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Congruent with whom? Parties’ issue emphases and
voter preferences in welfare politics
Michael Pinggera

Department of Political Science, University of Zurich Zürich, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
Over the last decades we have witnessed a growing support coalition for the
welfare state and at the same time an increase in conflict over its specific
design. In this context of high but specific support for social policy, parties
engage in issue competition. The question therefore arises as to how well
parties’ social policy issue emphases match voters’ preferences and which
voters’ preferences do they match? Building on issue yield theory, I argue that
parties emphasise bridge policies; policies that enjoy high support both
among partisans and among the general electorate. Using an original online-
survey and a new and fine-grained coding of social policy emphasis in party
manifestos from seven West European countries, I find that parties,
irrespective of party family, are indeed congruent with both supporters and
the general electorate. Hence, general congruence is quite high, but
specifically directed towards broadly supported issues.

KEYWORDS issue yield; radical right parties; voter-party congruence; welfare state preferences

Introduction

Representation of citizens’ policy preferences through political parties is fun-
damental for the functioning of democracies (Pitkin, 1967). With regard to the
economic dimension of political conflict, and welfare politics in particular,
congruence between parties and voters needs to be reassessed: research
on the electoral dynamics of welfare politics (Beramendi et al., 2015; Gingrich
& Häusermann, 2015) has highlighted transformations that potentially affect
voter-party congruence. These crucial transformations of welfare state mass
politics are illustrated by two observations. First, general support for the
welfare state has become enormous. Recently, Garritzmann et al. (2018)
showed that support for increases in government spending for tertiary edu-
cation, childcare, and active labour market policies (ALMP) is around 80%
among voters in Western Europe. Second, even though most voters support
an extensive welfare state, such a discourse of unlimited expansion is not
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reflected in actual policymaking. Rather, the welfare state in post-industrial
countries has entered a period of recalibration caused by pressures on fiscal
consolidation on the one hand, while on the other hand as indicated, ‘new
social risks’ (Bonoli, 2005) have raised demand for governmental action.
While the literature mostly concurs that these pressures do not necessarily
result in the dismantling of the welfare state (Kersbergen et al., 2014), they
do limit the scope of governments. Consequently, welfare politics has
become multidimensional and the recalibration of the welfare state involves
trade-offs (Beramendi et al., 2015; Bremer & Bürgisser, 2020; Busemeyer & Gar-
ritzmann, 2017; Häusermann et al., 2019). Naturally, not only governments but
also voters find themselves in a constrained setting of welfare policymaking
and they are aware of these trade-offs. We observe disagreement over the
type of welfare state citizens favour since voters attribute different levels of
importance to specific issues (Häusermann et al., 2020b). Hence, while there
is a high level of positional coherence, conflict is about which specific issues
should be prioritised.

Taking this altered demand-side structure as given, I add to an emerging
literature analysing the consequences that these transformations bear for pol-
itical parties (e.g., Abou-Chadi & Immergut, 2019; Green-Pedersen & Jensen,
2019; Manow et al., 2018; Röth et al., 2018) and their implications for voter-
party congruence. I complement this literature by integrating specific voter
groups’ issue priorities, going beyond positions and diffuse electoral poten-
tials. Importantly, the quality of representation is dependent on both positions
and priorities. This becomes evident in the realm of welfare politics where we
observe high positional agreement but differentiation regarding priorities
between different social groups. Empirically, the neglect of priorities would
lead us with a severe misjudgement of voter-party congruence.

Therefore, in this paper I investigate the following questions: Are parties’
social policy emphases congruent with the preferences of partisan voters, the
median voter, or both? How does this depend on party family? In order to be
congruent, parties are expected to reflect not only voters’ positions
(whether they are in favour or against a given policy) but also their priorities
(how much weight they attribute to their position), which I subsume in the
term preferences.

