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Introduction 

This paper pursues three broad research questions. On the most general level, we are 

interested in the effectiveness of political parties in EU electoral politics. There are two 

aspects of this very general question that are empirically somewhat more accessible. The 

first concerns the ability of political parties to effectively communicate their issue posi-

tions and policy concerns to the citizenry. Do citizens perceive the electoral messages of 

political parties in such a way that they can decode them in terms of generalised policy 

positions, or ideologies?  

 

Many theories of issue voting assume exactly this: that voter perceptions of party posi-

tions reflect to some degree the policies and issue stands of these parties. Already in 

1957 Anthony Downs highlighted the information costs that are involved here, and re-

ferred to ideology as a cost saving device. In EU politics, those generalised issue or ideo-

logical positions are related to the left-right and the independence-integration dimension. 

We will analyse whether citizens are able to translate the electoral communications of 

parties in those generalised issue positions. By doing so, we will also explore the sub-

stantive meaning, or policy content, of these two dimensions. What exactly is it that 

defines whether a party is perceived to lean more to the left or to the right, or whether it 

is perceived to be closer to the independence or to the integration pole of the ideological 

spectrum?  

 

There is another aspect of our general research question which we can empirically assess:  

the relative ability of political parties to govern the issue positions and policy preferences 

of their candidates. This is no less important than parties’ ability to communicate their 

messages to the voters. Candidates are the spokespersons of political parties in the 

electoral campaign “on the ground”. Parties therefore need to make sure that their local 

candidates are speaking in accord with the main party line. This paper will establish how 

well they manage to do this.  

 

It is the argument of this paper that this kind of questions can be answered by referring 

to the issue emphases and policy positions that parties advocate in their manifestos. We 

will show that citizens’ perceptions of the location of political parties – on the left-right 

and the independence-integration dimension – are to a considerable degree associated 

with the content of these parties’ election manifestos. Moreover, we will demonstrate 

that the positions of the local candidates of political parties on these two dimensions can 

be understood as a reflection of the content of the election manifesto of their parties. 

Our general approach to address these questions will first identify the latent dimensions 

of these parties’ programmatic issue and policy statements; second, predict on this basis 
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citizens’ perceptions of political parties’ left-right and independence-integration positions 

as secured in the cross-sectional surveys of the European Election Study 2009;  and 

third, use these same latent dimensions in political parties’ election manifestos to predict 

the self-locations of the local candidates on the left-right and the independence-

integration dimension.  

The structure of the paper then is straightforward. We will first review the available 

scholarship in this area and formulate three broad hypotheses that will guide our data 

analysis. We will proceed by discussing our data base and the design and the metho-

dology of our analysis. This will be followed by the presentation of our empirical findings. 

A conclusion will review the main findings and specify some directions for further re-

search.  

 

Previous Research and Hypotheses 

The EU political space has been structured by two generalised policy dimensions. One is 

the well-known left–right dimension which expresses a host of salient issue conflicts in 

terms of one common denominator (e.g. Laponce 1981; van der Eijk and Schmitt 2010). 

The other dimension organises political preferences that range from national indepen-

dence to European integration (e.g. Hix et al. 2007). These two dimensions used to be 

independent from one another so that a particular position on one dimension (say 

somewhere on the ‘left’) did not imply a particular position on the other (say near the 

‘national independence’ pole; e.g. Schmitt and Thomassen 2009). 

We argue that these two generalised policy dimensions serve as heuristics. Heuristics, 

under conditions of imperfect information, help citizens to take rational decisions (e.g. 

which party to vote for) that are still based on their own specific issue positions and 

policy preferences (Downs 1957; Sniderman, Brody & Tetlock 1991). This is why they 

are sometimes referred to as “super issues” which can serve as summary indicators of a 

broad range of diverse issue positions and policy concerns (Inglehart & Klingemann 

1976).  

We believe that citizen perceptions of the issue emphasis and policy positions of political 

parties have their basis in the actual behaviour of parties. Of course, parties behave in 

different arenas: EU politics, national politics, and even sub-national politics. However, 

these distinctions become somewhat blurred by the very fact that the European Union is 

operating as a multi-level system of governance (Hooghe and Marks 2001), and party 

behaviour in one arena has its repercussions in other arenas. Our focus here is on 

parties’ public political pronouncements and, more in particular, on the contents of their 
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election manifestos. As we focus on the EU political arena, we will deal with the mani-

festos that parties issued at the occasion of the 2009 European Parliament election. This 

is not to say that these Euromanifestos are important as direct sources of information for 

the citizenry at large. We know well that citizens normally do not read election manifes-

tos. Still, those manifestos are important indirectly as their main messages are spread 

via the media, the commentariat and the political behaviour of party elites which itself – 

this is at least our assumption – to a large part informed by and based upon the political 

direction that has been commonly defined in the election manifesto of their party.  

