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Abstract
How do people form their perceptions about the "left-right" positions of parties? Despite the
importance of the left-right metaphor in Western Democracies, this question has not been
satisfactorily answered. In this paper, we identify a set of cues that voters may use to form their
perceptions of parties’ left-right positions and empirically estimate the weight they place on each of
these factors when actually placing parties on a standard left-right scale. The factors we examine
include: parties' policy positions, parties' patterns of conflict and cooperation with other parties,
parties' sizes and the scope of their support, and socio-demographic basis of party supporters. To
produce these weights, we use original conjoint survey experiments in Britain, Canada, and
Germany, in which respondents are shown profiles of hypothetical parties and assign the party a
score on a left-right scale. This lets us, for the first time, directly estimate the relative influence of
different party attributes on voters' perceptions, to answer more definitively than any previous work
what voters really mean when they think of a party as left or right. Our main conclusion is that
patterns of partisan conflict and cooperation play a much larger independent role in shaping voters’
beliefs about the relative left-right positions of parties than has generally been appreciated by
scholars who instinctively think of the left-right as a summary of party policy positions.
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1. Introduction
It is difficult to overstate the importance of the “left-right” metaphor to how elites provide, and
voters consume, information about politics in western democracies. Such broad, shared summaries
of complex political reality emerge, as Benoit and Laver remind us “because people over the years
have found them simple and effective ways to communicate their perceptions of [the] similarity and
difference[s]” between political parties, politicians, and voters (Benoit and Laver 2012, 198). Given
this, it is natural that political scientists who study the western democracies make frequent use of the
concept in developing theories of mass political behavior (among other things) and have invested a
great deal of effort in developing left-right scales and measuring the relative positions of political
actors on them (see Caughey et al 2017 and Jou and Dalton 2017 for recent reviews). Further, the
results of such efforts often drive scholarly debate about the functioning and quality of representative
democracy and ultimately feedback to elite and mass ideas about the state of our politics (e.g., the
extent and nature of political polarization).
Clearly, all these scholarly efforts, whether developing measures or using them, necessarily adopt
(often implicitly) some stance on what the left-right metaphor really means to the individuals whose
beliefs it is supposed to describe – that is, what sort of “similarities and differences” does the leftright capture in the minds of voters?
Many instinctively think of the left-right as a summary of the policy positions of relevant political
actors (i.e., parties, politicians, and voters) and that has certainly been the case that the small
empirical literature that has tried to model voters’ left-right placements of parties (Adams et al. 2011,
Fernandez-Vazquez 2014a; Fernandez-Vazquez 2014b; Adams et al. 2011, Adams et al. 2014,
Fortunato and Stevenson 2013, Adams and Fortunato, 2015).1 Indeed, the main effort in this
literature has not been to discover the relative weight of policy vs. other potential drivers on voters’
left-right placements of parties but rather to understand the ways voters learn the policy positions of
parties. The perceived left-right position is used only as (and is assumed to be) a convenient
aggregate measure of these policy perceptions.
These contrasts markedly with the persistent chorus of political scientists who have questioned the
primacy of issue aggregation to voters’ understanding and use of the left-right. Most prominently,

