare issues. National security and terrorism are defence
issues. The exception is our thirteenth topic, morality, which relates to
moral standards and promotion of family issues, another focus of parties
and publics (see Engeli et al. 2012).

This approach to classification enables us to consider how evaluations
of issue-handling change or remain stable over time. It also allows for
comparative insights. It does mean that evaluations of parties on these
aggregate issues might fluctuate due to the evolution of the issue topic –

for example, as the focus of defence changes from being about the Cold
War to preoccupation with terrorism. Likewise, the historical focus of
rights and minorities on civil rights and race relations, in the United
States, has more recently incorporated rights as they relate to same-sex
marriage and gender. To study ownership, performance and generalised
competence over time we have to allow that the underlying mix of issues
can adapt and change. By aggregating across survey items, we expect
substantial changes in issue competence to therefore represent mean-
ingful change; not simply change that cancels out within issue categories.
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Table 3.1 Classification of issue categories

Category Examples

1: Economy, Business &
Trade

Economy, business, inflation, prices, interest rates,
unemployment rate, exchange rates, taxation, foreign
investment, balance of payments, financial stability, keeping
the country prosperous, business depression, protecting
industry against foreign competition, cost of living,
balancing the budget, fiscal responsibility.

2: Rights & Minorities Civil rights, promoting racial equality, race relations,
democracy, freedom of speech, privacy, women’s rights/
issues, native/aboriginal rights.

3: Health Healthcare, health system (e.g. National Health Service,
Medicare).

4: Labour & Employment Jobs, job situation, strikes, industrial disputes, labour relations,
trade unions, employment, industrial relations.

5: Education Education, schools, improving education, universities,
education system.

6: Environment The environment, climate change, global warming, protecting
the environment.

7: Law & Order Law and order, crime, disorder, death penalty, reducing the
crime rate, policing, the crime problem, delinquency.

8: Welfare & Housing Pensions, social security, welfare, benefits, homelessness,
housing, shortage of affordable housing, building more
houses, housing market, reducing poverty, helping the poor,
prescription drugs for the elderly, reforming welfare, housing
construction.

9: Defence Defence, national security, military conflicts (e.g. Iraq,
Afghanistan, Vietnam), nuclear weapons, terrorism,
ensuring a strong national defence, war on terrorism.

10: Foreign Affairs Foreign affairs, foreign policy, relations with other
countries, world peace, European Union, keeping out
of war.

11: Government Can better manage the federal government, dealing with
the issue of corruption in government, standing up to
lobbyists and special interests, reforming government in
Washington, governs in a more honest and ethical way,
dealing with ethics in government, constitution/
devolution.

12: Immigration Immigration, controlling immigration, illegal immigration,
asylum seekers.

13: Morality Creating a more moral society, encouraging high moral
standards and values, upholding traditional family values,
commitment to family, promoting strong moral values,
improving morality in this country, abortion, family
issues.
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Public Opinion about Party Competence

We begin our analysis by displaying data on public evaluations of the
major parties from our dataset.

In Figure 3.1, we display aggregate-level data on the public’s evalua-
tions of the USDemocratic Party on the thirteen issues for which we have
data over time, and in Figure 3.2 for selected parties in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Australia and Germany for a smaller subset of
issues. This enables closer visual inspection of trends in evaluations of
party handling of individual issues.2 There are not enough survey data for
Canada to enable inspection of party issue competence for individual
issues, and for Germany we have only four issues with sufficient data.
The figures cover the periods for which the data are richest (and thusmost
informative) between 1980 and 2013 in the United States, between 1980
and 2015 in the United Kingdom, between 1989 and 2014 in Australia
and between 1980 and 2013 in Germany.

The trends in Figure 3.1 exhibit three immediately clear features.
The first is that the Democrats have no issues that are clearly and stably

1980 1990 2000 2010

Year

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Is
su

e 
ha

nd
lin

g 
(%

)

Economy

Education

Defence

Morality

Rights & Minorities

Environment

Foreign Affairs

Health

Law & Order

Government

Labour & Employment

Welfare & Housing

Immigration

Figure 3.1 Public opinion about issue handling for the US Democratic
Party, 1980–2013

2 Data for all issues are presented in the Appendix, Figures A3.1 to A3.8.
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owned over time. Their best issue in the earlier time period is welfare and
housing, but this is later replaced by the environment (in around 2000).
The second feature is the amount of noise and variation in ratings on
individual issues. Note that by aggregating sub-topics into issue cate-
gories we are already dampening some of the noise and variance by
design. Still there is substantial variance we need to explain. This is not
all subsumed in economic ratings (the bold black line), which remain
almost constantly in the middle of owned issues (best rated) and not
owned issues (worse rated). The third feature is the shared over time
variation we observe for the Democrats. There are clear peaks and
troughs for all issues as ratings move upwards and downwards in com-
mon, while retaining distinct level differences, a shared improvement in
Democrat handling evaluations and a narrowing in the distance between
Democrat ratings across issues from about 2005.

To enable better inspection of individual issue patterns, we can now
zoom in on a selection of issues across other cases.

These figures display a number of features in common, as well as some
interesting differences.

There appears to be less issue-specific fluctuation in the ordering of
issue evaluations in the United Kingdom in comparison to the United
States, especially in the earlier part of the series, and much less so in
Australia. The Australian data are drawn from a single polling source and
over a shorter time period, so this may explain this difference, but it may
also arise due to the highly stable party system in Australia.3 The United
States andUnitedKingdom differencesmay also arise due to the different
volume of data across both countries and the degree to which the data are
drawn from multiple or single sources. However, the possibility of coun-
try and institutional differences, as well as differences over the time period
in both countries, is noticeable in Figure 3.2.

There are some hints in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 of increasing homogeneity of
issue-handling evaluations over time in both the United States and United
Kingdom. We see greater variation for the Democrats in Figure 3.1 in the
earlier years, and some narrowing for the Republicans and less variance for
the Conservatives in the latter periods in Figure 3.2. Given that we only
focus in Figure 3.2 on a selection of issues and parties, we may be missing
part of the story. But the full figures also back up this apparent change (see
the Appendix, Figures A3.1 to A3.8). We have more data in our later time
periods, so this may provide part of the explanation. It is also possible that
parties in these countries are losing clear associations with issues.

3 The Australian data are from 1989 to 2014 and all data are drawn from the regular
Newspoll series.
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There is amore complex picture in the data revealed inFigures 3.1 and3.2
than explained by the traditional notion of issue ownership as a stable
feature of party reputations. Each party has a set of issues that tend to be
better rated for a period, and some issues that tend to be worse.
However, there is also over-time variability on the top issues and bottom
issues. In addition to the Democrats’ gain of the environment (and
apparent loss of welfare and housing), the Republican ownership of
defence in Figure 3.2 appears to substantially weaken by 2010.
The same loss can be seen for the UK Conservative Party, but on the
issue of foreign affairs. Even the issue of healthcare for the Conservatives
becomes less of a clear liability for the party at this point than the issue
was between 1980 and 2000. Whereas we see stability of ownership in
Australia in Figure 3.2, even only using four issues in Germany we find
evidence of ownership change. The German right-of-centre Christian
Democratic Union (CDU) seems to gain the issue topic of labour and
employment relative to their earlier ratings on this issue. Note that by
presenting all issues by party, not between party, we capture variance
that is overlooked by examining the lead of one party over another.

In addition to a notion of issue ownership, Figures 3.1 and 3.2 reveal
a considerable amount of over-time variation in the average levels at which
the public rates each party on issues.Much of this will be randomnoise, but
much will not. The data also reveal that these changes sometimes alter the
overall ranking of a party across issues. This point is clearly demonstrated
in the Republican ratings on defence in Figure 3.2. Here we see the
Republicans retain a relative lead (over other issues) on this issue through-
out the period until around 2005 but the party secures significant gains in
its ratings in different time points, and incurs significant losses too. This
issue-specific variation should be highly important as a party considers how
it is evaluated entering an election, or as voters who consider that issue
important decide whether to stick with the party or defect.

In addition to relatively stable differences in level, and in addition to
issue-specific differences in change, the data in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 reveal
that there is a degree to which the public updates its ratings of parties on
issues in common. As discussed, the US Democratic Party is evaluated
more positively for a time between 2000 and 2010; the party is evaluated
more positively on all issues: on higher ranked and lower ranked issues
alike. This common shift is not a simple partisan story, as is clear in
Figure 3.2. If we ignore the Republicans’ best issue (defence) for much of
the series, and its worst issue (environment), there is some indication that
the Republicans’ ratings on many other issues have moved in a more
positive direction over the entire period, whereby the ratings on issues
such as ‘labour and employment’, education, ‘welfare and housing’,
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morality and ‘rights and minorities’ all climb in common. The common
variation is apparent for the UK Conservative Party too. There is a clear
structural break in the data which coincides with 1993; this was the year
following the events of the infamous ‘Black Wednesday’, in which the
Conservatives lost their reputation for economic competence over the
ERM crisis. That period also coincided with party disunity, which further
affected the party’s reputation for governing, under then Prime Minister
John Major. Figure 3.2 makes clear that this reputational damage trans-
lated to ratings across policy issues. The party begins to improve its ratings
on all issues in common between 2000 and 2010, but the data also reveal
some shared peaks in competence: in 1997 and in 2000. The Australian
Liberal Party experienced a downward shift in common across issues in
2008 to 2009, a time at which the party was divided over policy (specifically
over its response to the Rudd government’s proposed emissions trading
scheme) and changed leader twice in a period of just over a year.

