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Introduction  

This paper pursues two broad research questions. One of them relates to citizens’ 

perceptions of the policy profile of political parties. Many theories of issue voting, for 

example, take for granted that these perceptions reflect to some degree the policies and 

issue stands of parties. What generates these perceptions, and how well they actually 

reflect what parties stand for is one of our main concerns. Anthony Downs (1957) 

already highlighted the information costs that are involved here, and referred to ideology 

as a cost saving device. We will analyse whether and how political – and more in 

particular, electoral – communications of parties are translated in ideological positions 

which, in European contexts at least, are related to the left-right dimension. By doing so, 

we will explore the substantive meaning, or policy content, of the left-right dimension. 

What is it that defines whether a party is located somewhat more to the left or to the 

right in the perception of citizens? And are those “definitions” constant or dependent 

upon the socio-political context (including variations across systems, and over-time) in 

which parties and voters operate?  

 

We will demonstrate that these questions can be answered by referring to the issue 

emphases and policy positions that parties advocate in their manifestos. We will show 

that voters’ left-right perceptions of political parties are, to a considerable degree, 

associated with the content of these parties’ election manifestos. Our general approach 

to address these questions will confront voter perceptions of political parties’ left-right 

position as secured in National Election Studies’ surveys with the latent dimensions of 

these parties’ programmatic issue and policy statements.  

 

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

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

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

methodology 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 research.  

 

Previous Research and Hypotheses 

Ideologies have been described as heuristics which, even under conditions of imperfect 

information, help citizens to take rational decisions (e.g. which party to vote for) that are 

based on issue and policy preferences (Downs 1957; Sniderman, Brody & Tetlock 1991). 

This is why they are sometimes referred to as “super issues” which can serve as a 



summary indicator of a broad range of diverse issue positions and policy concerns 

(Inglehart & Klingemann 1976).  

While we know many of those ideologies,1 the spatial archetype of “left” and “right” is 

arguably the overarching and most important among them.2 This is due to the fact that, 

compared to those other ideologies, the left-right schema has one particular property: it 

is a moving target. The meaning components of left and right are not stable but variable 

over time and between polities. It has therefore been characterised as an “imperialistic 

political code” (Fuchs & Klingemann 1989) which is able to adjust to the variations in 

issue agendas over time and between countries. This adjustment is made possible by a 

gradual integration of new elements in the established meaning repertoire of left and 

right, and the disappearance of elements that have become irrelevant in competition for 

power and policy direction. Such a change of meaning elements can be understood as a 

function of changes in (a) their salience and (b) their alignment with one or the other 

side of the struggle for political power.  

The question is how citizens and voters become aware of all of this. 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. One is parliament; another one is government and here, often more complicated, 

government coalitions; and a third is the public sphere of communication. Parties 

publicly declare policy goals in and out of government – the only difference being that 

government parties can be hold accountable on what they deliver while being in office, 

and opposition parties can not (at least not in the same but in a different and less 

stringent way). 

While we focus on parties’ public political pronouncements, and in particular on the 

contents of their election manifestos, we do not believe that manifestos are important as 

direct sources of information: citizens normally do not read election manifestos. 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 is 

informed by and based upon the political direction that has been commonly defined in 

the election manifesto of their party.  

Based upon the above, we expect that: 

H1 Citizens’ perceptions of political parties’ left-right positions are informed by the issue 
positions and policy concerns of those parties. 

                                          
1 We think here of many “isms” like Nationalism, Imperialism, Racism, Liberalism, Marxism, etc.  
2 This is certainly true for the political process in advanced industrial democracies of the Western world, while it 
is somewhat more problematic beyond those confines – we will address those problems in the following. 



 
In addition, we expect that: 
 
H2: These relationships are context-specific. More in particular, we expect context 
variations both in the strength of the overall determination of left right positions of 
parties and in the relative importance of specific policy and issue positions in those 
predictions.  
 

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

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

communist 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; Tavits & Letki 2009). 

