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Abstract 
Does popular ideology affect public policies enacted in a country? The baseline argument links 
popular ideology input to policy output. Either a population more often elects a party with its fa-
vored ideology into office, which then implements policies in line with popular ideology. Alterna-
tively, all parties pursue policies more in line with popular ideology. Under the first view, popular 
ideology should affect government composition, which then matters for policy. Under the second 
view, policies should track popular ideology, but there should not be an effect of government ide-
ology. If governments were perfect agents, a shift in popular ideology would translate in policy. 
This is not the case. This leaves two explanations: either that all governments purse the same poli-
cies in response to the same problems, or that governments do not actually care about their prin-
cipals’ ideological demands. Comparing, which policies track popular ideology and which are in-
dependent of it, indicates that governments follow popular ideology in policies, where they have 
no bureaucratic self-interest in certain policy developments, but otherwise pursue their own 
agenda. 
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1. Introduction 
Does popular ideology affect public policies? Do governments follow the ideological demands of their electo-
rate and do they respond if ideological shifts at the individual level? Or are all societies and governments sub-
jected to the same global trends, confronted with the same necessities, and had to respond to them in more or 
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less the same way? 
Ideology is assumed to be relevant for guiding specific policy decisions (Hinich & Munger, 1994), in particu-

lar the state-economy-relationship, the role of the government in regulating the relations among individuals, 
firms and the state. For instance, a more leftist ideology implies a favor for state intervention, redistribution, 
“bigger government”, and policies which are more in line with the preferences of workers, for instance regard-
ing employment protection. Liberal/right ideology holds the opposite positions. Even if confronted with the 
same problems, the policy responses derived from different ideologies are different. As a case in point, when 
faced with the financial crisis of 2008, different ideological leanings offered different ways out, and in practice, 
some governments engaged in stimulus-programs, others in austerity. 

The underlying the link between citizens’ ideology and public policy is that individual-level ideology can be 
aggregated into popular ideology, it also expresses itself by voting in elections, by which citizens’, or rather: 
voter’s ideology is formally aggregated and translated in the partisan composition of government. Then gov-
ernments of a certain ideological leaning introduce certain policies, e.g. more redistribution and more govern-
ment intervention in the market in the case of left governments (Downs, 1957). So, ideology of citizens should 
matter for policies, if the political transmission belt of party competition and elections works as assumed. Dif-
ferent ideologies on the input side will be transposed into different policy outputs, maybe even political out-
comes. Shifts in the ideology of citizens should precede shifts in public policy of elected governments. However, 
the transmission belt concept of electoral politics consists of several links along a chain, each of which can be 
questioned: does ideology matter for individual voting behavior, and, equivalent for the macro level, does voter 
ideology matter for the partisan composition of governments? Do governments of a different ideological leaning 
actually differ in their policies? The paper’s research question is, whether popular ideology does indeed affect 
public policies. 

The assumption that public policy tracks citizens’ preferences is among the core tenets of electoral studies. 
Still, an empirical analysis of the relationship between individual-level ideology and policy-developments is of 
interest, because there are competing arguments, which do not rely on the input of the citizens to explain poli-
cy-developments. 

First, the globalized economy and general trends prohibit governments to follow markedly individual paths: 
as the problems are the same, the solutions will have to be more or less identical. 

Second, based on delegation theory and bureaucratic theory, one can also argue that governments, regardless 
of the popular ideology prevailing in the country, prefer and tend to extend the size and scope of government. 
The mechanism underlying this trend is the institutional interest of the government as an agent, but in particular 
the interest of the public administration below the ranks of the elected government, in an ever growing public 
sector (Niskanen, 1971). 

The paper is organized as follows: section 2 will very briefly sketch existing findings on the relationship be-
tween popular ideology and policy, tracking the electoral link connecting citizens and policy. Section 3 will 
elaborate potential the causal mechanisms underlying each of the arguments enumerated above. From these 
causal narratives, we will derive predictions about correlations among indicators of popular ideology, govern-
ment composition and government activity which might be expected if a certain mechanism is actually at work. 
Based on survey data combined with data on governmental activities of European countries from 1969 till 1999, 
section 4 will test the predictions and make an inference about which mechanism is the predominant one, section 
5 will conclude. 

2. State of the Art: Popular Ideology and Public Policy 
The relationship between individual-level political attitudes and public policy has several aspects and several 
causal directions, some of which are studied intensely, others much less so. Dominating is the investigation of 
the causal flow from the macro-level setting, in particular political and economic conditions, to individual-level 
political attitudes and behaviors, such as voting behavior (for instance Lewis-Beck, 1985; Lewis-Beck & Steg-
maier, 2000), support for redistribution (Larsen, 2008; Busemeyer et al., 2009; Brunner et al., 2011) or ideolog-
ical self-placement (Kim & Fording, 2001). This review of the literature focuses on the main “chain-links” along 
the transmission-belt view of electoral competition: firstly, individual-level ideology as determinant of voting 
behavior and thus government composition, secondly, government composition as determinant of public policy, 
but will also inquire into the state of the art regarding a direct effect of popular ideology on public policy.  
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2.1. Individual-Level Ideology and Voting 
The idea of an underlying ideological space, where the positions of voters and parties determine an individual’s 
voting decision and thereby also policy is clearly the main approach to explaining voting and elections, both at 
the individual and the macro-level (Downs, 1957; Holm & Robinson, 1978). This basic approach has from early 
on competed with the party identification approach and various economic approaches.  