Each of these graphs reveals the three concepts we argued for in
Chapters 1 and 2. They show how each party has issues on which it
tends to be better rated over time and how these within-party better or
worse issues can change. Taking the mean of any of these issues, or the
lead of one party over another, as measures of ‘ownership’ would confuse
two further characteristics: (i) the degree to which every issue exhibits
specific variation in some time points or in all and (ii) the degree to which
there is a shift in the average ratings across issues for a party, which runs
alongside ownership of issues and specific issue volatility. It would also
force issue ratings and changes to be, in essence, symmetric, when our
data reveal that this assumption is not accurate.

The remainder of this chapter focuses in greater detail on the properties
of each of three concepts in turn.

The Characteristics of Issue Ownership

Substantively, issue ownership theory accounts for (a) those issues on
which a party should prefer to focus election campaigns and election
choices upon, and (b) the relationship between voting behaviour and
the salience of issues on which a party is considered the ‘issue owner’.
This can explain the focus on the mean level of, or the lead in, positive
competence ratings as the empirical focus of attention, since votes will be
associated with positive/higher ratings – whether those arise from long-
term reputation and representation or whether they arise from short-term
fluctuations. However, this operationalisation cannot help us with differ-
ent theoretical and empirical questions. We seek to explain how issue
ownership arises, and how reputations on issues are lost. For this, it is
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much more meaningful to examine ownership as the long-term reputa-
tion of a party for strength and competence on an issue relative to other
issues, rather than relative to another party’s rating on an issue.

We propose that ownership is operationalised and measured according
to the rank ordering of a party’s issues. This allows us to determine which
issues a party should view as its assets, since assets will always be relative
to overall performance. It allows one party’s reputation to be damaged on
an issue without another party’s reputation being automatically
enhanced. It provides insight into important variation in the loss, gain
and stability of a party’s ‘best’, ‘worst’ or neutral issues. And, as we show
below, it provides a measure that is less susceptible to the problem of
endogeneity in ratings of preferred and rival parties on issues.

Taking our dataset of aggregate survey items on issue competence, we
create a variable where an issue is the top ranked issue for a party (i.e. it
receives a higher score, on average, than every other issue), second ranked
issue, third ranked issue, fourth ranked issue and so on, through to the
bottom ranked issue (from the n of issues for which survey items are avail-
able). We calculate the average score and a ranking by election cycle to
ensure that our rankings are not based on too large a number ofmissing cells
(a possibility evident from the incomplete coverage of issues for earlier time
periods, before the 1970s, in the United States and the United Kingdom),
and also to reflect a long-term notion of ownership which should not change
due to measurement error and noise. Such a measure of issue ownership
could be calculated for any defined unit of time (such as by year).4

Tables 3.2 to 3.9 present the within-party ranking of each party’s issue
competence over the longest time period for which data are available for
the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia and Germany.
Additionally, we highlight issues that are in the top-, middle- and bottom-
third of a party’s issues depending on how many issues our survey data
cover overall (with middle-ranked issues marked in grey text). This
summarises each party’s best and worst issues. Having identified each
party’s relative issue strengths and weaknesses, we then classify cases of
gains, losses or realignments (switching) of ownership, and indicate those
in Tables 3.2 to 3.9. Our criteria are as follows.

Table 3.2 presents our cases of ownership and ownership change for
the USRepublican Party. Table 3.3 follows for the USDemocratic Party,
Table 3.4 for the UK Conservative Party, Table 3.5 for the UK Labour
Party, Table 3.6 for the Australian Liberal Party, Table 3.6 for the
Australian Labor Party, Table 3.8 for the German Christian Democrats
and Table 3.9 for the German Social Democrats.

4 It could also be calculated at the individual level, with sufficient coverage of ratings across
issues.
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Table 3.2 Issue ownership and ownership change, US Republican Party

Election cycle 1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue 10th Issue 11th Issue 12th Issue 13th Issue

1940–1944 Economy Labour &
  Employment

Government Foreign Affairs Defence

1944–1948 Labour & 
Employment

Economy Welfare & 
Housing

Government Foreign Affairs Health Education Defence

1948–1952 Government* 
(+3)

Defence* (+6) Economy Labour & 
Employment* (−3)

Foreign Affairs Rights & 
Minorities

1952–1956 Foreign
  Affairs* (+4) 

Economy Rights & 
Minorities

1956–1960 Foreign Affairs Economy Rights & 
Minorities

Foreign Affairs Economy

1960–1964 Foreign Affairs Economy Rights & 
Minorities

Government

1964–1968 Law & Order Economy Foreign Affairs Defence Rights & 
Minorities* (−2)

Labour & 
Employment

1968–1972 Foreign Affairs Economy Defence Law & Order* (−3)

1972–1976 Foreign Affairs Economy Health Government Morality

1976–1980 Government* 
(+3)

Economy Defence Foreign Affairs Health Labour & 
Employment

Law & Order Education Environment Welfare & 
Housing

Rights & 
Minorities

1980–1984 Economy Defence Foreign Affairs Morality Government Law & Order Labour & 
Employment

Welfare & Housing Education Rights & 
Minorities

Health Environment

1984–1988 Defence Economy Foreign Affairs Government Law & Order Labour & 
Employment

Morality Health Environment Welfare & 
Housing

Education Rights & 
Minorities

1988–1992 Defence Foreign Affairs Government Economy Morality Law & Order Labour & 
Employment

Education Rights & 
Minorities

Health Welfare & 
Housing

Environment

1992–1996 Defence Foreign Affairs Economy Morality Immigration Labour & 
Employment

Welfare & 
Housing

Government* (−5) Law & Order Education Health Rights & 
Minorities

Environment

1996–2000 Defence Morality Economy Foreign Affairs Law & Order Government Education Welfare & Housing Rights & 
Minorities

Labour & 
Employment

Health Environment

2000–2004 Defence Foreign Affairs Morality Immigration Economy* (−2) Law & Order Government Labour & 
Employment

Education Welfare & 
Housing

Health Rights & 
Minorities

Environment

2004–2008 Defence Labour & 
Employment* (+6)

Foreign Affairs Morality Law & Order Economy Education Immigration Welfare & 
Housing

Government Health Rights & 
Minorities

Environment

2008–2012 Economy*
  (+5)

Labour &
  Employment

Law & Order Foreign Affairs Morality Health Immigration Defence* (−7) Education Welfare & 
Housing

Government Rights & 
Minorities

Environment

2012–2013 Economy Labour &
  Employment

Health* (+3) Defence Welfare & Housing Immigration Education Law & Order Foreign Government Morality
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Table 3.3 Issue ownership and ownership change, US Democratic Party

Election cycle

1940–1944 Defence Labour & 

Employment

Foreign Affairs Government Economy

1944–1948 Defence Health Education Foreign Affairs Economy Government Labour & 

Employment

Welfare & 

Housing

1948–1952 Rights & 

Minorities

Economy* (+3) Labour & 

Employment

Foreign Affairs Defence* (−4) Government

1952–1956 Economy Rights & Minorities Foreign Affairs

1956–1960 Economy Health Labour & 

Employment

Foreign Affairs Rights & Minorities

1960–1964 Economy Rights &
   Minorities* (+3) 

Foreign Affairs Government

1964–1968 Law & Order Labour & 

Employment

Economy* (−2) Defence Rights & Minorities Foreign Affairs

1968–1972 Economy Foreign Affairs Defence Law & Order* 

(−3)

1972–1976 Health Economy Government Foreign Affairs Morality

1976–1980 Rights & 

Minorities* 

(+4)

Labour & 

Employment

Welfare & Housing Foreign Affairs Economy Environment Defence Health* (−7) Education Government Law & 

Order

1980–1984 Welfare & 

Housing

Rights & Minorities Labour & 

Employment

Health Environment Education Economy Foreign Affairs Defence Government Law & 

Order

Morality

1984–1988 Welfare & 

Housing

Rights & Minorities Environment Labour & 

Employment

Education Economy Foreign Affairs Health Defence Government Law & 

Order

Morality

1988–1992 Welfare & 

Housing

Labour & 

Employment

Health* (+5) Education Rights & 

Minorities* (−3)5
Environment Morality Economy Government Foreign 

Affairs

Law & 

Order

Defence

1992–1996 Environment* 

(+4)

Labour & 

Employment

Education Health Welfare &
   Housing* (−4) 

Rights & 

Minorities

Economy Morality Law &
  Order

Government Foreign 

Affairs

Defence Immigration

1996–2000 Environment Health Welfare & Housing Labour & 

Employment

Education Rights & 

Minorities

Economy Foreign Affairs Law &
  Order

Government Morality Defence

2000–2004 Environment Labour & 

Employment

Health Welfare & 

Housing

Education Economy Rights & 

Minorities

Immigration Government Morality Law & 

Order

Defence Foreign 

Affairs

2004–2008 Health Environment Education* (+2) Labour & 

Employment

Welfare & Housing Rights & 

Minorities

Economy Morality Government Defence Foreign 

Affairs

Immigration Law & Order

2008–2012 Education Rights & Minorities Health Environment Labour &
  Employment

Welfare & 

Housing

Government Economy Law &
  Order

Immigration Morality Defence Foreign 

Affairs

2012–2013 Education Morality Health Government Labour &
  Employment

Welfare & 

Housing

Economy Immigration Law &
  Order

Defence Foreign 

Affairs

1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue 10th Issue 11th Issue 12th Issue 13th Issue

