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Why do political parties sometimes adopt unpopular, even extreme policy positions?
Since Downs’s seminal study of party competition and voting behavior, conventional wisdom
has been that party leaders are free to adopt any policy position and prefer moderate positions
near the median voter to maximize vote-share (Downs 1957). Yet, from the Conservatives’
position on climate change to the NDP’s historical position on taxes or the ongoing efforts of
Republicans in the United States to repeal Obamacare, parties regularly take policy positions that
seem out of touch with public preferences. Moreover, contrary to expectations, political parties
rarely find much electoral success in the ideological middle; instead, party systems are often
moderately polarized with the major political parties on both the left and right adopting relatively
extreme positions (Sartori 1976; Poole and Rosenthal 1997; McDonald and Budge 2005).

Scholars have offered several explanations for this puzzle in recent decades, often using
Downs’s spatial model as a starting point. Some have focused on the individual vote calculus and
the possibility that voters actually prefer more ideologically extreme parties;' however, probably
the most prominent line of research has focused on the idea that party activists constrain party
leaders from adopting more moderate positions (Aldrich 1983; Stregm 1990; Schofield and
Sened 2006). The key assumption of this activist constraint modes that party activists are
policy extremists. Therefore, anytime they exert influence on party decision-making, whether
directly or indirectly, activists would limit the ability of leaders to move the party to a more
moderate position near the median voter. Despite its intuitive appeal, those pointing to the
constraint of party activists ignore the empirical research on this group, which has consistently
shown that activists are not policy extremists. In fact, activists are often found to be more
moderate than party officials and leaders (Iversen 1993; Norris 1995).

In this study, therefore, I depart from existing research and argue that a critical piece of
the puzzle is still missing from existing accounts of how parties formulate policy positions and
compete in elections—the role of internal party politics. This piece of the puzzle helps explain
why some political parties diverge from the median voter and others converge toward it. In
addition, this theory does not rely on the empirically unfounded premise that party activists are
ideological extremists. Specifically, the key insight I develop and test is that party policy

positions largely depend on the structure of intraparty power—they depend on the relative power

! The directional mode[Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1989) and the discounting mod&lGrofman 1985; Kedar 2005)
are the two most well known individual-level models. Both models indicate that voters prefer more extreme parties.



of the parliamentary faction (PF) and extra-parliamentary faction (EPF), as laid out in party
bylaws and constitutions, and not on the preferences of voters, leaders, or activists. On the one
hand, when the parliamentary faction, that is, legislators and public officials, is stronger, the
party will tend to adopt more moderate, so-called “vote-seeking” positions. On the other, when
the extra-parliamentary faction, that is, activists and party organization leaders, is stronger, it will
tend to adopt more extreme or “policy-seeking” positions. I term this the model of dominant
factions.

In this sense, the model of dominant factions shares some similarities to the activist
constraint approach, but it also differs in one critical way. Indeed, in a fundamental departure
from existing scholarship, I argue that the policy preferences of party leaders, candidates for
public office, and even activists are not exogenous and cannot be assumed. Leaders are not
necessarily vote-seekers and activists are not necessarily policy-seekers, at least not in the sense
that these groups consistently favor more moderate and extreme positions, respectively. At the
same time, their preferences are not random. Instead, I argue that the structure of intraparty
power systematically shapes all intraparty actors’ preferences in the same way—it determines the
types of people who join the party, remain as activists, and climb the ranks to become candidates
for public office and party leaders. Put differently, party organizations make leaders and activists
in their images, not the other way around, and hence, both groups tend to have preferences in the
same direction for a given party. This, in turn, shapes the policy positions that parties present to
the electorate and ultimately turn into public policy outcomes.

In the following section, I review existing theories of party positioning. After outlining
these theories and discussing their strengths and limitations, I develop a new theory of dominant
factions. Drawing on data from a 1989 expert survey of party positions and intraparty power, I
test the competing theories for over 100 parties in 20 advanced democracies. The results provide
robust support for the theory of dominant factions. They also indicate that recent attempts to
distinguish between niche and mainstream parties in party behavior can largely be explained by

this more general theory on intraparty power.

