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OVERVIEW

We first discuss spatial voting models of
party-centered elections' involving a contin-
uum that is typically a broad Left-Right
(liberal-conservative) ideological dimension
which encompasses debates over income
redistribution and government intervention in
the economy, a major electoral cleavage in
most western democracies. The Left—Right
continuum is positional in that different voters
prefer — and different parties advocate —
different positions along this continuum. We
review the assumptions that underlie the
positional spatial model of elections, and
then survey spatial modeling research on par-
ties’ positional strategies in these types of
elections. We describe how a fundamental
spatial modeling result is that vote- or office-
seeking parties are typically motivated to
advocate policies near the center of public
opinion, i.e., near the middle of the distribu-
tion of voters’ preferred Left—Right positions
(Downs, 1957). This prediction applies most

strongly to elections between two dominant
parties (as in the United States and, in earlier
periods, British politics), but important ele-
ments of this prediction extend to elections
featuring three or more parties, i.e., multi-
party elections (as in most other western
democracies). We then identify an empirical
puzzle, namely that parties typically fail to
converge towards the center of the voter dis-
tribution (or towards each other) to the extent
predicted by basic positional spatial models.

We then discuss two possible solutions
to this empirical puzzle of party positional
divergence. The first extends the spatial
model of voters’ motivations to consider
election scenarios where, in addition to
their Left—Right concerns, voters also weigh
parties’ reputations along character-based
dimensions such as party elites’ reputa-
tions for competence, integrity, and leader-
ship — i.e., to a valence dimension of party
competition. In the case of valence issues,
it is perhaps plausible to assume that vot-
ers agree about which character-based traits



they prefer, i.e., all citizens prefer that party
elites possess more rather than less compe-
tence, integrity and leadership ability, and
moreover all political parties seek to publicly
convey positive valence attributes.”? However,
the parties may be differentiated on valence
because voters perceive some parties’ elites
possessing superior character-based valence
traits compared with rival parties’ elites. We
show how, in a spatial model that includes
both a positional and a valence dimension,
vote- and office-seeking parties may ration-
ally propose radical Left—Right positional
strategies that differ sharply from rival par-
ties’ positions, and also from the mainstream
of public opinion. These radical strategies are
not predicted by the positional spatial model
that omits valence.

We next explore an extension of the spa-
tial model that considers an alternative party
motivation, namely that parties — like voters —
have preferences over government policy
outputs. We show how this assumption can
prompt policy-seeking parties to advocate
sharply noncentrist positions relative to rival
parties, and also relative to their expectations
about public opinion.

EMPIRICAL AND THEORETICAL
RESEARCH ON ALTERNATIVE
DIMENSIONS OF VOTING

Positional Dimensions of Voting

The spatial model of party competition is
associated with the research of Harold
Hotelling (1929) and Anthony Downs (1957).
The simplest spatial model represents policy
debates as options along a one-dimensional
continuum or line, and posits that both the
policies that voters prefer and the policies that
parties advocate are represented by positions
along this line. The best known dimension in
contemporary western democracies is the
Left-Right or liberal-conservative dimension,
which involves disagreements over issues such
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Figure 12.1 Illustrative placements of a
voter v and parties A, B, on left-right
ideology

as government intervention in the economy
and income redistribution. Figure 12.1 illus-
trates such a one-dimensional model repre-
senting the Left—Right scale, with a voter v
located closer to party A than to party B, so we
expect that, all else equal, this voter would
prefer party A to party B. In this illustration
the Left-Right scale runs from zero to 10,
which mirrors the scale that is typically pre-
sented to respondents in national election sur-
veys, where the convention is that higher
numbers denote more right-wing positions.
Empirical studies find that this Left-Right
dimension is central to voter choice in western
democracies, with communist, socialist and
labor parties associated with leftist positions,
while conservative and Christian democratic
parties are associated with right-wing posi-
tions (Dalton et al., 2011).

We note that media and political elites’ ref-
erences to ‘left’ versus ‘right’ are shorthand
for a set of positions on more specific issues.
Thus the designation that a party (or a voter)
is left-wing on economic issues denotes that
the party advocates more progressive tax pol-
icies and expanded social welfare programs
that tend to redistribute income from more
to less affluent citizens, whereas right-wing
parties (and voters) favor less progressive tax
policies and a more modest social welfare
safety net. These left- or right-wing labels
may also encompass employment-related



issues such as the legal rights and restric-
tions on labor unions, the minimum wage
and the degree of government intervention
in the economy (Adams, 2018). Moreover,
as one would expect, empirical studies find
that more left-wing citizens tend to support
left-wing parties while right-wing voters tend
to support right-wing parties (Bglstad and
Dinas, 2017; Powell, 2000).

We note that although Left-Right eco-
nomic policy dominated positional debates
in most western democracies at least through
the 1970s, cross-cutting cleavages have
emerged pertaining to debates that are not
directly aligned with Left-Right economic
issues. One set of debates pertains to social
and moral issues including abortion, gay
rights and gender equality, which cross-cut
the Left-Right economic dimension because
citizens’ economic views do not necessarily
correlate strongly with their views on social
and moral issues (Kitschelt, 1994; Marks
et al., 2006). Another emerging cleavage per-
tains to issues involving race, religion and
immigration, where, again, citizens (and par-
ties) who share similar Left-Right economic
viewpoints may disagree over issues such
as affirmative action, multiculturalism and
immigration policies. Well before the 1970s,
the issue of civil rights in the United States,
primarily associated with long-standing
racial attitudes, defined a major dimension
that cut strongly across the economic dimen-
sion and that split the Democratic Party into
Southern and Northern branches.