5 While ‘rights and minorities’ drops three places, we do not classify this as an ownership loss. The fall is due to the emergence of women’s
rights as an issue in the underlying data. Because neither party has a strong standing on this nascent issue, the decrease in the overall
Democrat ratings is not due to deterioration on civil rights.
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Table 3.4 Issue ownership and ownership change, UK Conservative Party

Election cycle

1939–1945 Welfare & 

Housing

1951–1955 Foreign Affairs Welfare &
   Housing

Economy

1955–1959 Foreign Affairs Rights &
   Minorities

Economy Defence Welfare &
    Housing

Labour & 
   Employment

Health Law & Order

1959–1964 Defence Economy Foreign Affairs Welfare &
    Housing

Labour & 

Employment

1964–1966 Foreign 

Affairs* (+2)

Economy Rights &
   Minorities

Education Defence Immigration Labour & 

Employment

Welfare & 

Housing

Health Law & Order

1966–1970 Economy Immigration Foreign Affairs Welfare &
    Housing

Labour & 

Employment

1970–1974 Defence Education Foreign Affairs Labour &

Employment

Immigration Economy* (−5) Health

1974–1979 Law & Order* 

(+9)

Immigration*
  (+2)

Welfare &
   Housing

Education Foreign Affairs Defence Economy Rights & 

Minorities

Health Labour & 

Employment

1979–1983 Defence Law & Order Immigration Foreign Affairs Education Welfare & Housing* 

(−3)

Labour & 

Employment

Economy Rights & 

Minorities

Health

1983–1987 Defence Law & Order Labour & 

Employment* 

(+4)

Foreign Affairs Economy Welfare & Housing Education Environment Health

1987–1992 Defence Labour & 

Employment

Foreign Affairs Law & Order Economy Education Rights & 

Minorities

Welfare & 

Housing

Health Environment

1992–1997 Defence Labour & 

Employment

Foreign Affairs Law & Order Economy Education Morality Government Rights & 

Minorities

Welfare &
    Housing

Environment Health

1997–2001 Immigration Defence Law & Order Economy Foreign Affairs*

(−2)

Labour & 

Employment* (−4)

Morality Education Welfare & 

Housing

Government Health Environment

2001–2005 Immigration Law & Order Economy Foreign Affairs Defence* (−3) Health Education Welfare & 
Housing

Government Labour & 
Employment

Environment

2005–2010 Law & Order Immigration Economy Education Health Defence Welfare &
    Housing

Foreign Affairs Environment Government

2010–2015 Law & Order Immigration Economy Education Welfare & Housing Health Foreign Affairs Environment

1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue 10th Issue 11th Issue 12th Issue 13th Issue
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Table 3.5 Issue ownership and ownership change, UK Labour Party

Election Cycle 1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue 10th Issue 11th Issue 12th Issue 13th Issue

1939–1945 Welfare & Housing

1951–1955 Economy Welfare & Housing Foreign Affairs

1955–1959 Health Labour & 

Employment

Welfare & Housing Economy Defence Foreign Affairs Rights & Minorities Law & Order

1959–1964 Welfare & Housing Labour & 

Employment

Economy Defence Foreign Affairs

1964–1966 Health Labour & 

Employment

Welfare & Housing Education Economy Foreign Affairs Immigration Rights & 

Minorities

Defence Law & Order

1966–1970 Welfare & Housing Foreign Affairs Labour & EmploymentEconomy Immigration

1970–1974 Health Labour & 

Employment

Education Economy Foreign Affairs Defence Immigration

1974–1979 Labour & 

Employment

Health Welfare & Housing Economy Education Rights & Minorities Foreign Affairs Defence Law & Order Immigration

1979–1983 Health Welfare & Housing Labour & EmploymentEconomy Rights & Minorities Education Foreign Affairs Defence Law & Order Immigration

1983–1987 Health Education* (+4) Welfare & Housing Economy Labour & Employment* 

(−2)

Foreign Affairs Defence Environment Law & Order

1987–1992 Health Welfare & Housing Education Rights & Minorities Economy Labour & 

Employment

Foreign Affairs Law & Order Environment Defence

1992–1997 Health Welfare & Housing Education Rights & Minorities Economy Labour & 

Employment

Morality Government Law & Order Foreign Affairs Environment Defence

1997–2001 Education Economy* (+3) Morality* (+4) Health Labour & Employment Welfare & Housing Law & Order Foreign Affairs Government Immigration Defence Environment

2001–2005 Health Economy Welfare & Housing Education Labour & Employment Defence Law & Order Foreign Affairs Immigration Government Environment

2005–2010 Health Economy Education Welfare & Housing Law & Order Foreign Affairs Environment Government Defence Immigration

2010–2015 Health Education Welfare & Housing Economy* (−3) Law & Order Foreign Affairs Immigration Environment
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Table 3.6 Issue ownership and ownership change, Australian Liberal Party

Election
cycle 1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue

1987–1990 Economy Immigration Welfare &
Housing

Labour &
Employment

Environment

1990–1993 Immigration Economy Health Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Rights &
Minorities

Environment

1993–1996 Economy Immigration Health Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Environment Rights &
Minorities

1996–1998 Economy Immigration Labour &
Employment

Health Welfare & Housing Environment Rights &
Minorities

1998–2001 Defence Economy Immigration Health Education Labour &
Employment

Welfare &
Housing

Environment Rights &
Minorities

2001–2004 Defence Economy Immigration Labour &
Employment

Education Health Welfare &
Housing

Rights &
Minorities

Environment

2004–2007 Defence Economy Immigration Health Education Welfare &
Housing

Labour &
Employment

Rights &
Minorities

Environment

2007–2010 Economy Defence Immigration Health Labour &
Employment

Education Rights &
Minorities

Welfare &
Housing

Environment

2010–2013 Defence Economy Immigration Labour &
Employment

Health Education Environment
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Table 3.7 Issue ownership and ownership change, Australian Labor Party

Election
Cycle 1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue

1987–1990 Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Economy Environment Immigration

1990–1993 Labour &
Employment

Health Welfare & Housing Rights & Minorities Environment Economy Immigration

1993–1996 Labour &
Employment

Health Welfare & Housing Rights & Minorities Economy Immigration Environment

1996–1998 Labour &
Employment

Health Welfare & Housing Rights & Minorities Immigration Economy Environment

1998–2001 Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Health Education Rights &
Minorities

Environment Economy Immigration Defence

2001–2004 Health Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Education Rights &
Minorities

Economy Immigration Environment Defence

2004–2007 Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Education Health* (−3) Rights &
Minorities

Immigration Environment Economy Defence

2007–2010 Welfare &
Housing

Education Labour &
Employment

Health Rights &
Minorities

Economy Environment Defence Immigration

2010–2013 Labour &
Employment

Education Health Economy Environment Defence Immigration
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Table 3.8 Issue ownership and ownership change, German Christian Democratic Union

Election cycle 1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue

1957–1961 Education Foreign Affairs Defence Welfare & Housing Economy Labour &
Employment

1961–1965 Foreign Affairs Economy Welfare & Housing Education
1969–1972 Defence Foreign Affairs Education Law & Order Economy Health Environment Rights &

Minorities
1972–1976 Law & Order* (+3) Economy Labour &

Employment
Foreign Affairs* (−2)

1976–1980 Law & Order Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Economy Foreign Affairs Environment

1980–1983 Law & Order Economy* (+2) Welfare & Housing Labour & Employment Foreign Affairs Environment
1983–1987 Economy Law & Order Welfare & Housing Foreign Affairs Labour &

Employment
Defence Environment

1987–1990 Economy Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Environment

1990–1994 Foreign
Affairs* (+3)

Economy Immigration Defence Law & Order Labour &
Employment

Welfare &
Housing

Environment

1994–1998 Defence* (+3) Immigration Law & Order Economy Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Environment

1998–2002 Labour &
Employment*
(+5)

Economy Welfare & Housing Environment

2002–2005 Labour &
Employment

Economy Welfare & Housing Environment

2005–2009 Economy Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing

2009–2013 Economy Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing
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Table 3.9 Issue ownership and ownership change, German Social Democratic Party

Election cycle 1st Issue 2nd Issue 3rd Issue 4th Issue 5th Issue 6th Issue 7th Issue 8th Issue 9th Issue

1957–1961 Labour &
Employment

Economy Welfare & Housing Foreign Affairs Defence Education

1961–1965 Education Welfare & Housing Economy Foreign Affairs
1969–1972 Rights & Minorities Economy Foreign Affairs Education Defence Health Environment Law & Order
1972–1976 Foreign Affairs Labour &

Employment
Economy Law & Order

1976–1980 Foreign Affairs Economy Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Environment Law & Order

1980–1983 Foreign Affairs Welfare & Housing Environment Economy* (−2) Labour &
Employment

Law & Order

1983–1987 Foreign Affairs Defence Environment Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Economy Law & Order

1987–1990 Environment*
(+2)

Labour &
Employment

Welfare & Housing Economy

1990–1994 Welfare &
Housing* (+2)

Environment Labour &
Employment

Economy Immigration Law & Order Foreign
Affairs*
(−6)

Defence

1994–1998 Environment Welfare & Housing Immigration Labour &
Employment

Law & Order Economy Defence

1998–2002 Economy Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Environment* (−3)

2002–2005 Welfare & Housing Economy Labour &
Employment

Environment

2005–2009 Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Economy

2009–2013 Welfare & Housing Labour &
Employment

Economy
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(1) Gains are where an issue moves at least two places from the middle-
third of a party’s issues into the top-third and it remains there for at least
two election cycles (where data are available). This criterion requires
that there has to be more than a minor change in ranking and that this
change has to persist for a meaningful period of time. This means we do
not count cases where a party briefly improves its rankings – perhaps due
to a short-term change in evaluations or due to noise in the underlying
survey data.