Policy Positioning: The Modified Downsian Model and the Myth of Activist Extremism
Largely because of its simple and intuitive appeal, the Downsian spatial model remains

the starting point for most research on party policy positioning. Downs (1957) makes only a few



key assumptions about voters and parties, and from them he derives several expectations about
policy positioning and the nature of party competition. The main assumptions about voters are:
they have relatively fixed policy preferences; policy preferences motivate their vote choice; they
know the policy positions of competing parties; and, they vote sincerely, that is, for the party
closest to their own position. For parties, the assumptions are: party leaders/candidates choose
their parties’ policy positions; these leaders are free to choose any position along the left-right
ideological spectrum; and, the desire to maximize vote share and secure public office motivate
leaders’ choice of positions. As is well known, Downs predicted that under these conditions, parties
would converge on the median voter in two-party systems. Even in multi-party systems, “vote-
maximizing parties are attracted to policy positions favored by large groups of voters” (Iversen 1994:
157), and generally they should be expected to converge on the meanvoter position (Hinich 1977;
Schofield et al. 1998; Lin et al. 1999).

Yet, despite its intuitive appeal, the convergence hypothesis finds little support in empirical
reality, even in the approximate two-party systems of the United States and Great Britain. Indeed,
party systems often display a moderately polarizedpattern. This is evident in cross-national studies
of party positions, as measured by party manifestoes (Budge et al. 2001) and expert surveys (Benoit
and Laver 2006). Moreover, several studies of party elites, whether drawing on candidate surveys or
roll call data, have found that candidates and elected officials often express more extreme policy
positions than their own voters and core supporters. This is the case in multiparty systems, such as
Sweden (Holmberg 1989) and Norway (Listhaug et al. 1990), as well as the United States (Poole and
Rosenthal 1984).

These findings make it clear that parties experience both centripetal and centrifugal
pressures (Cox 1990; Merrill and Adams 2002; Grofman 2004; Warwick 2009). They also
indicate the need to develop a more dynamic model of party positioning—one that can account
for the fact that parties and their leaders sometimes adopt moderate positions and other times
more extreme positions.

Scholars have begun to devote significant attention to this puzzle in recent years. One
promising line of research on party positioning that has recently gained traction abandons
altogether the assumption that policy outcomes are the only factor that determines vote choice.
Instead, voters are thought to also consider a variety of so-called valencefactors, including the
likeability of a party and its leaders, their perceived competence in handling critical political and

economic issues, and other factors that may increase affective attachments to parties and their



leaders (Stokes 1963; Adams 1998a, 1998b; Groseclose 2001; Schofield and Sened 2006). This
approach fits well with empirical research on voting behavior, which has long emphasized the
role of affective attachments, candidate images, economic performance, and other non-policy
proximity factors in vote choice (Campbell et al. 1960; Thomassen 2006).

Intuitively, a candidate or party with a valence advantage is also likely to do better at the
ballot box, but how does valence advantage relate to party positioning? Following the standard
Downsian logic, Schofield and Sened (2006) argue that while all party leaders would prefer to
move their party to the vote-rich electoral middle, only those with a valence advantage are free to
do so (see also Ansolabehere and Snyder 2000; Groseclose 2001). Political parties with a valence
disadvantage, in contrast, will tend to move away from the center. According to Schofield and
Sened (2006), this is because, facing the prospect of losing an election, their leaders are forced to
appeal to party activists who can provide vital resources, such as time and money, necessary to
increase a party’s valence. The assumption is that party activists are policy extremists who have
no interest in compromising policy goals just for votes. Therefore, anytime they exert influence
on party decision-making, whether directly or indirectly, activists are thought to limit the ability
of leaders to move the party to a more moderate position (Key 1956; May 1973; Aldrich 1983;
Aldrich and McGinnis 1989; Strem 1990; McGann et al. 2002).

The notion that party activists are policy extremists has long been held among party and
electoral scholars. It is easy to see the basis for this logic. After all, whether canvassing voters in
their communities, putting up campaign signs, or serving as local party officials or national
convention delegates, activists devote significant time and resources to the party while receiving
little or no material benefits in return. What else could motivate activism other than an intense
desire and passion to promote specific policies? Leon Epstein (1960: 385) pointedly captures

these sentiments, writing that:

the voluntary and amateur nature of [local party branches] ensures that they attract
zealots in the party cause, and particularly so at the local leadership level, where
there are many routine political chores which only the devoted are likely to
perform. Principles, not professional careers, are what matter here.