As foreshadowed in the research questions, parties may be congruent with
either their partisans or the median voter. Recent research suggests however,
that such a trade-off may not necessarily exist. This is reflected in the ‘issue
yield model’ (De Sio & Weber, 2014, 2020) which claims that parties can
gain (in terms of votes) if they emphasise issues that are overly popular
among partisan voters while at the same time widely supported among poten-
tial new voters. Such issues would be considered bridge policies. Hence, adapt-
ing the idea of issue yield to the study of congruence leaves us with three
possible types of voter-party congruence: a party may be congruent with its
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partisans (partisan voter yield), with the general electorate (general electorate
yield), or with both (bridge policy yield). While I argue that most parties are con-
gruent with both, this is expected to be different for radical right parties
(RRPs). It has been shown that they typically are more congruent with their
voters than with the general electorate (Giger & Lefkofridi, 2014; Lefkofridi
& Casado-Asensio, 2013). Building on this, I specifically test whether the
idea of issue yields also holds for RRPs.

I analyse voter-party congruence combining quantitative data based on
newly coded election manifestos with original individual-level survey data
from seven West European countries, namely Germany, Ireland, Italy, the
Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. The results indicate
that parties’ social policy issue emphases map the preferences of both parti-
san voters and the general electorate. Indeed, parties do more strongly
emphasise issues that are overly supported among both partisans and the
median voter, as suggested by the bridge policy yield. Regarding the distinc-
tion between RRPs and other parties, I find that bridge policy yield is an ade-
quate predictor of issue emphasis for both. Contrary to expectations, RRPs are
also congruent with the median voter.

Taken together, this paper adapts and applies the issue yield model to the
area of welfare politics and the study of congruence, thereby, making three
main contributions. First, it offers a comprehensive coding of parties’ social
policy issue emphases. Enabled by the fine-grained new coding of election
manifestos, parties’ social policy profile can be examined beyond simple
pro-/contra-welfare stances. The results show that the more issue-specific
conflict (mainly over priorities) on the demand side translates to the supply
side, implying that parties offer distinct social policy profiles mirroring mass
politics. Second, the paper incorporates social policy priorities among voters
and offers an attempt to compare them to parties’ issue emphases on the
basis of an identical set of issues. Third, I highlight the special role of RRPs
in welfare politics. Contrary to expectations, they are not solely focussed on
partisans, but show high levels of congruence with the general electorate
just as other parties do. However, the unexpected high congruence
between RRPs and the general electorate stems mainly from the importance
attributed to old age pensions by both voters and the party.

Partisan welfare politics: changes and implications

Welfare state politics in today’s knowledge economies are fundamentally
different from welfare state politics up until the 90s. Generalised support for
the welfare state is enormous (Bremer & Bürgisser, 2020; Garritzmann et al.,
2018; Kölln & Wlezien, 2016) while cutbacks mostly face opposition. While
we have always seen the lower classes supporting the expansion of social
policy, the literature has attributed increased support among the middle
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class to the welfare state forming its own support coalition through generous
benefit provision, (positive) feedback effects (Pierson, 2001), or the spread of
egalitarian values among the new middle class (Beramendi et al., 2015;
Kitschelt, 1994).

However, differences between social classes regarding welfare preferences
have not vanished and the topic is still politicised. First, social security still
ranks among the top priorities of citizens (Rovny & Polk, 2020; Traber et al.,
2018) and second, conflict over social policy seems to have changed
content. While most voters support an extensive welfare state, conflict
arises on questions concerning how to recalibrate the welfare state (Bera-
mendi et al., 2015; Bremer & Bürgisser, 2020; Busemeyer et al., 2020; Häuser-
mann et al., 2019; Kersbergen et al., 2014). This recalibration has been
captured by terms such as ‘social investment’ (Hemerijck, 2013; Morel et al.,
2012) or ‘new social risks’ (Bonoli, 2005). Along these lines, Garritzmann
et al. (2018) show that support coalitions for social investment policies such
as ALMP, childcare, and tertiary education differ from support coalitions for
traditional consumption-oriented social policies such as old age pension
benefits or early retirement schemes. Hence, conflict centres on the impor-
tance that different actors attribute to different types of policies. Whereas
differences between social groups and therefore electorates are masked by
high levels of agreement on preferred welfare state size or position, they
become more visible when observing importance or priorities.

