
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fwep20

West European Politics

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fwep20

Congruence and party responsiveness in Western
Europe in the 21st century

Raimondas Ibenskas & Jonathan Polk

To cite this article: Raimondas Ibenskas & Jonathan Polk (2022) Congruence and party
responsiveness in Western Europe in the 21st century, West European Politics, 45:2, 201-222,
DOI: 10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 18 Jan 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2031

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fwep20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fwep20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fwep20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fwep20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-18
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01402382.2020.1859756&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-18


Congruence and party responsiveness in Western
Europe in the 21st century

Raimondas Ibenskasa and Jonathan Polkb,c

aDepartment of Comparative Politics, University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway;
bDepartment of Political Science, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark;
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ABSTRACT
Research on party responsiveness in established democracies suggests that
parties follow shifts in the preferences of either the general electorate or
party supporters. Drawing on theoretical models of party competition and
research on party-voter congruence, we argue in this article that in the 21st
century Western European mainstream parties respond to their partisan con-
stituents. Parties adjust their policy positions to eliminate previous incongru-
ence between themselves and their constituents and follow the shifts in
supporters’ positions. Analyses based on a series of datasets that use expert
surveys and election surveys to measure parties’ positions and several cross-
national and national surveys to measure voters’ preferences between 1999
and 2014 strongly support the argument that mainstream parties respond to
existing incongruence. The findings in this article update many of the empir-
ical results of prior studies on party responsiveness to public opinion shifts,
with important ramifications for our understanding of party-based representa-
tion in contemporary European democracies.

KEYWORDS Political parties; congruence; responsiveness; public opinion; partisanship;
representation

Mainstream political parties across Western Europe have seen their vote
shares drop as challenger parties on both the left and the right made sub-
stantial electoral gains in the first two decades of the 21st century (Hobolt
and de Vries 2015). This raises new and important questions about the
nature of the ideological connection between political parties and European
citizens. Research into the dynamic responsiveness of mainstream/leader-
ship dominated parties in the region reports that these parties follow shifts
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in the left-right ideological preferences of the general electorate, rather than
in the central tendency of their own voters (Adams 2012). But these studies
were largely based on data that preceded the most substantial changes to
party systems that began at the end of last century. A more recent analysis
reports almost no evidence that European political parties respond to pub-
lic opinion at all and calls for better measures of party positions and stron-
ger theories of responsiveness (O’Grady and Abou-Chadi 2019).

In this article we answer this call by demonstrating that mainstream
parties in contemporary European societies are indeed responsive to pub-
lic opinion on the left-right dimension, but that the relationship follows a
different logic than that emphasised in the existing dynamic responsive-
ness research. Instead, these parties respond first and foremost by elimi-
nating previous incongruence between their policy positions and those of
their supporters. Our theoretical argument draws on significant theoretical
work suggesting electoral incentives for parties in multi-party systems to
adopt partisan-focused positions, particularly in the context of realigned
party politics characterised by high party system fragmentation. We also
build on empirical research showing that despite substantial change in the
beginning of the 21st century parties seek to stay aligned with their sup-
porters - especially partisan constituents - on the left-right dimension. We
suggest that to achieve this congruence, following the shifts in the prefer-
ences of partisan constituents is not enough: parties also need to change
their policies to eliminate or reduce any previously existing incongruence.
Thus, our key theoretical expectations are that mainstream parties
respond to their partisan constituents by both closing existing congruence
gaps and following the shifts in supporters’ positions.

Our empirical analysis covers 14 Western European countries in the
period between the late 1990s and mid-2010s and uses Chapel Hill expert
surveys (Bakker et al. 2015; Polk et al. 2017) and national and European
election studies for measuring parties’ left-right positions. Election studies
provide one source of data for measuring voters’ preferences, the other
being the European Social Survey. Overall, we present three sets of analyses
that use different combinations of information sources on parties’ and vot-
ers’ positions, addressing requests for alternative measures of party posi-
tions in responsiveness scholarship (O’Grady and Abou-Chadi 2019). While
each individual data source has its flaws, by combining three different data-
sets we hope to achieve more robust inferences. Despite the diversity of
sources (Adams et al. 2019), our findings consistently show mainstream
parties that find themselves distant from the mean position of their partisan
constituents respond by shifting towards that position, i.e. reducing existing
incongruence. However, the analyses demonstrate weaker support for the
notion that mainstream parties follow the shifts in the mean partisan
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supporter position. We further report a consistent lack of support for the
argument that parties follow shifts in the overall mean voter position.

Our argument draws on and links two distinct but compatible tradi-
tions in the study of party representation that examine congruence and
responsiveness. By showing that most parties in established Western
European democracies respond to incongruence, we address the theoret-
ical and empirical puzzle that emerges from the findings indicating high
congruence between parties and their supporters on the one hand and
responsiveness of (mainstream) parties to the general electorate on
the other.