The economic approaches use economic factors, in particular government’s economic performance, to predict 
its chances for re-election, basically assuming that voters predominantly care about economics and economic 
well-being, either their own or that of the country as a whole (Whitten & Palmer, 1999; Lewis-Beck & Paldam, 
2000; Nadeau et al., 2013). The party identification approach begins with The American Voter (Campbell et al., 
1960), and research on voting behavior found strong evidence that party identification, not (only) ideology, is 
the main explanatory factor in voting behavior, albeit over time, the importance of specific policy issues became 
more important. These policy-based approaches resulted in refinements, such as the directional voting theory 
(Rabinowitz & Macdonald, 1989). 

Still, the ideological approach to voting behavior is underlying many theories and empirical approaches to 
electoral behavior. It assumes ideological proximity between voters and political actors as the main mechanism of 
voting behavior, explaining for instance also the party affiliation, which gives ideology indirect relevance (Hinich 
& Munger, 1994). More recent empirical studies also confirm that ideology is a significant explanatory factor for 
voting, in established (Listhaug et al., 1994; Jacoby, 2010) as well as emergent democracies (Rudi, 2009). Ideol-
ogy not only affects voting, but also, how social and political developments are perceived (Rudolph, 2009), and 
what criteria are relevant for citizens to judge a government’s success or failure (Maloney & Pickering, 2008). 

To summarize, while ideology was found to be a significant factor in voting behavior, it is only one among 
several. Further, voting for parties does not necessarily establish a link between popular ideology and govern-
ment composition, let alone government policies. 

2.2. Government Composition and Public Policy 
The question, whether government composition is a determinant of policies, and if so, under which conditions 
and for which policies, is less studied than the link between voters and governments, and the evidence is much 
less conclusive. Most of the studies focus on the US, fewer cover the European setting. Government ideology is 
presumed to be relevant for the handling of economic issues (Hibbs, 1977) and found to be relevant for political 
business cycles and the trade-off between inflation and unemployment (Potrafke, 2012). The strongest evidence 
of the impact of ideology on policies is found by the study of Poole and Rosenthal on the US Congress, who 
find that ideology rather than issues-specific aspects, explain most of the voting behavior and thereby most of 
the policies enacted by Congress (Poole & Rosenthal, 1997). This finding is partly confirmed by the work of 
Kau and Rubin who found significant but small effects of ideology on the expansion of taxation after controlling 
for other, economic, explanatory factors (Kau & Rubin, 2002). 

Regarding the effectiveness of the link between voter ideology and policy, the electoral competition imposes, 
to some degree, the constraint on the parties to implement the policies the announced during the election cam-
paigns (Klingemann et al., 2006). However, at times there is also the argument for the opposite argument, viz. 
that parties formulate their political programs and their ideology in a relatively vague and broad way, in order to 
be attractive for voters from a broad range of ideological leanings. A more specific argument of this type is the 
territory hypothesis by Maloney and Pickering who argue that parties in a two party system try to cover as much 
ideological ground as possible, assuming that even voters far away from them will have to vote for them, as the 
alternative is even further away (Maloney & Pickering, 2008). Works in the strain of the issue-ownership ap-
proach by Budge and Farlie postulate that the electorate assumes parties of different ideological leanings to be 
competent to tackle different problems, for instance the left is assumed to be better at dealing with unemploy-
ment (Budge & Farlie, 1983). Citizens are presumed to vote for parties depending on the country’s most promi-
nent problems (Rattinger, 1991; Swank, 1993). Again, that does not necessarily tell us something about the poli-
cies actually enacted. Looking explicitly at the impact of government composition, i.e. the left-right orientation, 
on government policy, the meta-study by Imbeau et al. who review 43 empirical studies, concludes that there is 
no difference between left and right governments regarding their policy (Imbeau et al., 2001). 

To summarize, there is little evidence that the connection between popular ideology and policy hinges on the 
composition of governments. 
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2.3. Individual-Level-Ideology and Public Policy 
Regarding the question, whether individual-level opinions and ideologies affect public policy, existing research 
focuses on certain policies, addressing not the relationship between attitudes and policies but rather between in-
dividual attitudes and individual support for certain policies, such as welfare. Here, left-right ideology was 
found to be relevant in several studies (Jacoby, 1994; George, 1998; Brunner et al., 2011; Jaeger, 2008) for a 
more detailed investigation into assumed causal direction. However, ideology is only one factor among many, 
others are personal economic situation and overall economic development. While the relationship presumed 
most often is that of a causal direction running from citizens to policies, there is also substantial evidence that 
macro-level events, such as economic developments, or actions by national governments, can and do affect the 
individual level support for certain policies, in particular welfare policy (Blekesaune & Quadagno, 2003; Bleke-
saune, 2007). 