(2) Losses are where an issue moves at least two places from the top-
third of a party’s issues into the middle- or bottom-third, remaining there
for at least two election cycles. Again this requires the change in ranking to
be consequential in its order and persistence.

(3) Lastly, issue ownership realignments are where an issuemoves from
the top-third of a party’s issues into the bottom-third, or moves from the
bottom-third of a party’s issues into the top-third, remaining there for at
least two election cycles, and at the same time the issue moves to the top-
third or the bottom-third of its opponent’s issues.

Issue ownership gains and losses are indicated by the issues in bold
font, with a number reported denoting the number of rankings the issue
has moved either positively (e.g. +3) or negatively (e.g. −3).6

The first thing to note from Tables 3.2 to 3.9 is that there is
a considerable amount of variance in issue ownership, even applying our
criteria that a change should be a change of at least two rankings andmove
from a top issue to a middle or bottom issue (or the reverse for a gain), and
remain so for two election cycles.Note also that these changes are exhibited
in data that have been aggregated across sub-topics and which take an
average rating at each period.We are making it difficult to detect a change,
and yet we still find considerable variation in party reputations on issues.
This is true for the findings in the United States, the United Kingdom and
Germany, though not for Australia. This variance is not just seen in issue
ownership losses and gains but also in the extent of reputational change.
Inmany instances, an issuemoves from being one of a party’s best issues to
its worst. An example of this is the issue category of ‘government’ (this
includes survey items that refer to running the government efficiently,
reforming government and delivering on public services) for the
Republicans. It moves from being the party’s top-ranked issue in
1976–1980 to its eleventh-ranked issue in 2008–2012. Another example

6 We do not assign issues as being lost, gained or realigned in earlier election cycles in the
United States, the United Kingdom and Germany due to the relative scarcity of data for
these periods.
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is the issue of foreign affairs for theDemocratic Party, whichwas the party’s
fourth-ranked issue in 1976–1980 but its thirteenth best issue in
2008–2012. The Conservative Party’s rating on ‘labour and employment’
moves from second place (between 1987 and 1997) to tenth place in
2001–2005.

The second thing to note is that few of the changes in ownership are
instances where one party’s loss of an issue results in another party’s gain.
The Republicans lose the issue of ‘government’, for example, by 1992.
This issue only enters the top four issues for the Democrats during the
2012 to 2016 election cycle (and note this data point is sparse and
incomplete due to the time of writing). Likewise, the issue category of
‘morality’ is lost by the Republicans by 2008–2012, and only becomes
a Democratic strength (ranked second) when it is a bottom-ranked issue
for the Republicans by 2012–2013. In the United Kingdom, labour and
employment was the Labour Party’s top-ranked issue in 1974–1979, and
its third best in 1979–1983, but by 1983–1987 had become the
Conservative Party’s third-ranked issue and then its second best in
1987–1992 and 1992–1997. By 1997–2001, however, the
Conservatives had lost ownership of the issue and by 2001–2005 it was
as low as tenth. Apart from these examples, there are no instances where
one party loses an issue and another party gains it: there are no sudden
and permanent realignments. It might be the case that there is
a considerable lag between the loss of an issue and the gain of an issue
by another party (i.e. one spanning beyond our final data points), but the
absence of a clear realignment in issue ownership is indicative of the
nature and basis of ownership. It is not possible for a party to own an
issue just because another party does not. We suggest that ownership is
earned rather than conferred by the relatively poor rating of another party.
This is an important reason to use a within-party measure of ownership.
It makes possible the observation that reputations on issues are not
symmetric and enables better understanding, therefore, of the causes of
these relative shifts.

There is an interesting additional observation we can draw from
Tables 3.2 and 3.3, where we see that two parties can be ranked relatively
highly on the same issues, but one party can lose ownership. It is difficult
to draw too much from the earliest period when the number of issues is
smallest, but it appears that both the Republicans and Democrats were
ranked best on the issues of the economy, defence and foreign affairs.
These issues are later lost by the Democrats, after the mid-1970s, and
retained as the Republican’s best issues, with the exception of a dramatic
loss in foreign affairs rating for the Republicans during the 2012 to
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2013 period. This highlights that voters do not necessarily always associ-
ate any party with an issue, i.e. there may be certain issues where many
voters are unsure who is best, and thus both parties in a system receive low
ratings.

The next observation from Tables 3.2 to 3.9 is that when an owned
issue is ‘lost’ it appears to be lost irrevocably. Of course, the data do not
last indefinitely, and issues could become owned by a party in the future.
But Tables 3.2 to 3.9 only reveal a few instances where an issue moves
out and then in from the list of top-ranked issues. One such instance is
the category of ‘rights and minorities’ for the Democrats, which covers
civil rights and race relations. This appears to be an issue that tends to be
owned by the Democrats, but it is lost for two periods (becoming
a middle-ranked issue); in the 1950s to 1960s (during the 1956–1960
and 1964–1968 election cycles) and then again from 1988 onwards
(only then becoming a second-ranked issue during the 2008–2012
cycle). This might be an issue set that the Democrats have a propensity
to be rated best on, but this does not insulate them from a loss of
reputation. Indeed, inspection of the underlying poll data (for the earlier
period not reported in Figure 3.2) indicates that while the Democrats
still held a considerable lead on the issue of rights andminorities over the
Republicans during the 1950s and 1960s, the party’s ratings declined
relative to other issues. The issue of immigration offers a similar pattern
for the Conservative Party in the United Kingdom. This issue is an
owned issue which switches quite significantly from being second-
ranked (1966–1970) to fifth (1970–1974), to second again
(1974–1979). Again, this reveals how an issue for which a party has
a very strong reputation can still cease to be an owned issue in certain
cases, even if it later returns to being an issue asset. Another example
comes in the form of foreign affairs for the German Christian
Democrats. This high-ranking issue for the party (placed second or
third between 1957 and 1972) is lost to a middle-ranked issue between
1972 and 1987, but becomes the top-ranked issue for the CDU during
the 1990–1994 election cycle after reunification.7

The final point to note from Tables 3.2 to 3.9 is that the contestable
notion of ownership is again apparent. While we reveal within-party
rankings of issue competence ratings and classify a drop in rankings as
a loss of ‘ownership’, a range of other nuances are evident. For example,
we might think of ownership as a tendency for a party to be rated positively

7 Note that the poll data are sparser inGermany and the issue isn’t included in our data after
1994, making inferences about stability particularly difficult.
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on an issue; in such cases the return of an issue into a party’s most highly
ranked issues, some years later, might suggest its reputation is more
durable over a long time period. Another might be the loss of
a positively ranked issue that an opposing party never comes to own.
This conceptualisation would not, however, allow for explanation of the
many losses and gains in issue reputations that so rarely result in realign-
ments or switches of issue ownership.Most importantly, we reveal impor-
tant and substantial variation in issue reputations across issues, parties
and countries. These require explanation, and they relate to the concept
of issue ownership – as it has been understood to date. However, they
challenge a notion that ownership is always relative to a rival party. In our
data, an issue can be ‘lost’ even if there is the possibility the party may still
have a higher rating on the issue than its rival.

Issue Ownership and Partisanship

If issue ownership relates to long-term reputations of parties on issues,
then it may be less prone to a problem of endogeneity than other evalua-
tions in public opinion. This follows from the explanation of ownership
resulting from long-term commitments to issues and from the represen-
tation of constituencies. These are characteristics which may be recog-
nised and credited to the party by amajority of voters, rather than only the
natural supporters of the party. It also follows from an explanation of
ownership loss arising from a major and symbolic policy failure, which
causes voters to re-evaluate and assess a long-standing view of the party as
more committed to and trusted on an issue. Such a reputational loss may
be recognised by supporters of the party, cutting through favourable
partisan perceptions.

This may help to define the basis of issue ownership. If a party has a lead
on an issue over other issues, it is likely to be the better rated party by
amajority of the electorate; attracting the support on the issue from its own
supporters, from floating voters or independents, and perhaps even from
the supporters of rival parties. If the Republican Party is evaluated on
a Democratic-owned issue, it will mainly be Republicans who rate it as
best on that issue. But if the Republican Party is evaluated on an owned
issue, their reputation for better handling will most likely extend beyond
their partisan base.This does notmean that a party will be assigned positive
evaluations on any issue by a rival party supporter, but that a party’s
reputations on issues will follow the same ordering among rival supporters.