 

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.  

We will proceed differently and confront citizens’ perceptions of the left-right position of 

political parties with policy positions of those parties as stated in their manifestos, in 

order to assess the extent to which perceptions can be understood as being based upon 



these positions. We do this for a series of elections for which the following empirical 

information is available: 

a) a national election study3 of which the questionnaire contains a set of items where 

respondents are asked to place the political parties in their country on a rating scale 

from left to right  

b) election manifestos for those same parties, coded according to the MRG/CMP coding 

scheme (discussed further below). 

This kind of information is in principle available for many elections in many countries. 

Particularly in view of data-preparation considerations we do not aspire in this paper to 

be all-encompassing, but rather to focus on a number of countries and elections for 

which we have sufficient contextual information to evaluate our findings in more than 

only statistical terms. We therefore focus on a set of countries that were part in two 

comparative research projects in which we are involved, the European Voter project (cf. 

Thomassen 2005),4 and its successor project, the True European Voter (TEV) (see: 

http://true-european-voter.eu/). The database of this comparative project is currently 

under construction, but will include eventually comparable information from National 

Election Studies for some 25 European countries. From this database we use 10 

countries, covering 49 elections, which provides information about 320 ‘cases’, i.e., 

parties in a specific election (see Table 1).5 The parties included in our analyses are 

nationally relevant parties. For the sake of simplicity, we define relevance as being 

represented in the national parliament as a result of the election under consideration.6 A 

small number of relevant parties are, in contemporary European political systems, not 

represented in the national parliament as a result of the electoral system used in the 

country – the prime example perhaps being the French extreme-right party Front 

National and the British UKIP and BNP – but overall we feel that representation in 

parliament is a fair approximation of relevance. 

 

                                          
3 We use here only data from national election studies that has been collected immediately following the 
respective national elections.  This is the  best point in time for our purposes. At that time, citizens have been 
exposed to prolonged and intense efforts from political parties and mass media to clarify what the diverse 
parties represent, so that public perceptions of issue emphases and ideological positions of political actors 
should be clearest at that point in time. Moreover, such information is at that moment not yet diluted by later 
political developments. 
4 This project contains comparable information from National Election Studies in six European countries: 
Norway, Sweden, Denmark, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and Germany. Across the six countries, five 
to six elections were covered on average for each country, and left-right perceptions were asked for an 
average of six relevant parties.  
5 The number of cases will be expanded in subsequent work, using the entire intersection of the TEV and 
MRG/CMP databases.  
6 We agree with Sartori (1976) that the political relevance of a political party is not only determined by its 
parliamentary representation but also by its capacity to influence, actively or passively, government formation 
and public policy. Yet, for the countries and period under study in this paper, we believe that this wider notion 
of political relevance is quite adequately captured by parliamentary representation.  



Table 1 

Election Years for which Left-Right Party Placements are Available: 
Western and Eastern Europe  

 

N S DK UK NL D 

2001 
1997 
1993 
1989 
1985 
1981 
1977 
1973 

2002 
1998 
1994 
1991 
1988 
1985 
1982 
1979 

2001 
1998 
1994 

2005 
2001 
1983 

2006 
2003 
2002 
1998 
1994 
1991 
1989 
1986 
1982 
1981 

2005 
2002 
1998 
1994 
1990 
1987 
1983 
1980 
1976 

 CZR HU PL SLO  

 1996 
 

2002 
1998 
1990 

2005 
2001 
1997 

2000 
 

 

 

 

The voter perceptions of parties’ left-right positions which we use are derived from 

post-electoral surveys of national electorates and consist of aggregates of respondents’ 

responses to questions to locate the parties involved on a 10 or 11-point left-right rating 

scale.7 Rather than the often used mean values of these responses, we use the inter-

polated median (accurate to two decimals) as a measure of central tendency, because 

this measure is less sensitive to response uncertainty and random error than the mean, 

and thus less centripetally biased (cf Van der Eijk 2001a).  