The implications of both increased demand and altered conflict structures
for political parties have recently received increased attention. Obviously, tra-
ditional positioning of parties – that is, left parties advocate a big welfare state
while right parties do the opposite – now appears inadequate since general
support is so massive. Taking anti-welfare stances, even for parties on the
right, is electorally harmful (Armingeon & Giger, 2008). Following voters,
parties have also moved towards taking a more favourable stance concerning
the welfare state (Manow et al., 2018). This is not to say that parties do not
differ in their stances regarding distributive matters, but they do so less
obviously. Left parties noticeably more often address the welfare state,
while right parties prefer to avoid speaking too much about it (Green-Peder-
sen & Jensen, 2019). However, the prevalence of welfare politics does not
allow parties to stay completely silent (Green-Pedersen, 2019). Thus, parties
use the available leeway to address specific welfare issues. In other words,
parties engage in issue competition (Green-Pedersen, 2019) and thus differ
in their social policy issue emphases. This difference is expected to reflect vari-
ations in voters’ preferences as outlined above.

In summary, competition over the welfare state is increasingly shaped by
issue competition, meaning that parties emphasise different issues, thereby
mirroring the conflict among voters over which social policies to prioritise.
The few existing studies that incorporate these priorities of voters limit this
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undertaking to a theoretical level. While Abou-Chadi and Immergut (2019)
assume that the middle-class constituency of centre-left parties prioritises
social investment over consumption policies, Green-Pedersen and Jensen
(2019) presume that working-class voters prioritise labour market policies.
Bearing in mind that conflict over priorities differs from attitudes (and thus
conflict) over positions, these assumptions may be questioned. Moreover,
parties face the challenge of catering to their supporters and potential new
voters, with the difficulty that preferences may not perfectly match
between the two – especially if priorities are considered. Therefore, I argue
that voter preferences need to be empirically considered in the prediction
of parties’ issue emphases.

Congruent with whom?

The literature on congruence must be distinguished from research on respon-
siveness. Whereas the former is interested in the closeness of parties and
voters, the latter analyses whether parties (voters) follow shifts in preferences
among voters (parties) (Soroka & Wlezien, 2010; Stimson et al., 1995). Within
the concept of congruence we may distinguish between positional congru-
ence (Adams, 2012; Blais & Bodet, 2006; Huber & Powell, 1994), salience con-
gruence (Spoon & Klüver, 2014; Traber et al., 2018), and integration of the two
approaches (Abou-Chadi et al., 2020; Hobolt & De Vries, 2015). In this paper, I
extend research on salience congruence by comparing parties’ issue
emphases to voters’ issue preferences, consisting of positions and priorities.

The literature generally distinguishes between congruence among parties
and the median voter or congruence between parties and their partisans. This
is analogue to the distinction between responding to the general electorate
(Downs, 1957) or responding to party supporters (Egan, 2013) in the respon-
siveness literature. However, thinking about party behaviour, parties may not
be limited to emphasise the issues considered important by either the median
voter or their own voters. Recently, De Sio and Weber (2014, 2020) proposed
the ‘issue yield model’, which suggests a way to assess the ideal set of issues to
be addressed by a party. In short, parties can gain votes if they emphasise
issues that are popular among partisans and at the same time widely sup-
ported within the general electorate. Such issues are considered bridge pol-
icies. Focussing on bridge policies may enable a party to win new voters
without risking jeopardising current voters. Thereby, the issue yield model
offers a way to synergise the idea of a party being congruent with the
general electorate or its party supporters.

Hence, adapting the idea of issue yield to the study of issue congruence
leaves us with three possible types of voter-party congruence: a party may
be congruent with its partisans (partisan voter yield); with the general electo-
rate (general electorate yield); or, building on issue yield theory, with both
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(bridge policy yield). Since parties can expect a net win of votes when they
emphasise bridge policies, I hypothesise the following:

H1: Parties emphasise social policies with high bridge policy yields more strongly
than policies with high partisan voter or general electorate yields.