1

There are empirical studies that have focused on the accuracy of voters’ left-right placements of parties
(Gordon and Segura 1997; Busch 2014; Fortunato, Stevenson, and Vonnahme, 2016). However, with the
exception of Fortunato et al. (discussed below), these studies define accuracy in terms of parties’ policy
position (or measures constructed directly from statements of policy positions, e.g., manifestos) and implicitly
accept that left-right perceptions are mainly about policy. Correspondingly, the focus of these works is usually
about individual differences in resources and political interest, which are not the main focus of this study.
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the small empirical literature on the drivers of left-right self-placements have consistently found that
factors other than policy play a prominent role in these placements:2
“As many critics have noted, and many users acknowledge, left-right self-placement is an
imperfect measure of mass policy ideology. Though undoubtedly related to citizens' policy
preferences, ideological self-placement is also influenced by other factors, including partisan
preferences, symbolic associations, and group affiliations” (Caughey et al. 2017).3
In this paper, we describe the results of a novel survey experiment, conducted in Canada, Germany,
and the United Kingdom that we think sheds light on what drives voters’ beliefs about the left-right
positions of political parties and so how they think about and use the left-right more generally.
Specifically, we use a conjoint experimental design in which we present respondents with
hypothetical parties described by a set of attributes tapping their policy positions, basis of party
support, size and organization, and patterns of cooperation and conflict. We then ask respondents to
place these parties on the left-right scale. Thus, we are able to randomize potential drivers of
respondents’ left-right placements of the parties and so causally identify their average treatment
effects.
We complement this novel approach to exploring the nature and sources of voters’ beliefs about the
left-right with two other research strategies using novel data collected in the same surveys. First,
within the framework of our conjoint experiment, we have developed a novel approach to
measuring implicit levels of ideological constraint among our respondents. This original
methodology relies on measuring differences in the time it takes respondents to place our
hypothetical parties on the left-right scale when they see different combinations of party attributes.
As with other implicit methods relying on response times (e.g., the IAT), cognitive constraint is
indicated in this framework when respondents take much longer to place parties with discordant (to
them) attributes than ones whose attributes they find to be compatible.
Second, we not only asked respondents about hypothetical parties, but also their perceptions of the
left-right positions of existing parties, these parties’ policy positions on many different specific issues,
and perceived patterns of cooperation and conflict between them. Thus, unusually for conjoint
designs, we were able to compare the conclusions of our conjoint experiment about hypothetical
parties with parallel conclusions from non-experimental data on real world parties.
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For example, see Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976; Klingemann 1979; Huber 1989; Knutsen 1995, 1997;
Freire 2006ab, 2008; Medina 2004, 2010; Fortunato, Stevenson, and Vonnhame 2016; Vegetti and Sirinic
2018.
3
Consensus on the meaning of the left-right among scholars studying elite behavior (e.g., coalition formation
and policy-making) is clearly much greater and focused closely on the left-right as a summary of policy
preferences. Given, as we explain below, that the critique of the left-right as a policy aggregator in mass
politics often starts from the observation that voters lack detailed information about policy positions, it is
understandable that this critique has had less force in studies of elite behavior. Of course, nothing requires that
elites and masses interpret the left-right in the same ways.
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To preview, in addition to a plethora of more narrow results, our main conclusion is that patterns of
partisan conflict and cooperation play a much larger independent role in shaping voters’ beliefs
about the relative left-right positions of parties than has generally been appreciated by scholars who
instinctively think of the left-right as a summary of party policy positions. Our conclusion reinforces
the persistent refrain from studies of left-right self-placement that considerations of “Us” and
“Them” are as important, if not more important, than policy considerations to voters’ conceptions of
the left-right (e.g., Inglehart and Klingemann 1976, Medina 2010). Further, it connects to the
emerging literature on voters’ perceptions of the left-right positions of parties, which has found that
parties that cooperate in governing coalitions are seen as more ideologically similar (Fortunato and
Stevenson 2013). Specifically, it brings both results under a single theoretical umbrella that posits
that voters think of the left-right not only as indicating the relative policy positions of parties (and
themselves) but also (and indeed more so) as indicating which parties cooperate and which are in
conflict (and how the voter fits within this pattern).
In the rest of this paper, we first briefly motivate the study, and our selection of party attributes in the
conjoint design, with a brief review of previous scholarship on how voters might form their beliefs
about the left-right positions of parties. We then describe our conjoint experiment and present the
results, including a careful exploration of effect heterogeneity. Next we compare these results to
those we obtain from a non-experimental exploration of the drivers of voter perceptions of the leftright positions of real world parties. Next, we develop the measure of cognitive constraint mentioned
above and use it to further explore the interdependence of the two most important drivers of leftright perceptions: policy positions and patterns of partisan cooperation. In the conclusion we ask
how this study contributes to the growing body of scholarship on the nature and sources of left-right
beliefs and what next steps it implies.

2. Potential Drivers of Voters’ Left-Right Placements of Parties
In this section, we briefly review previous scholarship on the nature and meaning of the left-right
that informs the types of party attributes we have included in our conjoint experiment. This work
has mostly focused on three broad categories of potential drivers of voters’ left-right placements of
parties: party policy positions, partisan patterns of formal and informal cooperation, and the social
bases of party support. In addition, we discuss work that has examined the impact of the gender of
party leaders, and party size and organization on voters’ perceptions of the left-right positions of
parties.

2.1. Policy
The canonical interpretation of the left-right metaphor in democratic politics is as a policy
aggregator and indeed for many political scientists, this is the definition of the left-right dimension.
4

For example, in their influential cross-national analysis, Fuchs and Klingemann (1989, p234)
described the usual conceptualization of the left–right as a kind of “super-issue” that summarizes
ideological differences over the most important issues in a given era. While the specific issue
content of the left-right may well change over time or be different in different countries, the
underlying idea that partisan differences in left-right positions summarize a plethora of policy
differences on more narrowly defined issues is clearly the default interpretation of many scholars
(e.g., Dalton 2010; Huber and Powell 1994; Schmitt and Thomassen 1997; Adams et al. 2004; Blais
and Bodet 2006).4
While few would argue that policy plays no role in voters’ beliefs about the left-right placements of
parties, several different strains of evidence and argument have fueled dissatisfaction with the idea
that policy concerns play the primary role.
First, the empirical literature that has asked why voters place themselves at specific positions on the
left-right scale has consistently found that their issue positions and values play a smaller role in leftright self-placements than partisan considerations (Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976; Klingemann
1979; Huber 1989; Knutsen 1995, 1997; Freire 2006ab, 2008; Medina 2004, 2010; Vegetti and Sirinic
2018). As we discuss below, this does not rule out the possibility that voters’ beliefs about the leftright positions of parties are driven mainly by policy considerations (while their left-right selfplacements are not). However, it certainly points to the possibility that voters’ general
understandings of the left-right, as it applies to both themselves and parties, will depend in some way
on distinctions about “Us” and “Them.”
Second, recent work (such as Fortunato, Stevenson, and Vonnahme, 2016) that has investigated the
“ecological rationality” of the left-right as a policy aggregation heuristic (in which voters substitute
knowledge of parties’ relative left-right positions for more costly information about the parties’
relative positions on many narrow issues) has found mostly middling and variable (across countries)
correlations between the relative left-right positions of parties and their relative positions on many
more narrowly defined issues (e.g., using manifesto and expert placements of parties).5,6 More
4