Party responsiveness: theoretical expectations

Research on party responsiveness to public opinion shifts in Western
Europe has produced two main, interrelated findings: mainstream and/or
leadership-dominated parties respond to changes in the central tendency
of the general electorate whereas niche and/or activist-dominated parties
shift their positions in line with the mean party voter (Adams et al. 2006;
Ezrow et al. 2011; Schumacher et al. 2013).1 Several factors potentially
explain why mainstream parties (social democrats, conservatives,
Christian Democrats and liberals) would be more likely to respond to the
more general mean voter.2

First, many spatial models of party competition suggest that parties
calibrate their positions in line with the mean voter position (Adams and
Merrill 2009; Lin et al. 1999). Second, studies on party alignments and
representation emphasise the growth in the number of independent vot-
ers, where mainstream Western European parties face a representational
tension in attempting to appeal to equally large blocks of partisans and
independents (Rohrschneider and Whitefield 2012). As a consequence,
these parties increasingly have incentives to appeal to the general elector-
ate (Dassonneville 2018). Finally, these predominantly office-seeking par-
ties (Strøm and M€uller 1999) have incentives to be responsive to shifts in
the position of the median or average voter in order to be sufficiently
moderate for consideration in the formation of government coalitions
(Ezrow 2008; Lehrer 2012).

Despite the value of these contributions, below we present theoretical,
empirical and methodological reasons that justify a re-examination of
these central findings of the party responsiveness literature in the contem-
porary era. We begin by highlighting an apparent divergence in the
responsiveness and congruence literature. The former expects and finds
that mainstream parties respond to the mean voter, thus implying a sub-
stantial left-right ideological distance between parties and their partisan
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constituents. The latter indicates that party-partisan congruence is high,
particularly for more centrist, mainstream parties (Costello et al. 2012;
Dalton 1985; Mattila and Raunio 2006; Rohrschneider and Whitefield
2012; Thomassen and Schmitt 1997). For example, the correlation
between the mean left-right positions of party voters and candidates in
the 2009 European Election Studies data was 0.85 (Dalton 2017: 612).

There are at least two ways in which these high congruence levels
could occur. Voters could adjust their policy preferences or party affili-
ation in line with shifts in parties’ positions. For example, if a party shifts
to the right to follow the mean voter, but the mean party voter position
does not change, then more leftist party supporters would either switch
party affiliation or adopt more rightist policy preferences. In such a scen-
ario, the party would also gain some supporters on the right. Overall, the
mean party supporter position also shifts to the right, keeping party-voter
congruence high. However, evidence of partisan sorting is rather mixed,
particularly on the left-right dimension (Adams 2012). Another possibil-
ity, which we focus on in this article is that parties actually respond to
their supporters, as suggested by recent work on issue attention among
US congressional legislators (Barbera et al. 2019). They can respond to
their supporters by following shifts in their preferences (as suggested in
existing literature); and/or by responding to existing incongruence.

The close alignment between parties and their supporters resulting in the
divergence of parties’ policy positions has not gone unnoticed in the theoretical
literature on party spatial competition. Besides policy motivations that might
push parties to adopt non-centrist positions, scholars have suggested various
theoretical reasons for vote- or office-seeking parties to adopt partisan-ori-
ented, less centrist positions (Grofman 2004). In their unified theory of party
competition, Adams et al. (2005) explicitly explore the incentives for vote-seek-
ing parties to position close to their core constituencies vs. the central voter.
When considering voter partisanship and socio-demographic characteristics,
both of which remain important predictors of vote choice above and beyond
policy and ideological positions, they show that parties have incentives to pos-
ition themselves closer to voters that are favourably disposed towards them
for these non-policy reasons. This is because parties’ policy appeals are
unlikely to attract voters who are positively inclined towards other parties for
non-policy reasons; positioning closer to partisans/core socio-demographic
groups maximises parties’ electoral support. The extent to which parties take
positions closer to the core constituencies as opposed to the central voter
depends on the number of candidates, electoral salience of policies and parti-
sanship, the dispersion of the electorate’s policy preferences, the size of parti-
san constituencies and their policy extremity (Adams et al. 2005: 70).
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We believe that the theoretical results of Adams, Merrill and Grofman,
as well as the broader theoretical literature on party competition, imply
that Western European parties should be responsive to the mean partisan
voter in the 21st century.3 While it is undoubtable that significant dealign-
ment of party systems has occurred since the 1960s, the current patterns of
party competition more strongly support the realignment perspective
(Kitschelt and Rehm 2015). In his recent book, one of the most prominent
scholars of dealignment, makes a similar argument (Dalton 2018). Both
established and younger parties retain (or have obtained) significant partisan
followings with diverse and salient policy preferences, thus encouraging the
responsiveness of vote-seeking parties to their core clienteles. Party system
fragmentation is high, which increases electoral incentives for parties to be
responsive to their supporters because the competition for the support of
the central voter becomes more electorally risky.4

