
Who Do European Parties Represent? How Western
European Parties Represent the Policy Preferences
of Opinion Leaders

James Adams University of California, Davis

Lawrence Ezrow University of Essex

Several recent studies explore how American politicians represent the policy views of subconstituencies within the
electorate. We extend this perspective to 12 West European democracies over the period 1973–2002 to examine
how mainstream parties responded to electoral subconstituencies. We find that parties were highly responsive to
the views of opinion leaders, i.e., citizens who regularly engaged in political discussions and persuasion; by
contrast we find no evidence that other types of voters substantively influenced parties’ policy programmes. We
also identify significant time lags in mainstream parties’ responses to opinion leaders’ policy beliefs. Our findings
have interesting implications for subconstituency representation, for understanding parties’ internal policy-
making processes, and for spatial modeling.

I
n the past decade, research on U.S. politics has
focused on two important topics in the field of
representation: dynamic representation (Erikson,

MacKuen, and Stimson 2002; Stimson, MacKuen,
and Erickson 1995) and subconstituency representation
(Bartels 2005; Gilens 2005; Griffin and Newman
2005; Highton 2006). Collectively, these works sug-
gest that American political elites adjust their policies
in response to variations in the ‘‘public mood,’’ and,
furthermore, that elected officials are disproportion-
ately responsive to electoral subconstituencies com-
posed of the affluent, the highly educated, and the
politically involved. Here we focus on European
politics, and ask: Are large, mainstream, European
parties disproportionately responsive to opinion lead-
ers, i.e., to the relatively narrow subconstituency of
citizens who regularly discuss politics and who at-
tempt to persuade others to change their viewpoints?
And, are parties’ dynamic responses to opinion lead-
ers mediated by time?

Our empirical analyses suggest that the answer to
both of the above questions is yes. Mainstream
European parties indeed appear disproportionately
responsive to opinion leaders (in fact we find no
evidence that parties respond at all to other segments
of the electorate), and, furthermore, we find evidence

that time mediates this relationship in an unexpected
and important manner: specifically, parties respond
dynamically not only to current shifts in opinion
leaders’ policy preferences, but also to lagged shifts
in these citizens’ preferences. The latter finding
plausibly reflects the time-consuming delibera-
tions involved in the production of parties’ policy
programmes.

We identify two reasons why our findings are
important. First, there are normative consequences
for our empirical finding of representational inequal-
ity in Western Europe. By representational inequality
we mean that mainstream parties appear far more
responsive to the policy preferences of some electoral
subconstituencies than to others. Thus our findings
call into question a very basic notion of democratic
representation raised by Dahl, that citizens be ‘‘con-
sidered as political equals’’ (1971, 1).

Second, our finding of representational inequal-
ity has important substantive consequences for main-
stream parties’ positioning. This is because we show
that opinion leaders’ policy preferences are, on
average, substantially to the left of the general
electorate. This suggests that political elites’ greater
responsiveness to opinion leaders’ viewpoints sub-
stantially influences parties’ policy programmes.
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Hypotheses

Several recent studies on American politics explore
whether elected officials are disproportionately re-
sponsive to the policy preferences of subconstituen-
cies composed of the following groups: the affluent
(Bartels 2005; Gilens 2005), the politically knowl-
edgeable (Highton 2006), and the politically active
(Griffin and Newman 2005). These studies conclude
that legislators’ voting records and government policy
outputs appear disproportionately responsive to these
subconstituencies’ policy preferences.

In extending the above research perspective from
the United States to Western Europe, we focus on an
electoral subconstituency that combines the attrib-
utes of the politically knowledgeable and the politi-
cally active: namely, opinion leaders, i.e., citizens who
frequently discuss politics with their friends, family,
and/or coworkers, and who moreover report that
they sometimes persuade others to adopt their poli-
tical viewpoints.1 Our focus on opinion leaders, as
opposed to affluent citizens, is driven by our reason-
ing that the extensive public financing of political
parties across western Europe—financing that in
most cases greatly exceeds the public funds available
to U.S. politicians, as a proportion of political expen-
ditures (see, e.g., Farrell and Webb 2000)—diminishes
European elites’ incentives to cater to wealthy con-
stituents, compared to the incentives that American
politicians confront. By contrast, for reasons dis-
cussed below, we expect European politicians (in com-
mon with their American counterparts) to respond
disproportionately to politically involved and active
citizens.2

For the elite side of our representational study we
focus on the policy programmes published by the
major, mainstream, political parties in Western
Europe. By mainstream parties, we refer to parties
such as Labor, Socialist, Social Democratic, Liberal,
Conservative, and Christian Democratic parties that
have dominated European politics for most of the
postwar period. Our decision to focus on the policies
of political parties as a whole, as opposed to the
behavior of individual legislators as in the U.S.-based
studies discussed above, reflects the fact that the
disciplined party-line voting in parliaments outside

the United States implies that political parties are the
primary vehicle for political representation in West-
ern Europe. As Sartori argues, ‘‘Citizens in Western
democracies are represented through and by parties.
This is inevitable’’ (1968, 471; emphasis in original).
We analyze the behavior of mainstream parties—
thereby excluding from our analyses smaller, niche
parties, such as green, radical right, and communist
parties—because previous studies conclude that
niche parties are far less responsive to public opinion
than are mainstream parties, and, furthermore, that
many niche parties do not take meaningful positions
along the Left-Right dimension that is our empirical
focus.3 For those unpersuaded by these arguments,
however, we note that all the substantive conclusions
we report below are unchanged when we expand our
analyses to include niche parties.

Hypotheses on Opinion Leaders and
Subconstituency Representation

There are several reasons why European politicians
(in common with their American counterparts), may
be disproportionately responsive to the policy view-
points of opinion leaders. Although our empirical
focus is on whether, not why, elites respond dispro-
portionately to opinion leaders, we briefly elaborate
these considerations here. The first reason, which we
label the communication process, is that to the extent
that party elites make good-faith efforts to represent
voters’ policy beliefs, elites may respond dispropor-
tionately to opinion leaders because these citizens are
more likely to have meaningful policy attitudes and
political ideologies, and also because opinion leaders
are more likely to communicate their views to elites.4

As Verba argues, ‘‘political activity is the means by
which citizens make their needs and preferences
known to governing elites and induce them to be
responsive’’ (2003, 663; also quoted in Griffin and

1Below we provide a more detailed discussion of our definition of
opinion leaders.

2In supplementary analyses that we summarize in footnote 12
below, we find no evidence that European parties respond
disproportionately to affluent or highly educated citizens, in-
dependently of their responsiveness to opinion leaders.

3For evidence that niche parties are less responsive to public
opinion than are mainstream parties, see Adams et al. (2006). For
arguments that niche parties (with the exception of communist
parties) do not take meaningful positions along the classic Left-
Right economic dimension, see, e.g., Meguid (2005, 2008).

