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Abstract
Empirical evidence suggests that most parties in Western Europe do not take 
cen-trist policy positions, despite the centripetal force of the voter distribution. 
While most scholars focus on the reasons for parties’ divergence, this paper 
focuses on the reasons for the electoral failures of parties that take centrist Left–
Right positions. This paper demonstrates that centrist parties, such as the British 
Liberal Democrats and the German FDP, suffer from multidimensional 
disadvantages. Using the 2014 Chapel Hill Expert Survey and the European 
Election Studies surveys, I show that centrist parties are systematically 
disadvantaged regarding non-policy issues, such as competence, integrity, and 
party unity (i.e. valence issues). Second, I demonstrate that given their valence 
image there is no set of policy positions centrist parties can take to substantially 
improve their vote shares. While (Left–Right) centrist parties usually take 
positions that are far more supportive of European integration than the mass 
publics, moderating their positions is expected to increase centrist parties’ 
vote-share but not as much as it is expected to increase the vote-share of 
Christian Democratic parties. These results have important implications for the 
study of politi-cal representation, electoral campaigns, and parties’ policy shifts.
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Introduction

Why are centrist parties, for the most part, much smaller than their counterparts 
on the moderate Left and Right? Despite holding very popular Left–Right posi-
tions, centrist parties, predominantly members of the Liberal party family, such as 
the British Liberal-Democrats (LibDems) and the German Free Democratic Party 
(FDP) fail to translate their popular Left–Right positions to high vote-shares. The 
data used in this paper show that more than 26% of voters in the European Parlia-
ment Election study place a centrist party as the closest to their preferred Left–Right 
position, but centrist parties received only 10% of the votes. Put differently, given 
the salience of the Left–Right dimension and the distribution of party positions, the 
Downsian (1957) framework expects centrist parties to be more electorally success-
ful than they are. Moreover, empirical research has shown that most European par-
ties diverge from the center of the Left–Right dimension, despite the strong centrip-
etal force of the voter distribution (e.g. Adams and Somer-Topcu 2009). This limited 
congruence between parties’ non-centrist policies and voters’ demand for centrist 
ideology has been a major puzzle in the study of democratic representation (Adams 
et al. 2005, 2020; Bølstad and Dinas 2017; among others).

To better understand the limited electoral success of centrist parties, this paper 
studies the multidimensional disadvantages encountered by centrist parties.1 First, 
I argue that most centrist parties are disadvantaged with respect to non-positional 
attributes. That is, voters prefer voting for parties that are more distanced from their 
ideological preference because they perceive centrist parties as lacking valence 
attributes such as competence, integrity, leadership ability, and party unity. These 
valence attributes have been linked to parties’ electoral success (Clark 2009; Clark 
and Leiter 2014).

A second disadvantage that centrist parties encounter is that, given their unfa-
vorable valence image, they have no feasible strategy that can substantively increase 
their vote-shares. This is true for both unidimensional positional party competition 
and (although to a lesser extent) for multidimensional positional competition. On the 
one hand, their Left–Right positions resemble their optimal (vote maximizing) posi-
tions, and thus they cannot gain many votes by altering these positions. On the other 
hand, centrist-Liberal parties’ positions are much more pro-EU than the skeptical 
mass publics, so that moderating these positions could potentially yield vote-share 
increase for centrist parties, but similar moderation would yield a larger vote-share 
increase for the major Right-wing parties.

A third disadvantage of centrist parties is that their only available strategy toward 
a substantive vote-share growth is improving their valence image. Yet, their per-
ceived negative valence image relative to major-Left and major-Right parties would 
make this strategy less successful than similar strategy by their competitors.

1 Because elections to the European Parliament do not end with government formation (unlike national 
elections), I assume that parties are vote-maximizers, i.e., they do not pursue alternative goals such as 
maximizing policy payoffs, participation in governing coalitions, or the duration of their survival.



To support these arguments, I examine both unidimensional and three-dimen-
sional voting models of the 2014 European Parliament (EP) elections. EP elections 
provide a great opportunity to test the multidimensional disadvantages of centrist 
parties because they are regarded as second-order elections (Reif and Schmitt 1980; 
Hix and Marsh 2007), in which issues such as immigration and European integra-
tion are salient (Hobolt et al. 2009; Hobolt and Spoon 2012; Hong 2015; Hobolt and 
de Vries 2016). Moreover, second-order elections free voters from considerations 
such as government formation in their country or coalition management. Therefore, 
EP elections are considered to be elections in which voters vote more sincerely than 
national elections. In the context of EP elections, centrist parties should be able to 
meet the Downsian expectation. Yet, even under these promising conditions cen-
trist parties still lose votes due to their negative valence image. Additionally, even 
under very weak set of assumptions, centrist parties are unable to compensate for 
their negative valence by taking vote-maximizing positions on Left–Right ideology, 
on immigration, and on EU integration issues. Moreover, mathematical simulations 
show that centrist parties’ best strategy for vote-share growth is to improve their 
valence image. Yet, even if they were able to do so, they cannot grow as much as 
major-Left and major-Right parties can by improving their valence.

This paper contributes to the growing literature explaining party competition in 
Western Europe. It shows that centrist-Liberal parties’ strategies are substantially 
different from those of other mainstream or established parties. It implies that vot-
ers judge Liberal parties differently than they judge parties on the moderate-Left or 
moderate-Right, and that Liberal parties should behave differently in election cam-
paigns than their main competitors. Moreover, unlike previous research that focuses 
on party competition over one or two overarching dimensions, this paper shows that 
party competition over multiple issues and parties’ valence image are needed for 
explaining the electoral failures of centrist parties. Lastly, this paper contributes to 
the understanding of the causes and consequences of party policy shifts by show-
ing that parties’ valence image is an important factor in representation of voters’ 
preferences.