We therefore expect parties to respond to their partisan constituents rather
than shifts in the central tendency of the electorate at large. We further
anticipate that parties respond in a particular way, one that maximises con-
gruence with their partisan supporters. Our argument draws on the dynamic
implications of static party-voter congruence studies. In their recent overview
of the congruence research, Golder and Ferland (2018) encourage dynamic
responsiveness scholars to consider both party responses to voter position
shifts and previous party-voter incongruence within a single theoretical frame-
work. These authors suggest that parties respond not only to the shifts in vot-
ers’ positions (as per arguments in the research on party responsiveness), but
also to the previous incongruence between themselves and voters, because
congruence between parties’ and voters’ positions is the ‘ultimate goal’ which
can be achieved through responsiveness (Golder and Ferland 2018: 215). This
expectation is also consistent with the empirical evidence which shows that
left-right ideological congruence between parties and their voters is indeed
high (Dalton et al. 2011; Rohrschneider and Whitefield 2012).

Following these arguments, we theorise that contemporary mainstream
parties in Western Europe have strong incentives to eliminate prior incon-
gruence by moving towards their partisan supporters’ positions. Thus, for
example, if the party observes that in the recent past (say, one or a few
years) the average partisan constituent is to the right of the party’s position,
and remains stable, the party would move to the right to remove this incon-
gruence. The higher this initial distance, the more substantial the subsequent
change in the party’s position. This implies the following hypothesis:

Party Supporter Congruence Gap Hypothesis: Mainstream political parties
respond to incongruence between the party and its partisan constituents
by shifting towards their partisan supporters, i.e. reducing the existing
party-supporter ideological gap.
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We also note that staying congruent with its partisan supporters may
require the party not only to eliminate prior incongruence, but also shift
its position in line with the change in its supporters’ preferences. The lat-
ter type of responsiveness has been found to be a strategy of niche parties
(Ezrow et al. 2011; Schumacher et al. 2013). However, unlike these stud-
ies, we argue that the overall response of the party to public opinion is
driven by both previous incongruence and the subsequent shift in public
opinion. To continue with the previous example, if the party observes
that recently the average partisan supporter was to the right of the party’s
position, but it then moves to the left, the party would not have incen-
tives to change its position because it is likely to end up being congruent
with its supporters. This change in the position of the party’s voters
should unequivocally lead to a similarly sized change in the party’s pos-
ition only if the party was aligned with the mean supporter position to
start with. These arguments imply that, all else (including prior incongru-
ence) equal, the party should follow the shifts in the mean partisan con-
stituent position:

Party Supporter Change Hypothesis: Mainstream political parties change
their positions in line with the shifts in the mean partisan constitu-
ent position.

Summarising, we have several reasons to suggest that mainstream par-
ties are likely to be responsive to the preferences of their (partisan) sup-
porters in the early 21st century. We have worked to bring the
responsiveness and congruence literatures together, where the latter shows
high congruence between parties and their supporters that potentially
results from parties responding to their supporters. We also presented a
number of theoretical explanations for the divergence in parties’ policy
positions and responsiveness to their supporters in the context of substan-
tial realignments that have taken place in the early 21st century. These
include the presence of high party system fragmentation, significant size
of partisan clienteles with distinct policy preferences and the electoral sali-
ence of voters’ policy preferences and partisanship. Finally, we note that
prior research is heavily dependent on estimates of party positions that
are based on manifestos, which could complicate measures of party-parti-
san congruence. We expand on this last point in the next section of
the article.

Research design

Our hypotheses that mainstream parties will be responsive to the ideo-
logical preferences of their supporters rather than the general electorate
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goes against much of the literature on party policy shifts, but they are in
line with research on left-right congruence. At least in part, these differ-
ences could be related to the data sources used. Most studies of party
responsiveness use Manifesto Project (MARPOR) data to estimate the
positions of political parties. This is largely because MARPOR data offer
unparalleled ability to measure party positions back in time, in some cases
as far back as the beginning of the post-war era (Budge et al. 2001;
Klingemann et al. 2006). Yet, recent research calls into question the
extent to which citizens perceive ideological positions as recorded in party
manifestos (Adams et al. 2014; Fortunato and Stevenson 2013).5 What is
more, the ability to extend analysis back to the mid-20th century is less
of a distinct advantage when looking at the dynamic responsiveness of
political parties in the era of de/realignment for which alternate sources
of data on party positioning, such as expert surveys, are more widely
available. Finally, the inability of O’Grady and Abou-Chadi (2019) to
detect party responsiveness to public opinion across Europe led these
authors to recommend examining party positions with different data
sources. It may be that congruence scholars come to different conclusions
than much of the existing research on party responsiveness in Western
Europe because in addition to covering a different, more recent, time
period, they also use different sources of data, namely an expert survey
for parties and the European Social Survey (ESS) for the public.