4With respect to the first point, public opinion researchers dating
back at least to Converse (1964) have argued that, even on policy
dimensions that are highly salient to elites, some electoral sub-
constituencies lack meaningful opinions, and public opinion
researchers are nearly unanimous that nonattitudes are less
common among the subconstituency of well-informed, politically
engaged citizens (see, e.g., Converse 1964; Zaller 1992). With
respect to the second point, elites will have an easier time
representing the views of citizens who actively communicate
their opinions, a subconstituency that is likely to feature a
disproportionate share of opinion leaders.
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Newman 2005, 1207). Second, parties’ policy posi-
tions may reflect opinion leaders’ beliefs because
opinion leaders influence the selection of party elites
to a greater extent than do rank-and-file voters—an
effect we label the selection process. In particular, to
the extent that opinion leaders turn out to vote at
higher rates than other segments of the electorate,
and that their voting decisions are more policy-based
than the decisions of rank-and-file voters (an effect
that is in turn related to the higher incidence of
meaningful policy attitudes among opinion leaders),
we might expect that parties’ policy positions will dis-
proportionately reflect opinion leaders’ viewpoints.5

The third causal process we identify, which we
label the office-seeking process, is one where political
parties tailor their policies to opinion leaders’ beliefs
in pursuit of electoral support. Such elite calculations
plausibly revolve around the factors discussed above:
namely, that to the extent that opinion leaders are
more likely to turn out to vote, to have meaningful
policy attitudes, and to be aware of parties’ policy
positions, parties gain electoral benefits from re-
sponding to opinion leaders’ policy beliefs that are
disproportionate to opinion leaders’ numbers in the
electorate. Furthermore, parties may privilege opin-
ion leaders’ viewpoints because party elites believe
that these citizens influence other voters’ decisions,
since (by definition) opinion leaders are those who
report that they discuss politics and engage in
political persuasion. This perspective ties in with
Downs’ (1957, 228–30) argument that less-informed
citizens can minimize the costs of acquiring political
information by acquiring it from more politically
engaged individuals, i.e., opinion leaders, and it also
connects with empirical findings from the political
communication literature that in situations where
rank-and-file citizens discuss politics, the ‘‘preferen-
ces of politically expert discussants are weighted more
heavily in the collective deliberations of democratic
politics’’ (Huckfeldt 2001, 436; italics added). (Below

we present evidence that the survey respondents that
we label opinion leaders are more politically knowl-
edgeable than other voters.)

The considerations discussed above motivate our
first hypothesis, which we label the Opinion Leader-
ship Hypothesis:

H1: Parties are more responsive to the policy views
of opinion leaders than to the views of other members
of the electorate.

We might expect that—in addition to responding
to voters’ current policy shifts—parties will also re-
spond to public opinion shifts from earlier time pe-
riods. Budge (1994; see also Kitschelt 1994; McDonald,
Mendes, and Budge 2004), for instance, argues that
parties operate under circumstances of radical un-
certainty that limit their abilities to respond flexibly
to short-term shifts in outside events or conditions,
whether these relate to public opinion (our empirical
focus) or to social and economic conditions. Fur-
thermore, the intraparty process of developing poli-
cies may cause parties’ policy positions to lag
considerably behind current conditions. For most
Western European parties the task of writing the
party manifesto is undertaken by party research de-
partments and committees over a two-to-three-year
period, during which drafts of the party’s policy
positions are circulated through various committees
and even down to consultations with grassroots
supporters and up to approval by party conferences
(see Budge 1994; Budge et al. 2001). We also note
that to the extent that the selection process outlined
above is operating, this would also explain interelec-
tion time lapses between opinion leader shifts and
subsequent party policy shifts. These considerations
motivate our second hypothesis, which we label the
Lagged Party Response Hypothesis:

H2: To the extent that parties lag in responding to public
opinion, they respond disproportionately to the lagged
shifts of opinion leaders’ beliefs.

Are Opinion Leaders Different from
Other Voters?

We note that the communication, selection, and
office-seeking processes described above revolve
around the commonsense observation that opinion
leaders are more politically engaged than rank-and-
file citizens. Namely, these processes imply that
opinion leaders are more likely to have meaning-
ful policy attitudes, to be aware of parties’ policy

5We note that this selection effect may be muted in Proportional
Representation-based voting systems where voters cast votes
for parties, not candidates. However many PR-based systems
(including several that we analyze empirically below) give voters
opportunities to cast votes for candidates as well as for parties, so
that voters can influence the composition of a party’s parlia-
mentary delegation. In addition we note that in recent years an
increasing number of European parties, notably the British
Conservatives, the French Socialists, and UMP, and the L’Unione
coalition in Italy, have instituted nation-wide primary elections
in which rank-and-file party members select their party’s leader
and/or their party’s presidential candidate—a selection process
that gives opinion leaders (and other voters) the opportunity to
influence parties’ policies prior to the general election stage.
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positions, and to participate in politics by turning
out to vote, contributing resources to political
parties, and communicating their views to party
elites. Here we present summary statistics that bear
on these issues, and we also compare opinion
leaders’ policy preferences to those of nonopinion
leaders. These latter analyses are important because
if the preferences of these two groups do not differ,
then political elites cannot respond differentially to
these subconstituencies.

Our longitudinal measures of public opinion and
of political engagement derive from Eurobarometer
surveys dating from 1973 (the first year that the Left-
Right self-placement item appears on the Eurobar-
ometer survey)6 until 2002 (the last year for which
the public opinion data is available in the Mannheim
Eurobarometer trend file). The surveys ask ap-
proximately 2,000 respondents in each country in
each year to place themselves on a 1–10 Left-Right
ideological scale (where 1 indicates an extreme left-
wing position and 10 is extreme right),7 and the
surveys also include questions about political partic-
ipation relating to voting behavior and party mem-
bership. We use these items in conjunction with the
opinion leader index to calculate the Left-Right
preferences and the degree of political engagement
for respondents classified as opinion leaders, and we
compare these figures to those for other respondents
(i.e., those who are not opinion leaders). The opinion
leader index is constructed from Eurobarometer
respondents’ responses to two survey questions mea-
suring levels of political discussion and persuasion.8

Specifically, Eurobarometer respondents are classified
as opinion leaders if they report that they engage in
political discussion ‘‘frequently’’ and that they per-
suade their friends, relatives, or coworkers ‘‘often’’ or
‘‘from time to time.’’ The mean Left-Right self-

placements and the levels of participation for ‘‘other
voters’’ are calculated for the respondents scoring in
the remaining categories of the opinion leadership
index. We note that in every country in our study
‘‘other voters’’ greatly outnumber opinion leaders, with
the proportion of opinion leaders ranging from a
high of just 25.7% in Greece to a low of 5.5% in
Portugal. The average proportion of opinion leaders
across the countries is about 13%.

Tables 1–2 report summary statistics on opinion
leaders’ levels of political engagement, compared to
other voters. These summary statistics are computed
on the full set of Eurobarometer surveys over the
1973–2002 period, so that they encompass a huge
number of respondents—over 40,000 per country,
except for Luxembourg.9 Table 1 reports the propor-
tions of opinion leaders versus other voters who were
unwilling or unable to place themselves on the Left-
Right scale (columns 1–2), along with the average
proportion of each subconstituency that was unable
or unwilling to place the major political parties on
this scale (columns 3–4).10 In every country the
incidence of nonresponse was significantly lower for
opinion leaders than for other voters. These data
suggest that opinion leaders are more likely to possess
meaningful political ideologies and also that they are
more knowledgeable about the parties’ ideological
positions.

Table 2 reports statistics on political participa-
tion. Columns 1–2, which report the proportions of
Eurobarometer respondents who stated that they did
not vote in the previous national election, show
consistently lower reported abstention rates among
opinion leaders.11 The Eurobarometer surveys do
not include consistent over-time questions on other

6For the public opinion data, we relied on the Mannheim
Eurobarometer Trend File, 1970–2002 (Schmitt and Scholz 2005)
which has compiled the Eurobarometer surveys for the time period
under investigation.

7The Eurobarometer surveys ask, ‘‘In political matters, people
talk of ‘the left’ and ‘the right.’ How would you place your views
on this scale?’’ The Eurobarometer surveys do not consistently
ask questions on specific policy dimensions, so that the Left-
Right item is the only one that is usable in our time-series
analyses of public opinion.