Graph 1 illustrates our research design; the solid arrows in it are investigated in this 

paper. We distinguish three groups of actors in the EU electoral process – parties, candi-

dates and voters.1 Parties send policy (and personnel) messages to the voters, and we 

are interested in knowing what these messages are about and whether they are well 

received by the voters. The reciprocal effect, namely that voters respond to these mes-

sages by abstaining from the election or by participating and choosing one of the com-

peting parties, is a more traditional question of electoral research which however will not 

be addressed in the present paper.  

 

Graph 1 

Three Groups of Actors in the EU Electoral Process 

 

                                           send policy (& personnel) messages  

 national national 
  political electorates 
 parties                     respond according to their 
                                         preferences & predispositions 

 

                       recruit 
                       like-minded                                                      campaign 
                       men & women                                                  for votes 

                      

 

local party 
candidates 

 

                                          
1 We concentrate on the most obvious here, and even among those ignore one very significant actor – the 
media. The reason for that is the limitations that are imposed by the format of a conference paper.  
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Not only do parties send policy messages to voters; they also recruit local candidates 

which engage in the campaign in order to gain the support of as many voters as possible 

and ultimately, parliamentary representation. We expect these candidates to form 

groups of like-minded men and women, much as Flinn and Wirt have observed it many 

years ago for Ohio local party leaders (Flinn and Wirt 1965). The reason for this assumed 

like-mindedness is in the interest of political parties: they cannot afford to recruit candi-

dates with vastly differing issue orientations and policy preferences as this would threat-

en party unity and damage a party’s prospects for electoral success.   

Based upon this reasoning, we are interested here in the degree to which we can under-

stand the issue positions and policy preferences of local party candidates as a function of 

the content of their parties’ election manifestos. In other words: can we think of these 

local party candidates as the agents of their principal, that is: the party for which they 

are campaigning? And of course, there are again important questions related to the 

attitudes and behaviours of local party candidates which we can not address in this 

paper, like the campaign efforts and their relation to electoral success, to name but one 

of them.  

Based upon the above, we will test the following two hypotheses: 

H1 Citizens’ perceptions of political parties’ left-right and independence-integration 
positions are informed by the content of the Euromanifestos of the parties. 
 
H2 Candidates’ issue orientations and policy positions are determined by the content of 
the Euromanifestos of their parties. 
 
In addition, we expect that: 
 
H3: These relationships are context-specific. More in particular, we expect context vari-
ations both in the strength of the overall determination of left-right and independence-
integration perceptions of parties and in the relative importance of specific content 
dimensions in those predictions.  
 

This latter argument is particularly important with regard to the seven post-communist 

countries in our sample. While research on the meaning of left and right in post-commu-

nist countries is limited, there are some indications that it has been different and, in fact, 

reversed in comparison with the connotation that are customary in the Western world. 

“During perestroika the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ were inverted: the ‘left’ came to denote 

the free market democrats and liberals, and the ‘right’ the devotees of socialism and the 

communist system” (Sakwa 1996: 44; see also Colton 1998; Whitefield & Evans 1998; 

Markowski 1997; Park 1993).  
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Much the same holds for national independence and European integration. In Western 

Europe, EU orientations have progressively become associated with a felt need to pro-

tect, or demarcate, national economies and cultures from the effects of globalisation in 

general and of European integration in particular (Kriesi et al. 2008). In Eastern Europe, 

the situation seems to be different. After the (forced) integration of Eastern European 

countries in the USSR and the Warsaw Bloc came to an end, national independence is 

obviously a highly valued goal in post-communist politics which is not easily sacrificed on 

the altar of European integration (e.g. Jahn 2008). In addition, political expectations that 

Eastern Europeans associate with the European Union are of a particular kind, as the 

support for EU policy competences is often associated with the expectation that the EU 

might help to improve the deficient quality of national political and economic process 

(Schmitt 2007).  

 

Data, design and methods 

The overwhelming majority of analyses based on manifesto content is interested in 

estimates of the left-right positions of political parties (see e.g. Budge et al. 2001; Laver 

2001; Klingemann et al. 2007). This is not to say that these studies would agree on the 

best way to get there. Quite the contrary, the traditionalists – that is: the adherents of 

the expert coding school around Budge, Klingemann and others – are accused by a 

growing group of revisionists – around Laver, Benoit and others – that the MRG/CMP 

coding process lacks reliability and thus validity, and should therefore be replaced by 

computerized coding routines (e.g. Laver et al. 2003; Benoit et al. 2009). We do not 

follow the line of reasoning of these critics entirely, not least because computerized con-

tent analysis itself is not without problems. On the other hand, the CMP approach of 

estimating left-right positions of political parties has more problems – and arguably more 

important ones – than the questionable reliability of its content codes. Most importantly, 

it can hardly be justified to estimate those positions with a time- and space-invariant 

instrument – the so-called RILE index – which defines a priori what left and right means.  