Our empirical analysis therefore uses information from a combination
of expert and public opinion surveys for 14 member states of the
European Union in Western Europe.6 Unlike some other Western
European democracies, all these countries were included in the first five
waves of the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) on party positioning in
Europe (1999, 2002, 2006, 2010 and 2014), thus providing us with time-
series dataset on parties’ positions. Excluding countries in Central and
Eastern Europe is in line with our focus on established democracies.

From the CHES dataset we use the question in which experts are asked
to place parties on the left-right dimension in terms of their overall ideo-
logical stances. The question uses an 11-item scale in which 0 and 10 rep-
resent the most leftist and rightist positions, respectively. We use the
mean expert placement as an estimate of the party’s position and compute
the change in the party’s policy position as the difference between its left-
right positions in two consecutive CHES waves.

In order to strengthen our inferences, and in line with the research on
ideological congruence (e.g. Golder and Stramski 2010), we also employ
mass survey-based placements by voters as another way to measure parti-
es’ policy positions. To make the two sets of analyses as comparable as
possible, the mass survey-based measure was constructed for the same 14

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 207



countries and roughly same time period (1999–2014) as the one examined
using the CHES dataset. Specifically, we used the Comparative Study of
Electoral Systems (CSES) (CSES 2020) or national election surveys when-
ever they were available; where they were not available, we complemented
them with the surveys from the European Election Study (Egmond et al.
2014; Schmitt et al. 2009; 2016) conducted close to the national election
years. We use the questions in which respondents were asked to place
individual parties on a 0 to 10 scale for the left-right dimension. Where
an original scale was different, it was recoded to the 11-item scale. A
party’s policy position is estimated as a mean placement of it by the
respondents. The shift in a party’s policy position is computed by taking
the difference between its positions in each pair of surveys.

The same set of surveys was also used to measure voters’ ideological
preferences and combined with each of the two datasets on parties’ posi-
tions. Additionally, we also use the European Social Survey (ESS)
(European Social Survey Cumulative File, ESS 1-9 2020) in combination
with the CHES expert surveys. The ESS matches the timing of the CHES
expert surveys better than the election surveys and, unlike the latter, is a
single cross-national survey. However, it does not include questions on
voter placements of parties’ positions and therefore was not available as a
source on parties’ policy positions.

In both sets of survey datasets, voters’ policy positions are estimated based
on the question in which they were asked to place themselves on the left-
right scale. Where an original scale was not an 11-item scale, it was recoded
to such. The predictor variable to test the Congruence Gap Hypothesis,
coded on the basis of this information, is the difference between the mean
position of the voters who self-identified as partisans of the party (partisan
constituents) and the party position. Negative values of this variable indicate
that the mean partisan constituent was to the left of the party and, con-
versely, positive values occur when the mean partisan constituent was to the
right of the party’s position. For the Supporter Change Hypothesis, we use a
variable capturing the change in the mean position of partisan constituents.
The hypothesis implies a positive effect of this variable.

Turning to the time lags in our central measures, changes in party
positions are measured from time t to tþ 1, and the congruence gap is
measured at time t. The analysis for the Supporter Change Hypothesis,
uses changes in the partisan position in the period between t and tþ 1.

Voter partisanship is determined based on the questions on respondents’
closeness to parties. The wording of this question differed somewhat across
the surveys used. To make the results from different surveys more compar-
able, we developed a broad measure of partisanship that included both
strong and weak partisans. This is in line with the findings of Rohrschneider
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and Whitefield 2012: 114), who report that the main dividing line in the pat-
terns of representation is between all partisans on the one hand and inde-
pendents on the other. At least 10 respondents reporting partisanship with
the party were required for it to be included in the analysis.

We develop several other public opinion variables for either robustness
checks or as control variables. Following the literature on party responsive-
ness that tends to focus on party voters as opposed to partisan identifiers, we
measure the distance between the mean party voter position and the party
position as well as the change in the mean position of the party voter. Party
voters were identified based on the reported vote in the last national election
or vote intention in the next national election, depending on the availability
of questions in the surveys used. This measure differs in two respects from
the one that uses partisan constituents. First, it includes both partisan and
independent voters for the party. Second, it includes only voters while the
measure using partisan constituents also considers the abstainer partisans.