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. This 

flagship study of comparative party research applies an intricate coding scheme to party 

manifestos which distinguishes seven domains and 56 issue categories.8 These catego-

ries are used to characterise each sentence (or in the case of complex sentences each 

                                          
7 The aggregates of these responses have been made comparable by linear transformation of the scores on the 
10-point scale to their equivalent on the 11-point scale.  
8 For formerly communist countries, the coding scheme is even more refined by the usage of subcategories for 
a number of the 56 content categories. In our analyses, we collapsed these, so that the same set of 56 content 
categories pertains to all manifestos used in this study.  



argument, or quasi-sentence). When aggregated into proportions these codes represent 

the emphasis that parties place on the issues associated with the respective codes. 

Although the origin of this approach is located in saliency theory (Robertson 1976; 

Budge and Farlie 1983), it has become commonplace to use these coded manifestos for 

positioning political parties in terms of particular dimensions. One of the most well 

known ways to do so is the so-called RILE index ubiquitously used in analyses of 

MRG/CMP data (cf. Laver and Budge 1992; Klingemann et al. 2007). It is based on the 

difference in aggregate emphasis between a set of categories that have been proclaimed 

by the originators to represent ‘left’ issues or concerns, versus a set of categories that 

purportedly embody ‘right’ issues and concerns. We are not convinced by this approach 

because it represents a political perspective that the meanings of left and right are 

invariant of time and place, a position that we find untenable on theoretical as well as 

empirical grounds. Theoretically, the role and function of overarching conflict dimensions 

very much requires that they adapt to evolving political circumstances (Schattschneider 

1960). Silverman (1985) elaborated this notion and demonstrated how historically a 

variety of ideological ‘isms’ relate differently to left and right. Empirically, this adaptive 

capacity of the left-right dimension has been demonstrated in a variety of studies 

(including, e.g., Fuchs & Klingemann 1989; Bauer-Kaase 2001; Corbetta et al. 2009; 

van der Brug 1997; van der Eijk and Niemöller 1992).9 For these reasons, we will not 

employ the RILE index when confronting parties’ manifesto statements with citizens’ 

perceptions of the left-right positions of those parties. We prefer to determine the 

relevance of manifesto content in this respect on an empirical basis.  

We will attempt to explain perceived party positions from the issues and policies 

emphasized in parties election manifestos. In principle we could do so by using the 

perceived party position as dependent variable, and all the MRG/CMP content categories 

as independent variables. This has a number of disadvantages, however. First, the large 

number of independent variables that this would entail risks problems of estimation and 

interpretation owing to unavoidable multicollinearity. 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 

                                          
9 In an earlier paper (Schmitt and van der Eijk 2009) we demonstrated  that the relevance of  manifesto 
content categories varies significantly between countries and over time when using it to explain citizens’ 
perceptions of the left-right positions of political parties. That variation was limited, but that hardly could have 
been otherwise in view of the countries and time period under analysis: Western European countries only, from 
the mid-1970 to 2005. We expect, however, that the greater variety of countries under analysis in this paper 
would make the RILE assumption of temporal and spatial invariance even more problematic.  



original coding categories, and use those latent dimensions in subsequent analysis as our 

predictors of perceived left-right positions of political parties.  

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.10  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.11  

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

In this regard Strøm and Leipart (1989) provide a particularly instructive example 

because they use, in their article about the dynamic evolution of the ideological 

positioning of Norwegian parties, a two-stage factor analysis. This strategy of analysis is 

especially appropriate for data structures with a large number of manifest variables. The 

larger the number of variables used to describe a given kind of units, the more useful is 

a two- (or even higher order-) factor analysis for the identification of a small number of 