The situation is not principally different regarding the independence-integration dimen-

sion. This dimension is obviously best covered in the Euromanifesto project which, how-

ever, accurately copied the strategy of content analysis from the MRG/CMP and now 

MARPOR project. Here as well, additive indices have been used to measure parties’ 

European integration policy which count the proportion of Euro-positive arguments in a 

Euromanifesto and subtract it from the proportion of Euro-negative arguments (e.g. 

Thomassen and Schmitt 2004; Wüst and Schmitt 2007; Schmitt and Thomassen 2009). 
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While the independence-integration dimension is arguably less complex than the left-

right dimension, this is still a somewhat “mechanical” approach with obvious limitations. 

In the following, we will proceed differently and confront the left-right and independen-

ce-integration positions of political parties and their candidates with the issue emphasis 

and policy position of those parties as stated in their Euromanifestos. Parties’ positions 

are established as citizens’ mean perception of those positions, while candidates’ posi-

tions are self-reported. We do this for all parties that contested the European Parliament 

election of 2009 and for which (a) a party manifesto for the 2009 election could be 

identified and coded; (b) questions have been included in the post-electoral voter sur-

veys asking for the position of the party on both dimensions; and (c) at least one 

candidate has been interviewed. 

The policy positions of parties are assumed to be reflected in their election programs, 

and more particularly in the coded form of the latter. These election programs have been 

subjected to systematic content analyses in the tradition of the MRG/CMP project. 

Coding categories are used to characterise each sentence (or in the case of complex 

sentences each argument, or quasi-sentence). When aggregated into proportions these 

codes represent the emphasis that parties place on the issues associated with the 

respective codes.  

We will attempt to explain citizens’ perceptions of party positions and candidates self-

locations from the issues and policies that the parties emphasize in their Euromanifestos. 

In principle we could do so by using the party and candidate positions as dependent vari-

able, and all the MRG/CMP content categories as independent variables. This has a num-

ber of disadvantages, however. First, the large number of independent variables that 

this would entail risks problems of estimation and interpretation owing to unavoidable 

multi-collinearity. This is aggravated by the already mentioned reliability problems of the 

MRG/CMP data, which partly originate in the substantive overlap between categories 

(Mikhaylov et al. 2008; Benoit et al. 2009; but see also Braun et al. 2009), and which 

would result in a considerable degree of capitalising on chance when using all categories 

as independent variables. Instead, we will rely on the latent structure underlying the 

manifest variables contained in the original coding categories, and use those latent di-

mensions in subsequent analysis as our predictors of perceived left-right and indepen-

dence-integration positions of political parties and their candidates.2  

                                          
2 Note that we utilised a version of the 2009 Euromanifesto data which differs in two important respects from 
the original data as they are made available from the PIREDEU website. One of the differences is that we 
ignore the level of government codes that are assigned to each argument. The second difference is that we 
inspected the distribution of each individual coding category and suppressed all categories that are used in less 
than 90 percent of all documents. These “suppressed”, or ignored, categories are typically those that have 
been newly included in 2009 as negative counterparts of originally positive categories (an example is the code 
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The latent structure of coded party manifestos can be analysed in a number of ways, the 

choice of which depends on assumptions about the character of the manifest and the 

latent variables, and about their relationships. If we assume the latent variables to be 

continuous, some kind of latent trait model is required, whereas latent class analysis is 

the relevant approach if we assume the latent structure to be categorical (nominal) in 

character.3  The manifest variables are in our analysis the proportion of arguments, 

relative to all coded arguments of a manifesto, that fall in a given substantive category; 

they are of an interval-character (albeit bounded by lower and upper limits of 0 and 1). 

Latent and manifest variables can be assumed to be linear, monotonous, or non-

monotonous. In the first two instances we can use factor-analytic or cumulative IRT-

models to investigate the latent structure, in the third instance ideal-point or vector-

preference models are the most appropriate choice.  

We expect the latent variables to be dimensional in character, which would reflect that 

parties and manifestos can be distinguished in gradations of ‘lower’ versus ‘higher’ in 

substantive issue and policy terms. We also expect a monotonous (possibly close to 

linear) relationship to exist between the manifest and the latent variables, so that some 

form of factor analytic approach seems viable.  

Factor analyses have been used in the past to investigate the structure of manifesto data 

(e.g. Budge et al. 1987; Strøm and Leipart 1989; Cole 2005; Petry and Pennings 2006; 

Schmitt & van der Eijk 2009; van der Eijk and Schmitt 2010; Wessels and Schmitt 2010). 

While not unequivocally supported (van der Brug 1997), this technique has been shown 

repeatedly to be able to extract the latent dimensions which structure the content codes 

of election manifestos. In this paper, we will use a principal components extraction of the 

four main factors. We decided to restrict the number of dimensions to four on substan-

tive grounds (no overlap between the factors) and by ignoring the widely used Eigen-

value >= 1 criterion, as was recently suggested by Costello and Osborne (2005).  