We cannot break down our aggregate data in Figures 3.1 to 3.5 and
Tables 3.2 to 3.9 by partisanship. This requires individual-level data with
consistent and repeated questions about issue handing.
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The rolling cross-sectional survey of the National Annenberg Election
Study (NAES) allows us to compare how US partisans (and indepen-
dents) evaluated the incumbent George W. Bush and prospective party
nominees (Hillary Clinton, John Edwards, Barack Obama, Rudy
Giuliani, John McCain, Mitt Romney, Fred Thompson) for the 2008
presidential election for their handling of issues in the pre-primary season,
between September and December 2007. The question asked on presi-
dential issue handling was: ‘Do you approve or disapprove of the way
George W. Bush is handling this issue: [. . . the economy]?’ The question
asked on candidates was, ‘Are there any candidates who you think would
do a particularly good job of handling [the nation’s economy]?’ These
presidential/candidate issue-handling evaluations are not direct measures
of party reputation, but it is reasonable to expect that candidates are
evaluated at least partially on the basis of the issue-handling reputations
of their parties.

The following graph compares the average issue-handling scores for
President GeorgeW. Bush on seven issues, covering a period of 16 weeks
in total. We expect (a) Republicans to rate George W. Bush with higher
mean ratings than Democrats, but (b) the ranking of issues to be similar.
We can analyse this by presenting the mean issue evaluations by
Republican Party identifiers (respondents who indicated that they are
either strong, weak or lean Republican) and the mean issue evaluations
by Democratic Party identifiers (strong, weak or lean Democrat) over
time. This is presented in Figure 3.3. We also compare the ranking of
George W. Bush on each issue for Republican Party identifiers,
Democratic Party identifiers and non-identifiers,8 taking the mean rating
over the time period. These rankings are presented in Table 3.10.

The differences in Figure 3.3 are striking. They reveal the way in which
mean presidential handling evaluations are strongly associated with par-
tisanship. If we use the average evaluations of candidates (or parties), or
the lead of one party over another, we can expect strong effects of party
identification, either leading to party identification or arising – endogen-
ously – because of party identification.

However, Table 3.10 reveals that the relative issue reputations of
GeorgeW. Bush are largely the same, revealing very little or no systematic
partisan bias or influence. This pattern is consistent whichever candidate
for the party presidential nomination we analyse using the NAES rolling
cross-sectional data for the period betweenOctober andDecember 2007.
In fact, where we have fewer issues available (four), we find exactly the
same rankings (in evaluations of issue handling for Hillary Clinton, John

8 Non-identifiers are not presented in Figure 3.3 for clarity of presentation.
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Edwards, Barack Obama, Rudy Giuliani, John McCain) and almost
identical rankings (Mitt Romney, Fred Thompson). (See the Appendix,
Tables A3.3 to 3.9.)

We can also check to see whether these consistent rankings are unique
to the United States and to evaluations of presidential (candidate) hand-
ling, and further whether they remain consistent assessed over a longer
time period and using survey questions with different question stems and
response options.

Table 3.10 Ranking of US President George W. Bush evaluations by
Republican and Democratic Party identifiers

Rank Republican partisans Non-partisans Democrat partisans

1 Homeland security Homeland security Homeland security
2 Taxes Education Education
3 Economy Taxes Taxes
4 Education Healthcare Economy
5 Iraq Iraq Foreign affairs
6 Foreign affairs Economy Healthcare
7 Healthcare Foreign affairs Iraq

Sep-07 Dec-07
Date

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8
M

ea
n 

ra
tin

g

Economy

Foreign affairs

Taxes

Iraq
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Homeland security

Education

Democrat identifiers

Republican identifiers

Figure 3.3 Republican and Democrat identifier ratings of President
George W. Bush on issues
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In Britain, the CMS provides the most useful data, asking respondents
to evaluate the handling of issues by governing parties, rather than candi-
dates. Specifically, for the incumbent Labour Government it asked ‘How
well do you think the present government has handled the National
Health Service?’, and for the opposition Conservative Party ‘How well
do you think a Conservative government would handle the crime situa-
tion in Britain?’ The data can be disaggregated by party identification for
the same issues (with handling of the financial crisis added to the set of
issues in October 2008) over time.

The CMS data run over a substantially longer time period than the
NAES. This offers a total of 71 monthly cross-sectional observations
over the period between April 2004 and April 2010.9 We examine
average party issue-handling evaluations (where the scale runs from 0
being equal to ‘very badly’ to 4 equal to ‘very well’) across respondents
who identify (either very strongly, strongly or not very strongly) with the
Conservatives or with Labour, and for people with no party identifica-
tion.With these data it should be harder to find consistent relative issue-
handling rankings across partisans and independents.

Figure 3.4 reveals the mean scores for each issue for Conservative
identifiers and Labour identifiers, and Table 3.11 presents the rankings.

Figure 3.4 reveals partisan differences in mean levels that are substan-
tively identical to those shown for President George W. Bush in
Figure 3.3. The mean evaluations are strongly associated with the parti-
sanship of respondents, as we would expect. However, as with the
US data, Table 3.11 reveals substantial similarity between Conservative
and Labour party identifiers in the average rankings of party issue evalua-
tions over the period. There is slightly weaker correspondence across all
issues than evident in the NAES for presidents and candidates, which
could arise from the longer time period (which allows for more variation),
the evaluation of parties rather than candidates, the different question
wordings or from country differences. However, Table 3.11 reveals –with
the exception of one issue, terrorism – that the same issues feature in the
top, middle and bottom rankings for Conservative partisans and for
Labour partisans.

9 We do not include issue-handling evaluations from the CMS after May 2010 for two
reasons. First, the set of issues addressed in the CMS was altered to reflect the increased
salience of new issues (with ‘the number of immigrants’ replacing ‘asylum seekers’ and
‘government debt’ replacing ‘Britain’s railways’). Second, restricting analysis to the period
before May 2010 keeps the question stem consistent (‘how well do you think
a Conservative government would handle’). After this point in time, ‘the present govern-
ment’ included both the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats ruling together in
coalition.
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From these analyses, we suggest that the ranking of parties on issues
provides a measure that is far less susceptible to partisan bias or partisan
effects than the mean level or the between-party lead.

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 earlier showed how parties tend to have issues on
which they are consistently stronger or weaker, how public opinion fluc-
tuates on each issue and how public opinion also moves in a common

Table 3.11 Ranking of UK Conservative Party evaluations by
Conservative and Labour identifiers

Rank Party identifiers Non-partisans Rival partisans

1 Asylum Seekers Terrorism Terrorism
2 Crime Crime Crime
3 Education Education Asylum Seekers
4 Terrorism Asylum Seekers Education
5 Financial Crisis Financial Crisis Financial Crisis
6 NHS NHS Railways
7 Railways Railways NHS
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Figure 3.4 Conservative and Labour identifier ratings of the UK
Conservative Party on issues
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general direction across issues, indicative of generalised assessments of
competence. We now consider evidence for issue-specific performance
fluctuations.

The Characteristics of Performance Fluctuations

Here we assess whether changes in issue ratings are distinct to issue
ownership by considering whether there is greater, lesser or an equal
amount of variation or volatility in public evaluations of parties on issues,
irrespective of whether an issue is owned or not owned. This is examined
by comparing the variance of public assessments of performance on
individual issues to their rank. If issue ownership is conceptually distinct
to the fluctuations in public opinion about competence we should expect
a similar amount of volatility in public opinion on a party’s ‘best’ issues
relative to worse. This would tell us that ownership, as a relative ranking,
is the more stable concept, but that ongoing fluctuations and change in
assessments should be conceptualised independently.

We display box plots in Figure 3.5 of mean ratings of the Republican
Party on all issues over the entire period 1939 to 2013. The box area
indicates the interquartile range, while the line that intersects it denotes
the median value of mean issue-handling ratings. The ‘whiskers’ that
protrude from the top and bottom of the box indicate the minimum and
maximum values (with any outliers marked with a dot).10 We are inter-
ested in whether variation in public assessments of performance on indi-
vidual issues reflects the relative strength (or weakness) of parties on an
issue. We would find evidence of lesser variance on owned issues if the
range were lower around issues exhibiting higher mean values. As shown
in Figure 3.5, this does not appear to be the case.

In the figure, we see variation in the median level of issue competence
for the Republicans across issues, for example being viewed more posi-
tively on defence than on the environment. There are also differences in
the size of the interquartile range across issues, with a much wider spread
of values for defence than immigration. However, the figures reveal no
systematic relationship between higher rated issues andwider or narrower
ranges of values. Indeed, we observe high means with large ranges more
often than we observe high means with small ranges, or low means with
high ranges. That is to say, there appears to be no systematic variation
between mean and range which would be consistent with higher rated
issues exhibiting less short-term variability.

10 Values that exceed the lower or upper quartiles by more than one-and-a-half times are
considered to be outliers.

74 Three Concepts of Issue Competence

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316662557.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316662557.003


102030405060102030405060102030405060

D
ef

en
ce

E
co

no
m

y
E

du
ca

tio
n

E
nv

iro
nm

en
t

F
or

ei
gn

 A
ffa

irs

G
ov

er
nm

en
t

H
ea

lth
Im

m
ig

ra
tio

n
La

bo
ur

 &
 E

m
pl

oy
m

en
t

La
w

 &
 O

rd
er

M
or

al
ity

R
ig

ht
s 

&
 M

in
or

iti
es

W
el

fa
re

 &
 H

ou
si

ng

Issue handling (%)

F
ig
ur
e
3.
5
B
ox

pl
ot

of
is
su
e
ra
ti
ng

s
of

th
e
U
S
R
ep

ub
lic

an
P
ar
ty
,b

y
ye
ar

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316662557.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316662557.003


To ensure these findings are not party-specific we examined the same
relationships focusing on the US Democrats, the UK Conservative Party
and the UK Labour Party. In none of those box plots did we find a clear
relationship between the overall mean level of public opinion and the
degree of variance around those estimates.