Variation between parties

In principle, I expect all parties to be congruent with both the partisans and
the median voter since this allows for an expansion of the voter base.
However, such congruence comes with a somewhat decreased congruence
to the current supporters (and equally to the median voter), unless the prefer-
ences of these two constituencies are identical. Some parties may be less
willing to deviate from what their supporters demand to attract the median
voter. Specifically, I expect RRPs to behave differently. Geering and Häuser-
mann (2012) found that, regarding labour market policies, RRPs are less con-
gruent with their voters than other parties since they are more market-
oriented. In the meantime however, RRPs have shifted towards the middle
of the economic dimension (Afonso & Rennwald, 2018) or engaged in pos-
ition-blurring (Rovny, 2013; Rovny & Polk, 2020). The effects of these trans-
formations on congruence are ambiguous. However, once we introduce
priorities the picture changes considerably. Radical right party voters strongly
agree on the importance they attribute to consumptive policies over investive
policies and these preferences are mirrored in the party’s emphasis (Enggist &
Pinggera, 2020). This indicates that RRPs might be quite congruent with their
voters with regard to specific issues. Moreover, social policy presumably does
not play the key role in attracting additional votes for these parties. Rather,
RRPs want to signal that they make politics for ‘their people’ and are thus
expected to be congruent primarily with their partisans. Further evidence
was added by Lefkofridi and Casado-Asensio (2013) and Giger and Lefkofridi
(2014) who showed that RRPs are more congruent with their voters than with
the general electorate on salient issues and along prevailing issue dimensions.
From this, I hypothesise:

H2: Radical right parties emphasise social policies with high partisan voter yields
more strongly than policies with high bridge policy or general electorate yields.

The situation is more ambiguous for other party families. Centre-left parties
are the issue owners in the field of social policy and issue owners are at
first sight expected to be more congruent with partisans rather than the
median voter (Costello et al., 2020). However, there is evidence that the
‘riding the wave’ theory eclipses issue ownership; even parties that are
issue owners respond to voters’ issue priorities (Klüver & Sagarzazu, 2016).
Moreover, Seeberg (2020) showed that in order to keep their ownership
status, issue owners have to build on their credibility by emphasising their
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stances, which need to be in line with those of the median voter. Additionally,
both centre-left and centre-right parties’ moderate positions naturally come
close to the preferences of the general electorate. Hence, focussing on
bridge issues comes with much less of a decrease in partisan and median
voter congruence.

Finally, the issue ownership argument also applies to radical left parties as
do the findings of increased supporter-congruence for radical parties out-
lined above. However, contrary to RRP, the radical left indeed attracts
voters with distributive claims. Yet, even though radical left supporters
share strong positional welfare support, they are presumably heterogeneous
regarding their priorities, given these parties’ cross-class voter base (Gin-
grich & Häusermann, 2015; Ramiro, 2016). Consequentially, since radical
left parties face a trade-off within their electorate already, it seems likely
that they would focus on the issues that are also prominent among the
general electorate. Moreover, even though radical left parties may be con-
strained by their core voters, I expect this to affect the intensity (or radical-
ness) of claims rather than the prioritisation of certain issues over others. In
summary, only RRPs are expected to deviate from being congruent with
both supporters and the general electorate, in line with the concept of
bridge policy yield.

Data, operationalisation, and method

Two types of data sources were used in this paper. Information on voters’
social policy preferences was collected using original data from an online-
survey conducted between October 2018 and January 2019 (Häusermann
et al., 2020a). The goal of the survey was to capture voters’ positions, priorities,
and assessments of trade-offs regarding welfare policies. The target popu-
lation was the adult population in eight West European countries, and the
dataset includes 12,500 completed interviews. The sampling was based on
online panels from the survey company Bilendi. Furthermore, quotas on
age and sex (crossed) as well as educational attainment were implemented,
and a range of measures were taken to guarantee the survey’s representative-
ness and the quality of the answers (described in detail in Häusermann et al.,
2020b).

For the dependent variable, I made use of refined data based on the Mani-
festo Research on Political Representation (MARPOR) corpus (Krause et al.,
2019), originally introduced in Enggist and Pinggera (2020), which comprises
fine-grained data regarding social policy statements in the latest election
manifestos of 50 parties in nine countries. The data used in this paper was
limited to the cases for which I have both voter and manifesto data, namely
38 parties in Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and
the United Kingdom.1 These seven countries cover all four types of welfare
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regimes in Western Europe and a diverse set of RRPs, which allows for gener-
alised conclusions to be drawn for the respective regions.