8The survey item measuring political discussion is phrased
‘‘When you get together with friends, would you say you discuss
political matters frequently, occasionally or never?,’’ and re-
spondents’ persuasiveness is measured based on the question,
‘‘When you (yourself) hold a strong opinion, do you ever find
yourself persuading your friends, relatives or fellow workers to
share your views? Does this happen often, from time to time,
rarely or never?’’

9For Luxembourg, our summary statistics encompass over 29,000
respondents. We note that the one exception to this general-
ization are the statistics on respondents’ party placements (see
columns 3–4 of Table 1), which are based on a single Euro-
barometer survey conducted in 1989 (the only survey that
contained the party placement item), which surveyed roughly
1,000 respondents per country.

10In the case of France, for instance, the proportions of opinion
leaders who were unable or unwilling to place the major French
parties were as follows: unwilling to place the Communist Party:
1.6%; Socialists: 0%; UDF: 2.4%; RPR: 8.0%; National Front:
1.6%. The average across the five parties is 2.6%, which is the
percentage reported for France in column 3 of Table 1. The
proportions for other voters were similarly computed.

11We note that Eurobarometer respondents’ reported turnout
decisions are not validated and that consequently the reported
abstention rates in the Eurobarometer surveys are substantially
lower than the observed abstention rates in the national elections
in these countries.
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forms of political participation; however, columns 3–4
report summary statistics on party membership, an
affiliation that is linked to other forms of political
participation such as contacting political elites and
working on behalf of political parties (Scarrow 2000).
The results show that in every country in our study,
opinion leaders were far more likely to report party
membership than were rank-and-file voters.12

Next, we present evidence on the differences in
the ideological preferences of opinion leaders versus
rank-and-file voters. Figure 1 compares these groups’
ideological tendencies by graphing the differences in
the mean Left-Right self-placements of rank-and-file
voters versus those of opinion leaders, calculated
across all respondents who self-placed on this scale.
Since ideology is scaled so that right-wing positions
are higher, the positive values displayed in the figure
indicate that, on average, rank-and-file voters located
to the right of opinion leaders in every country in our
study except Austria. All of these differences are
statistically significant, and they are also substantively
significant: in all countries except for Austria, Ireland,

and Portugal, the mean ideological placements of
opinion leaders are more than 0.25 units to the left
of rank-and-file voters’ mean placements, along the
10-point Left-Right scale.13

In toto, the summary statistics reported above
support the hypothesis that opinion leaders are more
politically engaged than rank-and-file voters, in that
they are more likely to express their ideological
positions, to be aware of parties’ positions, to turn
out to vote, and to formally affiliate with political
parties. Furthermore, in every country in our study
(except Austria) opinion leaders’ ideological posi-
tions are to the left of rank-and-file voters’ positions,
so that to the extent that political elites are dis-
proportionately responsive to opinion leaders, this

TABLE 1 Eurobarometer Respondents’ Left-Right Self-placements, and Party Placements

% of respondents who are unwilling or
unable to self-place

% of respondents who are unwilling or
unable to place the parties1

Opinion Leaders (1) Other Voters (2) Opinion Leaders (3) Other Voters (4)

France 6.7 15.9 2.6 10.9
Belgium 10.0 21.4 22.3 41.7
Netherlands 3.1 8.4 5.0 16.5
Italy 9.6 23.5 1.7 13.5
Luxembourg 10.3 24.0 12.3 29.5
Denmark 3.0 8.8 4.4 13.6
Ireland 7.9 18.3 6.7 19.3
Great Britain 4.3 11.6 23.7 37.7
Greece 9.9 23.7 9.2 26.4
Spain 10.2 25.4 11.0 27.8
Portugal 12.2 24.1 35.2 43.0
Average 7.9 18.6 15.6 25.2

1The percentages in columns 3–4 represent the proportions of respondents who are unwilling to place each major party, averaged across
the major parties in the system. Major parties are defined as those that were pictured in the country-by-country spatial maps presented in
Chapter 1 in Budge et al. (2001).
Notes: The percentages reported in columns 1-2 are summary statistics based on the full set of Eurobarometer surveys administered
between 1973 and 2002. The average number of respondents per country that were used to compute these figures was over 50,000. The
percentages reported in columns 3-4 were computed based on the results of the 1989 Eurobarometer survey (Eurobarometer 31A), the
only survey that contained the party placement item. The number of responses per country in this survey was roughly 1,000.

12With respect to sociodemographic characteristics, we found
that opinion leaders were modestly better educated and more
affluent than other voters, but that these groups had virtually
identical age distributions. Footnote 24 below summarizes the
results of sensitivity analyses that suggest that our substantive
conclusions on parties’ disproportionate responsiveness to opin-
ion leaders is not due to these education- and income-related
differences.

13We conducted additional analyses (available upon request)
which suggested that opinion leaders’ self-placements are also
substantially more dispersed than those of other voters, i.e., in
every country in our study the standard deviation of opinion
leaders’ Left-Right self-placements exceeded the standard devia-
tion for other voters. Related analyses found that, among
supporters of left-wing parties, opinion leaders’ mean Left-Right
placements were sharply to the left of other voters, but that this
pattern did not extend to the supporters of centrist and right-
wing parties. To the extent that parties respond to the dispersion
of voters’ policy preferences (see Ezrow 2007) or to the pre-
ferences of their supporters (see Adams, Merrill, and Grofman
2005; Dalton 1985), as opposed to responding to the mean or
median voter position, these differences may have important
implications for party positioning. We thank an anonymous
referee for suggesting these analyses.
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can have important consequences for party policy
positioning.

Measures and Model Specification

To measure party policy positions over time, we
employ estimates from the Comparative Manifesto
Project (CMP). These estimates are based on analyses
of the election policy manifestos of the significant
political parties in 25 democracies in the postwar
period and provide the only longitudinal and cross-
national estimates of party policies for the time
period and countries under investigation. In the
CMP framework coders determine parties’ policy
positions via content analysis of election programmes
(Budge et al. 2001). Individual coders isolate ‘‘quasi-
sentences’’ in a party’s policy program and pair them
with policy categories (e.g., education, defense, law
and order, morality, etc.) using a preestablished,
common classification scheme. The classification
scheme is made up of 56 categories and the percen-
tages of each category provide the basis for estimating
the policy priorities of a party.14 The Left-Right

ideological scores for parties’ policy programmes
range from -100 (extreme left) to +100 (extreme
right). These CMP measures are generally consistent
with those derived using alternative methods for
locating parties, such as expert placements, citizen

TABLE 2 Eurobarometer Respondents’ Reported Political Participation, 1973–2002

% of respondents who report they
did not vote in the last election

% of respondents (or a household member)
who are party members

Opinion Leaders (1) Other Voters (2) Opinion Leaders (3) Other Voters (4)

France 8.5 12.1 14.4 2.0
Belgium 2.9 4.7 27.5 6.2
Netherlands 3.6 8.6 15.7 5.9
Italy 4.5 6.7 28.6 6.0
Luxembourg 6.6 11.9 27.2 10.0
Denmark 3.0 4.7 20.8 7.7
Ireland 5.3 10.0 14.1 3.1
Great Britain 6.3 10.5 14.7 4.3
Greece 3.9 7.8 17.8 5.2
Spain 17.2 21.6 12.8 2.1
Portugal 9.3 12.4 10.5 2.2
Austria 6.3 10.7 — —
Average 6.5 10.1 18.6 5.0

Notes: The percentages reported in the table are summary statistics based on the full set of Eurobarometer surveys administered between
1973 and 2002. The average number of respondents per country that were used to compute the figures on voter turnout was over 25,000
(except for Austria, which is based on just over 4000 respondents), and over 10,000 for party membership. Party membership figures are
based on respondents who reported that they or a household member are political party members. We do not report membership
figures for Austria, who first appear in the survey in 1994, because the item does not appear on the Eurobarometer after 1990.