Another set of measures controls for party responsiveness to the gen-
eral electorate suggested by the literature. In line with the representational
strain argument, in the main set of analyses we compute the measure cap-
turing the change in the mean independent voter position.7

We use the party family codes available in the CHES dataset to identify
mainstream parties. The social democrats, conservatives, Christian demo-
crats, agrarians and liberals were coded as mainstream parties and are the
focus of our analysis.8

We include a control variable for the change in economic growth between
the end and beginning of each time period considered, following work that
highlights the importance of the broader macroeconomic environment (e.g.
Ezrow and Hellwig 2014). Higher growth might push parties to adopt more
fiscally expansive strategies while slowing growth or recession could lead
them to switch to more economically conservative positions. Finally, earlier

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Variable n Min Max Mean SD

Party position change (CHESþ ESS) 138 �1.4 1.1 0.0 0.5
Party position change (CHESþ ES) 126 �1.4 1.1 0.0 0.5
Party position change (ES) 103 �1.1 1.5 0.0 0.4
Mean partisan constituent gap (CHESþ ESS) 138 �1.7 2.0 �0.1 0.7
Mean partisan constituent gap (CHESþ ES) 126 �1.7 1.2 0.0 0.6
Mean partisan constituent gap (ES) 103 �1.4 0.9 0.0 0.4
Mean partisan constituent change (CHESþ ESS) 138 �1.1 0.7 0.0 0.3
Mean partisan constituent change (CHESþ ES) 126 �1.2 1.9 0.0 0.5
Mean partisan constituent change (ES) 103 �1.2 0.9 0.0 0.5
Mean independent voter change (CHESþ ESS) 138 �0.3 0.2 0.0 0.1
Mean independent voter change (CHESþ ES) 126 �0.8 1.3 0.0 0.4
Mean independent voter change (ES) 103 �0.8 0.3 0.0 0.2

Note: CHES stands for the Chapel Hill Expert Survey; ESS – European Social Survey; ES – elec-
tion surveys.
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work on party policy change also emphasises the importance of controlling
for previous shifts in party policy positions (i.e. the lagged dependent vari-
able) as parties, for example, may alternate with shifts to opposite directions
across multiple electoral periods (Budge 1994).

Table 1 summarises the descriptive statistics for the main variables
used in the analysis.

Results

We begin by presenting (Figure 1) the bivariate scatterplots of the change
in parties’ left-right positions and each of the two independent variables.
We note that although changes in party positions tend to be rather small,
as expected, shifts of between 0.5 to 1.0 points on the 0–10 left-right scale
are also common. The Congruence Gap Hypothesis is tested by the vari-
able measuring the distance between the mean partisan constituent pos-
ition and party’s position at the beginning of the time or electoral period.
The predictor variable capturing the shift in the mean partisan constituent
position is used to test the Supporter Change Hypothesis. The data from
CHES expert surveys and ESS are used for these scatterplots, but other
datasets show similar patterns.

Figure 1. Partisan constituent gap, mean partisan constituent change and party pol-
icy change.
Note: CHES for parties’ positions and ESS for voters’ positions. Years indicate the start of the period
for which change is measured. Partisan constituent gap measured as the difference between the
mean partisan constituent position and the party’s position.
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The first plot shows a clear positive relationship between the party-sup-
porter incongruence and subsequent shifts in parties’ positions, thus pro-
viding initial support for the Party Supporter Gap Hypothesis. Parties
whose supporters are mostly to the right of them tend to move rightward.
Conversely, parties with supporters to the left of them tend to shift left-
ward. This is an important finding given that the variation in both varia-
bles is moderate (Dalton et al. 2011; Dalton and McAllister 2015). More
specifically, the mean value of the absolute constituent gap is 0.76 and the
mean absolute change in parties’ left-right positions is 0.38. Parties rarely
undertake large changes in their ideological positions, but even when they
shift moderately they calibrate these changes to increase congruence with
their supporters. However, the second plot indicates a weaker positive
relationship between the change in the mean supporter position and the
change in party’s position. The Party Supporter Change Hypothesis is
thus less supported, a finding that is confirmed by the regres-
sion analyses.

Table 2 reports linear regression models for all three datasets
(CHESþESS; CHES and election surveys; and election surveys used for
both parties’ and voters’ positions). For each dataset, one model is fit
with party-supporter incongruence, second with party supporter change,
and the third one with both predictor variables. All models also include
the change in the mean independent voter position, the change in eco-
nomic growth, lagged change in party’s left-right positions and country
fixed effects (the latter are not reported). The data are nested within
country-time period dyads (when CHES data is used to measure parties’
policy positions) or electoral periods (when election surveys are a source
of information on parties’ left-right positions) as well as political parties
(all datasets). We therefore include random intercepts for these levels.