We can examine the relationships further by focusing on the mean and
variance for different time periods. It might be the case, for example, that
the greater range of values of Republican handling of defence, above, is
partly a consequence of being observed at different points over a much
longer time period (1940 to 2013) compared to handling of an issue such
as the environment (1979 to 2011). To test this idea, we compare the
standard deviation of mean issue-handling ratings for a party on a given
issue during each election cycle (a four-year presidential term in the
United States and a parliamentary cycle in the United Kingdom) against
the ranking of that issue in that election cycle for that party, and we
display those figures for our four party cases (the Republicans and
Democrats in the United States, and the Conservatives and Labour in
theUnitedKingdom). Figure 3.6 displays the scatter plots of the standard
deviation of issue-handling ratings against the ranking of that issue for the
party in the same election cycle.

We find virtually no difference between high- and low-ranked issues in
the degree of variation observed (within election cycle), with all the
R-squareds being close to zero and with little structure to the data.
The slight upward slope for the Republicans, Conservatives and Labour
might simply be a function of the fact that sampling error of surveys is
a function of the sample proportion, so higher mean ratings would tend to
be associated with slightly more variation simply as a product of statistical
theory. However, even if these upwards slopes are due to greater variation
in public opinion, we note that this is in the opposite direction than would
be expected if there were greater stability on issues onwhich a party has its
most positive reputation, or issue ownership. This confirms that short-
term variability of performance assessments is not tied to long-term own-
ership of issues, or if there is a relationship, it is extremely weak (and in the
direction of more variability on best rated issues). There is meaningful
variation in performance assessments that is independent of the concept
of long-term ownership.

Performance Fluctuations and Partisanship

Earlier we revealed how the relative rankings of parties on issues were held
consistently by partisans as well as by non-partisans and rivals. Here we
examine whether performance evaluations are likely to provide
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Figure 3.6 Scatter plot of standard deviation of issue ratings against rank (within election cycle)
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explanatory power above and beyond the tendency of partisans to evalu-
ate a party more positively, i.e. whether partisans update evaluations of
preferred parties and rivals on performance.

One view of partisanship may be that partisans are too biased to notice
positive and negative performance. They neither receive nor accept
a negative message about their preferred party (see Zaller’s acceptance
and rejection theory 1992), and their positive (and negative) evaluations
may already be established. Another view is that partisanship is itself
a function of performance assessments over time, such that partisanship
arises from positive performance and can be lost due to negative perfor-
mance (Fiorina 1981). This view of partisanship would expect that
shocks carry forward, shaping party identification. It may also be the
case that current partisans are particularly like to notice positive and
negative performance and to respond to it. They are, after all, the same
people who tend to give greater attention to politics. They may be parti-
cularly responsive to negative performance of rival parties and positive
performance of their preferred party, alongside the bias in attribution of
responsibility known to co-exist with partisanship (Tilley and Hobolt
2011). Independents, on the other hand, may exhibit opinion about
politics that is noisier, with shocks to performance being less likely to
structure future evaluations.

In the analysis that follows we examine the degree to which issue-
handling evaluations carry forward the effects of past shocks – using the
aggregate level NAES and CMS data discussed above – and how these
patterns differ across partisans, rival partisans and independents.

Tables 3.12 to 3.14 report autoregressive distributed lag (ADL)
models of issue-handling evaluations of President Bush, presidential

Table 3.12 Persistence in performance evaluations,
US President George W. Bush

Evaluationsit

Partisans Rival partisans Non-partisans

Evaluationsit−1 0.208 0.137 −0.087
(0.106)* (0.101) (0.103)

Intercept 0.508 0.101 0.261
(0.070)*** (0.014)*** (0.049)***

N 105 105 105
Groups (issues) 7 7 7
Overall R-squared 0.69 0.88 0.11

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 (standard errors in parentheses)
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nomination candidates and parties (pooling data across issues by
president/candidate/party). The ADL takes the form Yit = α0 + α1
Yit−1 + βi + εt, where Yit refers to the competence evaluation at time t
for a given issue i, and Yit−1 refers to the competence evaluation on
the same issue in the previous time period. We include issue-fixed
effects (βi) to control for variation in the average handling rating by
issue. In this model specification, the parameter α1 indicates the
rate of autoregression. That is, the degree to which current compe-
tence evaluations are a function of competence evaluations in the
previous period.11 Of key interest is the strength of the autoregressive
process which takes a value between 0, where no portion of past
evaluations are carried forward, and 1, where all shocks to perfor-
mance evaluations are remembered. Analysing this autoregressive
process for each group reveals the extent to which the persistence
of performance evaluations varies across partisans, rival partisans and
non-partisans.

In Table 3.12, we consider performance evaluations of President
GeorgeW. Bush across seven issues on a week-by-week basis over the 16-
week period using data from the NAES. These are the best data we have
disaggregated by partisan identity for the United States.

These results reveal that non-partisans and rival partisans exhibit much
more short-term fluctuation in their issue competence assessments than
partisans, who were much more inclined to update their evaluations of
George W. Bush in response to shocks. The coefficient of the autoregres-
sive term (Evaluationst−1) is equal to 0.2 (p<0.001) for partisans but not
significant for rival partisans or non-partisans. The goodness-of-fit of the
model, as measured with the overall R-squared, is 0.7 for partisans and
0.9 for rival partisans (perhaps revealing the highly persistent attitudes
that Democrats held towards George W. Bush by this period), but equal
to 0.1 for non-partisans.

We see a similar pattern for performance evaluations of prospective
party presidential nominees in Table 3.13, but here we find a similar
autoregressive process for partisans as for rival partisans. The pattern is of
significantly greater persistence among partisans and rival partisans com-
pared to non-partisans. Note that the R-squared for non-partisans is
much lower than that for the models for partisans and rivals. This indi-
cates that past competence shocks provide far less information about
current evaluations for non-partisans.

11 We also estimate these models with an AR(1) process, which produces similar results in
terms of the degree of persistence and the same inferences.
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The differences we observe between Tables 3.12 and 3.13 – that of
substantial updating for rival partisans for candidates, but only for the
partisans of the president’s party for presidential handling – may arise due
to the highly partisan and competitive period inwhich presidential candidate
data are asked: the candidate campaigns for each party’s presidential
nominee.

The analysis is again repeated using the UK data, in Table 3.14. This
uses performance evaluations of the Labour government and Conservative
opposition across seven issues over the period between April 2004 and

Table 3.13 Persistence in performance evaluations,
candidates for the Republican and Democratic Party
nomination for the US presidency

Evaluationsit

Partisans Rival partisans Non-partisans

Evaluationsit−1 0.287 0.271 −0.115
(0.057)*** (0.056)*** (0.065)

Intercept 0.317 0.051 0.163
(0.026)*** (0.005)*** (0.015)***

N 336 336 336
Groups (candidates*

issues)
28 28 28

Overall R-squared 0.97 0.96 0.66

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 (standard errors in parentheses)

Table 3.14 Persistence in performance evaluations, Labour
government and Conservative opposition, UK, 2004–2010

Evaluationsit

Partisans Rival partisans Non-partisans

Evaluationsit−1 0.662 0.644 0.259
(0.027)*** (0.026)*** (0.033)***

Intercept 0.957 0.521 1.100
(0.078)*** (0.039)*** (0.056)***

N 852 852 852
Groups (parties*

issues)
14 14 14

Overall R-squared 0.97 0.93 0.63

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 (standard errors in parentheses)
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April 2010.12 These data provide monthly units of analysis rather than
weekly, which might be expected to exhibit higher rates of persistence.

In Table 3.14, we find stronger persistence for non-partisans in the
United Kingdom than we found for the United States and stronger rates
of persistence overall: for partisans and rivals. However, once again we
find that partisans are much more likely to exhibit updating, in terms of
persistence, than are independents. On amonth-by-month basis, partisan
and rival partisan performance evaluations are substantially autoregres-
sive, with the coefficient of around 0.65 in both cases (p<0.001), whereas
non-partisan evaluations aremore weakly dependent, with a coefficient of
closer to 0.3 (p<0.001). The R-squared is again much lower for non-
partisans compared to partisans and rival partisans.

These UK and US differences may arise due to the stronger party
system in Britain, which results in stronger party-based assessments
across the board, or the differences between evaluations of individuals
(presidents and candidates) and parties, but more likely andmost simply,
probably arises as a consequence of using the monthly unit of aggregation
instead of weekly observations. However, we again find much weaker
persistence among non-partisans than among partisans, consistent with
the US findings. And as in Table 3.13, our results demonstrate persis-
tence in evaluations among partisans and rival partisans alike.

Our analyses confirm that evaluations of performance by partisans or
rival partisans are subject to long-term accumulation of short-term per-
formance shocks, whereas evaluations of non-identifiers are only tem-
porarily affected by recent events or performance, exhibiting little
‘memory’ of past shocks and fluctuating noisily. Partisans notice and
respond to past information, exhibiting more performance updating
than non-partisans. To the degree, therefore, that performance fluctua-
tions matter, they shouldmatter just as much, if not more, for people who
identify with a party than for people with no partisan affiliation.