FIGURE 1 Ideological Bias in European
Electorates, 1973-2002
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are, on average, more right-wing than opinion leaders.  Based on 
difference of means tests, all of the differences are statistically 
significant at the .01 level, except for Ireland which is statistically 
significant at the .05 level. 

14For a more thorough description of the coding process, see
Appendix 2 in Budge et al. (2001).
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perceptions of parties’ positions, and parliamentary
voting analyses (see Hearl 2001; Laver, Benoit, and
Garry 2003; McDonald and Mendes 2001). As dis-
cussed below, our dependent variable is the change in
the focal party’s Left-Right position between the
previous and the current election.

Our key independent variables are the changes in
the mean Left-Right self-placements of the opinion
leaders in the country, as well as the mean changes for
other voters in the country, between the year of the
current election and the year of the previous election
(as discussed below we also include lagged versions of
these variables). Our focus on party responsiveness to
the mean voter position seems appropriate given that
our empirical focus is on large, mainstream parties
(i.e., Social Democratic, Labor, Liberal, Conservative,
and Christian Democratic parties) who typically com-
pete for the support of moderate voters, as opposed to
smaller, ‘‘niche’’ parties (such as Communist, Green,
and radical right parties) whose more ideological
clienteles typically come from the wings of the policy
spectrum. Our focus on the mean voter position is
consistent with previous research on European party
positioning by McDonald and Budge (2005) and
Adams et al. (2004, 2006); in particular, the latter set
of scholars report evidence that mainstream parties—
but not niche parties—are responsive to shifts in the
mean voter position.

We specify a multivariate regression model in
order to test the Opinion Leaders Hypothesis (H1)
and the Lagged Party Response Hypothesis (H2).
This Basic Specification is:

Party shift ðtÞ5 b1 þ b2½party shift ðt�1Þ�
þ b3½opinion leader shift ðtÞ�
þ b4½opinion leader shift ðt�1Þ�
þ b5½other voters shift ðtÞ�
þ b6½other voters shift ðt�1Þ�;

ð1Þ
where

Party shift (t) 5 the change in the party’s Left-
Right position in the current election t compared to
its position in the previous election (t – 1), based on
the CMP codings of the party’s election manifestos.
Similarly, [Party shift (t – 1)] is the difference in the
CMP Left-Right estimates of the party’s position in
election (t – 1) and election (t – 2).

Opinion leader shift (t) 5 the change in the
mean Left-Right self-placements of the opinion
leaders in the country between the year of the current
election t and the year of the previous election (t – 1),
based on the Eurobarometer data. Similarly, [Opinion

leader shift (t – 1)] is the change in the mean Left-
Right self-placements of the opinion leaders between
the years of election (t – 1) and election (t – 2).

Other voters shift (t) 5 the change in the mean
Left-Right self-placements for the remaining re-
spondents (i.e., nonopinion leaders) in the country,
between the year of the current election t and the year
of the previous election (t – 1). Similarly, [Other
voters shift (t – 1)] is the change in the mean Left-
Right self-placement of these voters between the years
of election (t – 1) and election (t – 2).

The dependent variable, [Party shift (t)], is
constructed so that positive scores denote that the
party has shifted to the right since the last election,
while negative scores denote leftward shifts. The key
independent variables, [opinion leader shift (t)] and
[other voters shift (t)] (as well as the lagged versions of
these variables), are similarly constructed. We note
that we define the [Party shift (t)] variable in terms of
parties’ Left-Right shifts between the year of the
current election and the year of the previous election,
for the pragmatic reason that our CMP-based meas-
ures of party positioning are available only for
election years. The public opinion shift variables are
similarly defined.

The Opinion Leaders Hypothesis (H1) posits that
parties are more responsive to opinion leaders than
to other voters in the electorate. This hypothesis is
supported to the extent that the estimated coefficient
on the [opinion leader shift (t)] variable (coefficient b3

in equation 1) is significantly larger than the estimate
on the [other voters shift (t)] variable (coefficient b5 in
equation 1). Similarly, the Lagged Party Response
Hypothesis (H2), that parties are more responsive to
lagged shifts in opinion leaders’ policy beliefs than to
lagged shifts in other voters’ beliefs, is supported if
the coefficient estimate on the [opinion leader shift
(t – 1)] variable (coefficient b4 in equation 1) is
significantly larger than the estimate on the [other voters
shift (t – 1)] variable (coefficient b6 in equation 1).
Finally, if the coefficient estimates on the [opinion
leader shift (t)] and [opinion leader shift (t – 1)]
variables are positive and statistically significant, this
will provide evidence that parties are responsive in
absolute terms to shifts in opinion leaders’ policy
beliefs.

Our coefficient estimate on the [opinion leader
shift (t – 1)] variable is important for another reason:
namely, to the extent that we estimate a positive and
statistically significant coefficient on this lagged
variable, this implies that the association we observe
between party shifts at the current time period and
opinion leaders’ policy shifts at the previous time
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period signifies a representation process whereby
parties adjust their positions in response to opinion
leaders’ policy preferences, rather than a persuasion
process in which parties persuade opinion leaders to
shift their positions. For if we observe that parties
shift their policies in the same direction that opinion
leaders shifted their policy beliefs at an earlier time
period, we can rule out the possibility that the parties’
policy shifts caused the preceding public opinion
shift.

Finally, we note that our statistical tests consti-
tute a very conservative approach to evaluating our
hypotheses on parties’ disproportionate responsive-
ness to opinion leaders, because in these analyses we
do not adjust for the fact that, in the Eurobarometer
data, other voters greatly outnumber opinion leaders
in every country in our study (see Appendix B).
Therefore our tests are biased against finding support
for our hypotheses, and hence if we conclude that
parties are disproportionately responsive to opinion
leaders even when we do not adjust for the com-
paratively small size of this subconstituency, then this
conclusion certainly extends to analyses that control
for size effects. On this basis we proceed.

We note that equation (1) includes a control
variable, [party shift (t – 1)], which denotes the
party’s Left-Right shift between election (t – 2) and
election (t – 1). We control for this variable for both
theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretically, pre-
vious work by Budge (1994) and by Adams (2001)
presents arguments that party elites have electoral
incentives to shift their party’s policies in the opposite
direction from their shifts in the previous election.15

Practically, controlling for this variable eliminates
autocorrelation which is otherwise present in the
data.

Results

The time period for our study extends from 1973 (the
first year for which the Eurobarometer data is avail-
able) to 2002 (the last year for which the Mannheim
trend file compiles the public opinion data). Our
analyses encompass the party systems in the 12
countries for which Eurobarometer data on respond-
ents’ Left-Right self-placements is available: Austria,
Belgium, Denmark, France, Britain, Greece, Ireland,
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, and
Spain.16 We analyze all the mainstream parties in these
twelve countries that Budge et al. (2001) judged as
politically significant.17 Appendix A lists the countries,
interelection periods, and parties that we include in the
empirical analyses, as well as the mean Left-Right
positions of each party’s supporters and the propor-
tions of these supporters who were classified as opinion
leaders.18 Appendix B presents the computed intere-
lection Left-Right shifts for opinion leaders and for
other voters in each country, as well as proportions of
respondents in each country who were classified as
opinion leaders.