Accordingly, the one-dimensional scale
(from liberal to conservative or Left to Right)
discussed earlier can be extended to a two-
dimensional positional model, represented
by a plane with X and Y axes. For example,
one dimension, say X, might represent eco-
nomic (traditional Left-Right) issues while
the second dimension Y might represent
social issues. In this two-dimensional model,
a voter v has preferred positions on both the
economic scale (say v;) and on the social
issue scale (say v,), and is hence represented
by a point (vy,1,) in the plane. Generally, it is
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Figure 12.2 lllustrative placement of
a voter v and parties | and r in a two-
dimensional space

assumed that a voter prefers a party whose
expressed positions in this two-dimensional
plane are nearest to their own. Figure 12.2
illustrates a voter v = (v;,v,) who is liberal on
economic issues but conservative on social
issues and is closer overall to party R than to
party L, even though this voter is closer to LL
on the single economic dimension.

A Non-Positional Dimension of
Voting and Elections: ‘Valence’
Issues

As discussed above, the Left—Right eco-
nomic dimension — along with dimensions
pertaining to social/moral issues, multicul-
turalism, and so on — is positional in the
sense that voters (and parties) hold conflict-
ing positions. Despite the continuing rele-
vance of such dimensions, in recent years
scholars have considered the effects of
valence dimensions of voters’ party evalua-
tions. Stokes (1963) coined this term to
denote dimensions ‘on which parties or lead-
ers are differentiated not by what they advo-
cate, but by the degree to which they are
linked in the public’s mind with conditions,



goals, or symbols of which almost everyone
approves or disapproves’ (Stokes, 1992:
143). Valence dimensions include such attrib-
utes as parties’ (and party leaders’) images
with respect to honesty, competence, empa-
thy and charisma.> These dimensions con-
trast with the Left-Right positional
dimension, on which ‘parties or leaders are
differentiated by their advocacy of alterna-
tive positions’ (Stokes, 1992: 143).

Valence considerations matter because
although nearly all voters prefer that parties
be more competent and honest, voters may
perceive different parties possessing differing
degrees of positive valence. In American and
British politics, for instance, national politi-
cal candidates including Dwight Eisenhower,
Bill Clinton and Tony Blair were widely
perceived as competent and likable dur-
ing the periods in which they first led their
parties into national elections, whereas oth-
ers such as Michael Dukakis, Michael Foot,
Ed Miliband and Theresa May were viewed
far less positively along these dimensions.
Cross-national research affirms the growing
importance of valence issues across western
democracies (see, e.g., Clark, 2009; Abney
et al., 2013).

SPATIAL MODELS OF ELECTIONS
WITH OFFICE-SEEKING PARTIES:

THE PURELY POSITIONAL MODEL
PREDICTS PARTY CONVERGENCE

We first review purely positional models of
party competition, while deferring valence
considerations. Downs (1957) was the first to
apply this framework to electoral competition,
assuming, first, that both parties’ positions
and voters’ ideal points, i.e., the positions
voters prefer, are arrayed over a unidimen-
sional, positional issue space. Here we illus-
trate the Downsian model in terms of the
Left-Right continuum, but Downs’ arguments
apply to any positional dimension. Second,
Downs assumed that voters evaluate the

parties based — as spatial modelers continue to
do, at least in part — on the proximity of their
preferred positions to the parties’ positions,
i.e., that voters prefer more spatially proxi-
mate parties. Third, political parties strategi-
cally announce positions that maximize their
electoral prospects, i.e., parties are office-
seeking and propose policies purely as a
means of winning elected office. Downs justi-
fied this assumption by emphasizing the pri-
vate benefits politicians obtain from holding
office, including prestige and celebrity, their
government salaries, and opportunities to dis-
tribute government jobs and contracts to polit-
ical allies and family members. Hence the
basic Downsian model posits that voters are
purely policy-oriented, i.e., they invariably
support the party that offers the most attractive
policy positions, whereas political parties are
purely office-seeking in that they propose poli-
cies purely as a means of winning votes, and
through this winning office.

Incentives for Party Convergence
in the Positional Spatial Model:
the Two-Party Case

In two-party competition over a single posi-
tional dimension (here the Left—Right dimen-
sion), Black’s (1948) Median Voter Theorem
states that office-seeking parties converge to
the median voter’s position, i.e., the Left—
Right position, such that half the electorate is
located on either side.* To understand why
two-party convergence at the median voter
position is optimal for both parties in compe-
tition over one positional dimension, note
first that, if party A locates at this median
position and party B does not — say, it is at a
position to the right of the median — party B
will lose the election. This occurs because all
voters to the left of the median, together with
some to the right of it, will be nearer to and
hence vote for party A, so that party A will
win the election. However, party B can force
a tie if it shifts in turn to also locate at the
median voter position. Second, if both parties



locate away from the median voter position
then either party can win the election by uni-
laterally shifting to the voter median (Adams,
2016).> Hence two-party, purely positional
spatial competition provides centripetal
incentives for parties to converge toward
each other, and toward the center of the dis-
tribution of voters’ ideal points.

Figure 12.3, which displays a Left-Right
continuum (the horizontal axis) with a dis-
tribution of voters’ ideal points (where the
height of the line along the vertical axis rep-
resents the density of these ideal points at
each position), illustrates this logic. In this
example the voter distribution is assumed
to be normal, with a median position at the
center of the Left—Right scale — a distribution
which, as we shall see, roughly approximates
the distributions of voters’ preferred positions
in the electorates of many western democra-
cies. Here we display the Left—Right scale
running from zero to 10 (with higher num-
bers denoting more right-wing positions),
which, as we discuss below, is the scale that
is usually included in national election sur-
veys to elicit respondents’ ideologies. In this
scenario the two political parties A and B are
drawn towards the median voter position —
and hence towards each other — at the center
point (here 5) of the Left—Right scale.

The configuration in Figure 12.3, in which
the two office-seeking parties each occupy
the median voter position, constitutes a Nash
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Figure 12.3 How two-party, positional
competition motivates party convergence

equilibrium in party strategies, i.e., a con-
figuration of positions such that no party is
motivated to unilaterally change its posi-
tion, given its opponents’ positions. In the
Downsian two-party spatial model with a
single positional dimension, the pairing of
parties A and B at the median voter position
constitutes a unique Nash equilibrium.