The Systematic Disadvantages of Centrist Parties

Centrist parties in Western democracies often fail to capitalize on their popular 
Left–Right positions and become major vote-winning parties (Close and Delwith 
2019; Zur 2019a). Centrist parties’ electoral results are especially puzzling given the 
distribution of voter preferences (Adams and Somer-Topcu 2009) and the positions 
of rival parties (Polk et al. 2017). Put differently, based on the spatial theory of vot-
ing (Downs 1957), centrist parties enjoy fruitful conditions to win a large percent-
age of the votes in both national and EP elections. How, then, we can reconcile these 
favorable spatial conditions with centrist parties’ lack of electoral success?

The idea that the proximity model presented by Downs (1957) does not com-
pletely capture voting behavior is well established in the literature. Many fac-
tors have been shown to motivate voting for parties that advocate policies that are 



distanced from the voter’s preferred policy position. Voters consider post-election 
coalitions (Kedar 2005; Schofield and Sened 2006), thus voting for parties that are 
more extreme than their most proximate party. Additionally, abstention from voting 
(Adams et  al. 2005) and discounting parties’ claims (Merrill and Grofman 1999) 
distort the Downsian proximity model. Another explanation for the observation that 
voters might prefer parties other than the most proximate one is that voters consider 
the direction parties push public policy toward (e.g. Matthews 1979; Macdonald 
et al. 2007; Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1989) or the category parties belong to on 
the Left–Right continuum (Bølstad and Dinas 2017). While this is a well-developed 
literature, it does not explain why centrist parties are systematically disadvantaged.2

Centrist parties, I argue, suffer from systematic disadvantage due to their per-
ceived valence image relative to other parties. Negative valence image both 
decreases centrist parties’ ability to gain votes and limits their ability to strategically 
announce policy positions that improve their electoral prospect. Valence is defined 
in this paper as attributes that voters almost unanimously approve (Stokes 1963, 
1992), including party’s image with respect to competence, honesty, and leadership 
ability. Other valence attributes are non-positional characteristics of parties, such as 
their campaign effectiveness, recruitment of committed activists, or ability to raise 
contributions, which in turn can be used to burnish parties’ valence images dur-
ing electoral campaigns. Given the non-conflictual nature of valence, all parties are 
motivated to present an image of holding more rather than less of these attributes.

Numerous studies have documented the relationship between valence and vote 
choice. Abney et al. (2013) find that late in the campaign period, changes in parties’ 
image of valence are related to their electoral success. The works of Michael Clark 
(2009, 2013; Clark and Leiter 2014) find that European parties’ vote-shares decrease 
as a function of increase in negative valence-related news reports. Green and Jen-
nings (2012, 2017) demonstrate the importance of issue ownership and image of 
competence for electoral success. In US Congressional elections, the vote-shares of 
incumbent candidates increase as their valence increases relative to the challengers’ 
valence (Mondak 1995; Stone 2017; Stone and Simas 2010; Stone et al. 2004).

Previous research documents centrist-Liberal parties’ valence disadvantages. 
For example, Huckfeldt et  al. (2005) argue that small parties (mostly centrist par-
ties such as the FDP) tend to suffer from long-term non-policy related disadvantage 
with respect to patterns of social agreement. Centrist parties also tend to be junior 
coalition partners in many West European countries. Joining governing coalitions 
as the junior partner limits centrist parties’ ability to enact their election promises 
(Klüver and Spoon 2020) which in turn might hurt their image of competence and 
integrity. Additionally, recent experimental evidence by Johns and Kölln (2020) 
connects parties’ policy positions with their image of competence, where parties 
slightly to the right or left are perceived by voters as more competent than parties at 
the pure center. Lastly, Zur (2019a) argues that centrist parties are valence disadvan-
taged because they tend to be involved in national scandals and are less able to elect 

2 I show in the appendix, these voters’ considerations help to improve the general explanation about 
proximity voting in the EP elections, but they do not alter the substantive argument in this paper.



popular leaders. The valence disadvantage of centrist parties in national elections 
should also be translated to the EP elections. If centrist parties are indeed perceived 
by voters as holding weaker qualities of competence, integrity, or unity, voters will 
not support them in elections for the EP. This argument can be tested with the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Controlling for their policy positions, centrist parties’ valence images 
are negative, relative to other parties in their country.

While all parties can suffer from negative valence image, centrist parties are 
unique in their lack of strategical positional opportunities to compensate for their 
non-positional image. Parties, knowing that their valence image is negative, can shift 
their policy positions toward the crowded center, thus compensating voters in terms 
of policy-based utility (Adams and Merrill 2009). Moderation of policy positions 
have been shown to be a useful strategy for some political parties (Ezrow 2005) and 
related to deterioration of their valence image (Clark 2014). Adams et  al. (2005) 
find that all parties’ vote-maximizing positions are near the center of the Left–Right 
distribution, but parties do not fully converge to the center. Yet, centrist parties, 
distinctly from parties on the wings, are already perceived as moderate. Therefore, 
the second disadvantage encountered by centrist parties is that they cannot find any 
Left–Right position that will significantly increase their vote-share. From this argu-
ment the following hypothesis follows:

Hypothesis 2 Centrist parties cannot substantially increase their expected vote-share 
by changing their Left–Right position.