Estimating the Parameters of
the Basic Specification

We turn next to estimating the parameters of
equation (1). Our data set contains 181 observations
of 50 parties’ ideological shifts observed over 70
elections in 12 countries, and should thus be regarded
as time-series cross-sectional data. While autocorre-
lation is not an issue for this specification, several
other OLS assumptions are often violated in the
context of panel and time-series cross-sectional data
structures like ours, which can result in biased and
inconsistent standard errors. Of these assumptions,

15Budge, who argues that party elites may pursue this strategy of
‘‘policy alternation’’ because they recognize the need to satisfy
both the moderate and the radical wings of their parties, finds
empirical support for the alternation hypothesis in his analysis of
CMP data from 20 postwar democracies. Adams, meanwhile,
develops a spatial model in which voters are moved by a
combination of policy distance and nonpolicy considerations
and concludes that voters’ nonpolicy-related attachments (such
as party identification) can give political parties electoral in-
centives to shift their policies back and forth over time, thereby
creating a pattern that resembles Budge’s alternation model. In
addition, we note that even if parties’ ‘‘true’’ policy positions are
stable over time, to the extent that the CMP’s estimates of these
positions contain measurement error, such errors can generate
patterns on party positioning that support the policy alternation
model.

16We note that the Eurobarometer data for Greece and Spain are
not available until these countries joined the European Com-
munity in 1981 and 1986, respectively.

17That is, we include as our cases all parties that are pictured in
the country-by-country graphs of party positions that are pub-
lished in Chapter 1 in Budge et al. (2001). We viewed a party’s
inclusion in these graphs as prima facie evidence that these authors
judged the party as politically significant. In fact, most of the
omitted parties are very small, typically receiving less than 3% of
the national vote.

18Party supporters are identified using the ‘‘vote intention’’ item
that has been placed consistently on Eurobarometer surveys since
1973. Specifically, the vote intention question asks respondents,
‘‘If there were a ‘general election’ tomorrow, which party would
you support?’’
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we should be concerned about heteroskedasticity and
within-country contemporaneous correlation of the
errors (Beck and Katz 1995). Accordingly, we report
standard errors that are clustered by country-election
year, which are robust to both correlation within
country-election cycles and heteroskedasticity. Our
analysis includes the Left-Right shifts of every party
that the CMP classified as belonging to the Socialist,
Social Democratic, Liberal, Christian Democratic, or
Conservative party families19—i.e., the set of party
families that constitute the population of mainstream
parties, according to previous researchers (e.g.,
Adams et al. 2006; Meguid 2005).

Column 1 in Table 3 presents the results from
estimating the parameters of the basic specification.
The coefficient estimate on the [party shift (t – 1)]
variable is negative and statistically significant, which
is consistent with the theoretical arguments of Budge
(1994) and Adams (2001), that parties tend to shift
their positions in the opposite direction from their
shifts in the previous interelection period. With
respect to our key hypotheses, we find statistically
significant evidence that parties respond to opinion
leaders’ current and lagged Left-Right shifts: specifi-
cally, the parameter estimate on the [opinion leader
shift (t)] variable, +10.70, and the estimate on the
[opinion leader shift (t – 1)] variable, +7.14, are both
positive and statistically significant. Furthermore, the
magnitudes of these estimates suggest that these
effects are substantively significant: the coefficients
suggest that when opinion leaders’ mean Left-Right
self-placements shift by 0.5 units along the 1–10
Eurobarometer Left-Right scale during the interelec-
tion period, which represents the interquartile range
of our opinion leader shift data, then parties’ Left-
Right positions tend to shift by more than five units
in the same direction along the 200-point CMP Left-
Right scale during the current interelection period,
and to shift more than three additional units in the
same direction during the subsequent interelection
period – i.e., an 0.5-unit opinion leader shift along
the 1–10 Eurobarometer scale is predicted to induce
an overall shift of more than eight units by political
parties, along the 200-point CMP scale. This is a
considerable shift, given that the interquartile range
of the observed party shifts is only 17 units, i.e., an
0.5-unit opinion leader shift is predicted to motivate
corresponding party shifts equivalent to nearly half
the central spread of the party shift data. Thus
political parties appear highly responsive to opinion

leaders’ viewpoints, even though opinion leaders
comprise only a small fraction of the electorates of
the countries included in our study.

By contrast, we find no evidence that parties’
Left-Right shifts track the Left-Right shifts of other
voters in the electorate: the coefficient estimates on
the [other voters shift (t)] variable and the [other
voters shift (t – 1)] variable are actually negative, and
in fact the estimate on the [other voters shift (t – 1)]
variable is negative and statistically significant. We
certainly do not make the nonsensical inference that
parties deliberately shift their positions in opposition
to these voters’ Left-Right shifts. However, these
parameter estimates are such that we can reject, at
conventional levels of statistical significance, the
proposition that political parties exhibit positive and
substantively significant responses to rank-and-file
voters’ shifts: the upper bound on the 95% con-
fidence interval for the [other voters shift (t)] coef-
ficient is about 6.0, a value that would imply that,
ceterus paribus, parties shift their Left-Right posi-
tions by less than two units on the 200-point CMP
scale in response to a 0.29 unit shift by these voters
on the 1–10 Eurobarometer Left-Right scale (the
interquartile range of our ‘‘other voters’’ shift data).
And, the upper bound on the 95% confidence interval
for the [other voters shift (t – 1)] coefficient is actually
negative, indicating that we can reject the proposition
that parties exhibit any positive policy response to
these voters’ lagged shifts. Thus political parties appear
unresponsive to rank-and-file voters’ collective prefer-
ences, despite the fact that these voters constitute the
overwhelming majority of the electorate in each coun-
try in our study.

The bottom two rows in Table 3 present the
difference in parties’ estimated responsiveness to the
policy shifts of opinion leaders versus their response
to other voters, along with the conditional standard
errors associated with these estimates.20 The estimates
reported in column 1, for the basic specification,
provide statistically significant support for both of
our hypotheses: the estimate on public opinion shifts
in the current election supports the Opinion Leaders
Hypothesis (H1), that parties are more responsive to

19See Appendix A in Budge et al. (2001) for a discussion of this
classification system.

20That is, the responsiveness gap for opinion leaders versus
other voters is defined as the difference between the parameter
estimate on the [opinion leader shift (t)] variable (coefficient b3 in
equation 1) and the estimate on the [other voter shift (t)]
variable (coefficient b5 in equation 1). The conditional stan-
dard error of this difference is given by s:e:ðb3 � b5Þ ¼ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

varðb3Þ þ varðb5Þ þ 2 3 covðb3;b5Þ
p

(see Brambor, Clark, and
Golder 2006). The responsiveness gap for the lagged shifts of
opinion leaders versus other voters is similarly defined.
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the current ideological shifts of opinion leaders than
to the current shifts of other members of the
electorate. And the estimate on public opinion shifts
in the previous election supports the Lagged Party
Response Hypothesis (H2), that parties are dispro-
portionately responsive to opinion leaders’ lagged
policy shifts.

Sensitivity Analyses

Columns 2–4 in Table 3 report parameter estimates
for pooled data analyses that control for additional
factors that plausibly influence parties’ policy posi-
tions, including the effects of past election results,
party system convergence, and unobserved differ-
ences between countries.