Extensions to Positional Spatial
Competition with Three or More
Parties

Downs’ arguments about incentives for two-
party convergence provided an intuitive
explanation for political competition in the
American post-World War II party system
(Downs’ book was published in 1957), in
which the Democratic and Republican par-
ties both presented relatively similar and
moderate Left-Right economic policies.
However, virtually all western democracies
outside the United States feature at least
three competitive parties, i.e., they are multi-
party systems.® The convergent Nash equilib-
rium for one-dimensional, two-party
positional competition breaks down when
additional parties compete. The research of
Eaton and Lipsey (1975) — focused on com-
petition between firms but directly translata-
ble to elections — and Cox (1990) suggests
that in multiparty elections the centripetal
incentives motivating vote-seeking parties to
converge toward similar positions — and
toward the center of the distribution of
voters’ ideal points — are balanced by cen-
trifugal incentives to differentiate their policy
positions (Adams, 2018). Moreover, for the
basic model we have discussed so far, a Nash
equilibrium in party positions rarely exists in
multiparty elections.

The above points can be grasped by con-
sidering a three-party election along the
Left-Right dimension where, regardless of
the distribution of voters’ ideal points, the
two ‘peripheral’ parties — i.e., the parties
that announce the most left- and right-wing
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Figure 12.4 The dynamics of three-party positional competition

Notes: In these figures, the color of the area under the voter's distribution is associated with the votes won by each party,
where red denotes votes won by party A, blue denotes votes by B, and orange by C.

positions — can increase their support by
converging towards the position of the third
‘interior” party. Figure 12.4A illustrates this
incentive, with the peripheral parties A and
B converging towards the interior party C,
which causes C to be ‘squeezed’ and hence
to win few votes.” This convergence prompts
the interior party C to leap-frog the posi-
tion of one of its rivals (Figure 12.4B), and
the party that is leap-frogged will in turn be
squeezed, motivating it to leap-frog another
party in turn (Figure 12.4C), and so on with-
out limit.

The centrifugal incentive described above,
which counteracts peripheral parties’ centrip-
etal incentives to converge toward the interior
party’s position, implies that no Nash equilib-
rium is possible in three-party elections with
vote-maximizing parties. Note, moreover, that
in multi-party, one-dimensional positional

competition with any number of parties, the
left- and right-most parties are invariably
motivated to converge toward the positions of
their immediate ‘neighbor’ parties along the
positional continuum, because this maximizes
the peripheral parties’ vote shares. Figure 12.5
illustrates this dynamic for a scenario involv-
ing four parties labeled A, B, C and D, located
from left to right across the ideological spec-
trum, where the peripheral party A converges
toward Party B while the peripheral party D
converges toward Party C. (In this illustration
we again depict a normal distribution of voter
ideal points.)

Hence for both two-party and multiparty
elections, i.e., those involving at least three
parties, the positional spatial model with
vote-seeking parties predicts that the left- and
right-most parties will ‘pair’ with their near-
est interior competitor. In two-party elections



this implies complete party convergence
to the median voter position; in multiparty
elections this implies that the most extreme
parties will converge towards the position of
the most proximate interior party, i.e., they
will ‘pair’ with an interior party if there are
an even number of parties, although, depend-
ing on the number of pairs, the pairings will
occur at different positions.

We briefly note that whether a Nash equi-
librium exists for multiparty competition over
one positional dimension depends on several
technical details of the voter distribution and
the number of competing parties. One condi-
tion is that, except for a uniform voter dis-
tribution, the number of parties cannot be
more than double the number of ‘modes’ in
the voter distribution, so that for a unimodal
distribution (such as the normal distribution
pictured in Figures 3—-5 above) no Nash equi-
librium exists for more than two parties, a
bimodal distribution cannot support an equi-
librium for more than four parties, and so on.
Thus, no equilibrium in vote-maximizing
strategies is possible for the scenario pictured
in Figure 12.5 above, in which four parties
compete over a unimodal distribution of voter
positions. To see this, note that even if periph-
eral parties A and D ‘pair’ with the interior
parties B and C, respectively, this cannot con-
stitute a Nash equilibrium since the interior
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Figure 12.5 Centripetal incentives in a
four-party election: the peripheral parties
converge toward their ideological
‘neighbors’
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Figure 12.6 Example of four-party Nash
equilibrium configuration in competition
over a bimodal voter distribution

parties can increase their support by unilater-
ally shifting their positions towards the center
of the voter distribution. On the other hand,
Figure 12.6 illustrates a bimodal distribution
of voters’ ideal points, where one mode is at
2.5 and a second mode at 7.5. In this case,
parties A and B locate at the left-wing mode
and parties C and D locate at the right-wing
mode. Note, again, that these positions will
constitute a Nash equilibrium only under
a set of specific conditions that are beyond
the scope of this chapter (but see Eaton and
Lipsey (1975) for the conditions that support
a multiparty equilibrium for one-dimensional
competition).

AN EMPIRICAL PUZZLE: REAL
WORLD PARTIES' POSITIONS DO NOT
CONVERGE

The central qualitative prediction associated
with the Downsian model of two-party posi-
tional competition, namely that the competing
parties will offer similar, if not identical,
policy positions that reflect the central ten-
dency of public opinion,® matched the party
dynamics of postwar American and British
politics up through the mid-1970s. These pat-
terns featured the Democratic and Republican
parties — along with the Labour and



Conservative parties, which dominated British
politics throughout this period — presenting
similar, moderate Left-Right positions with
respect to social welfare policy and govern-
ment intervention in the economy.