The voter perceptions of parties’ left-right and independence-integration positions are 

based on voter survey respondents’ answers to questions in which they were asked to 

locate the parties involved on an 11-point rating scale. We use the mean values of these 

responses, as they are available from the PIREDEU website, as a measure of central 

tendency.  

                                                                                                                                 
“peace negative”). Negative counterparts were newly included in the 2009 coding routine in order to allow for a 
strictly hierarchical coding procedure (for details see Braun et al. 2009).   
3 In the case of latent traits, we arrive at a depiction of parties and their manifestos in terms of positions on 
one or several (latent) dimensions, each of which runs from ‘low’ to ‘high’. In the case of latent classes, the 
analysis will lead to a characterisation of parties in terms of one or several nominal classifications, each of 
which distinguishes substantively different ‘types’  of  manifestos (hence types of parties).  

 8 



In contrast to our strategy to identify voter perceptions of party positions, we rely on 

self-placements on the left-right and independence-integration scales for these parties’ 

local candidates. We also analyse more specific issue orientations of candidates and how 

these are informed by their party’s Euromanifesto. The respective issue questions are 

documented in Appendix 2.  

The final aspect of the design of the analysis concerns the question how to determine the 

effect of latent dimensions on the left-right and independence-integration positions of 

political parties and their candidates. More in particular, we face the problem that issue 

saliencies and problem agendas differ widely between the EU member countries in the 

West and the East of the Union, and we must expect the latent dimensions of manifesto 

content to vary accordingly. There are basically two strategies for dealing with this. One 

is the extraction of four common factors for all – Eastern and Western – parties, and a 

regression analysis concentrating on East-West interactions of the main effects (i.e., the 

latent dimensions). The alternative strategy is to extract separate latent dimensions for 

Western and Eastern parties, and to run separate analyses for both classes of cases. We 

decided to choose the latter alternative for reasons of descriptive clarity even if the 

latent dimensions would not differ all that much.  

 

Excursus on the Dimensionality of the European Political Space 

Before we can do that, however, we need to take a brief look on the dimensionality of 

the European political space. The question we are pursuing here is whether positions on 

the left-right dimension and the independence-integration dimension are indeed inde-

pendent from one another. Would this not be the case, i.e. were these two dimensions 

more or less strongly correlated, our findings regarding the determinants of position 

taking on both dimensions would also be correlated. This would not invalidate our strate-

gy of analysis, but we should of course know about it and take it into account when 

interpreting our findings.  

The state of the art in this question points in the direction of independence. Hix cum suis 

(2007) identifies two orthogonal dimensions structuring the European political space. 

These two dimensions are characterised by left-right and independence-integration poli-

cies.  Based on their analysis of roll-call votes in the European Parliament, they maintain 

that the left-right dimension is increasingly gaining weight and importance over the 

independence-integration dimension. Based on different empirical evidence – namely 

national voter perceptions of national party locations – this conclusion was supported by 
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Schmitt and Thomassen (2009) for the 2004 election of the European Parliament.4 When 

we replicate this analysis for the 2009 election, we find hardly any difference to the 

situation in 2004 (Graph 2). With an R2 of “only” five percent, the locations of political 

parties on these two dimensions are still largely independent from one another. We ae 

well aware of the fact that this is somewhat counter-intuitive on the background of the 

recent Euro-sceptical upsurge of support for “populist new right” parties.  

 

 

Graph 2 

Left vs. Right and Integration vs. Demarcation: 
The Two Dimensions Are Still —Almost— Orthogonal 

 

 

 

 Source: European Voter Study 2009 (PIREDEU).  

 

 

                                          
4 See van der Eijk and Franklin (2004) for additional empirical evidence supporting the independence claim.  

 10 



The latent structure of party manifestos 

As discussed earlier, we use factor analysis to describe the content of parties’ manifestos 

in a limited number of dimensions of core importance. Obviously, a large amount of 

original detail is lost by doing so, and whether or not this matters can only be assessed 

when using the resulting dimensions as independent variables to explain how parties are 

perceived by citizens, and how these latent content dimensions are constraining the 

policy orientations of local party candidates. 

In the analyses reported here we conducted separate latent structure analyses for the 

Euromanifestos of Western and Eastern European parties respectively.5 Table 1 reports 

the results from these factor analyses. In both instances, we arrive at the same number 

of factors extracted, with a marginally less successful extraction for Western Euromani-

festos which captures somewhat less of the overall variance in the original 101 variables.  

It is very clear from the substantive meaning of the factors that the political agenda that 

parties address in their Euromanifestos is quite different in Western and Eastern Europe. 