At the level of policies actually enacted in a country, early research into public opinion and policy by Wright 
et al. found for the US that policy does respond to the public opinion in that a more liberal ideology of citizens at 
state-level implies more liberal policies (Wright et al., 1985; Wright et al., 1987). More recent work, such as 
Adams et al. found that parties do, to some degree, respond to changes in public opinion, by adapting their pro-
grams accordingly, but rather than closely tracking public opinion adapt only, when the divergence is high 
(Adams et al., 2004). 

The transmission of individual-level ideology in the setting of the median voter framework was taken up also 
in the work by McDonald et al. who measure the degree to which elections actually fulfill their function of 
transmitting the median voter’s position into government composition, finding that the transmission works ac-
curate despite some random fluctuations and some bias due to the electoral system (McDonald et al., 2004). 
Rudolph and Evans found an intervening effect for ideology on policy (in particular government spending), in 
that political trust is more relevant for the acceptance of government spending among conservatives, who are 
willing to accept more government spending only if they have trust in government, than among progressives, 
who are in favor of government spending regardless of their trust in government (Rudolph & Evans, 2005). 
Measuring popular ideology by the reconstructing the median voter’s position from party manifestos, Pickering 
and Rockey find a strong link between government growth and voter ideology in a framework where increasing 
income increases the demand for public services, to which government reacts by increasing the supply thereof, 
but this relationship is interdependent with the overall income level, and gets stronger as income increases 
(Pickering & Rockey, 2011). 

To summarize the review of the literature, there is some evidence for the electoral transmission belt argument, 
in particular for the US. This paper will inquiry into how popular ideology developed over time in Europe, how 
strong the links between citizens, governments, and policies are and to what degree popular ideology and 
changes therein can explain policy developments. 

3. Individual-Level Ideology and Public Policy: Alternative Causal Mechanisms 
The first, implicit, link between ideology and policy is that popular ideology is the aggregate of individual-level 
ideology: if many citizens move ideologically to the left, popular ideology shifts too. In the following we will 
use the term popular ideology as referring to the aggregate of all individual ideological positions in the popula-
tion. While the electoral transmission is the standard view of the link between individual-level ideology and 
public policy, there are several complications. For instance, it may well be that ideology affects or determines 
which parties are in government but that parties with different ideological leaning or label do not differ in their 
policy. It may further be that electoral rules block shifts in popular ideology from being translated into govern-
ment composition and thus policy shifts. On the other hand, popular ideology in a society may affect public pol-
icy even without voting into power a party with a decidedly left of right ideology. All parties may recognize the 
shift in popular ideology and respond, despite different ideological leanings, in the very same manner. It may 
also be the case, that policy is neither affected by popular ideology, nor by government ideology. More specifi-
cally, there are three ways the relationship between popular ideology and public policy may be seen. 

3.1. Individual Ideology, Elections, and Government Policies 
Individual ideology may affect policy by elections. This implicitly assumes that there are –despite some con-
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vergence-still real differences in policies offered and implemented by parties. At its most basic, this mechanism 
implies that if there are more left leaning citizens, the chances for a left leaning party in government increases, 
which then, once elected, implements more left policies. This mechanism implies strong links between popular 
ideology, government ideology, and government policy, and the relevance of this hypothesis can be evaluating 
based on whether these links empirically exist. 

3.2. Individual Ideology and Government Policies 
Individual ideology may affect policy also by bypassing the electoral process. The median voter theory as stated 
by Downs would predict that policies pursued by both left and right governments converge towards the median 
(Downs, 1957). So, in the end, their policies may not differ that much, regardless of their ideological label. If the 
electorate shifts to the left, the median voter will shift too, and the parties, all parties!, will follow. The left party 
will be closing in to the median from the left side, the right party will be closing in from the right. If the median 
moves, so will the parties. If the electorate shifts to the left, one will observe a more left policy regardless of 
which party is in government. This is true for two-party systems, but also true for systems where pro-
to-coalitions of parties, a left leaning block and a right leaning block, compete and in turn occupy the political 
offices. The proto-coalitions of parties, in particular parties not so extreme as to be mostly irrelevant, will con-
verge towards the ideological center of gravity. Some empirical evidence for this convergence of policies is 
found already in the fact that differences in the economic policy among parties have diminished (Linhart & Shi-
kano, 2007; for Germany, Kim & Fording, 1998 for a larger set of Western democracies). These findings indi-
cate that there is less political will to enact an economic policy which is decidedly right or left. Empirical sup-
port for this mechanism would arise from a direct effect of popular ideology on policy, combined with the ab-
sence of an effect of government ideology on policy. An effect of popular ideology on government composition 
may exist, but it is not relevant for policies. 

3.3. General Trends, Common Challenges, and the Free Floating Political-Administrative  
System 

Up to now, the assumptions are that 1) elections matter for policy in that governments follow the ideology of the 
electorate, and 2) that there are differences in policies between left and right governments, as their campaign 
rhetoric would imply. However, one can question all of these assumptions on the basis of two arguments. 