However, beginning in the late 1970s, party
politics in both countries diverged from the
centripetal logic of the two-party spatial model,
with the British Conservatives led by Margaret
Thatcher (and her successor John Major) and
the American Republican Party under Ronald
Reagan (and his successors) shifting their
policies sharply to the right, away from their
opponents’ positions and from the center of
public opinion (see, e.g., Adams et al., 2012).
Moreover, contra the Downsian prediction
that radical policy positioning is electorally
damaging, both conservative parties’ right-
ward shifts met with electoral success. And
the policy divergence between Republican
and Democratic Party elites has continued to
widen since the 1980s — indeed, party polari-
zation (at both the elite and mass levels) is one
of the most widely studied features of contem-
porary American politics (see, e.g., McCarty
et al., 2006).° Figure 12.7 displays this pat-
tern based on survey responses from the 2016
American National Election Study in which
survey respondents were asked to place them-
selves along a Left-Right scale running from
0 (‘extremely left-wing’) to 10 (‘extremely
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Figure 12.7 Distribution of American
survey respondents’ left-right self-
placements and their mean party place-
ments, 2016 National Election Study

right-wing’), and also to place the Democratic
and Republican parties similarly.'” The figure
displays the distribution of respondents’ self-
placements, which very roughly resembles
a normal distribution centered near the mid-
point of the scale, and also displays respond-
ents’ mean placements of the Democratic and
Republican parties. These mean placements
are sharply differentiated, with the Democrats’
mean perceived position (3.34) well to the left
of the center of the voter distribution, and the
Republicans’ perceived position (6.92) well to
the right of the center.

At the same time that the Downsian posi-
tional spatial model appeared to illuminate
two-party US and British party politics at
least up to the mid-1970s, empirical patterns
of party positioning in multiparty systems —
which constitute the vast majority of western
party systems outside the United States —
have rarely displayed the degree of party con-
vergence predicted by the Downsian model.
In particular, the party systems of multiparty
western democracies often feature the anom-
aly of radical ‘peripheral’ parties that present
positions far more extreme than those of
their nearest competitor. Figure 12.8, which
displays the distributions of voter positions
and of parties’ (mean perceived) positions
for several western party systems (Britain,
Canada, Finland and Germany), illustrates
this phenomenon. (The data are based on
the 2017 post-election surveys in Britain and
Germany and the 2015 national election sur-
veys in Canada and Finland.!!") In every coun-
try we observe at least one peripheral party
whose position is perceived as substantially
more extreme than that of its nearest com-
petitor.'? Yet despite the fact that the logic of
the Downsian positional model implies that
parties will not adopt these unduly radical
strategies — and that those that do initially
adopt such strategies will eventually con-
verge towards their nearest competitor — the
empirical pattern we actually observe is one
where radical peripheral parties maintain sta-
ble positions over time (see, e.g., Dalton and
McAllister, 2015).
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Figure 12.8 Distributions of citizens’ left-right self-placements and their mean party place-

ments in Britain, Germany, Canada and Finland

A POSSIBLE SOLUTION: SPATIAL
MODELS THAT INCORPORATE
VALENCE DIMENSIONS

It was in the context of Left—Right party
polarization in Britain and the United States
that spatial modelers began exploring
whether valence dimensions of party evalua-
tion could explain this empirical puzzle. As
discussed above, valence dimensions differ
from positional dimensions in that nearly all
voters share the same preferences with
respect to valence, i.e., voters prefer that
party elites display higher degrees of compe-
tence, integrity, unity, compassion and lead-
ership ability, and moreover all political
parties strive to publicly project these posi-
tive valence-based qualities. However, not all
parties succeed in conveying positive valence
images to the public: some parties — but not
others — become enmeshed in scandals; some

parties’ elites appear internally divided,
while others appear united; and different par-
ties’ leaders may be more or less successful
at publicly conveying competence and lead-
ership ability. (Moreover, the same party
leader’s valence image may fluctuate over
time, as has notably been true for British
politicians such as Margaret Thatcher, Tony
Blair and Theresa May.) As a result, some
parties may enjoy valence advantages com-
pared to their opponents. Furthermore, unlike
positional dimensions where parties are free
to change their positions, parties have only
limited abilities to ‘strategize’ over their
valence images: they can strive to achieve
and convey to the public an image of compe-
tence, honesty and unity, but if these efforts
fail parties cannot simply ‘decide’ to improve
their valence images. Therefore, in the short
term, political parties may be considered to
occupy more or less fixed (positive or



negative) positions along valence dimensions
of voter evaluation (but see Serra, 2010;
Curini and Martelli, 2015).

One historical example of the electoral
importance of valence issues is the British
Conservative Party during the 25 years fol-
lowing World War II, when the party con-
sistently enjoyed a positive pubic image
(compared to its opponent the Labour Party)
with respect to competence and leadership.
During this period the Conservatives con-
verged toward Labour’s long-term leftist
economic and social welfare orientation (for
this reason the period has been labelled ‘the
Postwar Settlement’, due to the unusual pol-
icy consensus between the parties), but largely
based their electoral appeals on their positive
valence-based image as a ‘safe pair of hands’
that could administer these policies more
efficiently than Labour could. The combina-
tion of the Conservatives’ ‘us too” Left-Right
positions and their positive valence image
earned the party the derisive nickname ‘the
party that has no ideas but that knows how to
govern’. This strategy proved electorally suc-
cessful, as the Conservatives won three con-
secutive general elections between 1951 and
1959, primarily due to their superior valence
image. In addition, the Conservatives’ later
electoral successes in winning four consecu-
tive general elections between 1979 and
1992 — a period when the party had shifted
sharply rightward on economic and social
welfare policy - largely reflected the
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Conservatives’ even larger valence advantage
arising from the Labour Party’s widely publi-
cized internal divisions and weak leadership
across much of this period (Norton, 2000).
The consideration of the types of effects
discussed above prompted scholars to incor-
porate valence dimensions into their spatial
models. Feld and Grofman (1991) expanded
the positional model to include voters’ ten-
dencies to accord incumbent parties or can-
didates a ‘benefit of the doubt’ that was
unrelated to the incumbent’s positional
stances, and that was conceptually equiva-
lent to an advantage on valence issues. The
authors’ approach posits that voters’ valence-
and position-based party evaluations can be
meaningfully compared. Figure 12.9 illus-
trates this approach by incorporating voters’
valence considerations into a spatial model
that also includes the positional Left—Right
dimension. Here we specify that citizens
choose between parties A and B that are
positioned at 3 and 7, respectively, along the
scale, by comparing these parties’” Left-Right
positions and their valence images. Figure
12.9A displays a scenario where the parties
have equal valence, i.e., V(A/B)=0, so that all
voters prefer the party with the more proxi-
mate Left—Right position. In this case a voter
with a Left-Right ideal point located at 5
is indifferent between the parties, since this
voter’s position is equidistant between parties
A and B, so that we label 5 the ‘indifference
point’ for this scenario. All voters located to