Measuring social policy issue emphases in party manifestos

To measure issue emphasis, I used refined data based on MARPOR, where
party manifestos were split into quasi-sentences and each of these quasi-sen-
tences was attributed to a broad policy area such as ‘welfare expansion’. As
issue emphasis in social policy is the focus of study, however, I am not primar-
ily interested in how much parties talk about the welfare state in general, but
rather in the weights that specific social policy issues receive. Hence, within the
framework of a broader research project, I engaged in a more fine-grained
coding of quasi-sentences (hereafter referred to as statements) in order to
identify how many statements a party directed at specific social policy
issues. These include old age pension benefits, unemployment benefits, early
childhood education and care (ECEC), tertiary education, and ALMP. The
coding scheme comprises four more issues2 which, for the analyses in this
paper, had to be omitted since information on the social policy preferences
of voters was not available (see next subsection).

On average, a manifesto includes 208 social policy statements, of which an
average of 59 (27%) per party concern one of the five issues considered here.
Including only a quarter of all social policy claims may seem inadequate, but
the focus on these five issues was constrained by the voter survey. However,
these five policy fields represent the main conflicts of contemporary welfare
politics for which we expect to find societal divides and which enjoy some rel-
evance in all the countries studied. The main bulk of statements that were
missed refer to education (which I sufficiently capture through ECEC and ter-
tiary education) and healthcare. Overall, these five issues adequately mirror
the conflict structure of welfare politics.

From this, for every party under study, I measured how many statements
positively address pensions, unemployment benefits, ECEC, tertiary education,
and ALMP (please refer to the online appendix to find a more detailed descrip-
tion of the coding effort and the resulting data). The operationalisation itself is
straightforward. For every party and every issue, I divided the number of times
an issue was mentioned by the number of times any of the five issues were
mentioned. This provides a measure of how a party distributes its attention
within the highly contested field of social policy.

Measuring social policy preferences among voters

In order to calculate voter preferences, for each issue I combined individual-
level data on both positions and priorities. The latter were measured as
follows: respondents answered a so-called point distribution question,
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where they were asked to allocate 100 points to different social policy fields.
This was intended to reflect the relative importance attributed by each
respondent to different strategies of welfare expansion. The specific
wording was as follows: ‘Now imagine that the government had the means
to improve benefits in some social policy fields, but not in all of them. You can
allocate 100 points. Give more points to those fields in which you consider
benefit improvement more important, and fewer points to those areas in
which you consider benefit improvement less important’. These 100 points
had to be allocated to the five policy fields listed above.3 Issue-specific priority
is simply the points given to the respective field transformed to a 0–1 scale.4

Further, for each of these five issues respondents’ positions were also
assessed by asking: ‘To what extent do you agree with the following policy
reform proposals? The government should… (1) increase old age pension
benefits, (2) increase the availability of good-quality childcare services, (3)
expand access to good-quality university education for students from lower-
income families, (4) increase unemployment benefits, (5) expand services that
help reintegrate the long-term unemployed into the labour market’. Respon-
dents answered on a 4-point scale from ‘Strongly Disagree’ to ‘Strongly
Agree’. Hence, each respondent for each issue had a position (1–4 scale)
and an attributed priority (0–1 scale). In order to arrive at a combined
measure of position and priority, I used priorities to weight the positions.
Specifically, the deviation in priority from the mean priority on the same
issue was multiplied by the position. This means that the position was
increased (decreased) if an individual prioritised this issue more (less) than
the average. This is what I refer to as preference for an issue.

In the next step, these preferences were aggregated to the party level (par-
tisan voter yield), country level (general electorate yield), and later combined
(bridge policy yield). The aggregation is simply the mean preference of all
individuals who reported to vote for the respective party in the next
general election or the mean preference of all voters for each country, respect-
ively. In mathematical terms:

preference pj =
∑np

i=1
priorityij
priorityj

∗positionij
np

The preference of a party electorate p for an issue j is equal to the sum of each
partisan i’s deviation in priority from the mean priority for the same issue j
times the individual’s position, divided by the number of partisans n. Likewise,
preferences were aggregated at a country level. Contrary to party aggrega-
tion, weighting an individual’s position by the priority deviation from a
countries’mean priority does not make sense since the deviations in priorities
would cancel out once aggregated. Hence, individual priorities are divided by
0.2 rather than by the mean priority. This way, issue positions were weighted
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according to the degree they were over- (allocated more than a fifth of the
points) or under- (allocated less than a fifth of the points) prioritised in the
point distribution task. Next, in order to apply equal weights to both party
supporters and the general electorate when calculating the bridge policy
yield, I normalised the aggregated preference measures (simple min–max
scaling to restrict the range to [0,1]). These normalised measures are what I
refer to as partisan voter yield and general electorate yield, respectively.