First, there might be general trends in policy making, which have their roots either in objective challenges 
(such as a major shift of employment in industrial production to employment in the service sector, the need for 
more qualified jobs, or demographics). Regardless of their ideology, governments have to tackle these chal-
lenges, and as the challenges are similar, policies addressing them are similar too. An electorate with a certain 
ideology votes a party with a corresponding ideology to power, but this does not matter for policies. If this ar-
gument is true, the link between popular ideology and government composition exists, but no link between a 
government’s ideological composition and its policy. This should then be true for more or less all policies, as 
similar states are confronted with similar problems. 

Second, one might recur to the public choice argument about preferences of governments as self-interested 
agent, which runs as follows: irrespective of its ideological creed, the political class and in particular the existing 
governmental bureaucracy below the politically elected level, per se will want to extent the scope of government, 
intensify regulation, enlarge the public sector and the amount of funds redistributed, as all of these are probate 
means to enlarge the public bureaucracy (Niskanen, 1971). From this argument it follows that one might observe 
a relationship between popular ideology and a government’s ideological label, but no decisive link between a 
government’s ideology and its policies. The effect of policy developments, which are isolated from popular ide-
ology should be stronger for policies, where the political-administrative system has a stake, e.g. policies involv-
ing redistribution and the size of the public sector. 

4. Analysis and Results 
The empirical analysis will describe the development of popular ideology, test for its relevance for certain public 
policies, and compare the findings with predictions derived from the three mechanisms outlined in the above 
section. 
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4.1. Methods and Data 
A statistical analysis has to look for the effects of aggregated individual-level ideology on electoral outcomes 
and governmental policies, and this will be done by performing regression analyses of aggregate data at the na-
tional level. At this level, a case is constituted by one country in one year. The data structure of the macro-level 
data is a time series cross sectional data set, supplemented with information about the ideological self-placement 
obtained for countries in the Eurobarometer surveys. The number of countries is roughly equal to the number of 
periods, albeit unbalanced: for some countries, there are 22 points in time, for others only 4. An exploration re-
veals that most of the variation occurs between the countries, a finding indicating that there are differences 
among countries, which are relatively stable over time, while all countries are subject to the same trends in many 
regards. We are interested in explaining the differences between the countries characterized by certain features, 
and we are interested differences which remain after controlling for existing trends. Given the data structure, we 
chose OLS with panel corrected standard errors, including an AR1 process of the error terms (Beck & Katz, 
1995). The correlation of the residuals (t and t − 1) for most dependent variables, as obtained by an OLS regres-
sion is 0.80. 

As for the case selection, there clearly is a range of factors relevant for governmental policies apart from pop-
ular ideology. The question here is how to establish whether the ideology of citizens has a genuine effect on 
government composition and/or governmental policies, or not. This warrants a most similar system design, in 
which the cases selected for a comparison are most similar in as many regards as possible. For this reason, we 
chose EU member states, specifically the Eurobarometer data set which covers some 20 years and allows to 
track the development of citizens’ economic ideology over a longer period for a set of countries which are rela-
tively similar in many social and institutional aspects. Moreover, the ideological content of “Left” and “Right” is 
more homogeneous in the European culture (Kim & Fording, 1998: p. 76; Benoit & Laver, 2007; Klingemann et 
al., 2006). 

The data required encompasses information on a country’s popular ideology, government composition, and 
policies enacted. Data on popular ideology was obtained by aggregating individual-level survey data from the 
Eurobarometer surveys to determine the country’s position on the left-right scale by computing the national av-
erage of individual self-placements for a given year. Higher values of the variable Left Scale indicate a more 
left-leaning population. The information on government composition captures which political bloc—left, center 
or right—was in control of government during a specified period, the data used is from the CPDS Dataset com-
piled by Armingeon et al. (2011). Data on policies is constrained by the availability of comparable data. The 
analysis uses data provided by the Quality of Government Project (Teorell et al., 2009). For the quantitative 
comparison required by this study, this implies a focus on policies which are usually labeled as “size of govern-
ment”: Social Expenditure, the magnitude of redistribution via the welfare state, and Government Size, defined 
as the size of the public sector. Both policies are either intervening in the market place (by redistributing out-
comes) or limiting the market place (by extending the public sector). The variables are measured as the share of 
GDP being redistributed by social and welfare spending, and the share of GDP going into wages and salaries 
paid by the government. Employment Protection is a third policy variable for which quantitative data is availa-
ble, covering the degree of employment protection, as compiled by the OECD (2004). 

All three policies have in common that they are strongly relating to the core of the left-right ideological di-
mension, and left and right imply different and moreover easily identifiable differences in the policies. For all 
three policies, the left’s ideological program implies higher levels of the variables, i.e. one would expect positive 
and significant coefficients of Left Scale on each of the policies. The three policies differ in the degree to which 
they imply a growth of the government’s bureaucracy and the available budget at disposition of the government. 
In both aspects, Employment Protection is, in Niskanian terms, less attractive for the political-administrative 
system. 