To fully explain the mechanism that allows high-valence non-centrist parties to 
gain votes by moving toward the center I emphasize the dynamic of party competi-
tion with two components: a general unidimensional policy component and non-pol-
icy (valence) component. If voter distribution on the Left–Right is (as the data here 
and the common knowledge in the literature show) single-peaked around the middle 
of the scale, the intervals of the scale close to the position of centrist parties are flat-
ter than those of non-centrist parties. Therefore, even before considering valence, by 
changing their policy positions centrist parties cannot do as well as non-centrist par-
ties. For example, if a centrist party moves left from 5.5 to 5 on a 0–10 Left–Right 
scale, the number of votes it gains on the left is similar to the number of votes it 
loses on the right. A non-centrist party on the other hand, can gain more votes than 
it loses by a comparable shift to its Left–Right position. That is, by moving from 7 
to 6.5, a right-wing party will gain more votes at the center than it would lose on its 
right flank. Then, right wing parties can move even further toward the center, mean-
ing they can win additional votes, until they reach a point where changing positions 
does not yield additional votes. Thus, right-wing parties will position themselves 
to the right of centrist parties, but closer than their original position (Adams et al. 
2020).



The valence component of this competition makes the difference in vote gains 
even larger when comparing the two parties above. If the right-wing party is valence 
advantaged relative to the centrist party, by moving closer to the centrist party, 
the right-wing party can win the votes of the voters who are indifferent between 
its (new) position and the position of the centrist party. On the other hand, being 
valence disadvantaged, the centrist party must sufficiently differentiate its position 
from the position of its competitors both on its right and left side (Spoon 2011; Zur 
2019b).

While Hypothesis 2 pertains to the overarching Left–Right dimension, vot-
ers in EP elections tend to be motivated by issues beyond Left–Right politics. 
The issue of European integration and EU powers are increasingly salient in EP 
elections (Bakker et al. 2018, 2020; Hobolt et al. 2009; Hobolt and Spoon 2012; 
Hong 2015; Hobolt and de Vries 2016). Moreover, attitudes toward immigration 
influence EP voting decisions (Bakker et al. 2018; Hobolt and Tilly 2016). The 
analyses below suggest that, on both these issues, centrist parties take (on aver-
age) less popular positions than on the Left–Right spectrum. While centrist par-
ties are perceived as the most proximate party to the preference of a large seg-
ment of the electorate on Left–Right, the segment of the electorate that perceives 
centrist parties as the most proximate to their position on immigration and Euro-
pean integration is rather small.

Centrist parties’ positions on immigration and European integration disadvan-
tage them in two ways in EP elections. First, these dimensions are less salient 
than the Left–Right dimension (even in EP elections). By moving to their vote-
maximizing position centrist parties’ vote-share should increase, but not to the 
extent that non-centrist parties’ vote-share increases when they moderate their 
Left–Right position. To understand this argument, think of an electorate that pun-
ishes (in terms of probability of voting) parties for being distant from them on 
two dimensions—Left–Right and immigration. If the punishment is similar for 
both dimensions and the distribution of preferences on both dimensions is simi-
lar, changing parties’ position on both dimensions will yield similar gains (hold-
ing everything else constant). This situation is fruitful for centrist parties as gains 
on the second dimension will compensate for the lack of gains on the Left–Right 
dimension. However, when punishment is larger on one dimension relative to 
the other, changes on the second dimension are followed by smaller changes in 
expected vote-shares. Unfortunately for centrist parties, the empirical evidence 
in this paper show that the immigration and European integration dimensions are 
less electorally salient, so that moving to vote-maximizing positions on all three 
dimensions only slightly increases their vote-share.

Second, given that centrist parties’ valence image is negative, moving to their 
vote-maximizing positions on EU integration or immigration would increase 
their vote-share, but not enough to overcome their major rivals. Even if a larger 
segment of the electorate would find centrist parties’ positions the most favora-
ble, voters would still discount these positions. Taking these two components 
together, the third hypothesis is:



Hypothesis 3 Centrist parties can increase their expected vote-share by shifting 
their positions to vote-maximizing positions in a three-dimensional space, but not as 
much as high-valence parties.

The third disadvantage encountered by centrist parties is that their only strat-
egy toward a substantive vote-share growth is improving their valence image. 
Yet, centrist parties must close a very large gap with respect to valence relative to 
major-Left and major-Right parties. Thus, even if their valence image is greatly 
improved, this strategy would be somewhat insufficient. Put differently, if a cen-
trist party’s valence image is improved by the same magnitude a major-Right 
party’s valence is improved; the former will gain less additional votes than the 
latter. To fully grasp this argument, think of an extreme case where the valence 
characteristics of one party are exceptionally bad; a party that is perceived as 
the most corrupt, extremely incompetent, and a danger to national security. Such 
party, even if it can improve its valence image to some extent, will still be valence 
disadvantaged relative to the other parties, and therefore can only marginally 
improve its vote-share. On the other hand, if a party is just slightly valence-dis-
advantaged, small improvement to its valence image might make it valence-neu-
tral or even valence advantaged relative to all other parties. For example, think 
of how badly perceived the German FDP is relative to the CDU and SPD (Zur 
2017). By improving its valence, the FDP can increase its expected vote-share 
by so much. The SPD, however, is just slightly valence-disadvantaged relative to 
the CDU, and by improving its valence image can gain a great deal of new votes. 
From this logic a testable hypothesis follows:

Hypothesis 4 Given their exceptionally unfavorable valence image, centrist parties 
can only modestly increase their expected vote-share by improving their valence 
image.