Bridge policy yield then, is a combination of partisan voter yield and
general electorate yield. The measure assigns higher values to issues that
are strongly supported by the general electorate and party supporters,
median values to issues only supported by either of these, and low values
otherwise, as outlined in more detail in the online appendix. Mathematically,
issue yield can be written as:

bridge policy yield pj =
��
2

√

2
(( partisan voter yield pj − 0.5)

+(general electorate yield pj − 0.5))

For hypothesis 2 on differences between RRPs and other parties, I considered
the following parties to belong to the family of RRPs: Alternative for Germany
(GER), League (ITA), Brothers of Italy (ITA), Party of Freedom (NL), Sweden Demo-
crats (SWE), and UKIP (UK). At the time of interest there were no relevant RRPs
in Ireland and Spain.

Concerning the method, I ran linear regression analyses where emphasis
was regressed on yield and country fixed effects were included. In addition,
I controlled for party size (small parties are expected to be slightly more reluc-
tant to neglect their supporter’s preferences), the total number of statements
on social policy issues (since the fewer statements the more emphasis is sen-
sitive to change), and whether a party is in government or in opposition. This
resulted in 190 observations from five issues for a total of 38 parties. Note that
the voter data (autumn 2018) was collected after the publication of the party
manifestos coded (2016–2018, and in three cases 2012/2013), assuming that
voter preferences were relatively stable over time. This assumption holds, as a
comparison with answers from a follow-up survey in 2020 added in the online
appendix shows.

Results

The first part of this section is descriptive, in order to get a sense of the data.
Figure 1 shows, for the exemplary case of Germany, for each party on the x-
axis the partisan voter yield (i.e., the normalised preferences of the partisan
voters) and on the y-axis the general electorate yield (i.e., the normalised pre-
ferences of the general electorate) for the five issues. The dyed space on the
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top right of each panel highlights the bridge policy area. What can be derived
from this figure is that some parties face a quite distinct set of voters to appeal
to, but even for these parties there is a certain set of issues that could be
emphasised without jeopardising either current or new voters. For most
parties these are the issues of old age pensions and childcare. Also note
that different electorates still have distinct preferences when it comes to
social policy. Despite a high degree of accord with regard to welfare expan-
sion, considering also priorities shows that welfare politics is still conflictive.

Figure 2 shows the dependent variable, namely the issue emphases of
parties in their election manifestos, again for Germany. The numbers reported
are the number of statements regarding a given issue as a share of statements
concerning any of the five issues. The shade of colour indicates whether these
percentages are above (dark grey) or below average (light grey) compared to
the within-country mean. Apparently, there is a general trend among German
parties towards emphasising pensions, which we know is in line with voters as
the yields shown in Figure 1 suggest. Nevertheless, we observe that parties
still offer different issue combinations. The following analysis will show to
what degree these emphases are congruent to the yields identified on the
demand side.

Table 1 shows the results for the first hypothesis, which expects that parties
emphasise policies with high bridge policy yields more strongly than policies

Figure 1. Party supporter yield and general electorate yield by party (Germany).
Note: almp = Active Labour Market Policies; tertiary = Tertiary Education; childcare = Childcare; unempl =
Unemployment Benefits; pension = Old Age Pension.
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with high partisan voter or general electorate yields. Model 1 regresses
emphasis on bridge policy yield and confirms the positive relationship
between the two variables. Hence, if an issue moves from being the least
attractive to emphasise (yield=0) to be the most attractive to emphasise
(yield=1), relative party emphasis increases by 40%. In contrast, model 2
regresses emphasis on partisan voter yield. As expected, there is also a posi-
tive relationship between the two variables. Parties are thus to some degree
congruent to the preferences of their voters. However, the substantive effect

Figure 2. Issue emphases of parties in manifestos (Germany).