basic dimensions that describe the underlying structure of the phenomenon under 

                                          
10 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).  
11 Obviously, the results of our analyses can provide information which would refute these assumptions, in 
which case alternative specifications would have to be used. On the basis of first principles it is not difficult to 
argue that these assumptions cannot be correct, and that we should therefore not engage in factor analytic 
procedures at all. One could argue, for example, that the relationship between latent and manifest variables 
cannot be linear (or close to linear) because of the boundedness of the manifest variables, because they are 
ipsative (i.e., they are constrained to sum to 1) and because they express a proximity relationship, it would be 
more appropriate to assume an ideal-point relationship which would not fit a factor-analytic model. Yet, the 
question is not so much whether our assumptions are fully correct, but whether any violations are sufficiently 
serious to invalidate the approach chosen. That, however, is largely an empirical matter, and, as we will see, a 
pragmatic approach seems to find few serious objections against a factor analytic approach in the case of our 
data.  



study.12 A two-stage factor analysis (2SFA) is then the research tool that we will use to 

identify the basic dimensions in the issue emphases of political parties in the elections 

under study.13 We report the results of these analyses in the next section. 

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

of latent dimensions on the perceived left-right positions of political parties. At least two 

strategies come to mind. The more fashionable at the time of writing, is some form of 

multi-level or hierarchical linear modelling (HLM). Yet, the number of “level one” 

observations, i.e. the number of manifestos coded in a particular country in a particular 

election year would be too small for reaping the potential benefits of this approach. The 

principal alternative is multiple regression analysis with interactions, which controls the 

power of the main effects in different contests (Franzese 2005). We will thus regress the 

interpolated median of voters’ perceptions of left-right party positions (our continuous 

dependent variable) on the dimensions of issue emphasis of political parties identified by 

way of 2SFA.   

 

The latent structure of party manifestos 

As discussed earlier, we use two-stage 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 two-stage dimensions as independent variables to 

explain how parties are perceived by citizens in left-right terms. 

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

countries of Western and Eastern Europe respectively. We did so somewhat reluctantly, 

as from an abstract perspective we would prefer to use a single analyses for all mani-

festos. 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 conclusions as we derive in this 

paper from separate analyses for the two groups of countries. Yet, we decided on 

                                          
12 Higher-order factor analysis has also been used in the analysis of parties’ ideological and policy positions by, 
e.g., Cole (2005) and Petry and Pennings (2006). It is particularly useful when the number of manifest 
indicators is large, and when  they can be expected to be interrelated in intricate fashions. We feel that the 
analysis of electoral platforms of political parties is of this nature, with the manifest information is contained in 
56 different, but interconnected content categories.  
13 We used the following sequence of steps in the analyses. First we conducted a standard principal 
components based factor analysis, extracting all factors with eigenvalues >1, and subjecting these to a direct 
oblimin rotation. The factor scores on the resulting factors were subsequently used as new variables in the 
second stage of the factor analysis, again using the eigenvalue>1 criterion and oblimin rotation. The factor 
scores on the resulting rotated second-stage factors were used to characterise the cases (parties’ manifestos), 
and served as independent variables in our further analyses.  



separate 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 (at the first as 

well as at the second stage of the procedure) 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 analysis, the differences in the political agendas in both groups of countries.  

Tables 2 and 3 report results from the two-stage factor analyses in Western and Eastern 

European countries. In both instances, we arrive at approximately the same number of 

factors extracted in the first and the second stages of the procedure, with a marginally 

more parsimonious description for Western countries (which captures, however, 

somewhat less of the overall variance in the original 56 variables).  

 

Table 2 
Results from two-stage factor analysis on  

manifesto content categories; Western Europe 

 1st stage 2nd stage  

Number of factors extracted (eigenvalues > 1) 17 7 

Proportion of variance extracted  .671 .509 

Variance of original indicators extracted  .671 .342 

Substantive interpretation of 2nd stage factors: 

1. Opposition to Welfare State 

2. Opposition to Marxism; low emphasis on Democracy 

3. Opposition to European Integration 

4. Anti-Globalisation and Protection of National Welfare Arrangements 

5. Political Cohesion and Accord 

6. Peace and Economic Freedom 

7. New Politics  

 

It is exceedingly clear from the substantive character of the second stage factors that 

the political agenda addressed in party manifestos is quite different in Western and 

Eastern Europe. Not surprisingly, Eastern European countries are confronted with 



challenges related to political and economic transformation from communist states to 

liberal democracies and market economies (factors 1, 4, 5 and 8 in Table 3). Western 

European parties are also confronted with transitions, but of a different kind, relating to 

the impact of globalisation and European integration (factors 3 and 4 in Table 2). 