Data and Measurement

The data used in this article come from two sources. Data about parties’ positions 
and ideology come from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) (Polk et al. 2017) 
and data about voters come from the European Election Studies (EES) (Schmitt 
et  al. 2015). These data sources are useful because CHES and EES provide simi-
lar set of positional issue placements for both parties and voters. The coordination 
between CHES and EES in their 2014 surveys allows me to construct a multidi-
mensional space of party competition. Following Bakker et  al. (2018), and based 
on the theoretical argument above, I construct a three-dimensional space where the 
first dimension is general Left–Right, the second is the level of immigration restric-
tion, and the third is the level of European integration.3 While the EES and CHES 
include other policy questions, I limit the policy space to these three dimensions as 

3  The correlations between respondents’ self-placements on these dimensions are sufficiently low to treat 
them as three independent dimensions and are shown in the appendix.



they have the largest effect on voting. That is, they are the most salient dimensions. 
Moreover, as shown below, the overarching, general ideology, Left–Right dimension 
is the most salient of the three.

In the voting models analyzed below, the dependent variable is the respondent’s 
reported vote choice in the 2014 EP elections. The EP elections are well-suited for 
testing the multidimensional disadvantages of centrist parties because they are often 
considered as second-order elections in which voters express their sincere prefer-
ences (Reif and Schmitt 1980; Hix and Marsh 2007). In the EP elections, vote choice 
is often driven by a different set of considerations than national elections, and these 
considerations are additional to the general Left–Right dimension. Mostly, there is 
increasing evidence that issues related to the European Union are more prominent in 
EP elections (Bakker et al. 2018; Hobolt et al. 2009; Hobolt and Spoon 2012; Hong 
2015; Hobolt and de Vries 2016). In addition, the issue of immigration restriction 
has been shown to be a major consideration in voters’ EP voting decision (Bakker 
et al. 2018, 2020; Hobolt and Tilly 2016).

Using these data, I examine voting models in 11 West European countries4 in which 
there is at least one centrist party. Centrist parties are defined as parties that are: (1) 
perceived by voters as taking a Left–Right position between the major-Left and the 
major-Right parties, and (2) belong to either the Liberal or the agrarian party families.5 
This definition of centrist parties is useful for the study of voting behavior because it 
allow me to differentiate between the historical and path-dependent disadvantage of 
Liberal and agrarian parties, based on the first part of the definition (Huckfeldt et al. 
2005). At the same time, this definition does not limit centrist parties to either Liberal 
or agrarian. Major parties are defined as the historically largest party on each side of 
the Left–Right spectrum. Green parties are referred to as a specific category, while all 
other parties are defined by their position on the Left–Right scale and named “other 
Left” or “other Right”. To understand these groups of parties, take the UK for exam-
ple, where Labour is referred to as major-Left, the Conservatives as major-Right, the 
Liberal-Democrats as center, UKIP as “other Right”, and SNP as “other Left”. In the 
data used in this paper, 11 parties are defined as major-Left and 11 are major-right, 
14 parties belong to the center category, 10 are green parties, 15 are minor Left par-
ties and 18 are minor Right parties. Parties that received less than 1% of the votes or 
no seats are excluded from the analysis. The total number of reported vote choices is 
6,116, and the total number of voter-party observations is 44,831.

The independent variables are measured as the linear absolute difference between 
the respondent’s self-placement and the experts’ mean placements of each party 
on each focal issue (general Left–Right, immigration, EU integration). Both voters 
and experts’ positions are measured on a 0 to 10 scale, where 0 indicates extreme 

4  These countries are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Nether-
lands, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Because the EES code Belgium’s Flanders and French 
parties separately, the analysis below includes only the French specking parties of Belgium, the substan-
tive results below hold for both Flanders (shown in the appendix) and French parties.
5  In robustness checks I have excluded the agrarian parties and included only liberal parties in the cen-
trist party group. The substantive results hold.



left, less restrictive immigration policy, and more European integration.6 Fig-
ure 1 presents the positions of both parties and median voters on the three dimen-
sions of interest. On average, centrist parties take very popular positions (in terms 

Fig. 1   Parties’ and Median Voters’ Positions. Note This Figure shows parties’ mean Left–Right per-
ceived position (by voters), experts’ placements of the parties on immigration restrictiveness (top-right 
panel) and the European integration (bottom panel), and the position of the median voter in each country. 
Voters’ preference distributions and the list of parties’ names and groups is presented in the appendix

6  These proximity variables are based on the following questions in EES and the corresponding question 
in CHES:

– General left–right (QPP12): In political matters people talk of “the left” and “the right”. What is
your position? Please use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means “left” and 10 means “right”. Which
number best describes your position?

– Immigration (QPP17.6): (a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means you are ‘fully in favor of a restrictive
policy on immigration’, and 10 means ‘you are fully opposed to a restrictive policy on immigration’. 
For convenient I have reordered the scale in the opposite direction.

– European integration (QPP18): Some say European unification should be pushed further. Others
say it already has gone too far. What is your opinion? Please indicate your views using a scale from 
0 to 10, where 0 means unification ‘has already gone too far’ and 10 means it ‘should be pushed
further’. What number on this scale best describes your position?

  To maximize variation in the categorical scales I multiply voters’ self-placements by a randomly 
assigned uniform distribution ranging from − -0.5 to 0.5. For example, all voters who self-placed at 5 
had equal probability to be treated as if they self-placed between 4.5 and 5.5 on the 0–10 scale.



of proximity to the median voter and in terms of proximity to a large share of the 
electorate) on both the Left–Right dimension and the immigration issue, but their 
position on European integration is unpopular. That is, only a small segment of the 
electorate reports a position that is the most proximate to the position of the centrist 
party. In the countries examined in this paper, the percentage of voters who placed 
a centrist party as the closest to their own Left–Right ideal point ranges between 
16.2% (in Denmark) and 41.4% (in Luxembourg), with an average of 26.3%. This 
small distance between voters and parties’ positions shapes the expectation and puz-
zle of this paper. Centrist parties should be electorally successful given their popular 
Left–Right position and the high salience of the Left–Right dimension.