This assumption is so widely held that many scholars simply accept it as a truism and

incorporate it in their models without looking at the empirical evidence. The problem, however,



is that despite its intuitive appeal, systematic research on intraparty actors’ policy positions has
consistently found no evidence of activist extremism—mnot in the (approximate) two party
systems of the United States (Herrera and Taylor 1994) and Great Britain (Norris 1995), nor in
the multiparty systems of Western Europe or Canada (Holmberg 1989; Kitschelt 1989; Iversen
1994; Narud and Skare 1999; Gallagher and Marsh 2002; Weldon 2008).

Activists sometimes do hold more extreme positions than party voters; however, in these
cases, party elites, including elected officials, generally have even more extreme positions, as
self-reported in candidate and party member surveys (Iversen 1994). In other words, activists and
elites tend to move in conjunction with one another—that is, when parties and their leaders are
more moderate than voters, activists tend to be as well, and when parties are more extreme than
their voters, so are the activists (see also Weldon 2008).2

These findings are important. They not only call into question the models that assume
activists constrain leaders from adopting moderate positions; they also undermine the more basic
proposition that leaders invariably prefer such moderate, vote-seeking positions in the first place.
Leaders and elected officials commonly hold more extreme, policy-seeking positions than even
their core supporters. Although it might be possible to explain this puzzle by further refining our
theories about the individual vote calculus, I opt for a different direction, focusing on the
structure of intraparty politics and how this relates to selecting party leaders and candidates for
public office. This approach helps us better understand both party policy positioning and the

relationship between party activists and leaders.

Policy Positioning: Intraparty Power and The Model of Dominant Factions

Despite their limitations, the models that incorporate party activists are a useful starting
point for understanding policy positioning at the party level. Most importantly, they reject the
assumption that leaders exercise complete control over the party, and recognize that intraparty
politics matter for party behavior. However, these modified Downsian models also appear to

oversimplify the nature of intraparty politics—party behavior cannot be reduced to a simple

? It is also worth noting that some conflate intensity of preferences for extremism; these are not necessarily the same.
Take, for example, the issue of gay marriage in the United States today. One can easily imagine that an individual
would care passionately about this issue and, as a result, be willing to devote significant time to change public policy,
whether working within a political party or outside of it. Yet, support for gay marriage can hardly be viewed as an
extreme position when around half of the public consistently expresses support for it in contemporary opinion
surveys.



conflict between vote-seeking leaders and policy-seeking activists. The empirical finding that
leaders are sometimes more moderate than activists and other times more extreme suggests that
one major drawback of these theories is that they take the preferences of leaders (as well as
activists) as given, universal, and fixed. I argue instead that the preferences of each of these
groups of actors are endogenous to intraparty processes and largely determined by the structure
of intraparty power. The structure of intraparty power also determines the extent to which parties
and their leaders react to the electorate’s policy preferences in the general election.

The model has three fundamental propositions and it is useful to lay them out formally
before discussing each in detail. Note that I will use the word party to refer to the political party

as a whole as well as its leaders and candidates for public office.

1. First and foremost, a party’s policy and ideological positions (PP) are determined by
the party selectorate (PS). More specifically, and assuming that selectorate members
have equal power, following Bueno de Mesquita and his colleagues (2003), they will
reflect the electoralpreference of the median member of the selectorate (PS). The
party selectorate is defined as the individuals charged with selecting a party’s leaders
and candidates for public office.

PP|:PTSL| “|

2. The electoral preference of the party selectorate (PS) is a function of both its median
policy preference (I"I ! and the mean policy preference of the general electorate in
multiparty elections ("## !. The relative weight that the PSputs on !l and "##
depends on how much PSmembers stand to benefit personally from the party holding
elected office relative to the benefits that they derive from realizing their own policy
preferences. Benefits (PBen) are measured here on a 0 to 1 scale—0 means the PS
members receive no personal benefits from the party holding elected office and 1
means the PS members only receive personal benefits from the party holding elected
office and no policy benefits.?
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3. Finally, a party’s policy and ideological positions (PP) will further deviate toward the
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median policy preference of the general electorate (I"## ) to the extent that the party
selectorate (PS cannot hold its leaders and candidates accountable for deviating from
its own electoral preferences (I" ) after nominating them for elected office. One can
think about measuring accountability (PSAcc}on a 0 tol scale. Reversing the scale
for simplicity, 0 means that the PS can hold leaders and candidates completely
accountable and 1 means that it has no power to hold them accountable.