The results provide strong support for the Congruence Gap
Hypothesis. The partisan constituent gap variable is statistically signifi-
cant in all six models in which it is included. The size of the effects is
substantial. Specifically, for each point in the distance between the party
and its partisan constituents, the party shifts its position by somewhere
between 0.35 and 0.45 points. Thus, for example, if the mean supporter
position is one point to the right of the party’s position, all else equal
the party would shift its policy position to the right by 0.35 to 0.45
points. While this falls short of a one-to-one relationship between
incongruence and responsiveness (which is unlikely to be uncovered
even if it exists due to random error in the measures of parties’ and vot-
ers’ positions), the evidence strongly supports the notion that main-
stream parties substantially try to reduce such incongruence by moving
closer to their supporters.
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Importantly, the substantive size of the effects is moderately but con-
sistently larger in the models where the change in the mean partisan con-
stituent position is also an explanatory variable in comparison to the
models where this variable is excluded. The two explanatory variables are
moderately correlated (between �0.15 and �0.31 in the three datasets),
thus suggesting a partisan sorting process in which the supporters of the
party that are further away from its position either shift their positions
towards those of the party or change their party affiliation. Including
both variables in the regression analysis helps to isolate the direct effect
of party-supporter gaps on party policy shifts, without an offset created
by a party’s responsiveness to the change in the mean supporter position
towards its initial position that resulted from this gap. Nevertheless, even
when the party supporter change variable is excluded, the substantive
effects of party-supporter gap remain quite large (0.3–0.4 points).

The Party Supporter Change Hypothesis receives more limited empir-
ical support. The change in the mean partisan constituent position is stat-
istically significant in the models using CHES/ESS and election survey
data (Models 2, 3, 8 and 9), but not when CHES and election survey data
are combined (Models 5 and 6). The magnitude of the effect increases
when the party-supporter gap variable is included, thus eliminating the
omitted variable bias resulting from the mean supporter change variable
partially capturing the direct effect of party-supporter gaps on party pol-
icy changes. Where the variable is statistically significant, its effect is quite
large and ranges between 0.29 and 0.52.

Both substantive and methodological reasons can potentially account
for weaker support to the Party Supporter Change Hypothesis.
Substantively, parties face greater informational and organisational con-
straints to respond to shifts in supporters’ preferences. On the informa-
tional front, parties may struggle to collect and make sense of the signals
from their organisations and public opinion polls about the on-going
changes in their supporters’ preferences. Such informational challenges
are less present when parties have a few years perspective over public
opinion. Furthermore, parties may take time to develop policies in
response to public opinion as various actors in party organisations need
to agree to them. Methodologically, measures in the shifts in the
supporters’ preferences are more susceptible to random error as they use
small samples in two surveys. While this is also an issue for measuring
the distance between a party and its supporters, in the latter case it is
much less so because a single mass survey is used.

A separate methodological issue with the Party Supporter Change
Hypothesis is that shifts in supporters’ preferences might also be driven
by party policy shifts in line with the partisan sorting process (Adams
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et al. 2014).9 If such a partisan sorting process takes place, we should also
observe shifts in average supporter perceptions driven by actual parties’
positions. The lack of shifts in supporters’ perceptions would be hard to
imagine if they respond to parties’ policy shifts. In Online appendix 1 we
present evidence showing that the average supporter perceptions of parti-
es’ policy positions are indeed correlated with contemporaneous changes
in parties’ positions. While this evidence is also compatible with the party
responsiveness account (i.e. with parties responding to shifts in
supporters’ preferences, and supporters subsequently noticing party policy
change), it nevertheless questions the extent of empirical support for the
Party Supporter Change Hypothesis.

Another important finding that emerges from Table 2 is the lack of
support for the argument that parties respond to the shifts in the mean
independent voter position. This supports our expectations that main-
stream parties respond to representational strain by prioritising respon-
siveness to their partisan constituents as opposed to independent voters
and is in line with empirical evidence showing substantial distance
between parties and the mean independent voter (Rohrschneider and
Whitefield 2012). Even if responding to independent voters might provide
electoral benefits, it is a challenge due to the heterogeneity in the prefer-
ences of independent voters.

With regard to control variables, we find strong effects of economic
growth when using the CHESþESS data, but less so for the other two
datasets. Lagged policy change has a consistent negative effect across all
models, in line with the findings in the literature, although the coefficient
of this variable is statistically significant in only some of the models.
Interestingly, the effect of the lagged dependent variable weakens when
the constituent gap variable is included in the models. This suggests a
plausible interpretation for the tendency of parties to alternate the direc-
tion of shift in consecutive elections (Budge 1994). For example, observ-
ing at time t that most of its supporters are to the right of its position, a
party shifts to the right between t and tþ 1 to close this gap. However,
subsequently at time tþ 1 the party may find itself to the right of many
of its supporters. This could be because the party shifted too much to the
right and/or, in line with the partisan sorting argument, many of its more
rightist supporters responded to the gap at time t by either switching their
support to another party or adopting more leftist positions in the period
between t and tþ 1. Observing the new gap at tþ 1, the party moves to
the left in the period between tþ 1 and tþ 2.