The analysis of the 135 Western platforms reveals as a first and most important factor 

what we call “xenophobic Euro-Scepticism” – a syndrome of issue concerns that comes 

very close to the cultural dimension of the new structural cleavage between winners and 

loosers of globalisation that Kriesi cum suis are identifying in their 2008 book. The se-

cond factor combines two aspects – one political and one economic – of conservative or 

right-wing orientations: the emphasis on law and order and the military on one hand, 

and on laissez-faire economics on the other. The third factor represents a more traditi-

onal emphasis on European integration which combines the demand for increasing EU 

competences with clear economic connotations – against labour and for the Single Euro-

pean Market. And the fourth and final factor points in the direction of a protectionist 

European Union which holds up the principles of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). 

Eastern European politics is confronted with different challenges which are related, to a 

great deal, to the political and economic transformations from communist states to libe-

ral democracies and market economies. On this background, it does not really come as a 

surprise that our factor analysis of Eastern European Euromanifestos identifies a first and 

most important factor the content of which we can describe as “post-communist nostal 
                                          
5 We did so somewhat reluctantly, as from an abstract perspective we would prefer to use a single analyses for 
all manifestos. Such a pooled analysis would allow a unified regression analysis of all parties and all countries, 
in which interaction effects could be used to estimate differences in effects between countries or between kinds 
of parties. Actually, we did originally perform such an analysis, and it leads, by and large, to the same conclu-
sions as we derive in this paper from separate analyses for the two groups of countries. Yet, we decided on se-
parate analyses for two reasons. One relates to differences in the structure of residuals from the analyses, 
which could, in principle be modelled with higher-order interactions, but at the cost of clarity of presentation. 
The second reason is more important, however. Interpreting the substantive meaning of the factors derived 
from a pooled analysis is less clear-cut than in the case of the separate analysis. Moreover, comparing the 
results from the separate analyses shows very clearly, and in a way that is not captured by the pooled analy-
sis, the differences in the political agendas in both groups of countries. 
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Table 1 
 

 Meaning Dimensions in the Electoral Communication of Political Parties 
Competing in the 2009 European Parliament Elections 

(results from a factor analysis of Euromanifesto content categories) 

 

       Note: see Appendix 1 for details 

 

135 WESTERN EUROPEAN PARTIES (4 Factors, extracting 20,5 %  of variance of the original 
categories) 

Substantive interpretation of factors: 

1. Xenophobic Euro-Scepticism 

2. [against] Law and Order and Free Enterprise 

3. Economic Europe 

4. Protectionism and CAP 

 

61 EASTERN EUROPEAN PARTIES (4 Factors, extracting 23,2 %  of variance of the original 
categories) 

Substantive interpretation of factors: 

1. Post-communist Nostalgia 

2. [Green] Alternative Libertarianism 

3. Market Economy 

4. Capitalist Independence 

 

 

gia”. This dimension combines strong emphases against privatisation, for protectionism, 

and against decentralisation. There is an important negative reference to the military 

which might also be understood as reminiscence to the communist past. What follows is 

close to the first factor in the West: negative loadings for multi-culturalism & immigra-

tion, negative references to Europe in general and positive loadings for law and order 

and the preservation of a national way of life. The second Eastern factor is about alter-

native libertarianism (which is lacking the “green” element that Marks et al. in 2006 

described as the GAL end of the GAL-TAN dimension). Here, the emphasis is on gay and 

women’s rights and immigration and Turkey as an EU member, while Council competen-

ces, law and order, and the EU structural fund are looked at negatively. Third comes a 
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laissez-faire economy factor with some Euro-sceptical implication (e.g. regarding the 

competences of the Commission). Fourth and finally, we extract a factor “capitalist 

independence” which opposes transfers of powers to the EU, protectionism, market 

regulation, and the welfare state, and favours the support of the elderly.  

These are the four substantial factors that we extract each from the coding categories of 

West and East European parties’ EP election platforms (Euromanifestos) for the election 

of June 2009. We move on in order to establish whether those content dimensions are 

indeed helpful in our understanding of citizens’ perceptions of political parties’ place-

ments on the left-right and the independence-integration dimension, and the can indeed 

command the positioning of their candidates on those dimension (as well as on a variety 

of more detailed issue position).  

 

Manifesto content and public perceptions of party positions 

As explained earlier, we are interested in the extent to which citizens are able to 

“translate” the content of the Euromanifestos of political parties into their perceptions of 

the left-right and independence-integration position of these parties, in other words: 

whether parties are indeed able to communicate via their manifestos policy concerns to 

the citizenry at large, as our first hypothesis proposes. In order to answer this question 

and to test this hypothesis, we use the factors reported in Table 1 as condensed 

summaries of those concerns. The perceived positions of political parties on the left-right 

and the independence-integration dimension are derived from the voter study of the 

2009 European Election Study (PIREDEU), as discussed earlier. To assess the relation-

ship between the two, we use OLS regressions. Table 2 reports the results of these 

regressions.  