Parties that are centrist on Left–Right take less popular positions on the issue of 
immigration. Only 8.9% of the voters examined in this paper placed themselves as 
closest to the position of the centrist party as perceived by the experts, with a range 
of 4.8% (in Sweden) to 13.3% (in Germany). Lastly, the positions of centrist par-
ties on EU integration are clearly unpopular. Parties that are centrist on Left–Right 
take positions that are typically far away from those of the median voter in their 
country. All centrist parties (on Left–Right) are well to the left of the median voter 
on European integration. That is, centrist parties support the EU more extensively 
than the public opinion. Only 4.8% of voters reported a position that was closest 
to the centrist party’s position in their country, ranging from 0.8% (in Austria) to 
11.2% (Luxembourg). Figure 1 shows that on Left–Right, it will be challenging for 
centrist parties to take more popular positions than their current positions, and on 
other issues they will have to change their positions significantly to become popular 
on other issues. This visual distribution of parties suggests that centrist parties can 
grow their vote-shares by altering their immigration or EU integration, but not by 
altering their Left–Right position.

In addition to the proximity variables, the models below include party-specific 
coefficients that proxy voters’ evaluation of parties’ valence images. Following 
Adams et al. (2005) party-specific coefficients have been used frequently to model 
how non-policy related characteristics of parties (i.e. valence) affect their expected 
vote-shares. These coefficients measure the (dis)advantage parties receive from 
their valence image, independent of their policy positions. These authors discuss 
the methodological advantages and the relative simplicity of using the party spe-
cific coefficients in the conditional logit framework.7 They demonstrate that because 
these coefficients are choice (party) specific, rather than chooser (voter) specific, 
they are largely unaffected from the variance in chooser’s characteristics, and thus 
are appropriate to proxy non-policy characteristics of the parties. In addition, party 
specific coefficients have been used repeatedly in the literature to proxy parties’ 
valence images (see Adams et al. 2020 for a review).

7  The conditional logit framework has another advantage over other models as it provides estimates of 
vote-choice probabilities that incorporate not only the spatial proximity of voters to the party, but the 
relative probability of voting for the focal party over any other party, conditioned on the proximity to any 
other party in the model (e.g. Adams et al. 2005; Schofield and Sened 2006).



Hypothesis 1 is tested using conditional logit models based on both the unidi-
mensional (general Left–Right) and multidimensional vote choice rules. After 
testing Hypothesis 1, I use mathematical simulations to test Hypotheses 2–4 (see 
similar methodological approach in Adams and Merrill 1999, 2000, 2005; Adams 
et al. 2005; Alvarez and Nagler 1998, among others). In these simulations, voters’ 
decision rules are represented as probabilistic functions of their proximity to each 
party along each dimension and the valence attributes estimated in the models test-
ing Hypothesis 1. Then, the probability of each individual respondent voting for 
each party is calculated in order to compute each party’s expected vote-share. In the 
next stage, I calculate the counterfactual change of parties’ expected vote-shares as 
a result of either change in a party’s policy position or its valence image. For exam-
ple, given the unidimensional voting model presented below (Table  1), I estimate 
in the first stage that t he German CDU/CSU are expected to receive 36.6 percent 
of the respondents’ votes (relative to the actual result of 35.4 percent) when taking 
its observed Left–Right position (5.92 on a 0–10 scale). Then, I calculate how its 
expected vote-share changes when taking every possible position on the Left–Right 
dimension (with all other parties’ positions fixed at their announced position) and 
find that its vote-maximizing position is at 4.89, where the CDU/CSU can increase 
its vote-share to 39.71 percent.

These simulations estimate how parties’ vote-shares will change under a counter-
factual scenario in which everything except the variable of interest is held constant. 
Based on the estimated salience of ideological proximity and parties’ valence image, 
I simulate three counterfactual scenarios. First, I simulate parties’ counterfactual 
vote-share increase due to change in their Left–Right policy position (as perceived 
by experts).8 In this scenario, each party unilaterally changes its policy position 
along the Left–Right scale, while all other parties’ Left–Right positions and voters’ 
decision rules are fixed. Then, a party’s vote-maximizing position is defined as the 
Left–Right position which maximizes its expected vote-share. Similarly, the second 
scenario simulates by how much parties’ vote-share increases if the party takes its 
vote-maximizing positions on all three dimensions. These two sets of simulations 
test Hypotheses 2 and 3, respectively.

I emphasize that these simulations are a hard test for Hypotheses 2 and 3. In these 
simulations, parties are free to alter their positions without any constrains or punish-
ment to their valence attributes. This is a hard test for the theory because previous 
research has shown that parties rarely try to significantly change their policy posi-
tions (Dalton and McAllister 2015). Even when parties try to alter their positions, 
voters either ignore their new positions (Adams 2012; Adams et  al. 2011) or dis-
count new positions if they perceive parties’ messages as vote-seeking (Fernandez-
Vazques 2019). Moreover, voters may punish parties in terms of valence when they 
believe parties change their positions in order to increase their vote-share (Tomz and 
Van Houweling 2012).

8  In robustness checks I have repeated these simulations using voters’ mean perceived position of the 
parties, and three-dimensional scaling of both parties’ and voters’ positions. The results of these simula-
tions support the same substantive conclusions presented in this paper.