PP LT L [(F7 0 THRE ) MHSSo ] 1

A few basic points about the above model. First, note that if the party selectorate receives
no personal benefits from the party holding elected office and it is able to hold its candidates and
leaders completely accountable after the nominating process, then I expect the party’s official
position to simply be the median policy preference of the party selectorate, I"Il . This might be
the case, for example, in a party where members of the PS are formally barred from holding
public office, there are strong transparency requirements that prevent corruption, and the PS has
the ability to dismiss, demote, or sanction rogue candidates and MPs at its discretion. This would
be a classic, ideal type policy-seeking party.

Second, and at the other extreme, consider a party where the personal benefits of elected
office far outweigh potential policy benefits for the party selectorate. This might be the case, for
example, in a system with high levels of corruption where governing parties are able to dole out
private benefits and state resources to their supporters. A more common scenario in advanced
democracies is a party where members of the PSare also its elected officials or the parliamentary
leader and her inner circle of trusted advisors. In essence, the PSnominates its own members for
elected office, giving themselves the opportunity to secure the material and status benefits that
come with it. Therefore, by definition, the accountability term drops out of the equation, but so
does the median policy preference of the PS(PSPP!. This leaves just the mean policy preference
of the general electorate, and thus, PP, = GSPP, . This is the classic vote-seeking party as
imagined by Downs.

It is these first two factors, the policy preferences of the party selectorate and how much
the party selectorate stands to benefit personally from the party holding elected office, which I
argue are most important for explaining party behavior and policy positioning. Before turning to

how these factors vary across political parties, however, let us first consider the third condition,



accountability This condition is intended to capture situations in which a party’s candidates and
leaders gain autonomy from the party selectorate after they have received the nomination. This
can happen as a result of the institutional rules, for example, if once the nomination process is
completed, the party selectorate has limited recourse to withdraw the nomination. The two major
parties in the United States with the nomination of candidates through primaries and caucuses are
good examples.”

Once in elected office, MPs also may increase their autonomy by acquiring resources that
allow them to appeal to the party selectorate on non-policy grounds. These are, in short, the same
valence factors discussed above, including the MP’s likeability, perceived competence, and even
name recognition. Moreover, as a result of an MP’s valence appeal, she may be able to change
the selectorate composition in some systems, moving its median policy position closer to that of
the general electorate. The MP may even gain such a strong valence advantage that she is willing
to run as an independent candidate in the event that the party selectorate fails to renominate her
for elected office. Joseph Lieberman (Connecticut, 2008) and Lisa Murkowski (Alaska, 2010)
are two recent high profile examples of this in their respective US Senate races.

In short, MPs can be difficult to control once they have received the nomination from the
party selectorate. However, this is not the case in all systems or parties. It is not a coincidence
that the US features prominently in this discussion. Indeed, the primary and caucus nomination
system used in the two major US parties is particularly conducive to promoting MP autonomy.
This is because the party selectorate is much larger and more diverse than typically found in

other parties and party systems.’

Intraparty Power and Importance of the Party Selectorate

The structure of intraparty power is central to understanding party competition and policy
positioning, because the first task of anyone who aspires to elected office is to be nominated by
their party. It may be true that, left to their own devices, party leaders and candidates ultimately
care about securing elected office. It also may be true that in a general election more moderate

policy positions are the most effective strategy for maximizing vote-share and securing office.

* Term limits or old age for elected representatives might also increase their autonomy.

> More generally, we can expect that accountability (PSAcct) varies directly with the size of the party selectorate—
the larger the PS, the less the PS will be able to hold leaders and candidates accountable for deviating from its ideal
point (") and toward that of the general electorate!(I"## ).



Nonetheless, failure to secure a party’s nomination ensures certain defeat in the general election,
unless, of course, one is a viable independent candidate, which is rare.