Bakker et al. (2014) used King and Wand’s (2007) anchoring vignette technique to estimate the positions of
parties across Europe on a common left-right dimension using expert placements (the experts placed
hypothetical parties described in the vignettes as well as real parties). The vignettes describe positions on
important polices like the provision of a social safety net, government regulation, and taxes, and the study
reveal the common assumption of political scientists that the left-right is mainly about policy differences.
However, they did not include any information about partisan cooperation or social bases of support.
5
Goldstein and Gigerenzer (2002) argue that only ecologically rational heuristics will be widely adopted.
Further, a heuristic can only be ecologically rational in a given context if it uses relatively cheap and simple
information (e.g., relative left-right positions of parties) to produce inferences about more complex phenomena
(e.g., the relative positions of parties on specific issues) that are, on average, accurate. Thus, we should only
expect the left-right to be used as a heuristic for policy aggregation when the real world correlation between the
relative left-right positions of parties and their relative positions on many more narrow (salient) issues is
sufficiently high.
6
Fortunato and Stevenson calculated the Spearman’s rank correlation between the ordering of parties on the
general left-right dimension for each of 14 specific policy dimensions from the Manifesto project data (from
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importantly, variations in these correlations across contexts does not correspond to the distribution
of partisan left-right knowledge in these contexts (i.e., the ability of voters to place parties in the
correct left-right order). In contrast, the distribution of partisan left-right knowledge across contexts
does closely track the importance of the left-right in structuring partisan coalitions in those contexts.
Third, even in cases in which there is a strong correspondence between parties’ relative positions on
specific policies and their positions on an aggregate left-right scale, political scientists have long
questioned whether most voters could ever really make use of this correlation in the construction of
their own beliefs.7 In order to infer the positions of parties on more narrow issues from more general
left-right positions, voters not only need to know the left-right positions of parties (i.e., party A is to
the left of party B) but also the way in which each narrow issue maps to this space -- that is, the
“left” position on a given narrow issue is X and the right is Y (thus, party A must have position X on
the narrow issue and party B must have Y). Starting at least with Converse (1964) many scholars
have doubted this possibility, including Klingemann (1979) who finds that most European voters do
not know what sorts of policy positions are associated with the labels “left” and “right.” More
recently, Adams et al. (2011, p. 372) notes that “there is extensive empirical research that argues that
large segments of the mass public are inattentive to and uninformed about political issues…” and
finally, Fortunato and Stevenson (2016), in their reference to Levitin and Miller (1979, 751) nicely
capture the puzzle posed by the fact that voters indisputably use the left right to order parties but do
so with relatively little issue knowledge: “the general picture of a public `with little comprehension of
[the] ideological meaning [of the left-right]’ persists, even though 70 percent or more of the citizens
in these mass electorates may use them to describe political parties.”
Finally, a recent influential line of empirical research has used data on people’s beliefs about the leftright positions of parties to produce the empirical finding that people do not systematically update
their perceptions of the left-right positions of parties after those parties change their positions on
important policy issues (Adams et al. 2011; Adams et al. 2014) or at least that such connections are
relatively weak (Fernandez-Vazquez 2014a; Fernandez-Vazquez 2014b).
Of course, one can take such skepticism too far. There are clearly segments of the population with
fairly well-developed left-right ideologies who think of the left and right in policy terms (and will
report that view if asked). Further, there is (as mentioned above) considerable evidence that policy
positions play an important (though not dominant) role in left-right self-placements. Finally, none of

1992-2004). Of the 14 Western democracies they examines, Germany had the highest correlation (at .5) and
Finland had the lowest (.25). The two other countries we examine in this paper, the UK and Canada where in
the lower half of all the countries at .40 and .37, respectively.
7
It is important to make the distinction here between how voters might use the left-right and any objective
correspondence between party policy positions on many narrow issues and objective (non-voter based)
measures of general left right positions of parties. The latter kinds of measures (e.g., based on party manifestos)
are policy aggregates (by construction), though their success at doing that job (i.e., the inherent “aggregability”
of these positions) can vary as Fortunato and Stevenson found. What is in questions here is whether voters’
understanding of the left right is about policy aggregation as well.
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these difficulties with the policy-driven view of voters’ left-right placements of parties denies the fact
that political scientists have quite successfully created useful summaries of real policy differences
across parties that are based on policy promises (e.g., manifestos) or behaviors (e.g., legislative votes
or speeches).8 The question is not whether a useful unidimensional summary of parties’ policy
positions that looks like the left-right can be produced. Rather, it is whether voters’ beliefs about the
left-right positions of parties are closely connected to those positions or to something else.9 In the
next sections, we highlight a number of different research programs that point to what that
“something else” may be – most importantly, voters’ patterns of partisan cooperation and conflict.