Past election results. Column 2 reports estimates
for a Past Election Results model, which is identical to
the basic model except that we control for the
possibility that parties adjust their Left-Right posi-
tions in response to the outcome of the previous
election. Specifically, building on Budge’s (1994)
empirical finding that parties tend to shift their
policies in the same direction as the last time if they
gained votes at the previous election, and in the
opposite direction if they lost votes (see also Adams
et al. 2004; Somer-Topcu 2008), we incorporate a

variable [vote change (t – 1)] that denotes the party’s
vote gain or loss at the previous election, and the
variable [vote change (t – 1) 3 party shift (t – 1)] that
interacts the vote change variable with the party’s
Left-Right shift at the previous election. A positive
coefficient estimate on this interactive variable will
indicate that parties tend to shift their positions in
the same direction as their previous policy shift if
they gained votes at the previous election and in the
opposite direction if they lost votes. The parameter
estimate on this variable that we report in column 2 is
indeed positive and statistically significant, which
supports Budge’s arguments. More important for
our purposes, the parameter estimates on the policy
shifts of opinion leaders and other voters continue to
support the Opinion Leaders Hypothesis (H1) and
the Lagged Party Response Hypothesis (H2).

Party system convergence. Previous studies by
Adams and Somer-Topcu (forthcoming), Ezrow
(2007), and Keman and Pennings (2006) report
results suggesting that parties tend to moderate their
Left-Right positions over time, i.e., left-wing parties
tend to shift to the right while right-wing parties
shift leftward. To evaluate this hypothesis, we esti-
mated a model that was identical to the basic model
except that we incorporated a [party ideology] varia-
ble that was scored at -1 for left-wing parties, +1 for

TABLE 3 Explaining Parties’ Policy Shifts

Basic
specification (1)

Past election
results (2)

Party
moderation (3)

Fully-specified
model (4)

Opinion leader shift (t) 10.70** (4.64) 11.44*** (4.72) 10.81** (4.67) 8.18** (4.84)
Opinion leader shift (t – 1) 7.14* (4.78) 7.07* (4.58) 7.26* (4.79) 9.67** (4.70)
Other voters shift (t) 28.33 (8.77) 28.89 (8.71) 28.47 (8.83) 213.35* (9.56)
Other voters shift (t – 1) 213.90** (6.96) 213.29** (7.02) 213.88** (6.92) 218.33*** (6.85)
Party shift (t – 1) 2.30*** (.06) 2.30*** (.06) 2.30*** (.05) 2.40*** (.06)
party shift (t – 1) 3 vote

change (t – 1)
.020** (.012) .020* (.013)

vote change (t – 1) 2.19 (.25) 2.11 (.24)
party ideology 1.54* (0.97) 1.66* (1.01)
Intercept 21.43 (1.64) 21.48 (1.61) 21.28 (1.64) —
N 181 181 181 181
Adjusted R2 .177 .192 .184 .282
Opinion leaders vs. other

voters responsiveness gap,
current election

19.03* (11.84) 20.32** (11.83) 19.27* (11.91) 21.53** (11.93)

Opinion leaders vs. other
voters responsiveness gap,
previous election

21.04** (10.35) 20.37** (10.17) 21.14** (10.28) 28.01*** ( 9.57)

Notes: *p , .10, **p , .05, ***p , .01, one-tailed tests. The table reports estimated coefficients and robust standard errors (in
parentheses) clustered by election. The dependent variable is the change in the party’s Left-Right position between the current election
and the previous election. The definitions of the independent variables are given in the text. The country-specific intercepts for the
Fully-specified model (column 4) are not shown.
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right-wing parties, and zero for centrist parties.21

Column 3 of Table 3 reports the parameter estimates
for this Party Moderation model. The estimated
coefficient on the [party ideology] variable is positive
and significant, which supports the hypothesis that
the left-wing parties in our study tended to shift
towards the right while the right-wing parties shifted
leftward. However, inclusion of this variable does not
alter our substantive conclusions: the parameter es-
timates for this model continue to support hypoth-
eses H1 and H2.

A fully specified model with country-specific
effects. Column 4 in Table 3 reports the parameter
estimates for a Fully Specified Model, which controls
for both past election results and party system
convergence and that also includes country-specific
intercepts in order to control for the possibility that
unobserved differences between countries are driving
our results. The coefficient estimates for this model
continue to support H1 and H2.

Effects of the differences in subconstituency
shifts. Next, we reestimated our models using the
difference between opinion leaders’ shifts and other
voters’ shifts as our key independent variables, i.e.,
these variables were [opinion leader shift (t) – other
voters shift (t)], and [opinion leader shift (t – 1) – other
voters shift (t – 1)]. These estimates, which purge the
model of collinearity between opinion leaders’ shifts
and other voters’ shifts (r 5 .58), are reported in
Table 4. The coefficient estimates on the key inde-
pendent variables are positive and statistically signifi-
cant, indicating that parties are more responsive to
opinion leaders’ (current and lagged) ideological
shifts than to other voters’ shifts. These results again
support our hypotheses.

Additional analyses. Finally, we conducted two
additional robustness checks (the results of which are
available upon request).22 First, we reestimated the
basic model using actual party positions (rather than
changes in parties’ positions) as the dependent
variable and obtained results that supported substan-
tive conclusions identical to those using our original
dependent variable. Next we explored the statistical
effects of possible measurement error in our key

independent variables, namely the Left-Right shifts
of opinion leaders and of other voters.23 To address
this issue we conducted ‘‘errors in variables’’ anal-
yses, in which the analyst can specify the degree of
reliability of the observed values of the independent
variables. We analyzed the effects of varying degrees
of measurement error, including the effects of differ-
ential measurement error where our measures of
opinion leaders’ Left-Right shifts were specified as
being more (or less) reliable than our measures of
other voters’ shifts. These analyses supported sub-
stantive conclusions that were identical to those we
report above.24

In toto, we find consistent evidence in support
of the Opinion Leaders Hypothesis, that mainstream
parties are more responsive to the ideological shifts
of opinion leaders than to the ideological shifts of
other voters in the electorate, and for the Lagged
Party Response Hypothesis, that parties are also
disproportionately responsive to opinion leaders’
lagged ideological shifts. This latter finding is im-
portant because while the observed positive associ-
ation between parties’ and opinion leaders’ current
policy shifts may arise either because parties respond
to opinion leaders or because parties persuade
opinion leaders to change their policy preferences,
the positive association between party shifts and
opinion leaders’ lagged shifts cannot be due to
parties persuading opinion leaders. Hence we con-
clude that parties respond to opinion leaders’ view-
points. By contrast, we find no evidence that parties
respond positively to shifts in rank-and-file voters’
preferences, despite the fact that this constituency
comprises the overwhelming majority of the elec-
torate in every country in our study.

21We defined parties as left-wing if the CMP classified the party
as being a member of the Social Democratic party family, while
right-wing parties were those that the CMP classified as belong-
ing to the Conservative or Christian Democratic party families.
Parties were defined as centrist if they were classified as members
of the Liberal party family. The parties’ family designations are
reported in Appendix A.

22We thank two anonymous referees for raising the points that
we address in this paragraph.

23Given that our measurements of these variables are based on
moderately sized voter surveys (roughly 250 opinion leaders and
1,700 other voters per election year), and, furthermore, that
individual respondents’ Left-Right self-placements may them-
selves contain measurement error (see, e.g., Converse 1964; Zaller
1992), it is plausible that our measures of Left-Right shifts by
opinion leaders and other voters contain considerable error.