9B. Party A has a two-unit valence
advantage over B: V(A/B)=+2
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Figure 12.9 How valence affects voter choice in a model with one positional dimension



the left of 5 prefer Party A, while voters to the
right of 5 prefer B.

Figure 12.9B displays a different sce-
nario, where Party A has a superior valence
image. Specifically, citizens evaluate Party
A’s valence advantage relative to Party B
as equivalent to two units of position along
the 0—10 Left—Right scale, which we denote
V(A/B)=+2. This implies that a voter will
prefer Party A to B unless the voter’s Left—
Right ideal point is located at least two units
nearer to Party B than to A.'3 In this example
with V(A/B)=+2, a voter located at 6 on the
positional scale is now indifferent between
parties A and B — which are located at points
3 and 7, respectively — since this voter is
located two units closer to B than to A on the
Left-Right scale, a positional preference for
B which exactly balances the voter’s valence-
based preference for A. All voters located to
the left of 6 now prefer Party A, while those
to the right of 6 prefer B.

Several spatial modeling studies explore
how the introduction of valence dimensions
affects parties’ positional strategies (for
example, Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2000;
Serra, 2010)."* A key insight from this lit-
erature is that valence-disadvantaged par-
ties have incentives to diverge on position
from their valence-advantaged rival(s). To
grasp this strategy, note that if two parties
converge on position then all voters rate the
parties equally on position, and hence choose
between the parties based entirely on valence

10A. V(A/B)=+2: Party B locates
slightly over two units away from A
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considerations. Hence if one party’s valence
substantially exceeds its competitor’s, the
valence-disadvantaged party must diverge
from its opponent to win support. In this way
the valence-disadvantaged party attracts vot-
ers whose ideal points are close to its position
but far away from its opponent’s position.
For this reason, when voters’ policy prefer-
ences are unimodally distributed (which, as
noted above, is true in most Western democ-
racies) valence-advantaged parties are moti-
vated to position themselves near the center
of the voter distribution, whereas valence-
disadvantaged parties — particularly given
proportional representation elections, where
office-seeking parties seek to maximize seats
and thus votes, even if they cannot win a pop-
ular plurality’> — have centrifugal incentives
to diverge from the centrist positions of their
valence-advantaged rival(s). In two-party
competition over one positional and one
valence dimension, the valence-advantaged
party can assure victory by locating at the
median voter position (or even some distance
from this position).

Figure 12.10A illustrates such a configu-
ration for the strategic scenario pictured ear-
lier in Figure 12.9B, where Party A’s valence
advantage relative to Party B is equivalent
to two units of Left-Right position, i.e.,
V(A/B)=+2, and where we assume that the
median voter position is located at 5. Here
we picture Party A located at the median
voter position, which forces Party B to locate

10B. V(B/A)=V(C/D)=+2: Parties A and D locate
over two units away from B and C
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Figure 12.10 Party strategies in elections with one positional and one valence dimension



more than two units away from this position
in order to attract any support at all; in this
example, with A positioned at 5 and B posi-
tioned just to the right of 7, Party A wins the
election while attracting support from all vot-
ers located at or to the left of 7, while B wins
support from voters located to the right of 7.
Note, moreover, that in this example Party
A is assured of victory so long as its posi-
tion is sufficiently moderate relative to the
center of the voter distribution — in this case
provided that A locates anywhere inside the
Left-Right interval [3, 7] — and that regard-
less of A’s strategy, party optimal strategy
will be to locate slightly more than two units
away from A.

Figure 12.10B illustrates how valence con-
siderations may play out in a four-party sce-
nario involving parties A, B, C, D, where the
two interior parties B and C each possess a
two-unit valence advantage over their periph-
eral rival parties A and D, i.e., V(B/A)=+2
V(C/D)=+2, and where we additionally
assume that B and C have equal valences, i.e.,
V(B/C)=0. With the valence-advantaged par-
ties B and C located at the moderate positions
4 and 6, respectively, the peripheral parties A
and D are no longer motivated to converge
towards their ideological neighbors; instead
they locate just over two units away from
these rivals, near 2 and 8, respectively.'®

THE CONSEQUENCES OF POLICY-
SEEKING PARTY MOTIVATIONS

To this point we have reviewed spatial models
where parties single-mindedly seek political
office. We have seen how, when we incorpo-
rate a valence dimension into the standard
positional model, valence-disadvantaged
parties may rationally present sharply non-
centrist positions, away from their valence-
advantaged opponents (and from the center
of the voter distribution). While this logic
illuminates the positional strategies of small,
radical parties, there are many real-world

examples of large, valence-advantaged par-
ties that also present sharply noncentrist
positions — such as the British Conservatives
under Margaret Thatcher and the Republicans
under Ronald Reagan, discussed above. In
fact, many contemporary democracies fea-
ture two large mainstream parties, one
located on the center left and one located on
the center right. This is true in two-party
polities such as the United States, and for
much of its history, the United Kingdom, as
well as in many multiparty democracies,
including Germany, the Netherlands, and
Norway. Why might these large, mainstream
parties take positions sharply different from
each other and from the center of public
opinion, particularly — in light of the median
voter theorem — when they are the only par-
ties present?