2.2. Patterns of Partisan Cooperation and Conflict
Recent work on how voters update their beliefs about the policy positions of parties has shown that
they systematically move parties’ positions closer together when those parties join formal governing
coalitions (Fortunato and Stevenson 2013, Adams and Fortunato 2015, Williams and Whitten
2014). Further, this effect increases the longer the coalitions last (Fortunato 2012). In their original
paper, however, Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) interpret their results in strictly policy terms – that
is, they assume that the reason voters adjust their beliefs about the left-right positions of parties when
those parties govern together is that they believe those parties’ positions on relevant policies have
changed. This assumption led them to suggest that voters give more weight in updating their beliefs
about the left-right positions of parties to demonstrable policy actions (like joining a policy-making
coalition) rather than policy promises – thus answering Adams et al.’s (2011) finding that voters do
not appear to update their perceptions of parties’ left-right positions when those parties’ policy
positions change.
As Fortunato et al. (2016) point, however, these empirical results are also compatible with a different
interpretation that does not rely on the assumption that governing together changes voters’ beliefs
about the policy positions of governing parties (which then get translated into left-right perceptions).
Instead, it is possible that voters update the left-right positions of parties that govern together (but
not as reliably ones that change their policies) simply because the most important drivers of these
beliefs are not policy positions, but patterns of partisan conflict and cooperation. As they suggest,
“when a party is on the `left’ or `right,’ this tells the voter which other parties should be considered
allies and which enemies” (Fortunato et al. 2016, p. 1213).
8

That said, Fortunato et al.’s (2016) estimates of the correlation between parties’ relative positions on the leftright and their relative positions on specific issues does highlight the well-understood fact (at least among
comparativists) that the success of such summaries is certainly variable across contexts.
9
If asked what it means for a party to be to the “left” of another, many voters may answer that it means the
party advocates policies to the “left” of the other. This, however, does not mean that they actually use policies
to form their own beliefs about the left right positions of parties. For example, few judges would tell us (or
even be aware) that they give harsher sentences when they are hungry, but nevertheless they do (Danziger et
al. 2011). Thus, to determine the real drivers of voters’ beliefs about the left-right positions of parties, an
analysis like the one proposed here is necessary.
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Thus, this interpretation provides a different resolution to Adam’s et al.’s finding of no relationship
between partisan policy change and voters’ beliefs about the positions of parties: voters do not
consistently update their beliefs about the left-right positions of parties when their policy positions
change, but do so when their coalitional behavior changes, because voters’ beliefs about those
positions are not primarily about policy. Instead, they track changing patterns of partisan
cooperation and conflict, one indicator of which is the partisan composition of coalition cabinets. 10
This is exactly the interpretation that Arian and Shamir (1983) provide for how the left-right became
an important organizing metaphor for Israeli voters even though it never effectively aggregated that
complex, multi-dimensional policy space. Specifically, they use a great deal of data to track how
Israeli voters came to use left-right language not to indicate constellations of coherent policy
positions but as indicators of party membership (and degrees of membership) in broad political
coalitions.
Recent summaries of the relevant literature have also come to this interpretation and point out its
broad compatibility with earlier work on the partisan component of left-right self-placements. For
example, Vegetti and Sirinic (2018, p. 7) conclude:
“In general terms, left and right are just cues, usually given by parties with respect to other parties, and
citizens learn their meaning based on what parties use them for. In a given context, they may be
frequently linked to different substantive policies, and citizens will learn to use them to organize policy
concepts. Alternatively, they may be used in a more relational way, to define the borders of political
groups, and qualify oneself and others as part of a given group or not. In this case, people will get used
to referring to left and right as political groups, and will regard left–right positions as group
memberships.” [Emphasis added]
This view of the sources of voters’ beliefs about the policy positions of parties leads to novel (but as
yet largely unexplored) hypotheses about the conditions under which voters’ beliefs about the policy
positions of parties will change. To take just one example, it clearly suggests that new parties’
decisions about which other parties to cooperate with will be crucial (and more important than their
policy stances) in shaping voters’ beliefs about where they fit on the left and right. This may be
particularly relevant for new parties like the recent Danish Alternativet and the Italian Five Star
Movement, whose policy profiles are (almost by design) hard to pin down; but that have had to make
decisions about which other parties to cooperate with. Likewise, this viewpoint may suggest a need
to re-assess the reasons voters’ beliefs about the left-right positions of parties like the greens have
evolved over time.
10

As with the relevance of the left-right for structuring issues, there were arguments that the left-right has
become less important over time in structuring coalitions (e.g., van der Brug 1999, p. 149). But subsequent
developments seem to have undermined this, as Enyedi (2008, p. 296) suggests “During the 1970s and 1980s,
many scholars noted the increased willingness of parties to make coalition with ideologically different partners,
but looking back it is clear that the separation of leftwing and rightwing blocs remained largely intact.”
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There is one other existing study that is relevant to this hypothesis and that lends credence to its
plausibility. Specifically, Van Spanje and Van der Brug (2007) examined how voters’ perceptions of
the left-right positions of Western European anti-immigration parties changed (from 1989-2004) in
response to whether mainstream parties ostracized or cooperated with them. They find that when
mainstream parties adopted a policy of ostracizing anti-immigration parties by publicly and
forcefully refusing to cooperate with them, there was little change between 1989-2004 in the publics’
views of the left-right positions of these parties, which remained quite far right. However, for those
anti-immigration parties that were not ostracized but pursued a successful program of engagement
and cooperation during this period, we see clear movement toward the center in the publics’
perceptions of these parties’ left-right positions (e.g., the Progress Party and the Danish People’s
party in Denmark, Austria’s FPO, and the Northern League, MSI, and the National Alliance in
Italy).
All of this work gives us reason to suspect that voters use the left-right dimension, in part, as a space
that describes which parties are allies and which are enemies (and to what degree). However, it is
worth pausing a moment to consider what a useful unidimensional space summarizing such
information requires – in the same way that political scientists have explored the conditions under
which a unidimensional space can coherently and usefully summarize many different policy
positions. In the latter case, we know that policy is usefully summarizes in one dimension when the
relevant actors positions on many different policies are highly correlated so that knowing one
position tells you about the others. Similarly, for a unidimensional scale to usefully capture patterns
of partisan cooperation among many different pairs of parties, we require a high correlation between
levels of cooperation and conflict across different party pairs. For example, the extent of
cooperation between the Christian Democrats and the Conservatives should tell me something
useful about the level of cooperation (or conflict) between the Christian Democrats and the
Socialists. As we discuss in the empirical section, one simple way for this to happen in a system is
for there to be two clear clusters of cooperating parties (which come to be seen as the “left” and
“right” families or blocks) in which there is high levels of intra-block cooperation and little interblock cooperation.11