Table 1. Effect of yields from voter preferences on issue emphasis in party manifestos.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) 0.221 0.269 0.309*
(0.149) (0.154) (0.152)

Bridge Policy Yield 0.400***
(0.072)

Partisan Voter Yield 0.302***
(0.073)

General Electorate Yield 0.309***
(0.077)

Party Size 0.001 −0.000 0.001
(0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Manifesto Length −0.000 −0.000 −0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Opposition 0.036 0.030 0.013
(0.086) (0.088) (0.089)

R2 0.155 0.096 0.092
Adj. R2 0.108 0.046 0.041
Num. obs. 190 190 190
RMSE 0.366 0.379 0.380

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. All models include country fixed-effects.
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is smaller than what we observe for bridge policy yield (0.30 compared to
0.40). The picture looks similar in model 3, where general electorate yield is
the independent variable. Again, the effect is significant and positive but
smaller in size (0.31 compared to 0.40). Hence, the preferences of the
general electorate are also reflected in parties’ issue emphases to some
extent. However, the R2 is substantially higher for the bridge policy yield
model indicating that parties are congruent with both their current and
potential new voters. I interpret this as confirmation of the first hypothesis.
Parties appear to be careful to not only cater to either their current or poten-
tial new voters but to emphasise issues that may resonate with both groups.

The control variables (length of manifesto, parties’ vote shares, and govern-
ment participation) are all limited in size and insignificant. The same holds for
the country fixed effects5 (not shown). Furthermore, the models are robust to
leaving out the control variables and to the exclusion of single countries or
issues.

Next, I ran models analysing party differences. According to hypothesis 2,
we would expect that partisan voter yield rather than bridge policy yield
would be the most adequate predictor of emphasis for RRPs. Thus, I replicated
the analyses but included an interaction between the different yields and a
dummy variable for party family.6 For a straightforward interpretation, the
interactions are plotted in Figure 3 and the respective tables are provided
in the online appendix.

The interaction of party family with bridge policy yield is shown in the left
panel of Figure 3, with partisan voter yield in the centre panel, and with
general electorate yield in the right panel. In all models, the interaction
terms for RRPs are insignificant. This means that bridge policy yield has the
same predictive power for RRPs’ emphases. What is significant, however, is
the interaction between radical left and centre-right parties regarding partisan
voter yield. Radical left parties seem to be less keen to incorporate their voters’

Figure 3. Effect of yields from voter preferences on issue emphasis in party manifestos,
by party family.
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preferences and rather cater to the median voter if faced with a trade-off. In
contrast, RRPs are congruent with both their voters and the general electorate
to the same degree as centre parties, contradicting the hypothesis and the lit-
erature on congruence. This is surprising and requires an explanation. Even
though these models are robust to eliminating control variables and
produce similar results when disregarding single countries, the exclusion of
single issues does bring about some considerable and interesting changes.
More specifically, the models are sensitive to the exclusion of the issue of
old age pensions.

Figure 4 illustrates the results of the same interaction models but with the
exclusion of pension. Interestingly, the interaction plotted in the right panel,
where emphasis is regressed on general electorate yield turns significant. As
can be seen, RRPs’ issue emphasis does not increase with rising preferences of
the general electorate if we disregard old age pensions. In other words, the
high level of congruence with the general electorate stems from the impor-
tance that both voters and RRPs attribute to old age pensions. As shown for
the German case in Figure 1 but consistent in all countries studied, pension
preferences are the most pronounced among voters, which is mainly a
result of its high prioritisation. These attitudes are also strongly manifested
among radical right voters, considerably more so than in other parties’ electo-
rates. The resulting high bridge policy yield of pensions for RRPs is very well
reflected in their manifestos, as shown in Figure 2 for Germany. Again, the
above-average emphasis that RRPs place on pensions is echoed in all
countries. To be blunt one could say that voters care so much about pensions
that it does not matter much what parties do with regard to other issues; a
strong emphasis on pension expansion is enough to appear congruent with
the general electorate. In sum, while centre parties are congruent with both
median and partisan voters, it seems that radical left parties, when necessary,
tend to approach the median voter, and RRPs, beyond pensions, tend to
approach their partisans.