Donald Wittman (1973, 1977, 1983) sug-
gested a possible solution to the above puz-
zle, which involved extending the model of
party motivations. Wittman analyzed situa-
tions involving policy-seeking politicians who
attach utilities to the policies that the winning
party implements after the election. Wittman
motivated this policy-seeking perspective by
noting, first, that elected officials face pres-
sures to implement the policies they prom-
ised during the election campaign, since to
do otherwise would undermine the credibility
of their promises in future elections. Second,
Wittman observed that party elites — in com-
mon with rank-and-file voters — experience the
‘public good’ of government policy outputs.
Wittman therefore analyzed the logic of party
strategies when parties have preferences over
the policies they are committed to implement-
ing if they win office.

Spatial models with policy-seeking parties
assume that each party, like each voter, has
an ideal point which is the policy position it
would prefer to implement. But this does not
imply that a policy-seeking party — in attempt-
ing to optimize its policy expectations —
should advocate its ideal point in elections.
Party elites must still consider the electoral
consequences of their policy promises, since



they must win office in order to implement
these promises (and to prevent the implemen-
tation of disagreeable policies if a rival party
wins). For a two-party election involving one
positional dimension without valence, and
where the rival parties’ ideal points fall on
opposite sides of the median voter’s position,
then provided that party elites have perfect
knowledge of this position, the positional
spatial model implies that policy-seeking
parties will converge towards the median
voter’s position — the same outcome as for
office-seeking parties. To see this, note that
when a party with sincere left-wing policy
preferences relative to the median voter posi-
tion competes against a party whose elites
hold sincerely right-wing views, then if the
left-wing party takes a position to the left of
the median voter, the right- wing party need
only choose a position to the right of the
median — but nearer to that median voter — to
win office and implement a policy which it
prefers to its opponent’s position. Since the
same logic applies to the left-wing party’s
strategic reaction to any right-of-the-median
position its opponent announces, it follows
that the unique Nash equilibrium in policy-
seeking party strategies is the median voter
position.

But now let us assume, more realistically,
that politicians are not certain of the median
voter’s location in advance of the election,
where this uncertainty may reflect the limita-
tions of public opinion polling or uncertainty

11A. The probability distribution is uniform
on the interval [4, 6]
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over voter turnout. Suppose, instead, that
leaders of each party have a general idea of
where the median voter should be located, but
not a precise notion. For example, assuming a
Left—Right scale from O (most left-wing) to 10
(most right-wing), party leaders might be quite
confident that the median falls somewhere in
the middle part of the scale, perhaps between
4.0 and 6.0, but be otherwise unsure of just
where. In other words, they would represent
their uncertainty about the median location by
auniform distribution between 4.0 and 6.0 (see
Figure 12.11A). Or, perhaps more realistically,
they might judge that the possible locations of
the median voter follow a normal distribution,
with, say, a mean of 5.0 and a standard devia-
tion of 1.0 (Figure 12.11B).

We now analyze policy-seeking parties’
strategies for this type of election-related
uncertainty, using more technical mathemat-
ics than we have presented so far.'” We will
represent the party leaders’ subjective notion
of where the median voter may turn out to
be located by a probability distribution with
density function f{x) and cumulative distri-
bution function F(x).'"8 For simplicity we
assume that there are two parties, that this
probability function on the median position
is the same for both parties, and that voters
are moved entirely by positional considera-
tions. Note that the probability distribution
of possible median voter positions is dis-
tinct from (and usually much narrower and
peaked than) the underlying distribution of

11B. The probability distribution is normal and centered
on 5, with SD=1
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voters themselves. We will see that, given
uncertainty about the location of the median
voter, the consequences for office-seeking
and policy-seeking parties are different. To
see this, first suppose that the two parties are
both purely office-seeking. Let M, denote the
median of the subjective probability distribu-
tion f{x) that the party leaders estimate for the
likely position of the median voter. (Note that
M, is a median of the voter medians, not the
median of the (unknown) voter distribution.)
See Figure 12.12, which depicts both the den-
sity of f{x) and its median M,. Here we again
picture the probability distribution f{x) on the
median voter position as normal and centered
on My=5 with a one-unit standard deviation,
as in Figure 12.11B above.

Figure 12.12 also illustrates possible loca-
tions of each of two parties — one that prefers
leftist policies that we will call L, located at
L=4, and another that prefers right-wing poli-
cies that we label R, located at R=7. In this
illustration, L is located nearer to My=5 than
is R. Note that party L will win the election if
the actual median voter position, say m, turns
out to be to the left of the midpoint (L+R)/2
between the two party locations; in this
example the midpoint is (4+7)/2=5.5. Party
R will win if m turns out to be to the right
of this midpoint. In fact the probability that
L wins is equal to the cumulative probabil-
ity from the extreme left up to the midpoint

< 4
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Figure 12.12 How party positioning affects
parties’ election prospects when there is
uncertainty over the median voter position

M, z=(L+R)/2; while the probability that R
wins is 1 minus that cumulative probability,
or in symbols, Pr[L wins] = F(M;z), while
Pr[R wins] = 1-F(M,z). In this example the
probability that L. wins is about 0.68, and
R’s election probability is about 0.32. Thus,
unlike in the positional model with certainty
over the median voter position, here the party
with the more advantageous position (Party
L in this example) is no longer certain to win
election.