The Characteristics of Generalised Competence

As highlighted earlier in Figures 3.1 and 3.2, there are periods where we
can discern a shift in public opinion about the competence of parties
where those translate across policy issues. Crucial to understanding these
periods is whether these are simply a function of increasing or decreasing
popular support for a party, which has the effect of increasing or decreas-
ing issue-handling evaluations (whether generalised shifts in competence
are endogenous to popularity). Another reason might be the transfer of

12 We see a similar pattern for the June 2010 to April 2013 data from the CMS.
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competence ratings from one issue to another, such that a party that is
seen to fail significantly on an issue, or conversely to demonstrate sig-
nificant success, might be judged more negatively – or positively – for its
competence on other issues. This is the notion behind our work on
‘macro-competence’ (Green and Jennings 2012a), which reveals how
common variance exists in public opinion about competence.

The idea behind macro-competence is that voters use heuristics to
assess the competence of political parties. This allows low-information
voters to make boundedly rational judgements about party competence;
drawing on small amounts of information to update their assessments of
performance by transferring evaluations across issues or using
a generalised sense of the performance of parties.

We reveal here howmuch shared variance exists in public opinion about
competence in countries for which we have sufficient aggregate level survey
data over time: the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Germany
and Australia. Stimson’s (1991; Stimson et al. 1995) ‘dyad ratios algo-
rithm’ is used to extract the underlying dimensions of citizens’ evaluations
of party competence across all available survey items. This method builds
on the idea that ratios of aggregate-level survey responses to the same
question, asked at different points in time, providemeaningful information
about the relative state of public opinion (see Stimson 1991 andBartle et al.
2011 for an extended discussion of the method). Aggregate competence
evaluations can be scored either as the raw percentage of respondents
naming a party as most competent/trusted on an issue in a survey (e.g.
55 per cent rating the Republicans as best on defence), or as an index of the
relative proportion of respondents naming either of the main parties as the
most competent/trusted (e.g. the ratio between 55 per cent rating the
Republicans as best on defence and 35 per cent rating the Democrats as
best on the issue, so calculated 0.55 / (0.55 + 0.35) = 0.61). We use the
former measure here since it allows party competence evaluations to vary
due to changing levels of respondent uncertainty and favouring of other
parties (or ‘none of the above’).

Each survey item can be expressed as the ratio of competence evalua-
tions at two points in time, i.e. a ‘dyad’. The ratio provides an estimate of
the relative perceived competence of a party, on a given issue, in years t+i
and t+j:

Cij ¼ Xtþi

Xtþj

This enables recursive estimation of the competence index for each
survey item for each time period (i.e. years or quarters) based on all data
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available for that time period (and other time periods). There aremultiple
overlapping estimates of these separate competence indices and each one
is not an equivalent indicator of the underlying construct. To solve this,
the dyad ratios algorithm iteratively estimates the squared correlation of
each series with the latent dimension and uses this to weight the series,
proportional to their indicator validity (Bartle et al. 2011: 269).13

The method extracts the central tendency of all survey items relating to
evaluations of party issue competence, analogous to a principal compo-
nents approach. Note that these measures do not parse out the influence
of electoral popularity or partisanship (see Green and Jennings 2012a:
335), and we turn to those relationships later. They simply reveal how
much common variance exists across the time period and the parties for
which we have data. This is derived from 5,436 survey items for the
United States, 3,536 for the United Kingdom,14 1,120 for Germany,
752 for Australia and 160 for Canada (consisting of 11,004 items in
total).

Table 3.15 reports the proportion of variance loading onto the first
and second dimensions of the extracted measure of macro-competence,
and the mean and standard deviation of each dimension.

Table 3.15 reveals particularly high proportions of variance loading
onto the first dimension, or ‘macro-competence’. This first dimension
represents the greatest proportion of common variance in competence
evaluations across all issues. It is interpretable as the central tendency in
the public’s evaluations of the issue-handling capabilities of parties.
Higher values of macro-competence indicate that the public views
a party more positively in its handling across a range of issues. Lower
values indicate that the public tends to view a party as handling issues
poorly, in common. The remainder of variance explained – approxi-
mately 35 per cent in the United States, 30 per cent in the United
Kingdom, 15 per cent in Germany and 25 per cent in Australia – provides
an assessment of the unique variation that is specific to individual issues;
i.e. the part that can be explained by issue-specific changes in public

13 The separate estimates, xtk, are weighted according to their degree of indicator validity,
u2i , with the equation denominator being the average validity estimate (i.e. communality)
across all items, of series length k, for N years (where k is always less than N). The formal
expression of the equation, as derived in Bartle et al. (2011: 269), is therefore:

Ct ¼

XN
k¼1

h2i xtk

h2N
14 Note that the number of survey items that is used to estimate macro-competence for the

United Kingdom is slightly greater than that for our earlier analysis of ownership (3,452)
because we also include items that relate to the handling of issues by just one party.
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opinion about performance.15 The first and second dimensions together
show very high proportions of shared variance.

The amount of shared variance is an important observation in its own
right; it suggests that generalised competence assessments provide an
additional and substantively important concept in the understanding of
public opinion about competence. A generalised concept of competence
is distinct to the concept of issue ownership, and it is distinct to measures
of issue-specific fluctuations in policy performance. This common varia-
tion may also indicate a strong partisan component, such that the com-
mon variation is driven by shifts in party attachments and popularity. This
is also an important insight, insofar as a small but still very significant
proportion of variation in public opinion about competence is not shared
across issues.

Table 3.15 Summary statistics for macro-competence in the United States, the
United Kingdom, Germany, Canada and Australia

Start End N
First
dimension

Second
dimension

Mean
(1st D)

SD
(1st D)

United States
Democratic Party 1939 2013 75 54.9 11.5 38.2 3.4
Republican Party 1939 2013 75 54.5 14.5 33.7 3.4
United Kingdom
Labour Party 1945 2012 68 57.1 15.9 32.3 3.9
Conservative Party 1945 2012 68 65.1 10.1 31.7 4.4
Germany
SPD 1961 2013 53 76.9 10.1 33.0 6.3
CDU 1961 2013 53 78.2 9.5 33.2 5.8
Canada
Conservatives 1945 2001 57 89.6 3.8 30.5 8.3
Liberal Party 1945 2001 57 80.7 6.5 47.9 6.2
Australia
ALP 1989 2014 26 63.1 10.8 34.1 4.1
Liberal/National
Party

1989 2014 26 66.5 12.8 34.7 3.9

15 The comparability of the amount of variance explained is compromised by the lack of
comparability in the number of survey items or range of data sources, but for our
purposes it is helpful to conclude that the amount of shared variation in public opinion
on competence far outweighs the unique variance that arises from issue-specific volatility
in public opinion.
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Generalised Competence and Partisanship

Here we address the question: to what extent are generalised competence
evaluations a function of partisanship, and to what extent do generalised
competence evaluations shape changes in partisanship? We assess these
questions in two ways. First, we visually present the relationship between
macro-competence and partisanship over time. We have aggregate-level
data on partisanship (‘macro-partisanship’) in the United States, United
Kingdom and Germany, and so time series for these variables are dis-
played for those countries. Second, we assess the temporal relationships
between macro-competence and partisanship using tests of ‘Granger
causation’ (Granger 1969).

Figures 3.7 to 3.12 display the macro-competence and macro-
partisanship series for each party by country. The macro-partisanship
series represent the percentage of respondents indicating political affilia-
tion to a particular party (e.g. the Democratic Party in the United States
or the Social Democrats in Germany). In the United States and United
Kingdom, we have multiple sources of survey data concerning party
identification, so we again use Stimson’s dyad ratios algorithm to create
a single index (following Erikson et al. 2002). For Germany, we have
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Figure 3.7Macro-competence andmacro-partisanship, USDemocratic
Party
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Figure 3.9 Macro-competence and macro-partisanship, UK
Conservative Party
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Figure 3.8Macro-competence and macro-partisanship, US Republican
Party
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Figure 3.11 Macro-competence and macro-partisanship, German
Social Democratic Party
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Figure 3.10 Macro-competence and macro-partisanship, UK Labour
Party
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a single data source, ForschungsgruppeWahlen’s monthly Politbarometer,
so we simply take the average percentage using these data.16

It is not possible to assess the precise temporal relationships between
macro-competence and macro-partisanship by visual inspection of the
figures alone, but it is evident that while there are clear parallels between
themeasures there is also a substantial degree of difference. In the United
States, for example, we see that macro-competence and macro-
partisanship have tended to move together over time, but have diverged
for both Republicans and Democrats since around 2000. In the United
Kingdom, the series have also tended to track one another, but have
diverged at points in time. While the macro-competence of the Labour
Party declined after 1997, its macro-partisanship remained relatively
stable. In Germany, macro-competence tends to fluctuate rather more
than partisanship, which has declined since the 1970s. Thus, while it is
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Figure 3.12 Macro-competence and macro-partisanship, German
Christian Democratic Union

16 Note that this version of macro-partisanship differs from that typically used for the
United States (e.g. MacKuen et al. 1989), which excludes independents and ‘don’t
know’ responses, where the percentage of Democratic Party identifiers is divided by the
total of Democratic and Republican Party identifiers. We do this so we can compare the
most comparable measure of macro-partisanship to macro-competence.
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evident that generalised evaluations of party competence and partisan
attachments are related, they are not synonymous in their levels or
variances.