The fact that there are generally many potential candidates for any serious position helps
ensure that the eventual nominees will have policy preferences aligned with those of the party
selectorate. Indeed, the vetting process for potential candidates for higher public office is often a
long one, especially in established parties that regularly participate in government. The career
path for a MP typically starts at a young age. They may have first joined the party’s youth wing,
working at lower levels of the party organization and on local election campaigns. As they prove
their mettle to the powers that be, they gradually climb the party ladder, possibly winning elected
office in municipal government or securing a spot at the bottom of the party’s national election
candidate list. Only a few will rise to hold nationally elected office, and rare is the MP who is not
a career politician.

One result of this long career path is it helps ensure that a party’s elected officials have
similar goals and policy preferences as those who hold the power within a party, that is, the party
selectorate. Otherwise, they would not have been promoted through the ranks. While MPs may
and occasionally do deviate from the party selectorate’s preferences and interests once in office,
there is often a heavy price to pay for it, including demotion to backbencher status and failure to
be renominated in the next election.

It is also important to underscore at this point that while party organizations do perform
many functions and tasks, chief among them is the selection of candidates for elected office, and
it is here where we find the true power in a party (Gallagher and Marsh 1988). This is because
once in office MPs are the only actors explicitly charged with governing. They also act as the
party’s representatives to the electorate; they initiate legislation; and it is their votes that decide

public policy. In short, whoever controls candidate selection controls the party.

Identifying the Party Selectorate

The discussion to this point has proceeded as though party organizations had a clear and
identifiable selectorate. Sometimes that is the case at least formally. In highly centralized parties,
for example, the party leader or a small leadership group may have the authority to choose all the
candidates unilaterally. Parties that use primaries and caucuses also have a clearly identifiable

selectorate, all registered party members. And, there are a few countries and parties where the



local constituency organization controls the nomination process with little interference from the
central leadership, including the Norwegian parties (Strom 1994).

Most often, however, there is some form of shared authority between national and sub-
national party organs where the national leadership may influence the process in a variety of ways
(Bille 2001; Lundell 2004). For example, nominations may take place officially at the constituency
branch level, but the national executive has power to add names to the lists or veto undesirable
candidates, as in the main Canadian parties (Cross 2008). Or, as in the two major British parties,
local constituency organizations may be required to choose candidates from a national executive list
of “acceptable” candidates (Denver 1988). Finally, the party leadership may also have no direct
involvement in the actual decision-making process, but have the right of approval over the entire list
of candidates. This gives the national leadership significantly less power than the ability to veto

individual candidates, but it does give them some influence over the process.

Party Selectorate: Policy and Office Benefits

Identifying a party’s selectorate is a first step to understanding policy positioning, but the
key factor is the balance of power within the selectorate between those who stand to benefit
personally from the party holding elected office and those who do not. This division is similar to
others in the literature, such as that between the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary factions
(PF vs. EPF), the “party in public office” and the “party in central office”, or politicians versus
party activists (Charlot 1989; Katz and Mair 1994). However, I want to emphasize that the key
factor is not these actors’ formal role or position in the party hierarchy; it is whether they hold
power or not. Put another way, all parties have politicians, but not all politicians have power
within their parties.

To understand the selectorate’s balance of policy and personal office interests, we need to
know the composition of the key organs involved in the candidate selection process and, more
importantly, how members come to hold their positions. Are they chosen by those who have
much to gain personally from the party holding elected office, that is, the PF? Or, are they
chosen by those who benefit primarily from achieving public policy outcomes, that is, the EPF or
party activists? At one extreme, we find parties that have a clear split between the two factions. That
is, members of parliament are not permitted to hold any party executive positions, and thus, the
parliamentary faction plays no formal role in the selection of candidates. In principle and largely in

practice, the two major British parties worked this way through the 1980s. The parliamentary faction
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had autonomy over the formulation of policy positions and the day-to-day running of the party in
parliament, but candidate selection was the near exclusive domain of the party executive (Denver
1988).° The Labour Party through a series of reforms in the 1980s and early 1990s has gradually
increased the power of the parliamentary faction (Webb 2002).

At the other extreme, the parliamentary leadership and party executive leadership are
identical. MPs not only sit on executive organs, but the parliamentary leader is in fact the leader of
the party executive, or the EPF. While the national executive committee may and often does include
representatives from the party organization proper, such as delegates from youth and women’s
organizations, these auxiliary members are subordinate to and often chosen by the chairperson—that
is, the parliamentary leader. Danish (Pedersen 1987) and Dutch (Daalder 1987) parties, for example,
have tended to have this type of structure, though an important exception is their respective social
democratic parties and new left-libertarian parties (Deschouwer 2002; Sundberg 2002).