2.3. Social Groups, Party Size, Organization, and Leadership
While the main focus of scholarship on the nature of the left right has concerned policy and partisan
conflict and cooperation, there are several other strands of work on other potential drivers. These
11

A full theoretical exposition of this kind of “cooperation/conflict space” is beyond the scope of this paper,
given our largely empirical agenda. However, it is worth noting both that no such exposition has yet been
attempted and that our initial efforts to do so suggest that various configurations of cooperation networks (that
can be visualized as network graphs) are more or less reducible to a unidimensional representation and so we
think that a more formalized understanding of the space of partisan cooperation and conflict (and ultimately
how voters may combine this space and the more usual policy space) along this lines may be possible.
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include the social bases of party support, party size and organization, and leader characteristics. In
this section we briefly review the intellectual rationale for including each in our empirical study.

Social Groups
Following on a long tradition of work in comparative electoral behavior that sees the ideological
identities of parties as rooted in the social basis of their support (e.g. Lipset and Rokkan 1967,
Bartolini, 2000), scholars studying the nature and sources of voters’ beliefs about the left-right have
recognized that an individual’s position in the social structure as well as her understanding of the
usual social bases of party support may well impact how she places parties, and herself, on the leftright scale.
Indeed, Inglehart and Klingemann (1976) explicitly included variables measuring social position in
their empirical models of left-right-self placements. However, they concluded that this factor was
much less important than either issues/values or partisan orientation in driving self-placements.
While this conclusion seems to have dampened interest in this factor in most of the subsequent work
on the sources of left-right self-placements, Freire (2006) has recently attempted to revive interest in
the question, arguing that the negative conclusions of previous work were due to the underspecification of the social factors in those empirical models. His own models, which attempt to
measure and identify the structural, organizational, and components of the individual’s social
position in society, show more robust correlations with left-right self-placements.
In addition to left-right self-placements, voters’ beliefs about the left-right positions of parties may
also be driven by traditional connections between social groups and those parties. If voters come to
believe that, for example, workers or union members are leftists, they may not only use these
connections to orient themselves on the left-right but also to place parties that are usually supported
by such groups.

Party Size and Organization
Another minor stream of work on voters’ left-right party placements points to an influence for party
size and organization. The argument draws first on Kirchheimer’s assertion that the class and cadre
parties of pre-war Europe had given way, by mid-century, to ‘catch-all’ parties – mass-based votemaximizing organizations that adjust their orientations and tactics to appeal to as large an electorate
as needed to win elections (Safran 2009). To do this, such parties might moderate their policy
positions, based on the logic of the median voter theorem (Downs 1957), or simply change their
rhetoric with or without corresponding policy change (Przeworski and Sprague 1988). In either
case, the argument is that voters may learn to think of larger, more diversely supported parties as
more ideologically moderate than smaller, less diverse parties.

10

Gender of Party Leaders
Another potentially fruitful source of variation in voters’ left-right placements of parties is the gender
composition of the parties’ political leadership. Koch (2002, p. 453), for example, points out that
“research employing experimental designs documents a tendency for citizens to believe that female
candidates are more liberal than male candidates…,” and goes on to demonstrate, using survey data,
that American voters evaluate female candidates for office as more leftist (liberal in the American
setting) than their male counterparts. This finding was confirmed by Dolan (2004) who likewise
found that “When evaluating Democratic candidates, people see them as more liberal.” This
tendency, according to Koch, results “from inferences [that voters make] about the policy beliefs and
interests of male and female candidates, as well as from assignment of character traits to candidates
on the basis of gender.”
Beyond the Unites States case, O’Brian (2018) has suggested that voters’ perceptions of parties’ leftright perceptions respond to the prominence of women elected officials or leaders in the party. This
builds on earlier work in which Green and O’Brian (2016) show that as the share of women in
parties’ parliamentary delegations increases the content of their election manifestos move left.
Finally, Kosiara-Pedersen and Hansen (2014) have shown that the gender of party leaders impacts
voter assessments of their qualities and performance.
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3. Data and Methods
3.1. Design of the Conjoint Survey Experiment
In order to examine the sources and nature of voters’ left-right placements of parties we use a novel
conjoint experiment in which survey respondents are presented with hypothetical political parties
with different randomly assigned attributes in five different attribute groups: policy positions,
patterns of formal and informal cooperation with other parties, patterns of support across social
groups, party size and the (geographical) scope of its electoral support, and the gender of party
leaders. Below, we provide an example of the text that introduced the task and one trial (for the UK
case – others are essentially identical). Respondents saw either 10 or 20 of these trials as explained
below.12
In this section, we ask you to tell us how far to the "left" or "right" you would place a
number of hypothetical political parties.
Specifically, on each page of this section, we ask you to imagine that a new political
party has become active in British politics and then to read a very short description of
this party. Finally we ask you to place that party where you think it belongs on a left-right
scale.