4.2. Ideology of Citizens and Parties 
When comparing the left-right positioning of citizens across countries and over time, the first caveat is whether 
there is a real change in ideology, or whether there is merely a shift in content of the labels. The ideological 
scale, which was asked in an identical manner for decades, should be calibrated. Calibrating the ideological 
scale has two aspects. First, what is “left” in a particular country, compared to “left” in another one? In some 
countries, the “left” might be quite moderate, in others, they might be quite socialist, while both call themselves 
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“left”. Thus, it is unclear whether “left” and “right” self-placements are comparable across countries, whether a 
score of 6 on a 1 to 10 scale in country A is indeed 10% more to the left than a 5 in country B. It is also ques-
tionable whether a “6” in country A leads to a policy which is also 10% to the left, e.g. 10% more interventionist 
compared with a policy resulting from a “5” in country B. This holds true even if the parties act as perfect 
transmission belts of popular ideology. The same is true over time: if the content of left and right changes over 
time in a country, it difficult to operationalize the effect of left ideology on policies: For instance, if a “5” on the 
scale stands for a liberal state-economy relationship in a society at one point in time, it might stand for much 
more influence of the government on the economy at another time. 

The calibration of the ideological scale can be tackled using party positions from a comparative analysis of 
party manifests to “calibrate” the left-right scale for an international and longitudinal comparison-a comparison 
using the same set of criteria to locate a certain party in an identical ideological space, to reveal, whether a cer-
tain party moved in one direction on the ideological scale, and also, whether a party labeled “social democratic” 
in one country occupies the same position ideologically as a party with the same label in a different country. The 
study by Lowe et al. did exactly this, compiling a data set containing the positions of parties on several ideolog-
ical and policy scales, as based on the content of their electoral platform and manifest. By design, the scores ob-
tained are comparable over time and across countries, because the coding was done according to the identical 
standard (Lowe et al., 2011a; Lowe et al., 2011b). Thus, given the fixed standard by which the manifestos are 
coded, a shift to the left is really a shift to the left, not just a result of a change in the content and meaning of 
“left”. The coding scheme defines a fixed ideological scale, on which positions can be located and movements 
can be discerned. 

Regarding the question at hand, when keeping the meaning of “left” constant, as the comparative analysis 
does, the shift of the parties becomes obvious (cf. Figure 1). 

Using the stance of parties toward the free market, with positive values indicating positive stance towards a 
free market and negative values indicating the a negative stance, Figure 1 illustrates that political parties un-
derwent a secular change: they converged and they moved to the left position of less support for free market 
principles. Parties’ evaluation of the free market is now much more homogeneous than earlier on, and the evalu-
ation is also more negative than it used to be, i.e. the position of all parties in this issue moved to the left, to-
wards less support for the free market mechanism. The trend towards less support for the free market among 
parties is also significant: regressing the party positions on time yields a significant negative coefficient. Equiv-
alent results can be obtained for parties’ positions towards labor policy or the state-economy relationship, here to 
the trend towards more left positions is significant. Given that parties track voter movements, this finding is  
 

 
Figure 1. Development of party positions on the free market dimension. Remark: data from the 
manifesto project (Lowe et al., 2011b), bold line indicates the LOWES-smoother.                 
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supportive of the observation presented later on in more detail, viz. that voters and citizens also moved to the 
left. 

What is the development of popular ideology? For those twelve European countries, for which we have a 
longer time series of data, Figure 2 gives the development of the national mean of citizen’s self-positioning on 
the left-right-scale, Left Scale, where higher values indicate more left attitudes. 

The most striking observation is that of an ideological convergence similar to the parties: while the countries 
were quite heterogeneous in the beginning of the survey period, the 70 s, the country means are by the end of the 
90 s more similar then they were ever before. However, this development is not constituting a symmetric funnel, 
centering on the middle of the scale. While not easily recognizable, the development of average ideology is also 
trended, and significantly so: per year, the national means move by 0.0175 points to the left. Indeed, much of the 
variation in the beginning of the period under consideration is due to Italy being significantly more left than the 
other countries in the sample. Italy is the only case which is persistently drifting to the right in that the mean of 
the Left-Right-scale moves to the right, which puts Italy’s curve into the middle of the crowd. All other coun-
tries are moving to the left. Given the observation of a real shift in party positions, this shift in popular ideology 
is in all likelihood also a real ideological shift in absolute terms. 

Not only is there a consistent shift in ideology towards the left, there is also the trend towards an increasing 
homogeneity of political opinions. The within-country political polarization, computed as the standard deviation 
of individual Left-Right-self-placements in the country in each year decreases, i.e. citizens are moving closer to 
the national average. Notably is also that the share of people with extremist political attitudes (defined as per-
sons placing themselves in the two outermost categories of the Left-Right-Scale) declines also significantly over 
time. 

Regarding the input to the policy-making process, the existence of a secular shift to the left among popula-
tions can be stated. Both, population and parties are drifting to the left. This shift is not an artifact, not a result of 
a changing meaning of what a “5” on the Left-Right scales implies in terms of political content and political 
demands. Even if the meaning is kept constant, the shift persists. 

4.3. Popular Ideology and Ideological Composition of Government 
The first link in the electoral mechanism is the link between popular ideology and government composition. 
Thus, the question is, does the shift of popular ideology express itself in that, for instance, a more left-leaning 
electorate votes left-governments into office? 