The first panel of that table reports the results for Western European parties. The fin-

dings indicate that manifesto content related to “xenophobic Euro-Scepticism” contri-

butes strongly to the perceptions of parties on both the left-right and the independence-

integration dimension: it pulls parties to the right-hand pole of the left-right dimension 

and, even somewhat more forcefully, to the independence pole of the independence-

integration dimension. Manifesto content that contributes to the “law and order and free 

enterprise” factor pulls a party to the right, and somewhat less significantly, to the Euro-

positive or integrationist side. Euromanifesto arguments constituting the “Europe of the 

Economy” factor pull political parties both to the right and to the integrationist side. And 

finally, manifesto content that contributes to the “Protectionism & CAP” factor is not 

significantly contributing to left-right perceptions of parties, while it pulls parties modest- 
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Table 2 

Euromanifesto Content Dimensions Predict Voter Perceptions of Party Locations  
in the Two-Dimensional Policy Space of the EU 

(figures are betas and R-squares) 
 
 

Western EU Member Countries (n=135 parties) 

 

           Left          

-Right 

Independence 

-Integration 

Xenophobic Euro-Scepticism  .45 -.55 

Law & Order and Free Enterprise (negative) -.44 -.28 

Europe of the Economy (positive) .48 .41 

Protectionism and CAP (positive) -.11 (ns) -.24 

 

R-square 

 

.56 

 

.57 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eastern EU Member Countries (n=61 parties) 

 

           Left          

-Right 

Independence 

-Integration 

Post-Communist Nostalgia .22 (ns) -.21 (ns) 

[Green-] Alternative-Libertarian (GAL) -.28 .40 

Market Economy .37 .09 (ns) 

Capitalist Independence                                .24 .15 (ns) 

 

R-square 

 

.28 

 

.23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 Sources: Voter Survey and Manifesto Study of the 2009 European Election 
        Study (PIREDEU) 
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ly to the independence side. All in all, manifesto content as we identify it here accounts 

for 56 percent of the variance in left-right perceptions of parties, and for 57 percent of 

the variance in the perceptions of their independence-integration positions.  

Things are very different when we move on to Eastern European parties in the second 

panel of Table 2. Predictive success is much less impressive here with 28 percent 

explained variance in left-right perceptions and 23 percent explained variance in 

independence-integration perceptions. Political parties in post-communist politics are 

less stable, therefore perhaps less effective regarding their electoral communication 

efforts, and evidently much less clearly defined as far as their policy profile is concerned 

(see van der Eijk & Schmitt 2010 and Schmitt & Scheuer 2011 for similar results). This 

confirms our third hypothesis which postulates that context does indeed make a 

difference.  

Left-right perceptions here are most clearly shaped by manifesto content that contri-

butes to the “market economy” factor (identifies rightist positions), “alternative liber-

tarianism” (identifies leftist positions), and “capitalist independence” (identifies rightist 

positions). The most important manifesto content dimension for East European parties, 

“post-communist nostalgia”, contributes neither to left-right nor to independence-

integration” perceptions of party placements.  

The only significant predictor for the positions of East European parties on the inde-

pendence vs. integration dimension is manifesto content that contributes to the 

“alternative libertarianism” factor.  

 

Manifesto content and the policy positions of local party candidates  

Can the manifesto content of political parties indeed constrain the issue orientations and 

policy positions of their candidates, as our second hypothesis postulates? We test this by 

matching the four manifesto content factor of each of our parties to the survey respon-

ses of these parties’ local candidates in order to use the former to predict the latter. We 

use again the OLS algorithm, with candidates’ issue orientations as dependent variables 

and their party’s Euromanifesto content dimensions as independent variables. Table 3 

reports the findings of those regressions, again separately for Western and Eastern 

European parties’ local candidates.  

What we find is very striking. While predicting individual policy positions of local party 

candidates rather than aggregate perceptions of party positions on our two generalised 

policy dimensions, we find almost identical results as before. What differs is the predict- 

 15 



Table 3 

Euromanifesto Content Dimensions Predict These Parties Candidates’ Locations  
in the Two-Dimensional Policy Space of the EU 

(figures are betas and R-squares) 
 
 

Western EU Member Countries (n=824 candidates) 

 

           Left          

-Right 

Independence 

-Integration 

Xenophobic Euro-Scepticism  .46 -.51 

[against] Law & Order and Free Enterprise -.38 -.15 

Europe of the Economy .24 .30 

Protectionism and CAP -.21 .06 (ns) 

 

R-square 

 

.47 

 

.46 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eastern EU Member Countries (n=179/178 candidates) 

 

           Left          

-Right 

Independence 

-Integration 

Post-Communist Nostalgia .11 (ns) -.30 

[Green] Alternative Libertarianism (GAL) -.15 .23 

Market Economy .43 .10 (ns) 