Obviously, this contrast cannot be regarded in black and white terms; there are obvious 

similarities between the two structures and the fact that the analyses have been 

conducted separately makes the resulting second stage factors difficult to compare in 

very precise terms. In spite of this, however, the differences are too stark to overlook, 

and they are perfectly intelligible in view of the different historical experiences of both 

groups of countries since World War II. Only by performing separate analyses is it 

possible to highlight so clearly these differences in the concerns addressed by political 

parties in Western and Eastern Europe.14  

Table 3 
Results from two-stage factor analysis on  

manifesto content categories; Eastern Europe 

 
 
Number of factors extracted (eigenvalues > 1) 

Proportion of variance extracted  

Variance of original indicators extracted  

1st stage 

19 

.814 

.814 

2nd stage  

8 

.537 

.445 

Substantive Interpretation of 2nd stage factors: 

1. Strong Democracy  

2. Marxism; Decentralisation; Green 

3. Domestic and European Cooperation 

4. Open Modern Society 

5. Open Private Economy 

6. National Independence, Justice and Wealth 

7. Planned Economy 

8. Modernisation of Economy and Military 

 

                                          
14 It is obvious that any decision to conduct separate analyses for groups of cases runs into a choice of 
demarcation criteria. We chose the contrast between Western and Eastern (previously communist) Europe. Yet, 
this does not imply that both groups of countries are perfectly homogeneous in the latent structure of 
manifesto content, nor that this particular distinction maximises the contrasts between the groups of countries 
that are distinguished. As a consequence, the analyses reported here demonstrate the extent to which 
differences in latent structures of manifesto content exist if we assume that the respective groupings of 
countries (and hence of parties) are meaningful. In view of historical circumstances that set them apart, we 
think that that is the case.  



The differences in latent structure of manifesto content between Eastern and Western 

Europe reflect the differences in the challenges that the respective groups of countries 

have to face in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. It is therefore likely that an over-

arching ideological dimension such as left-right will have a different meaning in both 

groups of countries, in exactly the same way as it acquired different meanings over time 

in the Western countries (cf. Fuchs & Klingemann 1990; Bauer-Kaase 2001; Corbetta et 

al. 2009; van der Brug 1997; van der Eijk and Niemöller 1992). Before assessing this 

expectation, however, we first consider the relationship between on the one hand the 

latent dimensions of manifesto content reported in Tables 2 and 3, and voters’ 

perception of the left-right position of political parties on the other.  

 

Manifesto content and left-right perceptions 

As explained earlier, we are interested in the question to what extent citizens’ 

perceptions of the left-right position of parties are informed by the issue and policy 

concerns of those parties. We use the two stage factors reported in Tables 2 and 3 as 

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

are derived from voter studies, as discussed earlier. To assess the relationship between 

the two, we use OLS regression.15 Table 4 reports the results of these regressions for 

Western European countries, Table 5 does the same for Eastern European ones.  