Figure 1. Conjoint trial example
12

Bansak et al. (2018) has shown that survey respondents can do dozens of conjoint tasks without a severe
decline of response quality.
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The various attributes in each attribute group and the possible levels (or specific “attribute
statements”) in each attribute are provided in appendix B. Importantly, most of these attribute
statements (levels) were constructed in pairs as follows: For policy attributes, respondents saw a
statement saying the hypothetical new party either supported the policy or opposed the policy (for
example “supports limiting non-western immigration” or “opposes limiting non-western
immigration”).13 For attributes capturing patterns of formal partisan cooperation, respondents saw a
statement saying the hypothetical party either “would” or “would not” join a cabinet led by one of
the existing parties. For attributes capturing informal cooperation, respondents saw a statement
saying the hypothetical party either “often” or “seldom” cooperates with a particular target party.
For attributes capturing the social bases of the hypothetical party’s support, respondents saw a
statement saying the hypothetical party either had “strong” or “weak” support from a particular
social group. Finally, for the attribute about the geographical distribution of the hypothetical party’s
support, respondents saw a statement saying the hypothetical party either drew its support from
many regions of the country or only one. The remaining attribute concerned the expected number of
legislative seats the party expected to win in the next election and (unlike all the others) had more
than two levels (see appendix B).
The estimates presented below always take one of the two-paired items as the baseline for the
attribute and then estimate the impact of the other item on left-right placement, compared to its
pair.14 Thus, the estimates are properly interpreted as, for example, the impact (on left-right
placement of a new party) of seeing “Often cooperates with the Greens” compared to seeing
“Seldom cooperates with the Greens.” One result of using these baselines is that the pairs are
interchangeable – that is, the effect of “oppose” vs. “support” statements (or any of the other pairs)
are always exactly the same but with different signs. Given this equivalence, in each section below,
we report results using the version of each pair (e.g., the “support” or “oppose” version) that best
eases interpretation of the results.
For each attribute group, we had a fairly large number of specific attributes (e.g., for Germany, we
had 9 policy attributes, 8 cooperation attributes, and 11 social support attributes). One very
important consideration in designing a conjoint experiment like this one, however, is the cognitive
demands one places on respondents. Providing too much information can be counter-productive,
resulting in respondents’ satisficing by, for example, only reading the first attribute listed (Bansak et
al. 2018). Our pre-tests with a large number of attributes suggested this was particularly problematic
in our case in which the attributes themselves were described in fairly substantial sentences. Thus,
we decided to limit the number of attributes presented on any one trial to four – one from each
attribute group, plus party leader gender. At the same time, in keeping with the recommendations of
Hainmueller et al. (2014), we required full randomization over all the specific attribute statements
13

In what follows, we will often save space (and awkward phrasing) by referring to our hypothetical new
parties simply as “new” parties.
14
The size variables used the baseline “no seats.”
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respondents could receive. Thus, our randomization resulted in a two-step process in which for a
given attribute group (one of the 4 attribute “slots” in the example screen above), we first randomly
selected a specific pair of matched statements (e.g., the “support” and “oppose” versions of a policy
statement) and then randomly chose which of the statements in the pair to display. Thus, for
example, 1,192 of our 20,820 German respondent-trials displayed the “supports” version of the
“limiting immigration…” statement for some new party, while 1,176 of these trials displayed the
“oppose” version of this statement. This allowed us to efficiently examine a variety of different
policy statements (and other attribute groups) while keeping the cognitive demands on the
respondents reasonable.
To summarize, each set of attributes were fully randomized so that each respondent, in each trial,
saw one policy position, one level and type of social group support, one expected party size or scope
of regional support, and one type of partisan cooperation. Further, given that respondents only saw
one attribute from each of these categories, all the possible combinations of attributes were at least
plausible for a new party.15 This has the great advantage that the estimation of the treatment effect
of each party attribute on the left-right placement of the party is simple to calculate either by
averaging or estimating a simple non-parametric regression (Hainmueller et al, 2014).
In addition to respondents’ placements of hypothetical parties on the left-right scale, we also
collected response latencies (how long they spent on each trial page). As we show below, these
latencies provide a useful measure of the nature and extent of ideological constraint in our data, with
respondents sometimes taking considerably longer to make a judgment when confronted with
incongruous attribute pairings (e.g., a party that cooperates with the conservatives but wants to
expand spending on healthcare).

3.2. The Cases and Surveys
The data reported below are from three original surveys we conducted in Canada and the UK
(November 27–December 5, 2017) and Germany (March 28–April 5, 2018, a few weeks after the
SPD decided to join the coalition after the 2017 federal election in September). We chose these
cases because, according to the relevant comparative literature, they provide good variation (among
the western democracies) in the use and pervasiveness of the left-right metaphor in politics.
Canadian political scientists have long noted the relative lack of left-right nomenclature in discussion
of Canadian politics compared to many similar democracies (Cochrane, 2010), while the German
case, by many different metrics, is one in which the use of left-right language is pervasive (Dalton
and Jou, 2010). The UK is more like the German case than the Canadian, but likely falls somewhere
between (Clarke et al. 2015). This ordering is confirmed by Fortunato, Stevenson and Vonnahme’s

15

That is, every combination of attributes could be realized. The order of the attribute groups was randomized
by respondent, but was the same for each trial for each respondent (to ease the cognitive burden).