In general, however, it is best to think of these two situations as ideal types. In practice,
power is often shared between the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary factions and between
politicians and party activists. The key question is: what is the relative balance of power between
them? When the PF, that is, legislators and public officials, holds more power, the party will tend
to adopt more moderate, so-called “vote-seeking” positions; however, when the EPF controls the
party, that is, activists and party organization leaders, the party will tend to adopt more extreme
or “policy-seeking” positions. Moreover, the policy preferences of each group will tend toward
whichever holds the balance of power. That is, the structure of intraparty power systematically
shapes all actors’ preferences within an individual party in the same way—it determines the
types of people who join parties, remain as activists, and ultimately climb the ranks to become
candidates for public office and party leaders (this helps to explain why scholars have found such
limited evidence of activist extremism). This, in turn, shapes the policy positions that parties

present to the electorate and ultimately turn into public policy outcomes.

Data and Methods
To test the core theory requires several types of data, the most important of which is data

on the structure of intraparty power. For this, I draw on a 1989 expert survey about parties where

® The two parties, however, also traditionally had the policy of allowing incumbents to be automatically re-
nominated in their districts. This gave the parliamentary faction some additional autonomy, though their original
nomination was still controlled by the party executive. In 1981, the Labour Party changed its rules requiring
incumbents to have to go through the nomination process for each election.
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political scientists who specialize in the study of political parties were asked to assess the relative
power of party activists in the areas of government participation and policy formulation (Laver
and Hunt 1992). [ use it as an indicator for the relative power of the extra-parliamentary faction
versus the parliamentary faction.” The study includes 22 advanced democracies and data for all
parties that had received national parliament representation in the most recent election leading up
to the year of the survey. Data is available for over 150 parties in total, and from that, I was able
to retain 110 cases for analysis when matched with other data. It includes large and small parties,
mainstream and niche, old and new, and those from all party families, making it particularly
useful for testing the core theory. The variable is measured on a 0-20 scale with higher values
meaning that the extra-parliamentary faction holds greater power in a given party.

I also require data on parties’ official left-right ideological positions. These data are also
available from Laver and Hunt’s expert survey. I also collect estimates from a second expert
survey done a few years later by Huber and Inglehart (1995) and the party manifestoes project
(Budge et al. 2001) for the closest national election to 1989. I use a composite measure as the
primary indicator, averaging the party’s left-right ideological position across all available
sources.”

To measure the mean voter position of the electorate, I have collected national election
studies for most countries for the election closest to 1989. The model also requires an indicator
for the preferences of the party selectorate. A direct measure is not available; however, as a
proxy, I use the mean left-right position of party identifiers. My expectation is it is correlated
with the party selectorate’s left-right electoral position, but diverges from that based on the
relative power of party activists. That is, if activists control the party, then the identifier indicator
will tend to underestimate the extremeness of the selectorate’s actual left-right electoral position.
If the parliamentary faction controls the party, the identifier indicator will tend to overestimate
the extremeness of the selectorate’s actual left-right electoral position. Therefore, the theory of

dominant factions leads to the expectation that parties will adopt more moderate positions than

" Ideally, we would have data based on parties’ own organizational bylaws, and it is possible to collect this data
because party rules are often a matter of public record. But, there has been limited research on this aspect of party
organizations, and much of that are case studies of individual parties or party systems. The author is currently
collecting this data. To my knowledge, the Laver and Hunt expert survey is the only study with systematic data on
intraparty power of any king. While Benoit and Laver (2006) have a more recent expert survey, it appears that they
dropped questions about the relative power of activists, legislators, and leaders.

¥ Analyses with the individual indicators perform similarly for all expert surveys. These models are available upon
request.
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their identifiers when activists have less intraparty power and more extreme positions than their
identifiers when activists have more power. In other words, how parties react to the policy
position of their identifiers relative to the mean voter’s position is conditional on the relative
power of activists. I capture this with an interaction term between identifiers’ left-right position
and activist power. Finally, again, I am unable to test the accountability proposition in this study.
Although the model above is formulated in terms of a party’s actual left-right position,
for the purpose of the analyses, I construct the dependent variable as the absolute distance of the

party’s official position from the mean voter position,
Distance; = |I"#$%&' , ! VoterLR]|

I also construct the mean position of party identifiers in the same way. All left-right position
variables are rescaled on the same 0-10 scale for comparability. If the mean voter position was
five, the rescaled dependent variable could only range from 0 to 5 and a zero would indicate the
party or identifiers have the same position as that of the mean voter in the electorate. However,
the mean voter position is not always five, because it is determined empirically for each country.