Next we examine the temporal interrelationship between the series.
This helps us establish whether changes in macro-competence tend to
precede changes in macro-partisanship (performance-based updating) or
whether changes in macro-partisanship tend to lead changes in macro-
competence (partisan conditioning). Specifically, tests for Granger cau-
sation (Granger 1969) determine whether past values of a variable
x improve prediction of another variable y, relative to prediction from
y from past values of itself alone. This is not a test of causation in the
strictest sense, but evidence of the predictive content and the temporal
ordering of one measure in relation to another (Granger 1988). If macro-
partisanship shapes macro-competence (and if macro-competence were
endogenous to macro-partisanship), we would at least expect the tem-
poral ordering between the variables to tend to be stronger in the direction
from macro-partisanship to macro-competence than from macro-
competence to macro-partisanship.

Tables 3.16 to 3.18 reveal the tests for Granger causation between
macro-competence and macro-partisanship (and vice versa) for each
party, country and period where we have quarterly data series, which
enable a more fine-grained examination of the dynamics of each of the

Table 3.16 Granger causation tests between macro-competence and
macro-partisanship, US

Democratic Party Republican Party

Macro-competence Granger-causes
macro-partisanship

χ2test statistic 13.201*** 9.393**
p-value 0.001 0.002
Macro-partisanship Granger-causes

macro-competence
χ2test statistic 1.939 13.224***
p-value 0.379 0.000
AIC 5.537 5.806
Durbin-Watson d-statistic 1.987 1.953
Lag, selected according to AIC criteria 2 1
Start 1956 Q4 1956 Q4
End 2013 Q2 2013 Q2
N 227 228

* p ≤0.05, ** p ≤0.01, *** p ≤0.001
Note: Granger causation test in first differences
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Table 3.17 Granger causation tests between macro-competence and
macro-partisanship, UK

Labour Party Conservative Party

Macro-competence Granger-causes
macro-partisanship

χ2test statistic 11.646** 15.082***
p-value 0.003 0.001
Macro-partisanship Granger-causes
macro-competence

χ2test statistic 1.314 0.682
p-value 0.518 0.771
AIC 9.160 9.973
Durbin-Watson d-statistic 1.978 1.950
Lag, selected according to AIC criteria 2 2
Start 1979 Q4 1979 Q4
End 2012 Q3 2012 Q3
N 132 132

* p ≤0.05, ** p ≤0.01, *** p ≤0.001
Note: Granger causation test in levels; party identification series is interpolated for missing
values, with uncertainty added to the interpolated series as a function of the standard
deviation of raw values of party identification for each party.

Table 3.18 Granger causation tests between macro-competence and
macro-partisanship, Germany

Christian Democrat
Union

Social Democratic
Party

Macro-competence Granger-causes
macro-partisanship

χ2test statistic 3.956* 6.505†

p-value 0.047 0.089
Macro-partisanship Granger-causes
macro-competence

χ2test statistic 0.302 3.775
p-value 0.583 0.287
AIC 8.252 8.923
Durbin-Watson d-statistic 1.908 1.989
Lag, selected according to AIC criteria 1 3
Start 1978 Q2 1978 Q4
End 2010 Q4 2010 Q4
N 131 129

† p ≤0.1, * p ≤0.05, ** p ≤0.01, *** p ≤0.001
Note: Granger causation test in levels.
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measures than we can obtain using annual data. Using shorter (quarterly)
time intervals provides more information for analysis of the predictive
content of lagged values of macro-competence and macro-partisanship:
not only does this provide a largerN but it also reduces the likelihood that
meaningful variation will be aggregated away (see Granger 1969: 427).
It does, however, mean that we are limited in analysis of Granger causa-
tion for periods where the data underlying the macro-competence and
macro-competence series are quite thick.17

These Granger causation tests reveal that macro-competence tends to
lead macro-partisanship to a greater extent than macro-partisanship leads
macro-competence. In just one instance – for the Republican Party in the
United States – there is evidence of Granger causation in both directions.
The estimated χ2 test statistic considers whether macro-competence
Granger-causes macro-partisanship or whether macro-partisanship
Granger-causes macro-competence, such that where the χ2 test statistic is
significant there isGranger-causation between the variables. For example, in
the case of theUSDemocratic Party, the χ2 test statistic provides support for
the hypothesis that macro-competence Granger-causes macro-partisanship
(13.2), significant at the 99.9 per cent confidence level. In contrast, the χ2

test statistic in the opposite direction (1.9) is not statistically significant at the
95 per cent level.

Our findings, on Granger causality, suggest that partisanship is not
strongly exogenous to competence evaluations, but the temporal ordering
is consistent with ‘running tally’ expectations of party attachments. This
does not mean that party identification is not also acting as a perceptual
screen. What we find here, and in previous analysis (Green and Jennings
2012a), is that generalised competence evaluations are informative about
subsequent changes in party identification, arguably as voters incorporate
perceptions of competence into their affective orientations towards par-
ties. In our previous work (Green and Jennings 2012a), we found
evidence that there is a strong and substantively large effect of macro-
competence on vote intention, controlling for macro-partisanship and
other variables. Our evidence suggests that macro-competence is far
from purely endogenous to partisanship. Our later analysis (in
Chapter 7) also bears this out, with more comprehensive models of
competence. The concept of generalised competence evaluations pro-
vides a new and important addition to our understanding of public

17 We test for Granger causation of the variables in either first differences or levels depend-
ing on the results of Dickey-Fuller tests for stationarity of the time series. These reject the
null hypothesis of the presence of unit root for parties in the United States and United
Kingdom, but not Germany. The lag order is selected according to the Akaike informa-
tion criterion (AIC).
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opinion about competence, and one which is conceptually and empiri-
cally distinct to partisanship.

Conclusion

There are three distinct empirical concepts to public opinion about
competence: (1) The relative strengths and weaknesses of parties on
different issues: issue ownership. These ‘level differences’ exhibit stability
but also important variation, as exhibited in this chapter using decades of
public opinion data from the United States, United Kingdom, Germany
and Australia. The loss and gain of issue ownership is a topic that requires
much more investigation, but it is only made possible by careful and
accurate conceptualisation of the key variance that needs to be explained.
The next chapter offers a theory and evidence to account for these losses
and gains. (2) Fluctuations in public opinion about party competence on
specific issues. These short-term changes in issue-based ratings are inde-
pendent of within-party ownership rankings; owned and non-owned
issues exhibit similar amounts of variance over time. (3) Generalised
competence evaluations, which account for the largest proportion of
variation in public opinion about competence and which represent the
large shifts in direction in overall competence across the issue agenda.
These three concepts are empirically and conceptually distinct.

This chapter also dealt with the relationship of each of the three con-
cepts with partisanship. In each case we revealed how the concept is
distinct to party identification.

Following our measurement of issue ownership as the ranking of better
to worse within-party evaluations, we are able to overcome some potential
problems arising from endogeneity. Partisans are more likely to rate their
party higher on all issues, but the within-party ranking is broadly equiva-
lent, irrespective of partisanship. Reputations are reputations, and they
cut through the potential for a partisan bias or lens. We are concerned
about measures of issue ownership that rely on the average of issue-
handling evaluations for parties, or the gap between parties. As revealed
here, there is a very strong relationship between party identification and
mean party or candidate ratings on issues, which we assume reflect
partisan conditioning to a large degree. However, a measure of issue
ownership which uses party reputations as its basis, and which analyses
the relative issue-handling strengths and weaknesses of a party, provides
consistent evidence which is far less sensitive to partisanship or not
sensitive to partisanship at all.

With respect to performance fluctuations, we identified strong effects
of past ratings on partisans’ ratings of political parties for competence, but
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a much weaker autoregressive tendency in the views of non-partisans.
That is to say, we believe performance fluctuations reflect meaningful
updating among those people who have a prior partisan attachment.

There is a close correspondence between macro-competence and
macro-partisanship but these concepts are by no means synonymous.
Testing for the temporal ordering of both concepts across countries
reveals that generalised competence assessments more commonly lead
partisanship than vice versa. The implications may be important for our
understanding of partisanship as a running tally of performance and they
suggest that macro-competence is not simply the sum of over-time move-
ments in partisanship.

The literature has been inconsistent in the use of terms and concepts in
the study of issue ownership, competence and valence. This chapter
demonstrates three ways forward in understanding public opinion about
competence and in measuring meaningful and consequential concepts:
issue ownership, issue-specific performance fluctuation and generalised
assessments of competence.

What are the implications of three distinct concepts in public opinion
about party competence? The answers to this question are sought in the
remaining chapters of this volume. Given the frequency and potential
significance of changes in within-party issue ownership, we set out
a theory to explain these changes. This is the subject of Chapter 4.
In Chapter 5 we examine the way fluctuations of performance assess-
ments correspond to the performance of governments, and therefore
relate to governing party vote choices much more than oppositions’.
Chapter 6 analyses the concept of macro-competence in much greater
detail, revealing the systematic trends in these generalised competence
evaluations and how those cycles offer an explanation for the ‘costs of
governing’ experienced so regularly by incumbents. Chapter 7 draws the
three concepts together and reveals how each exerts an independent effect
upon party choice, as well as considering when competence is more – and
when it is less – strongly associated with party support.
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