Figure 4. Effect of yields from voter preferences on issue emphasis in party manifestos,
by party family, excluding old age pension.
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Conclusion

In this paper I argue that parties’ social policy stances are congruent with both
the preferences of their voters as well as with those of the general electorate.
Adapting the idea of issue yield to the context of welfare politics, I claim that
parties emphasise bridge policies; policies that are both popular among par-
tisans as well as among the general electorate, and can therefore overcome
the trade-off between catering to new voters and satisficing extant
supporters.

The results confirm these expectations. Indeed, issues with higher bridge
policy yields are more strongly emphasised in parties’ election manifestos.
While I also find a positive relationship between emphasis and current
voters’ preferences (partisan voter yield) and emphasis and the general elec-
torates’ preferences (general electorate yield), the predictive power of the
combined measure of bridge policy yield is clearly stronger. This implies
that even though electoral demands changed, this did not result in parties
being detached from voters. Rather, general congruence is quite high, but
specifically directed towards issues popular both among partisans and the
general electorate.

Contradicting expectations, these findings also hold for RRPs. Even though
they are assumed to be closer aligned to their own voters, results indicate that
for this party family as well, emphasis is most congruent to the preferences of
all voters (bridge policy yield) and the predictive power of the general electo-
rates’ preferences is no smaller than for other parties. This finding, however, is
contingent on the types of issues that are included in the model. More specifi-
cally, the unexpected high congruence between RRPs and the general electo-
rate stems from the importance that both the voters and the party attribute to
old age pensions. RRPs’ strong emphasis on pension expansion is sufficient for
this party family to appear congruent with the general electorate more gen-
erally. Excluding pensions, however, their emphasis, in line with theoretical
expectations, appears to be mostly driven by the preferences of their own
voters. Nonetheless, the implications of these findings are far-reaching.
They imply that the times of the ‘winning formula’ (Kitschelt & McGann,
1997) are over. RRPs no longer combine particularistic socio-cultural values
with neoliberal economic stances but seem keen to incorporate voters’
demand for social security in their profiles. Due to the overwhelming
support for old age pensions, this even encompasses the demands of the
median voter. This strong pension focus might be interpreted as an indirect
effect of party competition; because mainstream parties talk about the
welfare state, RRPs are pressured to do so too. The choice of emphasising
pension policy as a focus, however, is likely to be driven by electoral
demand rather than by competing parties since for their voters this is quite
consistently the most important issue.
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How do these findings conform to the contemporary welfare politics litera-
ture? Have party politics indeed become issue-based (Green-Pedersen, 2019)?
To a certain degree, yes. Clearly, there are issues that parties cannot ignore
such as old age pensions and healthcare (Green-Pedersen & Jensen, 2019)
as well as mandatory and vocational education (Busemeyer et al., 2020).
However, this does not mean that parties are no longer representatives of
social groups. As the data shows, issue emphases of party families do differ,
and they differ in a way that corresponds to the demands of their electorates.
Furthermore, even though some issues prevail on the agenda, what we
observe beyond these issues seems compatible with the contemporary
welfare politics literature regarding social investment, social consumption,
and the trade-offs between them (Beramendi et al., 2015). Support for
social investment policies clusters in culturally progressive parties and electo-
rates such as the Greens or the Liberals, while the opposite is true for the
radical right, and parties’ behaviour reflects these trade-offs. Therefore,
beyond certain prevailing issues, parties are clearly distinguishable because
they differ in their priorities. Nonetheless, they seem to be less constrained
than what is suggested by the trade-off literature. Consequently, it may
be possible for parties to reach out to different constituencies within their
electorate with different types of policies, which is good news for parties
catering to the middle- and working-class alike, such as social democratic
or radical left parties.

Notes

1. See online appendix for an overview of parties and manifestos included.
2. Social assistance, family policy (excluding ECEC), healthcare, education (exclud-

ing ECEC and tertiary education)
3. An additional sixth field (’Services for the social and labour market integration of

immigrants’) was omitted in this paper since it was not considered in the refined
coding of party manifestos. It was left out because it focuses on policy design
(specific target group) rather than policy field (integration could be addressed
via ALMP, education, or other).

4. Even though these items were demanding for respondents, the quality of
answers is high (see online appendix).

5. Including party fixed effects does not change the results (see online appendix).
6. CL=Social democratic + Green; CR=Conservative + Liberal
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