Thus, the model to test the basic theory is:
Distance; = IDer Distance, + "#$%$&H##$%, | IDerDistance;! | I"#$#%Power; ! 1! |

For robustness checks, I also include several control variables, including the number of
parties in a party system (Andrews and Money 2009), the seat share of the party in parliament,
and whether it is a mainstream or niche party (Ezrow 2008; Adams and Merrill 2009; Calvo and
Hellwig 2010). The expectations are that parties will tend to diverge from the median voter as
the number of parties in a system increases (up to a certain point; thus, I include a squared term),

the party secures a greater share of the seats, and if it is a niche party.

Analysis and Results
We begin in Figures 1 and 2 by examining the bivariate relationship between the
dependent variable, distance of party from the median voter, and the two key independent

variables. The points are color coded by their party family. Figure 1 graphs the relationship
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between the distance that party identifiers lie from the median voter in the electorate and the
distance of the party. As the graph shows, there is a fairly close relationship between a party’s
distance and that of its core constituents, which again I use as a proxy for the party selectorate’s
policy positions. Moreover, the relationship appears consistent across party families, indicating
that regardless of a party’s social, economic, or historical origins, political parties represent their
core supporters (and own selectorate), first and foremost, not the general electorate. If a party
does closely represent the general electorate, that is, it is close to the mean voter position (zero in
Figures 1 and 2), this appears to be largely because their core supporters also happen to have left-

right positions close to the mean voter.

<<<< Figures 1 and 2 about here >>>>

Figure 2 is the second component of the model, the relative power of party activists in a
party, and its effect on a party’s distance from the median voter. While the relationship is more
spread out than in Figure 1, it does appear parties tend to adopt more extreme positions when the
party selectorate has less to gain personally from holding elected office—that is, when party
activists and the extra-parliamentary faction hold greater power within the party. Moreover, note
that several parties in the upper left hand corner of the graph are Communist or Far-Right parties.
There is some evidence that they diverge from the general pattern, and therefore, I will check for

this in the multiple regressions with dummy controls.

<<<< Table 1 about here >>>>

We now turn to the multiple regression, employing a simple OLS model. Table 1 shows
three models. Models 1 and 2 test the core theoretical model, and Models 3 and 4 add several
control variables. Looking at Model 1, we see, again, that parties tend to adopt left-right policy
positions fairly close to those of their core supporters. However, based on the entire sample, it
appears parties favor positions slightly more moderate than those supporters, given that a
coefficient value of 1 would indicate parties adopt positions perfectly in lockstep with their core
supporters. As activist power increases, we see that parties move further away from the electoral

middle, adopting more extreme positions.
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The interaction term in Model 2 captures the relationship between these two factors and
party positioning. We see that all three terms in the model are highly significant and in the
expected direction. When activists have limited power within a party, and thus, politicians and
the parliamentary faction largely have control, we see the party tends to adopt positions closer to
the middle of the electorate and quite a bit more moderate than the policy preferences of their
core supporters. Indeed, when the parliamentary faction exercises near complete control, the
model predicts that the party will cross over the mean position of the electorate, even if the
party’s identifiers are more than one unit away from the mean position (that is, a 4 on the left-

right scale for leftist parties, and a 6 for right-wing parties).

<<<< Figure 3 about here >>>>

As activist power increases, parties become less responsive to the mean voter and they
tend to adopt policy positions more extreme than their own supporters. Parties closely track the
positions of their core supporters only when there is a balance of power between the activists and
parliamentary faction. This relationship is depicted in Figure 3, which estimates the effect of
party identifiers’ distance from the mean voter on parties’ distance from the mean voter, when
activist power equals 5 (strong PF) and 15 (strong EPF).