For a policy-seeking party, utility for a
party, say L, is a sum of the party’s valuation
of the two possible outcomes of the election
(either a win for L or a win for R), weighted
by the respective probabilities of these out-
comes. Therefore, assuming that L prefers
leftist policies and R prefers rightist policies,
utility of L for the outcome may be repre-
sented by

U, =—L*F(M,,)— R*[1-=F(M;)]"
and utility for R is given by
Upy=L*F(M,,)+R*[1-F(M,;)l

We are then able to show that a Nash equilib-
rium must be given by

o |
2f(M,)

and

1

— 20

T2f(My)

This result tells us that at equilibrium the
positions of policy-seeking parties experi-
encing uncertainty about the location of the
median voter are separated by a distance that
is related to the degree of spread (i.e., stand-
ard deviation) of the subjective median distri-
bution, i.e., the separation at equilibrium
increases with uncertainty about where the
median voter may be located. For example, if
the subjective notion of the median voter is
normally distributed, then the equilibrium



separation is equal to approximately 2.50,
where ¢ is the standard deviation of the
uncertainty distribution. Thus, on the 0-10
Left-Right scale, if ¢ = 1, and M, =5 (as in
Figure 12.12 above), then the policy-seeking
parties L and R are separated by 2.5 units at
equilibrium, i.e., L = 3.75 and R = 6.25.%!
Adams and Merrill (2006) extend this
model to a setting in which, in addition to
the two major policy-seeking parties, there
is a small, centrist third party that has no
realistic chance of winning election. This
model may apply to the British party sys-
tem in recent decades, in which the Liberal
Democrats ran on a platform that was often
considered to lie between those of Labour on
the left and the Conservatives on the right. By
extending the arguments above, Adams and
Merrill show that such a centrist party — if it
itself prefers that a centrist policy be imple-
mented — effectively shoots itself in the foot
twice by entering the competition. This is
because, first, the Nash equilibrium positions
of the two major parties are even farther apart
than would have been the case had the cen-
trist party not competed, so that whichever is
elected is in a position to implement an even
more extreme policy, and second, the entry
of the centrist party increases the likelihood
that the major party that is farther from its
preferred position is the one elected.??
Finally, we analyze policy-seeking par-
ties’ strategic incentives when voters are
moved by valence as well as policy con-
siderations, but the location of the median
voter is assumed known with precision. In
a number of spatial modeling studies, a key
result that obtains for such models — with an
important exception noted below — is that, in
contrast to valence-advantaged parties’ cen-
tripetal incentives in the office-seeking case,
such policy-seeking parties typically have
centrifugal incentives to announce non-
centrist positions relative to the voter distri-
bution (Londregan and Romer, 1993; Adams
et al., 2005). To understand this dynamic,
consider the case of positional spatial
competition between a valence-advantaged

party R with sharply right-wing policy pref-
erences, and party L with sincere policy
preferences at or to the left of the median
voter’s position (known with certainty). In
this scenario party R’s valence advantage
gives it leeway to diverge some distance to
the right of the median voter position and
still be assured of winning, with this degree
of divergence increasing with the size of R’s
valence advantage. Hence the unique Nash
equilibrium in policy-seeking strategies is
for L to locate at the median voter posi-
tion while the valence-advantaged party R
locates as near as is possible to its preferred
right-wing position at the same time as,
by leveraging its valence advantage, it still
retains the median voter’s support. Indeed, if
R’s sincere policy preference is sufficiently
moderate and/or its valence advantage suf-
ficiently large, any configuration in which
R locates at its preferred position is a Nash
equilibrium.

The above intuition about the positional
motivations of valence-advantaged, policy-
seeking parties provides a plausible account
of the empirical puzzle of the sharply non-
centrist positional strategies of the British
Conservatives under Margaret Thatcher, and
the US Republicans under Ronald Reagan.
Both parties benefited from valence advan-
tages vis-a-vis their main competitors during
much of the periods of these leaders’ tenure in
office — the Republicans’ advantage was due
largely to Reagan’s image as a strong, char-
ismatic leader; the Conservatives’ advantage
was because the Labour Party throughout the
1980s was plagued by public divisions and
an image of weak leadership. Lending sup-
port to this policy-seeking perspective is the
fact that both Reagan and Thatcher were
widely viewed as ‘conviction’ politicians,
who were unusually focused on pursu-
ing their policy objectives. Londregan and
Romer (1993) have delineated this spatial
logic of valence-advantaged, policy-seeking
parties in two-party elections, while Adams
and Merrill (2009) extend this logic to multi-
party elections.



CONCLUSION

Beginning with Anthony Downs’ pioneering
work, research on the spatial model of elec-
tions has been extended from two-party to
multi-party elections; from electorates whose
voters are purely policy-focused to electorates
that also weigh parties’ character-based
valence characteristics; from competition
between office-seeking parties to elections
where parties have policy motivations; and
from competition between parties with com-
plete information to elections where parties
experience uncertainty about the distribution
of the voters’ ideal points. These extensions are
intended to capture real-world election con-
texts, and also to explain why actual political
parties and candidates rare converge to identi-
cal, centrist policies — the prediction associated
with the basic Downsian model of two-party,
one-dimensional, positional competition.

The extensions reviewed here by no means
exhaust the variations on the basic Downsian
model. In particular, a growing literature
analyzes the implications of ‘two-stage’
candidate elections in which office-seeking
candidates must first win a party primary
election in order to advance to the general
election (for example, Owen and Grofman,
2006; Serra, 2010). In addition, Adams et al.
(2005) develop an approach that unifies the
Downsian positional spatial model and the
behavioral voting model associated with
the University of Michigan (see Campbell
et al.,, 1960), which emphasizes the impor-
tance of voter party identification as a long-
term, affective orientation, and the authors
show that parties may have electoral incen-
tives to appeal on policy grounds to their pre-
existing partisans. Since voter partisanship
correlates strongly with policy preference
in most real-world electorates, this implies
that rival parties have electoral motivations
to present dispersed policies, with each party
taking positions that reflect their long-term
partisans’ beliefs. Finally, Curini (2018) inte-
grates valence and positional concerns into a
spatial model where parties strategize over

whether to raise valence-related corruption
issues during election campaigns, showing
that this strategic decision may depend on
the parties’ locations along positional dimen-
sions of competition relative to their oppo-
nents’ positions. Curini presents a variety of
theoretical and empirical analyses (the latter
derived from analyses of party programs, pol-
iticians’ legislative speeches and social media
data) to show how this approach illuminates
the rise of negative campaigning in contem-
porary democracies, with particular emphasis
on the strategies of emerging populist parties.
These ongoing research agendas illustrate
how the Downsian model can accommodate
theoretically interesting, empirically realistic
variations in real-world election contexts.