On the one hand, one would presume that if citizens are leaning more to the left, the chances for a left party to  
 

 
Figure 2. Popular ideology: left-right mean for all citizens of european countries over time. 
Remark: Own calculations based on Eurobarometer survey data, see Text.                              
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obtain government power are higher. On the other hand, the majority constraint and the vagaries of coalition 
building may cause a disconnect between ideological composition of the electorate and the ideological composi-
tion of the government. How are the empirical relationships?  

Table 1 gives the result of a logistic regression which regressed the event “Left Party in Government” respec-
tively the event of “Right Party in government” for the 86 elections in the period covered by the CPDS Data 
(Armingeon et al., 2011) on popular ideology and the recent economic growth in the country. The two leftmost 
columns in Table 1 give the results of regressing the share of votes for left parties on the two explanatory va-
riables. 

First, the results indicate that contrary to what one would expect, population ideology does not directly influ-
ence government ideology. While one would not, due to the majority constraint, expect a deterministic relation-
ship, the insignificance of the effect of popular ideology on electoral outcomes is striking. A more left-leaning 
population does not lead significantly more often to a left party controlling the government, nor does a more 
leftist population vote in a way that results in significantly fewer right wing governments. 

Second, when analyzing the share of votes going to left parties in parliament, where the majority constraint is 
not effective, the effect of the electorates’ composition on the composition of parliament is both evident and sig-
nificant: the more left the electorate, the higher the share of left parties in parliament. 

Third, regarding the effect of the economic background of electoral outcomes, the finding indicates that the 
better the economic development was in recent times, the more likely is it that a right government is elected into 
office. For the share of left parties in parliament, the effect of the recent economic development is significantly 
negative. 

As for the effect of ideology on public policy via the electoral route, i.e. via putting a government with a cer-
tain proclaimed ideology into office, this result is an important hint insofar as the very first link between popular 
ideology and public policy is non-deterministic: the ideological composition of the overall population does not 
affect political developments in a deterministic way. While explainable to electoral properties—electoral partic-
ipation among voters from a certain end of the ideological spectrum, but also electoral rules—this finding raises 
a problem for studies which assume to capture the effects of popular ideology on social and economic develop-
ments, by using the ideology of the government as the indicator of the population’s ideology (Bjornskov, 2005). 
It does not preclude that governments, irrespective of their ideological denomination, track popular ideology. 
Indeed, if the parties or proto-coalitions are converging, they are tracking the ideological center of gravity in the 
population. Thus for the following analyses, the effect of a more left leaning population is not synonymous (or, 
to put it more technical: not collinear) with the incumbency of left governments. If popular ideology shifts to the 
left, this does not mean that governments follow suit in terms of their explicit ideological label, but it can still 
imply that governments follow in their factual policies. If popular ideology moves to the left this may also mean 
that all parties, irrespective of their ideological label, react by offering more left-leaning policies and holding 
more leftist positions. As section 4.2 indicated, the comparison of popular ideology and party positions supports 
this argument. The following analysis will therefore include both, popular ideology and government ideology as 
explanatory factors.  

4.4. Popular Ideology and Public Policy 
Does popular ideology affect public policies? In particular, is there an effect of popular ideology which operates  
 
Table 1. Popular ideology and government composition.                                                          

 Left Government Right Government  Shares of Votes for Left Parties 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4  Left Votes 1 Left Votes 2 

Left Scale T0 0.651 0.713 −0.378 −0.357  4.929*** 4.814*** 

Av 5Y GDP Growth Past  −0.425  0.266   −3.198** 

Constant −2.429*** −2.568*** −1.195*** −1.170***  37.211*** 36.774*** 

N 86 86 86 86  86 86 

Pseudo R2 0.066 0.081 0.025 0.036 R2 0.205 0.273 

Remark: Logit Model, explanatory variables are standardized, see Appendix. 
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circumventing the loose electoral link from voters to governments and their policies? 
The following analysis tests for effects of popular and government ideology on three policies which offer 

themselves for a quantitative analysis, Employment Protection, Social Expenditure, and Government Size. As 
for what could be expected, four situations can be outlined which relate to the mechanisms outlined in section 3: 
1) if popular ideology is the driver of policy, a shift to the left should show up it a shift to the left in all three 
policies. 2) If governments with different ideological labels actually implement distinctive policies, the ideology 
of the incumbent government should also matter. 3) If all parties and coalitions track the median voter or popu-
lar ideology, only popular ideology should matter, but there should not be a difference in policies implemented 
by governments labeled left or right. 4) If neither popular nor government ideology matters, this would be indic-
ative of either a free floating political system, or of a universalism in that all governments are confronted with 
the same societal problems and react in the same way. 