14

(2016) measure of extent of partisan left-right knowledge in these three countries and, as we show
below, by the percentage of respondents in our surveys who report familiarity with the concept of the
left-right. We chose cases with this kind of variability because the pervasiveness of left-right
language in a society likely reflects the specific cultural, historical, and institutional differences in
these societies that are most likely to matter for an analysis of the sources of voters’ understanding of
the left-right.16 Thus, if we find consistent drivers of left-right perceptions across these three different
cases, then we will have some confidence that they are applicable to many others (at least across the
western democracies).
The surveys were administered on the Qualtrics platform and samples were recruited from Qualtrics
LLC’s panels. Participants were not informed in advance that the survey was about politics and
quotas were imposed on age and gender to match population targets in each country. Survey noncompliance was identified using a variety of strategies (e.g., straight-liners and speeders) and these
respondents were excluded from the sample. The final samples used for analysis were 1,105 in
Canada, 1,025 in the UK, and 1,039 in Germany.
With obvious exceptions to accommodate local circumstances, the questionnaires were identical in
the three countries. Each began with a question about the respondent’s level of political interest and
his or her familiarity with the concept of the left right as it is used in politics. This was followed by
the conjoint tasks. Next, respondents were asked about their background, knowledge of politics and
current events, partisan preferences, and perceived patterns of partisan cooperation. Finally, they
were asked to place all parties on policy scales for the same policy dimensions used in the conjoint
tasks.
The policy dimensions about which we asked in each country were chosen to reflect both a set of
common issues that have traditionally been associated with the left-right across countries and
important country-specific issues that may reflect the changing policy content of the left-right over
time (Silverman 1985, Laver 1989, Knutsen 1995). The common questions concerned taxes and
spending, healthcare and pensions, immigration, market regulation, government surveillance,
military spending, and renewable energy. The country-specific questions concerned Brexit for the
UK, legalization of marijuana in Canada and Germany, and cooperation with the EU in Germany.17

16

For example, the party systems and governing coalitions (two features of political systems we think likely to
matter a great deal to the usefulness of the left-right as a way to describe relevant political difference) of these
three cases differ a lot. The UK has traditionally had single party cabinets led by parties that win a majority of
seats the in legislature. Canada has a long history of single party minority cabinets. And, Germany normally
forms coalition cabinets. Of course, these three cases are also somewhat similar in that they have a relatively
small number of parties and each has two clearly identifiable leading parties on the left and right. With
additional research support, it is our intention to replicate this study in a larger, more wide open party system,
like the Netherlands.
17
To keep the task of placing parties on issue scales manageable, respondents in Canada and UK answered six
randomly selected policy questions (out of 8), while German respondents answered 7 out of 9.
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3.3. Familiarity with the Left-Right
One important issue for any survey asking respondents to place existing parties, hypothetical parties,
or themselves on a left-right scale is the fact that the left-right metaphor is likely to be unfamiliar to
some respondents (Downs 1957; Coughlin and Lockhart 1998; Potter 2001; Zechmeister 2006,
Aldrich et al. 2017). Thus, in our surveys we included a question at the beginning: “In politics,
people sometimes talk about the “Left” and “Right.” How familiar are you with these political
terms?”
Table 1 provides the responses to this question for each country. As discussed above, these confirm
the expectations (based on the relevant literature in political science) that drove our choice of these
cases. Most strikingly, these results fit nicely into the long-standing view among observers of
Canadian politics that the left-right is less pervasive in that country than many others.
Table 1. Self-Reported Familiarity with the Left-Right Concept
Canada

Germany

UK

29%
25%
23%
19%
4%

43%
39%
12%
5%
1%

41%
27%
14%
16%
2%

Very Familiar
Familiar
Somewhat Familiar
I've heard these terms before, but they are not very familiar
I've never heard of the "left" and "right" in politics

This contrasts sharply with Germany and likely reflects both real sustained differences in the
usefulness and pervasiveness of the left-right metaphor across these countries, as well as the fact that
our survey occurred in Germany during a period of heightened political interest and awareness.18
Specifically, our survey in Germany was in the field in late March and early April of 2018, just
weeks after an unprecedented five months period of negotiations about the composition of the new
government following the September 2017 elections. The new government (which took office on
March 12) was a renewal of the grand coalition between the CDU/CSU and the SPD. Along with
the campaign that preceded the election, it was among the most intense and sustained periods of
media coverage of partisan politics in the history of the country.
Rather than exclude from our sample those who professed unfamiliarity with the left-right concept,
we took care in the survey to assure these individuals that, despite their lack of familiarity with leftright language, their placements of our hypothetical parties on a left-right scale were still valuable to
us. These respondents were asked to complete 10 conjoint trials (rather than the 20 others
completed). The specific language that we used to guide the respondents in completing such an
unfamiliar task is included in appendix C.
18

For example, Fortunato et al. (2016) report that on various surveys between 1994 and 2004, over 80% of
Germans could correctly order the left-right positions of the major parties, while this number was just over
70% for Britons and only 60% for Canadians.
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Our reasons for collecting these responses were twofold. First, we were not fully confident that we
should believe self-reports of ignorance of concepts like the left-right and were curious whether these
respondents, when appropriately encouraged to place hypothetical parties on such a scale, would
show (perhaps subconscious) structure to their placements – that is, perhaps their placements would
correspond to some drivers even when the left-right was unfamiliar. Second, we also use these cases
as a kind of placebo test: if any systematic causes of left-right placement that we identify really do
result from features of respondents’ organization of the concept into coherent mental schema (rather
than, say, some artifact of our design) then we should not expect to see much structure in the leftright placements of these individuals.