The third scenario tests Hypothesis 4. I simulate how realistic changes in par-
ties’ non-positional (valence) attributes are related to their counterfactual electoral 
growth. I compute the parties’ counterfactual vote-share increase from improving 
their valence image by one unit. That is, I simulate the vote-share increase from 
the observed valence differential between two parties to a counterfactual where one 
party has a unit-larger valence advantage. For example, if two parties are equal in 
their valence image (i.e. voters’ choice between them is based on proximity alone) 
in the observed model, I simulate how their vote-share changes if one of the par-
ties increases its valence advantage from 0 to 1 (in natural logarithm terms), mak-
ing voters who are indifferent between the parties on positional issues about 70 per-
cent more likely to vote for the valence advantaged party. The one-unit increase of 
valence image is a realistic value as it is the observed centrist party’s valence change 
between one national election to the next (Zur 2019a).

Results

Tables 1 and 2 present country specific models in which the dependent variable is 
the respondent’s reported vote choice in the 2014 EP elections. In both tables the 
coefficients are calculated from a conditional logit model and presented in odds ratio 
form. These coefficients imply that on the proximity variables, smaller numbers 
represent higher issue salience. As the coefficient decreases, the electoral punish-
ment for divergence between voters and parties increases. Note that for all coun-
tries except the UK these models show that the overarching Left–Right dimension is 
more salient than the two other dimensions.

The valence coefficients are interpreted as the change in probability of voting for 
a focal party relative to the baseline category (centrist party). For example, when the 
coefficient equals 2 a voter who is indifferent between the centrist party and the focal 
party on positional issues is twice as likely to vote for the latter over the former.

Table  1 presents models in which voters’ decision rules are a function of 
Left–Right proximity and parties’ valence image. The tables show odds ratio coef-
ficients where numbers between zero and one are interpreted as negative effect, 
one means no effect, and numbers larger than one are interpreted as percental 
increase in probability. The probability of voting for a party decreases as the dis-
tance between a voter’s self-placement and the experts’ placement of a focal party 
increases. In Table  2, voters’ decision rules include two additional positional 
dimensions—proximity on the level of immigration and European integration.9 
The coefficients represent the change in the odds of voting for one party over 
another given a one unit increase in the proximity differential between the voter 
and the two parties. For example, a voter who is exactly in the middle between 

9  In the appendix I estimate a variety of decision rules as robustness checks. These models include plac-
ing parties at respondents’ idiosyncratic placements, changing voters’ decision rule to a squared loss 
function (with and without the linear term), and adding a directional component to the model. In all the 
models, the substantive conclusions of this paper hold.
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party A and party B (i.e. the proximity differential equals zero) is equally likely 
to vote for A as for B, regardless of the coefficient. But, if the voter is one unit 
closer to party A than to party B, and the coefficient on the proximity variable 
equals 0.7, the voter is 30 percent more likely to vote for A over B. The closer the 
coefficient is to zero, the larger the effect of the distance on the focal dimension 
on vote choice. The coefficients on the Left–Right proximity variables in Table 1 
are very similar to the respective coefficients in Table  2. This implies that the 
additional dimensions have independent effects on vote choice in EP elections. 
Moreover, Left–Right proximity has significantly stronger effect on vote choice. 
Surprisingly, the issue of immigration has no significant effect on vote choice in 
Spain, and the issue of European integration has no significant effect in Spain and 
Luxembourg. It is worth noting that the electoral effects of parties’ immigration 
positions might be larger today than in 2014, as the 2014 EP elections preceded 
the European refugee crisis. Note that in the United Kingdom, European integra-
tion is almost as salient as the Left–Right dimension, presumably foreshadow-
ing the turbulent political environment regarding the United Kingdom European 
Union membership referendum and its aftermath.

In addition to variables measuring issue proximity, both tables include party 
specific coefficients that estimate parties’ perceived valence image relative to the 
baseline category, which is the largest centrist party in the system. Positive (nega-
tive) values on these coefficients imply that the focal party has a valence advantage 
(disadvantage) over the centrist party. With the exception of the Netherlands, there 
is at least one party that has a valence advantage over the centrist party, in both the 
unidimensional (Table 1) and multidimensional (Table 2) models.

To understand the information conveyed in these tables we can examine the case 
of France. The party of interest in this case is the Democratic Movement (MoDem), 
a small centrist party that received almost 10% of the votes and 7 out of the 74 
French seats in the 2014 EP elections. In Table 1, the coefficient for the major-Right 
party, The Union for a Popular Movement (UMP), in France is 2.68, implying that a 
voter who is indifferent between MoDem and UMP on Left–Right is almost 3 times 
more likely to vote for the major-Right party over the centrist one. Similarly, the 
coefficient on the major-Left party (Socialist Party—SP) is 2.13, implying that a 
voter who is equally distant between MoDem and SP is more than twice as likely 
to vote for SP over MoDem. These substantive results hold in the multidimensional 
model as well; a voter who is indifferent between the parties on all three dimensions 
is 2.34 more likely to vote for UMP over MoDem, and 2.06 times more likely to vote 
for SP over MoDem.

The data and analyses suggest that most centrist parties are largely valence dis-
advantaged relative to either the major party on the right or on the left (and relative 
to both in half of the cases). Centrist parties are also valence disadvantaged relative 
to some other parties. This is consistent with previous research on centrist parties in 
national elections (Zur 2019a) and with robustness checks shown in the appendix. 
Continuing with the example of France, MoDem was valence disadvantaged relative 
to the National Front as well. The centrist party in the Netherlands (D66) is a coun-
ter example; this party is not valence disadvantaged relative to any of the parties. 
In the Netherlands all of the party specific coefficients are between zero and one, 
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meaning that relative to the D66 party, valence has negative (or insignificant) effect 
on vote-choice for the focal party. For example, the coefficient on the major-Left 
is 0.63 (in the unidimensional model) and 0.43 (in the multidimensional model), 
implying that a voter who is indifferent between D66 and the Labour Party (PvdA) 
is roughly twice as likely to vote for the former party.