The content of policies for which there are effects of popular ideology compared with policies, for which 
there are no such effects, may hint at the mechanism actually at work. While the three policies chosen for the 
analysis share the feature that a left-leaning population expresses demand for more of each (more welfare, more 
employment protection etc.), they differ regarding the question of whether the government per se has an interest 
in what direction these policies shall take, an interest based on the Niskanian argument about the size of the pub-
lic bureaucracy. By setting policies about employment protection, the state sets the rules by which other actors 
have to live. Increasing regulation of the employment market may also call for a bigger role of public actors, 
notably the courts and monitoring institutions, but at its core employment protection it is about the relationship 
between employers and employees. The degree to which public bureaucracy can be inflated by regulating em-
ployment relationships is not comparable to the degree that the other two policies are able to increase the size 
and the power of the public bureaucracy. So, while regulating employment conditions might be a policy where 
left and right governments differ, the effect of the free floating political-administrative system pursuing its own 
agenda will express itself in the two other policies, and if this argument holds true, it will do so without differ-
ences between left and right governments. 

Empirically, all three policies are correlated but explained to varying degrees by different factors; they all af-
fect the relationship between the state and the economy, and are related to the factors we are interested in, eco-
nomic development, popular ideology and government composition. Tables 2(a)-(c) give the results of an ex-
ploration into the political and ideological factors of policy content. 

The effects found for the political variables are consistent, in that they are mainly independent of other control 
variables, such as GDP or time, which are of much higher relevance.  

Regarding popular ideology, the findings indicate that it affects employment protection, but neither the size of 
the welfare state nor the size of government. The same is true for the share of voters for left parties, as an alter-
native measure of popular ideology. 

Regarding the effect of government composition, a government’s ideological orientation does not matter sub-
stantially for any of the three policies under consideration here. A government’s ideology does neither matter for 
the state-economy-relationship, nor for the size of the welfare state, nor for the regulation of the legal relation-
ships between the employees and the employers. There are substantial developments in each of these policies 
over the last decades, and, as these changes do not track popular ideology, it is by no means sure that these de-
velopments are in line with the preferences of voters as expressed by voting a certain party into office. 

Contrary to employment protection, social expenditure and government size are strongly trended. Both are 
increasing constantly, but not due the observable ideological shift to the left in the population. As for other fac-
tors, societal wealth affects two policies: in the wealthier countries in the sample, the level of employment pro-
tections is lower and the size of the government is smaller. Referring to the distinction made above between the 
three policies, policy development tracks popular ideology only where the political-administrative system has no 
stake in a particular policy development. Developments of the two policies where the political-administrative 
system has an interest in a particular development (expanding the state bureaucracy and state budget), are iso-
lated from popular ideology. 

Coming back to the electoral chain linking popular ideology and policy, the second link is also very loose: 
governments of the left and the right do not differ in how they shape or try to shape these policies. This is not to 
say that this finding precludes differences between left and right governments in other issues, such as civil rights 
or environmental protection. But regarding some of the predominant issues underlying the ideological 
left-right-dimension, policies of ideologically different governments do not differ. 
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Table 2. (a) Determinants of employment protection. (b) Determinants of social expenditure. (c) Determi- 
nants of size of the public sector                                                                   

(a) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Left Scale Lag 2 0.152**  0.149** 0.169**  

Left Share Votes  0.127**   0.164*** 

Left Government   0.005 0.011 -0.001 

Right Government   -0.000 −0.010 0.003 

GDP    −0.406*** −0.281*** 

Year    −0.015 −0.082 

R2 0.043 0.027 0.042 0.153 0.111 

N 206 315 206 206 315 

N (Countries) 15.000 15 15 15 15 

(b) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Left Scale Lag 2 0.035  0.030 0.022  

Left Share Votes  −0.013   −0.002 

Left Government   0.008 0.004 −0.002 

Right Government   −0.017 −0.013 0.027* 

GDP    0.088 −0.264* 

Year    0.339* 0.618*** 

R2 0.005 0.000 0.009 0.091 0.108 

N 271 574 271 271 402 

N (Countries) 16 23 16 16 16 

(c) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Left Scale Lag 2 −0.011  −0.011 0.001  

Left Share Votes  −0.012   −0.013 

Left Government   0.002 −0.002 −0.006 

Right Government   −0.007 −0.004 0.005 

GDP    −0.521*** −0.745*** 

Year    0.207 0.547*** 

R2 0.001 0.000 0.002 0.127 0.177 

N 298 556 298 298 544 

N (Countries) 16 16 16 16 16 

Remark: Results as obtained using STATA xtpcse routine. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. All variables are standardized, see 
Appendix. 
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5. Summary and Conclusion 
To summarize, we find little evidence of an impact of popular ideology on public policies. The baseline argu-
ment was that of a link between popular ideology on the input side and policies on the output side: either a pop-
ulation more often elects a party with its favored ideology into office, which then implements policies more in 
line with popular ideology. Alternatively, parties, irrespective of their ideological label, pursue policies more in 
line with popular ideology because each side is tracking popular ideology, and converging to the political center 
of gravity, albeit from different sides. From both views, different predictions about effects can be derived. Under 
the first, popular ideology should affect government composition, which then should matter for policies chosen. 
Under the second, policies should track popular ideology, but there should not be an effect of government ide-
ology. 