24We note that we conducted an additional set of sensitivity
analyses designed to estimate party responsiveness to two alter-
native sets of subconstituencies: namely highly educated voters
versus other voters and affluent voters versus other voters. Our
reasoning was that, given that the opinion leaders in our study
were (modestly) more affluent and more educated than other
voters (see footnote 12), party responsiveness to the opinion
leaders subconstituency might arise because of this subconstitu-
ency’s greater affluence and education, rather than because
parties respond to opinion leaders per se. These analyses, which
are available upon request, do not reveal evidence of dispropor-
tionate responsiveness to the affluent and the highly educated.
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Conclusion

We have reported empirical analyses of data from
12 Western European democracies on the linkages
between mainstream parties’ Left-Right positions and
public opinion. Basing our computations on the
Comparative Manifesto Project’s codings of parties’
Left-Right positions, and the Eurobarometer surveys
of citizens’ ideological self-placements, we conclude
that mainstream parties are more responsive to the
current and lagged ideological shifts of opinion
leaders than to the ideological shifts of other voters
in the electorate. These findings on citizen-elite policy
linkages in Western Europe extend the work of Gilens
(2005), Griffin and Newman (2005), Bartels (2005),
and Highton (2006), who find that American political
elites respond disproportionately to the affluent, the
well-educated, and the politically involved.

Our findings are significant for political repre-
sentation, for understanding parties’ internal policy-
making dynamics, and for spatial modeling. While
recent theoretical and empirical studies on Western
Europe suggest that the type of party matters for
political representation (see Adams et al. 2006; Ezrow
2008; Meguid 2005, 2008), our findings suggest that
the type of voter is also crucial for understanding the
policy linkages between citizens and elites.

Our finding of representational inequality is sig-
nificant because, as we have shown, opinion leaders’
political viewpoints are substantially to the left of the
rest of the electorate in every country in our study
(except Austria). This suggests that political elites’

disproportionate responsiveness to opinion leaders’
views is substantively important, in that it motivates
parties to offer more left-wing policy programmes
than they would otherwise present. Thus to the extent
that governing parties experience pressure to fulfill
their preelection policy promises, the form of repre-
sentational inequality we identify plausibly furthers
left-wing parties’ policy objectives. In addition, we
emphasize that our conclusions on party responsive-
ness to electoral subconstituencies do not rule out the
possibility that organized interest groups—such as
the church, trade unions, and business interests—
significantly influence parties’ policy programmes
(see, e.g., Kalyvas 1994; Kitschelt 1994; Poguntke
2002).

Our finding of parties’ lagged policy responses to
opinion leaders’ viewpoints enhances our under-
standing of mass-elite policy linkages, and it also
supports the perspective advanced in recent compu-
tational modeling studies by Kollman, Miller, and
Page (1992), Laver (2005), and Fowler and Laver
(2008). These studies explore party policy dynamics
in situations where parties’ strategies during the
current time period depend on events in preceding
time periods, an approach that fits with our finding
of lagged party responsiveness.

In future research we hope to parse out the causal
processes that underpin our finding of representa-
tional inequality in Western European party systems.
We have shown that compared to rank-and-file
voters, opinion leaders are more likely to report
holding ideological positions, to recognize parties’

TABLE 4 Explaining Parties’ Policy Shifts, Differenced Variables

Basic
specification (1)

Past election
results (2)

Party
moderation (3)

Fully-specified
model (4)

Opinion leader shift (t)
– Other voters shift (t)

10.44** (4.94) 11.19** (4.96) 10.55** (4.96) 8.83** (5.21)

Opinion leader shift (t – 1)
– Other voters shift (t – 1)

8.47** (4.81) 8.31** (4.64) 8.57** (4.79) 11.29** (4.40)

Party shift (t – 1) 2.31*** (.07) 2.32*** (.07) 2.32*** (.07) 2.41*** (.07)
party shift (t – 1) 3 vote

change (t – 1)
.021* (.012) .020* (.013)

vote change (t – 1) 2.19 (.26) 2.10 (.25)
party ideology 1.58* (0.98) 1.70* (1.00)
Intercept 21.07 (1.42) 21.17 (1.41) 21.03 (1.41)
N 181 181 181 181
Adjusted R2 .165 .182 .174 .270

Notes: *p , .10, **p , .05, ***p , .01, one-tailed tests. The table reports estimated coefficients and robust standard errors (in
parentheses) clustered by election. The dependent variable is the change in the party’s Left-Right position between the current election
and the previous election. The definitions of the independent variables are given in the text. The country-specific intercepts for the
Fully-specified model (column 4) are not shown.
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positions, and to participate in politics by voting or
via formal party membership. These findings support
the communication, selection, and office-seeking
processes we have outlined, that motivate our argu-
ments that parties will be disproportionately respon-
sive to opinion leaders. However we have not
analyzed how each process mediates party respon-
siveness. In addition, our finding that parties respond
to opinion leaders’ current and lagged policy shifts
raises the question, do some types of parties update
their policies more quickly than others, and if so,
which parties? It would also be interesting to extend
our focus to determine whether party elites, when
they weigh the views of their supporters, attach
disproportionate weight to supporters who are opin-
ion leaders as opposed to other supporters (see
Dalton 1985; Ezrow et al. 2007). Finally, we hope to
eventually extend our research on parties’ preelection
policy programmes to consider whether opinion
leaders’ viewpoints also disproportionately influence
government policy outputs.

While our objective is to describe how represen-
tation is occurring (or not occurring), the normative
implications of our findings are quite striking. On the
one hand, democratic theory suggests that parties
should articulate the policy preferences of citizens
equally. On the other hand some may argue that it is
natural for certain individuals to disproportionately
influence the democratic process, due to the dispro-
portionate time and energy that these individuals
expend on political discussion and persuasion.

We have analyzed here how parties adjust their
policy positions in response to public opinion in 12
Western European democracies. We have shown that
parties display no tendency to respond positively to
the vast majority of the public, namely the constit-
uency of rank-and-file citizens who do not engage
regularly in political discussion and persuasion. By
contrast parties appear highly responsive to the
viewpoints of opinion leaders, i.e., the relatively small
subconstituency of citizens that habitually discuss
politics and who attempt to persuade others on
political issues.
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Appendix A List of Countries, Parties, and Party Families Included in the Empirical Analyses

Country Inter-Election
Period Party Party Family

L/R Other
Voters

L/R Opinion
Leaders

Proportion
Opinion Leaders

Austria
1995–99; 1999–2003 Austrian Peoples’ Party (ÖVP) Conservative 5.67 5.93 .15

League of the Independents, later named
Freedom Movement (VdU / FPÖ)

Liberal 6.25 6.79 .19

Social Democratic Party (SPÖ) Social Democratic 4.37 4.25 .15
Belgium
1977–78; 1979–81;

1985–87; 1987–91;
1991–95; 1995–99

Christian Social Party (PSC) Christian Democratic 6.58 6.58 .09
Christian People’s Party (CVP) Christian Democratic 6.86 6.85 .08
Liberal Reformation Party (PRL) Liberal 6.53 6.90 .13
Liberal Reformation Party - Francophone

Democratic Front (PRL-FDF)
Liberal 6.25 6.61 .09

Flemish Liberals and Democrats (VLD) Liberal 5.82 6.12 .11
Francophone Socialist Party (PS) Social Democratic 3.85 3.37 .10
Flemish Socialist Party (SP) Social Democratic 4.37 3.43 .10

Denmark
1977–79; 1979–81;

1981–84; 1984–87;
1987–88; 1988–90;
1990–94; 1994–98;
1998–2001

Conservative People’s Party (KF) Conservative 7.41 7.66 .14
Radical Party (RV) Liberal 5.48 5.40 .18
Liberals (V) Liberal 6.86 7.30 .15
Social Democratic Party (SD) Social Democratic 4.99 4.62 .13
Center Democrats (CD) Social Democratic 6.28 6.44 .13

France
1978–81; 1981–86;