The results of both the unidimensional and three-dimensional models are consist-
ent with the first hypothesis. Centrist parties are, for the most part, valence disad-
vantaged. This disadvantage illuminates the electoral failures of centrist parties in 
EP elections. Given their valence disadvantage centrist parties have limited posi-
tional strategy they can employ to compensate for their valence disadvantage. Based 
on the results in Tables 1 and 2, I have computed the changes to parties’ expected 
vote-shares as a function of unilateral changes in their policy positions, while hold-
ing everything else constant. This simulation method has been used to test how elec-
tion results would change due to a variety of counterfactual scenarios of interest. Put 
simply, these simulations ask by how much a party’s vote-share would increase if it 
could take the most electorally advantageous positions, while everything else stays 
the same. Under these counterfactual scenarios, parties’ vote-shares must increase, 
but the magnitude of the increase should vary among parties and party groups.

The scenario simulated in Fig. 2 is the change of parties’ expected vote-shares as 
a function of the focal party unilaterally shifting from its Left–Right position to the 
position that maximizes its prospective vote-share. Before comparing centrist parties 
to the other groups, note that when parties move from their perceived to their vote-
maximizing position on the Left–Right spectrum their electoral gains are not great. 
The average vote-share gain in this scenario is only 2.3% and the median is 1.2%.

Moving to our group of interest, centrist parties gain on average less than 1%. 
The differences in gains between centrist and the right-wing parties (both major 
and minor) are statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level. This finding can be 

Fig. 2   Vote-share growth due to moving to vote-maximizing position. Note boxes show 25th to 75th per-
centiles of parties’ vote-share increase from changing their left–right position (as coded by the CHES) to 
their computed vote-maximizing position. Each box represents at least 11 party-election simulations
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explained by the observation that Right-wing parties tend to take policy positions 
that are relatively further away from their vote-maximizing positions. This result 
supports Hypothesis 2; centrist parties have no Left–Right positional strategy that 
can increase their vote-share substantially.

The simulations presented in Fig. 3 are computed from the counterfactual sce-
nario where each party unilaterally shifts its Left–Right position from its per-
ceived to vote-maximizing position, then shifts its position on Immigration, and 
lastly moves to its vote-maximizing position on the European integration issue. 
Under this scenario, parties’ average gains are much greater than under the sce-
nario where the parties can shift their position only on the Left–Right continuum. 
The average vote-share increase in this case for centrist parties is 5.4%, while the 
average for all other parties is 6.4%. Moreover, the gains of both major-Right and 
Green parties are significantly larger than those of centrist parties. This result 
supports the third hypothesis; centrist parties can modestly increase their vote-
share using a multidimensional strategy. It is important to note, however, that 
these results are based on a counterfactual scenario were centrist parties have to 
sharply change their policy positions, especially on the issue of European integra-
tion. While there are examples of non-centrist parties changing their perceived 
positions (see Adams et  al. 2012a, b; Seeberg et  al. 2017), such change might 
involve further deterioration of their valence image (Fernandez-Vazques 2019; 
Tomz and Van Houweling 2012). Moreover, it is hard to believe that parties in 
general, and centrist parties more specifically, are able to communicate to vot-
ers such sharp changes in their policy position (Adams 2012; Spoon and Klüver 
2017).

The multidimensional disadvantages of centrist parties are shown by the compar-
ison between Figs. 2 and 3. First, centrist parties cannot significantly increase their 

Fig. 3   Growth due to moving to vote-maximizing positions in 3-dimensional space. Note Boxes show 
25th to 75th percentiles of parties’ vote-share increase from changing their left–right, immigration and 
European integration positions (as coded by the CHES) to their computed vote-maximizing position. 
Each box represents at least 11 party-election simulations
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vote-shares by altering their position on the most salient dimension in EP elections 
(Left–Right). That is, they cannot take any Left–Right position that will compensate 
for their unfavorable image of valence.

Second, moving to analysis of multiple dimensions, centrist parties’ additional 
gains are smaller than those of moderate parties both on the Left and Right. There-
fore, a multidimensional vote-maximizing strategy would increase centrist parties’ 
vote-shares, but it is insufficient to compensate for their low valence image. Put dif-
ferently, even when parties are given a hypothetical chance to take the perfect set of 
policy positions, centrist parties cannot improve their electoral prospects to become 
the leading parties in the EP. The same logic is evident in Table 3, where the average 
distance between parties’ positions and their vote-maximizing positions is shown. 
Centrist parties are extremely close to their vote-maximizing position on Left–Right 
(second only to major-Left parties), thus altering their position yields only marginal 
increase despite being the most salient dimension. On the other hand, centrist parties 
have a long distance to travel between their perceived positions to their vote-maxi-
mizing positions on European integration (the least salient dimension). Thus, even 
if centrist parties could communicate such a sharp change in their positions toward 
more neutral or even anti-EU stands, changing positions would not result in a large 
increase of centrist parties’ vote-share.

Given that centrist parties have no real positional strategy they can pursue in 
order to increase their vote-share to a meaningful extent, what should they do? The 
next set of analyses shows how parties’ vote-shares would change as a function of 
changes in their valence image. Figure 4 displays parties’ vote-share increase under 
the hypothetical scenario where parties’ valence image is improved by one unit, 
while everything else remains constant. One-unit change in parties’ valence image 
is a realistic change as it is roughly the median observed valence change between 
elections (Zur 2019a). The one-unit increase in valence image is also a little over 
one standard deviation of the observed median valence value in the data used in this 
paper (i.e. Tables 1 and 2).