Looking at popular ideology, the input to the political process, and party positions, we find a secular trend 
towards more left positions, implying that parties are seemingly tracking the population and voters in shifting 
their positions as expressed in their manifestos, if not their ideological label. Moreover, there is today more 
ideological homogeneity and less polarization among both, parties and citizens than in the 1970s. Given this 
shift, which we treat as exogenous, we would expect corresponding policy shifts, also to the left. While there is a 
shift in policies in the countries in the sample, this shift is not explainable by looking at the ideological leaning 
and the development of ideology in the countries’ populations. While there might be policies, where the link 
between broad ideology and specific policy is not that straightforward, all three policies under consideration 
here are closely related to the left-right ideology dimension, and thus one would expect a relationship with pop-
ular ideology. If popular ideology really matters for policy development, popular ideology indicators should sig-
nificantly affect these policies. 

The empirical findings can be summarized as follows: 
1) The link between popular ideology and government composition is non-deterministic, so it is necessary to 

include both analyses of policy determinants. Popular ideology is most often not measured directly, by recurring 
to voter surveys, but via parties in government and their ideological position as judged analyzing party manifes-
tos. The assumption that parties in government are a good indicator of popular ideology is thus questionable.  

2) Neither popular ideology, constructed by averaging ideological self-placements at the individual level, nor 
shares for left parties in elections as an alternative indicator consistently affect policies. 

3) There is no difference in policy between governments of different ideology. The last finding is in line with 
the argument that parties or proto-coalitions are converging. As was said above, the tracking works in that par-
ties are also more left, in pursuit of a secular shift in popular ideology. But regarding their actual policy, there 
are no differences between left and right governments. 

If governments were perfect agents, a shift in popular ideology would translate in policy, by either of the two 
mechanisms outlined. This is not the case. This leaves two explanations: either that all governments purse the 
same policies in response to the same problems, or that governments do not actually care about their principals’ 
ideological demands. To decide, which explanation holds true, one must look at different policies, notably poli-
cies, where governments as agents have a self-interest as opposed to policies, where the government as agent has 
no stake. Comparing, which policies track popular ideology and which are independent of it, indicates that gov-
ernments indeed follow popular ideology in policies, where they have no stake and no bureaucratic self-interest 
in certain policy developments, but pursue their own agenda, where they have one. Popular ideology (as proxied 
by popular ideology and the ideology of the voters) matters only in an issue, where the political-administrative 
system, has no interest, but regulates the relationship between two other, private, actors. But for the size of gov-
ernment and the magnitude of redistribution, both issues where the bureaucracy can extend its size and power by 
extending the role of the state, popular ideology does not matter. Whatever happens here is done by the govern-
ment and its bureaucracy, but not as a reaction to demands of the population. 
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Appendix 
a) Data sources 

Teorell, J., Charron, N., Samanni, M., Holmberg, S., & Rothstein, B. (2009). The Quality of Government Data-
set (Version 17, June 2009). University of Gothenburg: The Quality of Government Institute.  

Armingeon, K., Weisstanner, D., Engler, S., Potolidis, P., Gerber, M., & Leimgruber, P. (2011). Comparative 
Political Data Set 1960-2009, Institute of Political Science, University of Berne.  

OECD (2004). OECD Employment Outlook 2004. Paris: OECD. 
Lowe, W., Benoit, K., Mikhaylov, S., & Laver, M. (2011). Replication Data for: The Manifesto Project Data 

Extended to Include the Logit Scales and Standard Errors. Slava Mikhaylov [Distributor] V3 [Version].  
http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/17073  
http://dvn.iq.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/Mikhaylov/faces/study/StudyPage.xhtml?globalId=hdl:1902.1/17073 
http://www.kenbenoit.net/cmp/scales/ [last accessed 13 April 2015]. 
b) Variables 

Left Government: Executive Party is a Left Party? (0 = no, 1 = yes) 
Right Government: Executive Party is a Right Party? (0 = no, 1 = yes) 
Left Votes: %—share of votes for left, left socialist and communist parties in parliamentary elections 
Political Data from the CPDS Dataset; see Armingeon et al. (2011) 
Left Scale T0: Popular Ideology—current mean of individual left right positionings (10 = Left) 
Left Scale Lag 2: Popular Ideology—mean of individual left right positionings two years preceding (10 = 

Left) 
Own calculations based on aggregated Eurobarometer data. The Eurobarometer trend file contains the ques-

tion where on a left-right-scale individuals would place themselves, the individual values were aggregated for 
each country for each year, for details see text  

Av 5Y GDP Growth Rate Past: Average GDP growth rate of the preceding five years 
Social Expenditure (original label socexp_t): Total Social Expenditure (in % of GDP) 
Government Size (original label pwt_gsg): Government Share of GDP in % 
GDP (original label unna_gdpc): GDP per Capita 
Economic data from Teorell et al. (2009) 
Employment Protection: OECD indicator of Employment Protection (OECD, 2004) high values indicate a 

high level of employment protection 

http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/17073
http://dvn.iq.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/Mikhaylov/faces/study/StudyPage.xhtml?globalId=hdl:1902.1/17073
http://www.kenbenoit.net/cmp/scales/
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