1986–88; 1988–93;
1993–97; 1997–2002

Rally for the Republic (RPR) Conservative 7.13 7.29 .13
Union for French Democracy (UDF) Conservative 6.19 6.07 .12
Socialist Party (PS) Social Democratic 3.72 3.19 .14

Greece
1981–85; 1985–89

(June); 1989–89 (Nov);
1989–90; 1990–93;
1993–1996; 1996–2000

New Democracy (ND) Christian Democratic 8.14 8.21 .32
Panhellenic Socialist Movement
(PASOK)

Social Democratic 4.72 4.31 .34

Ireland
1977–81; 1981–82

(Feb); 1982–82 (Nov);
1982–87; 1987–89;
1989–92; 1992–97;
1997–2002

Fianna Fail Conservative 6.47 6.60 .10
Fine Gail Christian Democratic 6.25 6.37 .12
Progressive Democrats (PD) Liberal 6.12 6.00 .16
Labour Party (LP) Social Democratic 4.81 4.26 .13
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Appendix A (Continued)

Country Inter-Election
Period Party Party Family

L/R Other
Voters

L/R Opinion
Leaders

Proportion
Opinion Leaders

Italy
1976–79; 1979–83;

1983–87; 1987–92;
1992–94; 1994–96;
1996–2001

Go Italy (FI) Conservative 7.04 7.14 .16
Italian People’s Party (PPI) Christian Democratic 5.33 5.39 .20
Republican Party (PRI) Liberal 5.04 4.55 .14
Italian Democratic Socialist Party (PSDI) Social Democratic 4.69 4.18 .14
Socialist Party (PSI) Social Democratic 3.69 3.31 .15

Luxembourg
1979–84; 1984–89;

1989–94; 1994–99
Christian Social People’s Party

(PCS/CSV)
Christian Democratic 6.78 6.80 .16

Patriotic and Democratic Group
(PD/DP)

Liberal 5.82 5.76 .20

Socialist Workers’ Party (POSL/ LSAP) Social Democratic 4.35 3.71 .18
Netherlands
1977–81; 1981–82;

1982–86; 1986–89;
1989–94; 1994–98;
1998–2002

Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA) Christian Democratic 6.65 6.67 .13
People’s Party for Freedom and

Democracy (VVD)
Liberal 6.74 7.06 .17

Labour Party (PvdA) Social Democratic 3.92 3.39 .15
Democrats 66 (D’66) Social Democratic 4.84 4.60 .12

Portugal
1987–91; 1991–95;

1995–99
Center Social Democrats (CDS/PP) Conservative 7.21 7.57 .08
Popular Democratic Party (PPD/PSD) Social Democratic 6.83 6.70 .08
Portuguese Socialist Party (PSP) Social Democratic 4.55 4.24 .06

Spain
1986–89; 1989–93;

1993–96; 1996–2000
Popular Alliance (AP/PP) Conservative 6.97 7.35 .08
Convergence and Union (CiU) Conservative 5.15 5.39 .08
Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE) Social Democratic 3.59 3.21 .06
Center Party (CP) Liberal 5.35 5.21 .07

United Kingdom
1979–83; 1983–87;

1987–92; 1992–97;
1997–2001

Conservative Party Conservative 7.00 7.45 .10
Liberal Democrats (LD) Liberal 5.37 5.07 .11
Labour Party Social Democratic 4.43 3.80 .14

Notes: Left-Right self-placement scores are based on at least one hundred responses for each party, except for the opinion leaders’ scores for the Spanish Convergence and Union party (which
is based on 41 observations), the Spanish Center Party (53), the Center Social Democrats in Portugal (70), the Italian People’s Party (31), and the Francophone Democratic Front party in
Belgium (28). Party supporters are identified using the ‘‘vote intention’’ item that has been used consistently on Eurobarometer surveys since 1973. Specifically, the vote intention question
asks respondents, ‘‘If there were a ‘general election’ tomorrow, which party would you support?’’ The RHS column reports, for each party, the proportion of the party’s supporters that were
classified as opinion leaders.
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Appendix B Countries, Interelection Periods, and the Left-Right Preference Shifts of Opinion Leaders
and Other Voters Included in the Empirical Analyses

Country Election cycle

Left-Right
Shifts of
‘‘Other
Voters’’

Left-Right
Shifts of
Opinion
Leaders

Proportion
of Opinion

Leaders

Austria 1995–99 20.14 0.14 .129
1999–02 20.23 0.85

Belgium 1977–78 0.14 0.42 .078
1978–81 20.43 20.31
1981–85 20.03 20.68
1985–87 20.17 20.22
1987–91 0.00 0.58
1991–95 20.20 20.11
1995–99 20.25 20.40

Denmark 1977–79 0.20 0.39 .143
1979–81 0.01 0.33
1981–84 0.08 20.63
1984–87 20.02 0.50
1987–88 0.36 0.32
1988–90 20.47 20.25
1990–94 20.07 0.37
1994–98 0.04 20.14
1998–01 20.02 0.03

France 1973–78 20.16 20.13 .114
1978–81 20.14 0.19
1981–86 0.36 0.47
1986–88 20.22 20.19
1988–93 20.01 0.14
1993–97 20.23 20.13
1997–02 0.28 1.00

Great Britain 1979–83 20.01 20.69 .101
1983–87 0.10 0.35
1987–92 20.27 20.36
1992–97 20.54 20.26
1997–01 20.08 20.09

Greece 1981–85 20.63 20.24 .257
1985–89 0.37 0.83
1989–90 0.02 0.02
1990–93 20.16 20.09
1993–96 20.09 0.09
1996–00 0.26 0.20

Ireland 1973–77 0.10 0.29 .092
1977–81 20.17 20.18
1981–82 20.01 20.06
1982–87 20.04 0.2
1987–89 20.18 20.06
1989–92 20.44 20.24
1992–97 20.12 0.06
1997–02 0.37 0.3

Italy 1976–79 20.10 20.22 .130
1979–83 0.27 0.26
1983–87 0.08 0.05
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Appendix B (Continued)

Country Election cycle

Left-Right
Shifts of
‘‘Other
Voters’’

Left-Right
Shifts of
Opinion
Leaders

Proportion
of Opinion

Leaders

1987–92 0.06 0.47
1992–94 0.26 0.07
1994–96 20.06 0.43
1996–01 0.35 0.32

Luxembourg 1979–84 20.13 20.22 .144
1984–89 20.27 0.04
1989–94 20.37 0.06
1994–99 20.22 20.33

Netherlands 1977–81 20.27 20.24 .131
1981–82 0.04 0.02
1982–86 20.17 20.40
1986–89 20.09 20.01
1989–94 20.25 0.23
1994–98 0.09 20.29
1998–02 0.19 0.36

Portugal 1985–87 0.23 0.65 .055
1987–91 20.29 20.28
1991–95 20.24 20.15
1995–99 20.05 20.16

Spain 1986–89 20.45 0.08 .059
1989–93 0.27 0.11
1993–96 0.03 0.48
1996–00 0.17 20.03

Notes: The opinion shift scores for ‘‘other voters’’ and for ‘‘opinion leaders’’ represent the difference between Eurobarometer
respondents mean Left-Right self-placements in the year of the current election and their mean self-placements in the year of the
previous election, on the 1-10 Left-Right scale. Negative scores denote ‘‘Leftward’’ public opinion shifts, and positive scores denote
‘‘Rightward’’ shifts. The proportions of opinion leaders reported in the RHS column represent the proportions of Eurobarometer
respondents from the country that were classified as opinion leaders, averaged over the full set of Eurobarometer surveys administered
over the period 1973-2002.
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