Under the scenario where parties increase their perceived valence image by one 
unit, all parties’ vote-shares increase more dramatically than under the scenario 
where the move from their announced positions to their vote-maximizing positions 
on all three dimensions. The average vote-share increase for all parties is 12.5% 
from improved valence image, while only 6.2% from altering policy positions. 

Table 3   Distance between 
parties positions and vote-
maximizing positions

Left–right Immigration European 
Integration

Cumulative

Center 1.05 1.51 4.79 7.35
Major right 1.88 1.44 3.97 7.30
Major left 0.82 1.18 4.13 6.14
Green 1.67 3.48 4.17 9.31
Other Right 2.48 2.65 2.42 7.55
Other left 2.39 3.00 2.64 8.04
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Similar results are true for centrist parties that could gain 5.4% from improving their 
three-dimensional policy positions, while gaining on average additional 11.7% by 
improving their valence image. Despite the substantive gains centrist parties can 
make by improving their valence image, they are still disadvantaged. This disadvan-
tage is demonstrated by the significantly larger gains major-Left and -Right parties 
can make by improving their valence image in the same magnitude. On average, 
both major-Left and major-Right parties can increase their vote-shares by 18.7% and 
17.7% (respectively) under the counterfactual scenario where their valence image is 
improved by one unit. These results are consistent with Hypothesis 4; while centrist 
parties’ most meaningful path toward electoral growth is improving their valence 
image, this growth is smaller than the growth of major-Left and major-Right parties 
under the same conditions.

Conclusion

Centrist parties in Western democracies in recent years compete for votes under very 
fertile conditions; their Left–Right position is extremely popular, and they are not 
squeezed by other parties. The data used in this paper show that more than a quarter 
of voters place a centrist party closest to their ideological position, while over 17% 
of the voters place themselves closest to the position of a centrist party as perceived 
by experts. Yet, less than 10% of these voters voted for a centrist party in the 2014 
EP elections. In this paper I explain this phenomenon by arguing that centrist parties 
encounter three related disadvantages. First, centrist parties are perceived by voters 
as low valence parties. That is, they are less competent, honest, or unified than their 
large mainstream counterparts. This valence disadvantage, in turn, motivates voters 
to vote for parties that might offer less policy-based, but more valence-based utility. 

Fig. 4   Vote-share growth due to 1-unit increase in valence. Note Boxes show 25th to 75th percentiles 
of parties’ vote-share increase from improving their valence image by 1 unit, while holding their policy 
position and voters’ decision rule constant. each box represents at least 11 party-election simulations
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These results are particularly striking because EP elections are understood as elec-
tions in which voters make sincere voting decisions (i.e. they consider issues such as 
government formation to a lesser extent).

Second, I presented theoretical arguments and empirical analyses to demonstrate 
that centrist parties are near their vote-maximizing Left–Right position, hence they 
cannot use spatial strategies to compensate for their low valence, while non-cen-
trist parties typically able to improve their vote-shares by altering their Left–Right 
position. Moreover, centrist parties’ policy positions with respect to immigration, 
and especially with respect to European integration, are less popular. These posi-
tions hurt centrist parties in two ways in the EP elections. First, the salience of these 
issues makes voters less likely to vote for them. Second, given their negative valence 
image, announcing more popular EU or immigration positions seems like a useful 
positional strategy, but it is insufficient to overcome their major rivals on the Left 
and Right. These findings about the positional disadvantage of centrist parties in 
EP elections have important implications for national elections. Research has shown 
that issues that are salient in EP elections are less (or not at all) salient in national 
elections. The positional strategy (take more popular positions on immigration and 
EU integration) that centrist parties can use in EP elections might not be very useful 
in national elections as these issues are less likely to affect voters’ decision rule.

Lastly, centrist parties are disadvantaged with respect to their ability to grow by 
improving their valence image. Despite being the only strategy toward a substan-
tive vote-share growth, improving their valence image would generate gains that are 
smaller than those of the major mainstream parties under the same conditions. Here 
again, the implications for national elections are not in favor of centrist parties. If 
valence is more important in national elections than in the EP elections, centrist par-
ties will have much greater valence gap to close in national elections.

The theoretical argument and the empirical analysis presented in this paper have 
important implications to the study of political representation and parties’ campaign 
strategies. These results imply that when deciding how to spend their resources, cen-
trist parties should focus on improving their valence image and not on emphasizing 
their Left–Right policy position, while deemphasizing or moderating their unpopu-
lar immigration and EU integration policy positions. First and foremost, the results 
advance our knowledge about political representation as they suggest that voter-
party relations are rational. Parties at the center of the Left–Right spectrum are not 
weak because voters are “fooled” or misrepresented by the major parties on both the 
Left and Right, but because voters rationally prefer voting for parties that maximize 
their valence-based utility over parties that are the most proximate to their positions.

Future research should study the generalizability of these results and their 
implications to national rather than EP elections. However, the theoretical argu-
ments and the empirical strategy in this paper provide good reasons to believe 
that the results are indeed generalizable. First, analyzing the EP elections pro-
vides the hardest test for the theory because voters in EP elections tend to prior-
itize immigration and European integration more than they do in national elec-
tions, and voters put less emphasis on valence considerations in EP elections 
relative to national elections. Second, because votes’ attention to issues such as 
government formation and coalition management is irrelevant to EP elections, but 
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important in national elections, parties are freer to alter their policy positions in 
EP elections. If the strategies discussed in this paper are insufficient for centrist 
parties’ electoral success in EP elections, it is hard to believe that they will be 
sufficient in national elections. Lastly, both the evidence in the Appendix and in 
the existing literature suggest that the arguments in this paper are generalizable to 
national elections.
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