Captitalist Independence                                .36 -.04 (ns) 

 

R-square 

 

.36 

 

.15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                  Sources: Candidates Survey and Manifesto Study of the 2009 European  
                  Election Study (PIREDEU) 
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tive power of the four factors that summarise manifesto content. As one would have 

expected due to the change from the aggregate to the individual level of analysis, factors 

prove to be somewhat less powerful predictors of candidates’ policy positions in three 

out of four regressions (left-right for Western candidates, and independence-integration 

for both Western and Eastern candidates), but proportions of explained variance are still 

substantial. Interestingly enough, manifesto content as represented by our four factor 

solution predicts the left-right positions of Eastern local party candidates better (R2=.36) 

than it does predict public perceptions of these parties’ left-right placements (R2=.28). 

This seems to suggest that the characteristic lack of predictive success for Eastern 

European parties does not originate primarily in a weak definition of what left and right 

means in post-communist politics, but in the lack of public knowledge of parties’ policy 

positions. Candidates know the programs of their parties better than voters do which is 

probably why their content dimensions are more closely associated with these candida-

tes left-right self-positioning.  

We move on to our final analytical step and test whether the content of political parties’ 

Euromanifestos does not only constrain generalised policy positions of candidates but 

also their more specific issue positions. Table 4 shows the result of these regressions. By 

and large, we still find substantial proportions of variance in West European candidate 

positions explained by their parties’ manifesto content, with an average of 35 percent a 

maximum of 45 percent (for the issue of state ownership of major public services). 

However, explained variance is very modest for East European candidates with an 

average of 13 percent and a maximum of 22 percent (again for state ownership of major 

public services).  

 

Implications  

We can summarise the implications of our findings in a small number of propositions. 

First, how citizens perceive the policy positions of political parties is strongly related to 

the content of the party manifestos. That supports the assumption that parties’ policy 

messages as stated in their Euromanifestos are well received. However, this relationship 

is much stronger in Western European countries than in Eastern European ones, but in 

all these countries public perceptions are significantly shaped by the policy and issue 

positions of parties. This is a prerequisite for the ability of elections to impact on the 

course of government policy, or, in other words, for the democratic meaningfulness of 

elections. As this relationship is observed between data from two entirely different 

sources (manifestos on the one hand, and voter and candidate surveys on the other), it 

cannot be dismissed as an endogeneity artefact. Of course, this relation does not arise  
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Table 4 

 Euromanifesto Content Dimensions of Political Parties  
Predict Issue Orientations of These Parties Candidates 

(figures are % explained variance) 
 

   Western Europe Eastern Europe 

immigrants must adapt 27,5 14,5 

women decide on abortion 43,6 8,0 

no politics intervention in economy 30,9 14,1 

harsher sentences for crime 34,6 20,1 

redistribution of wealth  21,8 3,9 

authority taught in schools 22,5 7,8 

EU referendums 28,6 10,7 

women cut down for family 40,0 16,5 

reduce immigration  23,4 14,8 

private enterprises solve problems 32,5 8,7 

prohibit same sex marriages 24,8 14,3 

major public services in state ownership 44,6 21,6 

 
mean proportion of explained variance 

 
35,4 

 
12,8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      
                     Sources: Candidates Survey and Manifesto Study of the 2009 European  
                     Election Study (PIREDEU). See Appendix 2 for exact question wordings.  

 

from citizens reading manifestos and reflecting upon them. Rather, it attests to the 

capacity of the ‘public sphere’ with its myriad of explicit and informal communications to 

transmit the core of parties’ positions about issues and policies.  

A second implication of our analyses is that parties are effectively constraining the policy 

and issue orientations of their local party candidates. Parties are selecting their candida-

tes at least also on ideological and policy grounds so that we indeed find groups of like-

minded people. While the overall level of determination is somewhat weaker here, this 

seems to be more than balanced by the fact that we are analysing individual level data 

rather than public perceptions of party positions in the aggregate. This finding, it seems 

to us, is particularly important in view of the party decline literature which suggests that 
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candidates are becoming more important as electoral cue givers than their  political 

parties (Schmitt 2010; Zittel & Gschwend 2008).  