Starting with Table 4, we see clearly that citizens’ perceptions of the left-right position of 

parties can be explained to a considerable extent by the manifesto content of these 

parties: R-square exceeds 75%. In other words: how far to the left or to the right a 

political party’s position is perceived to be is a function of what that party emphasises in 

its manifesto. Of the various content dimensions that were identified by the two-stage 

factor analysis a single one only has no effect, the dimension relating to European 

integration. In other words, whatever it is that parties state in their manifestos about 

European integration, it has no systematic effect on how leftist or rightist parties are 

perceived to be. This is not entirely surprising in view of the fact that, at least in the 

eyes of citizens, parties’ position in left and right terms is unrelated to their position in  

                                          
15 In view of the nested nature of the data (particular party manifestos being nested within parties, parties 
being nested within countries, countries being nested in historical eras) one could wonder why we do not use 
some kind of multi-level modelling. Yet, the data and the nature of the dependent variable do not lend 
themselves very well to such a form of analysis. First, the data contain too few repetitions over time to allow a 
longitudinal form of multi-level analysis. Second, the analogy of manifestos nested within countries is not very 
useful in view of the dependent variable, left-right positions of parties. Multi-level analysis would be particularly 
useful if the across-party averages of these positions would vary systematically between countries. But, in view 
of the competitive relations between parties, this is not very likely, and even if it were to be present, of little 
substantive interest, as our analysis is not about the average left-right position of parties, but instead about 
the relation between manifesto content and perceptions. The multi-level paradigm would be more relevant with 
other dependent variables about parties, such as the vote shares of parties, which would clearly be affected by 
level-2 variables such as the number of parties (and, behind that, electoral system characteristics).  



Table 4 
Regression of perceived left-right positions of political parties  

on manifesto content dimensions (Western Europe) 

Second stage manifesto content factors Beta 

Opposition to Welfare State .37 

Opposition to Marxism; low emphasis on Democracy .66 

Opposition to European Integration .02 (n.s.) 

Anti-Globalisation and Protection of National Welfare Arrangements -.27 

Political Cohesion and Accord .10 

Peace and Economic Freedom .17 

New Politics -.07 

 

R-square 

 

.757 

 

EU integration terms (cf. Van der Eijk and Franklin 2004), in combination with the 

finding that perceptions of EU positions are strongly related to parties’ manifesto 

statements about integration (Wüst and Schmitt 2007). Thus, in an indirect way, this 

finding validates our interpretation of these regressions: parties’ left-right positions are 

determined by what they say (in their manifestos) about a variety of policy areas on 

which parties have become aligned in compatible ways.  In Westeren Europe these 

include welfare, Marxism, democracy and globalisation and, to a lesser extent, their 

emphasis on political cohesion and peace and economic freedom. Interpreting these 

regressions form a different perspective, they indicate the meanings of the terms left 

and right in West European countries in the period under investigation.16  

                                          
16 The regression can be refined by adding interactions which demonstrate that the strength of these meaning 
dimensions varies across countries and over time (see for such an elaboration Schmitt and van der Eijk 2009). 
Adding such refinements still increases explanatory power to over 80%. In this paper, however, we focus on 
the contrasts between Western and Eastern Europe, and in that perspective further ‘tweaking’ of the equations 
for each group of countries is not of primary importance.  



Table 5 
Regression of perceived left-right positions of political parties  

on manifesto content dimensions (Eastern Europe) 

Second stage manifesto content factors Beta 

Strong Democracy -.22(n.s.) 

Marxism; Decentralisation; Green -.06 (n.s.) 

Domestic and European Cooperation -.33 

Open, Modern Society -.34 

Open Private Economy .16 (n.s.) 

National Independence, Justice and Wealth -.36 

Planned Economy .03 (n.s.) 

Modernisation of Economy and Military -.21 

R-square .437 

 

The regressions yield quite a different view for Eastern Europe. First of all we observe 

that manifesto content is much less influential in determining perception of where parties 

stand between left and right: R-square is 44 percent, which is far from negligible, yet 

much less impressive than in West European contexts. The main meanings of left-right 

are here clearly associated with various aspects of political, economic and social 

transformation: strong democracy, open and modern society, domestic and European 

cooperation, and national independence, justice and wealth. At the same time, here too 

do we find content dimensions that are unrelated to left-right perceptions: those related 

to Marxism, decentralisation, green and planned economy. This does not mean that 

parties are quiet about these matters, on the contrary. Neither does it mean that parties’ 

are all in agreement with each other on these matters. But it signifies that these matters 

have not been integrated in an overarching perspective of what defines left and right. 