We present several robustness cheques in the appendices.10 Online
appendix 2 shows the set of analyses in which we use mean party voter
position when testing our two key hypotheses. Furthermore, the shift in
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the mean voter position is used in these analyses. The results still indicate
strong support for the Party Supporter Congruence Gap Hypothesis: the
distance between the mean voter position and party’s position remains
statistically significant for all models. The strength of the effects is how-
ever somewhat weaker in all models of mainstream parties, thus support-
ing the argument that these parties first and foremost respond to their
partisan constituents as opposed to independent voters who voted
for them.

The change in the mean party voter position is statistically significant
for all three datasets (as long as the party-voter gap variable is also
included). However, given the potential endogeneity of this effect, we con-
sider the support for this hypothesis as mixed.

Importantly, the shift in the mean voter position does not have a stat-
istically significant effect on the change in parties’ policy in any of the
models. This complements our main findings about the lack of party
responsiveness to the mean independent voter, and reinforces our finding
showing no support for the expectation that mainstream parties respond
to the central tendency of the electorate as operationalised by the mean
voter position or the mean independent voter.11

Online appendix 3 presents series of analyses testing these relationships
with regard to niche parties. The key finding from these analyses is
weaker or no support for the Party Supporter Congruence Gap
Hypothesis for the parties with a niche profile.12 This supports the find-
ings of Bischof and Wagner (2020: 392), who argue that parties with
niche issue focus ‘will mostly be interested in their core issue and will
therefore pay less attention to public opinion change on the broader left-
right dimension’. Further, no evidence was found on the interactive effect
of other conceptions of party nicheness.

Online appendix 4 shows analyses that also control for party family.
Online appendix 5 shows ordinal regression analyses that use a three-cat-
egory variable (statistically significant change to the left; no statistically
significant change; statistically significant change to the right). To establish
the statistical significance of change, we compare mean party placements
by experts (CHES data) and voters (election survey data) using one-way
t-tests. Online appendix 6 shows the analyses with a party’s position at
time point tþ 1 as the dependent variable while controlling for a party’s
position at time point t. Online appendix 7 shows analyses for the subset
of the data in which CHES expert surveys were conducted in election years
or one year later. Online appendix 8 show linear regression models with
robust standard errors clustered by elections. The estimates from all of
these models are similar to those reported in Table 2 of the manuscript.
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Conclusion

This article qualifies much of the received wisdom about party respon-
siveness to shifts in the left-right ideological orientation of citizens in
European democracies (cf. Adams 2012). Consistent with O’Grady and
Abou-Chadi (2019), we find no evidence that mainstream parties respond
to changes in the average position of the general electorate in our analysis
of 14 Western European democracies between 1999 and 2014. Instead, we
report that mainstream parties display a different form of responsiveness
by attempting to close pre-existing ideological congruence gaps between
themselves and their partisan constituents. These findings support our
theoretical expectations derived from research on mass-elite congruence
(Golder and Ferland 2018), party alignments (Rohrschneider and
Whitefield 2012) and spatial party competition (Adams et al. 2005).

We note that our findings differ from the expectations derived from
previous research on the dynamic responsiveness of political parties in
Western Europe. Since our empirical focus was on the 21st century, we
can only speculate why this could be the case. We consider that our the-
oretical logic is applicable to earlier eras of party competition. At the
same time, we note that party fragmentation and realignment have altered
party systems to a substantial degree. Mainstream parties in the early 21st
century rarely receive above 30 percent of the vote, and formerly domin-
ant centre-left parties experienced existentially dramatic electoral declines
in, for example, France, Italy and the Netherlands. The canonical research
on party responsiveness in this region uses data that precede these more
recent developments. Our analysis, in contrast, focuses almost exclusively
on the early part of the 21st century.

In addition to different time periods, the present analysis uses different
data sources to estimate the positions of both the public and parties than
the earlier research. The European Social Survey, a central source of
information for the public in our article, was not available prior to 2002,
and the majority of previous research operationalised party positions
exclusively through manifesto data. Although our findings diverge from
the research on public opinion and party policy change in important
ways, we have more confidence in the somewhat unconventional con-
clusions we present because they are based on three distinct datasets
that operationalise our key concepts differently yet still yield similar
results. This last point is particularly striking and important given evi-
dence that alternative measures of party shifts correlate less strongly
than expected (Adams et al. 2019) and that voter and particularly party
positions are rather stable, and positional shifts tend to be small
(Dalton et al. 2011; Dalton and McAllister 2015; Hooghe and Marks
2018). In sum, our analyses, based on a variety of data sources, return
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a consistent lack of support for the idea that Western European polit-
ical parties follow shifts in the overall mean voter position, and lead us
to reject this hypothesis.