A third implication of our findings is that positions on the left-right dimension and the 

independence-integration dimension, while being independent from one another, can be 

understood by the same set of manifesto content dimensions. Xenophobic euro-

scepticism for example does contribute to the left-right perception of parties (by pulling 

parties to the right) as it does contribute to the independence-integration perception (by 

pulling parties towards independence). The fact that these dimensions today are 

orthogonal is not a given thing, but rather a reflection of the fact that for the time being 

factors contributing to both dimensions are balancing. This must not remain to be the 

case, however. It would be a dramatic development if this happy state of affairs would 

seriously change, if the independence-integration dimension would become stronger 

associated with the left-right dimension. This would drastically reduce room for package 

dealing and compromising in EU politics, and would possibly put the continued well-

functioning of the European Union into question.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Factor Structures of the Manifesto Content Categories 

 

(Western and Eastern European Parties Separately)
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Table A1 
Results of a factor analysis of the content categories of the 2009 Euromanifestos  
Western European parties only (n=135). Factor loadings >=.45 are documented.  

 xenophobic 
Eurospeticism 

law & order and free
enterprise[against] 

economic 
Europe [for] 

protectionism  
and CAP [for] 

Turkey EU member (-) .68    

immigration (-) .68    

Europe/EU in general (-) .68    

transfer of powers (-) .61    

nat way of life (+) .59    

EU enlargement (-) .56    

multi-culturalism (-) .53    

EP competences (-) .48    

labour groups (-) .46    

exec & admin efficiency (-) .46    

peace (+) -.45    

law & order (+)  -.65   

military (-)    .56   

incentives (+)  -.50   

productivity (+)  -.48   

free enterprise (-)    .48   

Europe/EU in general (+)   .59  

competences EC (+)   .48  

labour groups (+)   -.47  

single market (+)   .46  

protectionism (-)      -.69 

agric & farmers (-)      -.52 

human rights (+)      -.45 

variance of original  
indicators extracted (%) 

 
6.76 

 
4.85 

 
4.62 

 
4.29 

 
Source: Euromanifestos Data 2009 (PIREDEU). The original data set has been “cleaned”  
in such a way that content categories are analysed only if they are used in at least 10 
percent of all documents that are included in the analysis. The content categories that fail 
meeting this criterion are mostly “artificial” negative counterparts that were included to 
allow a strictly hierarchical coding routine -- an example would be the category “peace 
negative”.  See Braun et al. (2009) for a documentation of the revised coding procedure 
for the 2009 study.  Reported in the above table are the loadings of the orthogonally 
(=varimax) rotated component matrix. Oblique rotations were also run in order to test 
whether the dimensions are actually orthogonal. 

 24 



Table A2 
 

Results of a factor analysis of the content categories of the 2009 Euromanifestos.  
Eastern European parties only (n=61). Factor loadings >=.45 are documented.  

 post-communist 
nostalgia 

green-alternative- 
libertarian (GAL) 

market  
economy 

capitalist 
independence 

privatisation (-) .90    

protectionism (+) .89    

decentralisation (-) .89    

military (-) .87    

multi-culturalism (-) .86    

Europe/EU in general (-) .77    

immigration (-) .58    

law & order (+) .53    

nat way of life (+) .47    
homosexuals (+)  .84   

competences Council (-)  .66   

immigration (+)  .66   

law & order (-)  .65   

women (+)  .55   

corporatism (+)  .54   

Turkey EU member (+)  .53   

EU structural fund (-)  .50   

social justice (+)   -.73  

labour groups (+)   -.68  

free enterprise (-)   -.68  

competences EC (-)   -.52  

eco orthodoxy (-)   -.49  

transfer of powers (-)    .65 

protectiomism (-)    .58 

market regulation (-)    .56 

elderly (+)    .53 

FSR (-)    .52 

welfare state (-)    .51 

 
variance of original  
indicators extracted (%) 

 
6.66 

 
5.66 

 
5.49 

 
5.39 

 

Source: Euromanifestos Data 2009 (PIREDEU). The original data set has been “cleaned” in such a 
way that content categories are analysed only if they are used in at least 10 percent of all docu-
ments that are included in the analysis. The content categories that fail meeting this criterion are 
mostly “artificial” negative counterparts that were included to allow a strictly hierarchical coding 
routine -- an example would be the category “peace negative”.  See Braun et al. (2009) for a 
documentation of the revised coding procedure for the 2009 study.  Reported in the above table 
are the loadings of the orthogonally (=varimax) rotated component matrix. Oblique rotations were 
also run in order to test whether the dimensions are actually orthogonal. 
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Appendix 2 
 

Issue List Included in the Candidates Survey 
 

 
(Answering categories: stongly agree, agree, neither/nor, disagree, strongly disagree) 
 
1. Immigrants should be required to adapt to the customs of[country] 
2. Private enterprise is the best way to solve [country’s] economic problems 
3. Same‐sex marriages should be prohibited by law 

4. Major public services and industries ought to be in state Ownership 
5. Women should be free to decide on matters of abortion 

6. Politics should abstain from intervening in the economy 

7. People who break the law should be given much harsher sentences than they are these days 
8. Income and wealth should be redistributed towards ordinary People 
9. Schools must teach children to obey authority 

10. EU treaty changes should be decided by referendum 

11. A woman should be prepared to cut down on her paid work for the sake of her family 

12. Immigration to [country] should be decreased significantly 

 