To diagnose whether the regression performs equally well across the entire range of the 

left-right dimension we plot parties’ left-right positions as perceived by voters against 

the predictions of these positions from the regressions. Figure 1 presents the relevant 

scatter plots for Western and Eastern Europe respectively.  



Figure 1 
Empirical and Predicted LR positions of parties 

Left pane: Western Europe; Right pane: Eastern Europe 

  

The plot clearly shows the tighter fit around the regression line in the plot for the 

Western European countries –which reflects the higher R2– but neither plot suggests any 

marked deviations from linearity. The plots do display, however, a tendency in East 

European countries towards a particular kind of heteroskedasticity. This can be 

illustrated clearer by plotting the residuals from the regression against the perceived 

left-right positions of parties, as shown in Figure 2.  

Figure 2 
Empirical LR positions of parties and residuals from  
their regression on manifesto content dimensions  

Left pane: Western Europe; Right pane: Eastern Europe 

  

Whereas in West European countries the residuals of the regression of parties’ left-right 

positions (as perceived by voters) on manifesto content dimensions are unrelated to 

those positions, the results in Eastern Europe are radically different. The more extreme a 

party is perceived to be (irrespective of whether this is towards the left or the right), the 

larger its residual is. In other words, the perception of parties as ideologically extreme is 

less exclusively based on the kind of issue and policy concerns that constitute manifesto 



content, but there are obviously other aspects of these parties that contribute to these 

parties being perceived as extreme. Such extra-policy factors could be of all kinds, but 

two appear to us to merit further scrutiny (which we will relegate, however, to a 

subsequent paper). A first factor is a historical legacy that a party may carry with it, so 

that perceptions of its position are not only based on its current stands on issues and 

policies, but on earlier ones instead. Party systems that are not yet fully stabilised 

witness comparatively large shifts in party positions over time which may contribute to 

the pattern displayed in the right pane of Figure 2. Additionally, former communist 

parties that have gradually evolved towards non-extreme policy stands may for many 

voters still be perceived in their earlier, extreme guise.17 The second factor that may be 

of relevance is political style, and in particular the apparent absence of willingness to 

compromise or to seek consensus. Abrasive political styles are more often found 

amongst new parties, and amongst political entrepreneurs that still have to make their 

mark; both are more prevalent in party systems that are still in flux, as is the case in 

many East European countries. In such cases aggressive political rhetoric may deviate 

from explicit manifesto content, leading to the large residuals displayed in Figure 2, 

particularly when citizens (as well as journalists and other politicians) have not yet 

sufficient experience with newcomers to distinguish between empty rhetoric and actual 

policy intentions). As stated earlier, these suggestions are –at this moment– just that: 

suggestions. We intend to subject them to systematic assessment in later studies.18 

To what extent would our findings have been different had we not opted for separate 

analyses of the dimensions of manifesto content, but instead would have pooled the data 

for Western and Eastern Europe in a single analysis? We did conduct such a pooled 

analysis and, although we will not report it in full detail, we can summarise its outcomes. 

A pooled analysis yields 8 second stage dimensions that are somewhat less clear-cut in 

terms of substantive interpretation than the separate analyses reported in Tables 2 and 

3. Regressing the perceived left-right positions of parties on their scores on these 

dimensions results in a proportion of explained variance of 0.68 (again in a pooled 

analysis). Conducting separate regressions, but using the factor scores from a pooled 

analysis shows that the explanatory power of the manifesto content dimensions is 0.73 

for Western European countries and 0.50 for the Eastern ones. This is not very different 

from the findings reported earlier in Tables 4 and 5, which yielded R2 values of 0.76 and 

0.45 respectively. It is thus apparent that the 2SFA captures approximately the same 