Notes

1 We frame our discussion in terms of political
parties, even though in some countries citizens
cast votes for individual candidates, not parties.
An extensive literature documents that even in
candidate-based electoral systems, citizens' vote
choices are strongly influenced by the candidates’
party affiliations (see, e.g., Dalton et al., 2011).

2 We realize that the assumption of common
valence for a party among all voters may some-
times be unreasonable. The degree to which dif-
ferent voters value honesty or competence may
vary, and voters may disagree in their assess-
ments of the honesty or competence of a party
or its leader (see, e.g., Zakharova and Warwick,
2014). Nevertheless, there is plausibly more voter
agreement over what are desirable character-
based valence attributes than over desirable Left—
Right positions.

3 We note that some researchers apply the term
‘valence’ to parties’ reputations for successfully
addressing specific issues such as education,
crime, and so on (see, e.g., Clarke et al., 2009;
Green and Jennings, 2012; 2017).

4 Technically, this position is unique only if the
number of voters is odd, but with a very large
electorate it is essentially unique in any case. Fur-
thermore, for a large electorate, any significant
movement by either party can be expected to
cross over the positions of some of the voters.

5 We note, however, that predicted party conver-
gence breaks down under various extensions
of the Downsian model, including that citizens



abstain from voting if neither party offers a suf-
ficiently attractive position (Adams and Merrill,
2003); that parties seek to deter entry by new
parties (Palfrey, 1984); that political parties select
their candidates through primary elections (Owen
and Grofman, 2006); and many others. Grofman
(2004) reviews these explanations.

As we discuss below, the arguable exception to
this generalization is the British post-World War
Il party system, which prior to the 1980s was
similar to the United States in that it featured two
dominant political parties: the Conservatives and
Labour.

The figure illustrates a scenario in which the vot-
ers’ ideal points are normally distributed, but the
logic extends to any type of voter distribution.
Of course, the Downsian model of party con-
vergence applies to two-party competition. A
similar logic, as we have seen, does not imply
such convergence with three or more parties.
Nevertheless, a Downsian expectation of centrip-
etal tendency has been applied to the multiparty
scenario.

British party politics has subsequently diverged
from a system of two dominant parties, as the
Liberals (and in later periods the Liberal Demo-
crats) emerged as a third competitive party.
However, since the 2015 elections, the Liberal
Democrats have become less competitive due
to the rapid deterioration of their reputation for
competence and integrity (Zur, 2019).

These respondent Left—Right self-placements and
party placements are based on the following sur-
vey questions: ‘In politics people sometimes talk
of left and right. Where would you place yourself
on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means the left
and 10 means the right? Where would you place
[PARTY NAME] on this scale?’

The figures display the mean placements of all
parties that won at least 2% of the national vote.
The respondents’ self-placements and their party
placements in these national election studies
were based on the same questions reported in
footnote 10 above.

We note that alternative measures of parties’
Left-Right positions, such as those based on
political experts’ party placements from the
Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Bakker et al., 2015),
or based on content analyses of parties’ election
manifestos (Volkens et al., 2018), support the
same substantive conclusion.

We assume here that as a party’s position
diverges from the voter’s Left-Right position the
voter's utility for the party declines at a constant
rate, i.e., voters have linear loss functions. There
are other utility loss functions we could consider,
but these would complicate our discussion.
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In addition, Aragones and Palfrey (2002) develop
a spatial model with uncertainty about the loca-
tion of the median voter, where one party may
enjoy an (unspecified) advantage, which appears
equivalent to the valence advantages we discuss
here, with probabilistic divergence and uncer-
tainty about the winner.

Most western democracies feature some form
of proportional, multi-member district system to
select representatives to the national parliament.
The major alternative to proportional represen-
tation is the plurality-based, single-member
district voting system which is employed in
France along with most of the English-speaking
democracies.

We note that the four-party configuration dis-
played in Figure 10B is not a Nash equilibrium
since the interior parties B and C, who are
equally matched with each other on valence,
can each increase their support by unilaterally
shifting position closer to the center of the voter
distribution.

Calvert (1985), in a setting with multiple policy
dimensions, analyzes these issues and shows that
candidate policy-seeking alone does not induce
divergence; nor does candidate uncertainty
about voter response alone (as long as weak
assumptions are made), but both policy-seeking
and uncertainty together prompt divergence,
although small departures from the classic model
lead to small levels of divergence.

The cumulative probability F(x) (from —e to x) is

X

given byJ f)dt.

Here we assume that each party has a linear pol-
icy loss function, i.e., that their utilities for vari-
ous positions decrease at a constant rate as the
position diverges from the party’s ideal point. The
negative signs for the terms in the formula for U,
occur because L prefers a more negative policy
while R prefers a more positive one. We have also
omitted additive constants, which drop out when
derivatives are taken.

To see this, note that at a Nash equilibrium,

U, [oL=—F(M,)+(1/ 2(R-L)f(M,,)=0,
and similarly,
U, [oR=1-F(M,)~(1/ 2)XR - L)f(M,,) = 0.

Adding and subtracting these two equations,
we obtain 2F(M ) =1and 1= (R - L)f(M,,). From
the first of these latter equations, we conclude
that M, =M, =(L+R)/2, and from the other
equation, we infer that R—L:1/f(l\/lo), i.e., that

' andi———'_ QED.
2F(M,) 2F(M,)

R=



21 This equilibrium configuration obtains provided
that each party’s sincerely preferred policy output
is at least as extreme as its equilibrium position.

22 Merrill and Grofman (2019) consider a mirror
image of this problem — namely, how should
policy-seeking mainstream parties react when an
extreme third party enters on the flank of one of
them. In this setting, they determine conditions
such that — just as in the face of entry of a cen-
trist party — both mainstream parties should move
further from the new entry.
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