Incorporating a fuller range of the diverse sources of information on citizen
preferences and party positions within studies of mass-elite representation is a
central recommendation for future research given its fruitful application here.
Another would be to further push the integration of congruence and respon-
siveness research, bodies of literature that have existed in close parallel with
one another yet directly engage to a surprisingly limited degree. Such efforts
could also extend back to earlier time periods than the one covered here, even
if such an endeavour presents important methodological challenges for meas-
uring party-voter congruence. Finally, our results invite additional scrutiny
based on analyses within a multidimensional setup (following, e.g., O’Grady
and Abou-Chadi 2019). Although we focus on mainstream party responsive-
ness on the left-right dimension within this article, we fully expect niche par-
ties could be and probably are more responsive on dimensions more central
to their party brand or on which mainstream parties are constrained (Hooghe
and Marks 2018; Rohrschneider and Whitefield 2016; Williams and Spoon
2015). Our results highlight the importance of studying party-voter congru-
ence and responsiveness in tandem when assessing political representation in
the early decades of the 21st century.

Notes

1. The opposite direction of causal relationship – voters taking cues from
parties’ positions – is of course important to consider. We discuss this
possibility in the results section.

2. In line with most literature on the effect of public opinion on party policy,
we use the mean as a statistic of the central point in the voter distribution.

3. We also find these theoretical results compatible with the idea of this type
of responsiveness throughout the post-war period. Since the 20th century is
not our empirical focus, we avoid making a strong claim on this.

4. Other static models of party competition (e.g. Cox 1990) also imply that
higher fragmentation increases parties’ policy extremity. Further, a dynamic
model of party competition (Laver and Sergenti 2012: 143–144) shows that,
when the number of parties is high, the Aggregator strategy (taking the
mean position of party supporters) brings higher or at least the same
electoral success as vote-seeking strategies.

5. But see also Fernandez-Vazquez (2014).
6. At the time of writing this article, the UK was a member state of the EU.

Luxembourg is the only country in EU-15 not considered.
7. Rohrschneider and Whitefield (2012: 26) report that 45% of the voters in

Western Europe are independents. This is in line with our data. The shift
in the mean independent voter position correlates with the shift in the
mean voter position at 0.6 (ESS) and 0.81 (election surveys). In the
additional models that use the mean party voter position we follow the
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literature on responsiveness (e.g. Adams et al. 2004) by using the change
in the mean voter position and find results substantively similar to our
primary analysis.

8. We do not expect for our hypotheses to be supported for niche parties. To
test this expectation empirically, we present in the appendices the same set
of models for niche parties. The greens, radical right, regionalist,
confessional and radical left parties were coded as niche parties. This
inclusive approach to the coding of niche parties reduces the possibility
that our main analyses capture parties that are characterised by at least
some of the niche party characteristics summarised by Bischof and
Wagner (2020) (policy-seeking goals, activist dominance, and ideological
nicheness) to at least a moderate extent. Online appendix 3 presents the
results of the models using both mainstream and niche parties in which
three variables of public opinion (party-constituent incongruence, change
in the preferences of party constituents, and change in the positions of the
mean independent voter) are interacted with each of the three niche party
characteristics.

9. Such endogeneity concerns are not an issue when testing the Party
Congruence Gap Hypothesis because incongruence between parties’ and
voters’ positions are measured prior to the change in party’s policy.

10. Besides these tests, we also examine the possibility that parties in opposition
and parties functioning under more proportional electoral systems are
more responsive to their supporters. The effect of opposition party
status was present (in terms of increasing responsiveness to party
supporter gap) in one set of analysis (CHESþESS), but not others. The
results for electoral system (measured by the natural logarithm of mean
district magnitude) showed lower responsiveness to party supporter gap
under more proportional systems, but this finding was driven by the
Netherlands, and disappeared entirely once this country was excluded
from analysis.

11. We examine responsiveness to the general electorate by examining shifts in
the mean (independent) voter position. As mentioned in the research design
section, this follows what is the most established empirical approach in
relevant literature. In additional set of models not reported here we also
include the gap between the party’s position and the mean (independent)
voter position. These variables had no effect in any of the models.

12. These parties are defined and measured as parties ‘competing on niche
market segments neglected by their competitors and not discussing a broad
range of these segments’ (Bischof and Wagner 2020: 394).
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