Models 3 and 4 introduce the control variables. The results confirm the importance of the
structure of intraparty power for policy positioning. In Model 3, we do find evidence that a party
does tend to moderate somewhat with success; however, while statistically significant, the
substantive effect is minimal—a party that increases its seat share from 0% to 50% is expected to
only a moderate a half point on the left-right scale. Notably, we also find little evidence that
niche parties behave any different from mainstream parties once we control for activist power. |
have defined niche parties as those from the Far-Right, Ethnic-Religious, Communist, Green,
and Socialist Left families, and while these parties do tend to adopt more extreme positions than
mainstream parties and even their own supporters, this pattern is consistent with their structure of
internal party power. This finding is reinforced in Model 4 when we include dummy variables
for all party families. Only Liberal parties tend to adopt significantly different policy positions

from what is predicted in the core model—their positions are more moderate than expected.

15



<<<< Table 2 about here >>>>

Finally, just to reinforce the above point about niche parties not being unique except for
their structure of intraparty power, Table 2 presents the models for mainstream and niche parties
separately. The models include the core theoretical variables as well as seat share. As the models
indicate, the estimated effects of all key variables remain statistically significant and they are in
the same direction. The two models in Table 2 are very similar, suggesting that the structure of

intraparty power universally affects party positioning.

Discussion and Conclusion

The question of how parties formulate policy positions to compete in elections is central
to our understanding of democratic governance, political representation, and the public policy-
making process. Conventional wisdom has long suggested that party leaders are free to adopt any
policy position, and because they desire public office above all else, leaders generally prefer
moderate positions that maximize electoral support. Moreover, this rational model of party
behavior was thought to be normatively desirable—the key mechanism that ensures parties
represent voters and the public will. Empirical research, however, has consistently shown that
parties rarely adopt moderate positions near the median voter. Scholars have offered several
possible explanations for this discrepancy in recent decades, most of them focusing on the
individual vote calculus and why voters might prefer more extreme parties. Others have assumed
activists are policy ideologues that occasionally constrain party leaders from adopting more
moderate, vote-maximizing positions.

As detailed in the first part of this study, despite their valuable insights, there seems to be
something missing from the current explanations. Either they cannot account for why parties
sometimes adopt more moderate positions than their voters (directional model), or they make
questionable assumptions about voters’ levels of political sophistication (discounting model), or
they incorrectly assume activists are policy extremists (activist valence model). Therefore, in this
study, I develop a new theory that challenges current understandings about how parties formulate
policy positions, compete in elections, and ultimately produce policy outcomes. The most basic
premises of this model are 1) intraparty politics matter for party behavior and policy positioning;

2) first and foremost, political parties represent and react to the interests of their selectorate, not
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the general electorate; and 3) to the extent that the party does react to the general electorate, it is
because the party selectorate stands to benefit personally from the party gaining elected office. If
the party selectorate does not stand to benefit from elected office, parties will not compromise
their policy preferences. The exception to this, which I did not test in this study, is if the party
selectorate is unable to hold its candidates accountable after they have been nominated for office.
Drawing on data on intraparty power from Laver and Hunt’s 1989 expert survey, I was
able to test the core theory for over 100 parties across 21 advanced democracies. The results
provide strong evidence that the structure of intraparty power does indeed shape party policy
positions. Undoubtedly, the theory requires further testing with updated data and against the
many competing theories in the literature, but hopefully this study encourages party and electoral
scholars to look more closely at the long neglected role of party organizations and intraparty

power.
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Predicted Distance of Party from Median Voter

Figure 3: Effect of Party Identifiers' Position on Party Position, Conditioned by Activist Power
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Table 1: Regression of Parties’ Distance from the Mean Voter
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Dependent variable is the estimated distance of parties from the mean voter in each country with

an empirical minimum of zero and maximum of 5.07.
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Table 2: Regression of Party Distance from Mean Voter

Mainstream Parties Niche Parties

Constant -1.08 (.62)* -.58 (.92)
Party IDer Distance 1.33 (.29)*** 1.07 (.26)***
Power of Activists .20 (.06)** .16 (.07)**
Ider Dist X Activist Power -.08 (.03)** -.04 (.02)*
Party Seat Share -.01(.01) -.02 (.02)
Sample Size n=76 n=34

Adj. RA2 "35 " 66

Note: *** p < .01, ** p<.05, * p<.10

Dependent variable is the estimated distance of parties from the mean voter in each country with

an empirical minimum of zero and maximum of 5.07.

26