                                          
17 Keep in mind that in Eastern Europe the most important dimensions of manifesto content relate to aspects of 
political, economic and social transformation, and in these terms any perception of a party as associated with 
the communist regime would indeed result in an extreme position. 
18 Neither of these tentative explanations is uniquely applicable to Eastern European countries. In Western 
Europe there are parties too that may be perceived in historical rather then contemporary terms, as well as 
seemingly radical newcomers.  The main difference, we expect, is that both are less prevalent when party 
systems become more established.  



information from the manifestos when applied separately for the two groups of countries 

or when applied for all countries jointly.  The main difference is that in the separate 

analyses the rotations optimise simple structure for each group of countries, which 

facilitates the interpretation of the meaning of the dimensions, but rotation only affects 

the interpretative perspective on the information derived from the factor analysis, not its 

actual content.19 The comparison of these different analyses demonstrates that the 

applicability of the manifesto coding categories is not much different for both groups of 

countries, although their explanatory relevance is quite different.  

 

Discussion and concluding remarks 

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

First, how citizens perceive the left-right positions of political parties is strongly related 

to the content of the party manifestos. This relationship is much stronger in Western 

European countries than in Eastern European ones, but in all these countries public 

perceptions are heavily influenced 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 election studies on the other), it cannot be dismissed as an endogeneity artefact. Of 

course, this relation does not arise 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 juxtaposing voter perceptions and manifesto 

content dimensions provides a way of diagnosing the meaning components of the left-

right schema. That the left-right dimension matters for political behaviour of citizens and 

politicians can easily be established in a number of ways that do not require the 

substantive associations and connotations of these terms to be specified.20 Yet, keeping 

its substance unspecified is not satisfactory in the long run. What our analysis 

demonstrates is that substantive meanings of this overarching dimension can be probed 

                                          
19 The differences between the R2s from the separate or the joint analyses reported above are not sufficiently 
large to suspect that the joint factor analysis extracts different information from the manifesto codings than 
the separate ones. For all practical purposes, these differences reflect the extent of capitalising on chance that 
is inherent in all procedures of this kind (which can easily be demonstrated by comparing separate analyses of 
randomly selected halves of all manifestos in from both groups of countries).  
20 One can think of, e.g., assessing the smallest distance hypothesis in voter surveys, or the coalition 
behaviour of parties that have been placed from left to right on the basis of surveys amongst experts or 
citizens. Such analyses demonstrate that left-right mattes, but do not illuminate the substantive meaning of 
that dimension. 



in this manner, and, moreover, what those meanings are in the countries and periods 

under study. It also demonstrates that this meaning is not limited to a single policy or 

issue, but that it encapsulates a collection of different concerns. And, finally, it demon-

strates that this collection is not necessarily constant. These meaning components are 

different in post-communist European countries than in longer established democratic 

systems in Western Europe.  

A third implication of our findings is that the left-right dimension may include meanings 

that are not based on current policy and issue stances and concerns of political parties 

as formulated in their manifestos. This is hardly surprising in view of all the different 

forms in which and arenas from which parties communicate their intentions. In addition 

to manifestos, parties communicate about policy in the form of pledges during 

campaigns as well as outside election contexts, in the form of coalition accords, 

parliamentary and extra-parliamentary speeches and proclamations, and potentially in 

non-verbal and stylistic aspects of communication. In view of this it is surprising how 

strong the relationship can be between manifesto content only (disregarding all these 

other communicative inputs) and perceptions of party positions. In Western European 

countries the R2 of this relationship is in excess of 0.75.21 This testifies to a large degree 

of substantive consistency and discipline of these parties. In the less crystallised party 

systems in Eastern European countries we found a relationship that is much weaker, 

although far from negligible. We hypothesised that these additional meanings may 

derive from historical legacies and discrepancies between parties’ policy stances as 

reflected in their manifestos on the one hand and political rhetoric of politicians on the 

other. Further analyses to test these hypotheses have still to be undertaken. 
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