3.4. Estimation Methods and Diagnostics
The goal of the empirical work reported here is to identify the relative weight that voters place on
policy, patterns of partisan cooperation, the social basis of party support, party size and
organization, and leadership gender in forming their beliefs about the left-right positions of parties.
This goal has much in common with the previous studies of left-right self-placement using more
traditional non-survey experimental designs. Indeed, in a recent review of empirical models of leftright self-placement, Vegetti and Sirinic (2018, p. 9) explains that:
The key assumption [of these studies] is that the better a variable (or group of variables) predicts
left–right positions, the greater the contribution of that factor is to citizens’ understanding of what
left and right mean. This approach is by far the most common in quantitative applications, and it
has been used by researchers interested in the content of left–right for decades (e.g. Huber 1989;
Inglehart and Klingemann 1976; Knutsen 1997; Medina 2015; Piurko et al. 2011; Zechmeister
2006; Zechmeister and Corral 2013).
Despite broad similarity with the goals of earlier work, however, our approach seeks to overcome
some of the limitations of these observational studies, by using the conjoint design described above.19
As Hainmueller et al. (2013) explain in their recent paper on conjoint experiments, “Conjoint
analysis… enables researchers to estimate the causal eﬀects of multiple treatment components and
assess several causal hypotheses simultaneously.” Further, they show that as long as attribute
statements are fully randomized (as they are in our study), the average marginal component effect
(AMCE) of each attribute statement on the outcome is both causally identified and easily estimable
as the difference in mean outcomes between the trials in which the attribute statement appeared and
19

Since there is a dearth of empirical work of any kind on left-right placements of parties (as opposed to leftright self-placement), we do not dwell on these inferential advantages over observational designs here. In
another working paper, however, we apply the same design to more directly address the robust empirical
literature on left-right self-placements and so use that (more appropriate) vehicle to provide a more thorough
discussion of the relative merits of the conjoint design compared to the usual observational approach used in
that literature.
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the baseline statement (which, for all our attributes other than size, is just the other statement in the
pair).20

Design Diagnostics
Hainmueller et al. (2014) point out that causal identification in the conjoint design adopted here
requires the assumption of estimate stability or no “carryover” effects.21 A carryover effect occurs (in
our case) when respondents do not give the same rating to two hypothetical parties with the same
attributes because the attributes seen in previous trials influence their choices on the current trial. As
Hainmueller et al. point out, one way to examine the plausibility of this assumption is to test
whether the estimated weights on attribute statements change significantly when one compares
estimates obtained from each trial separately. A simple way to accomplish this test is to estimate a
regression that includes not only the attributes of interest, but also indicators for each trial and the
interactions between these indicators and the attributes. A joint F-test of the significance of the
interactions is a test of the stability of the attribute weights (and so the possibility of cross-over
effects). We estimated this joint F-test for each attribute reported in this paper and failed to reject the
null hypothesis that the trial interactions were jointly zero in every case.22

4. Results
The average treatment effects for each attribute in our conjoint experiment are presented in the
sections below. These estimates are based on the sample of respondents for whom the left-right terms
were familiar. In a later section, we examine the results for the unfamiliar sample.
Rather than combine all the results in one figure as is often done in conjoint experiments, it was
necessary in our case to examine the results by attribute group. This is due to the fact that in our
theoretical discussion we posited two different types of effects that must be estimated somewhat
differently. Specifically, while some of our attributes (like those concerning patterns of cooperation
and party size) should impact left-right placements by moving them closer to or farther away from
some point on the scale, others should move placements absolutely to the right or left. In the former

20

Hainmueller et al. (2013) argue that the AMCE is the causal quantity of most interest and is identified in the
fully randomized conjoint design. It is the marginal eﬀect of an attribute on the outcome averaged over the
joint distribution of the remaining attributes (Hainmueller et al. 2013, p 14).
21
Other assumptions (like profile order effects) discussed in that article are not relevant to our design. In
addition, our choice to limit the number of attributes to four per trial and to randomize the order of these
attributes by respondent makes it highly unlikely that the order of attributes shown to respondents makes any
difference to our estimates. Nevertheless, we conducted the order test suggested by Hainmueller et al. (2014,
p. 26) and confirm this expectation. Finally, since randomization of profiles is guaranteed by design and all
our balance tests confirmed this (i.e., that we did the randomization correctly).
22
This is a very large number of results to include in the appendix. Results are available from the authors.
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case, we need to estimate the effects of relevant attributes on distances, while in the later we can use
the raw scores on the left-right scale itself.
Despite these necessary differences, however, the size of the various effects across all our attribute
groups are directly comparable and are all readily interpretable as predicted changes in units of our
11-point left-right scale. Thus, after presenting the specific estimation methods and results for each
attribute group separately, we conclude by comparing the relative magnitude of the estimated effects
across groups. To preview, we find that patterns of partisan cooperation and conflict have the largest
effects on left-right placements, issue positions have the next largest, followed by the social bases of
party support, and the size and scope of electoral support. Further, the gender of the party leader has
a small effect, pushing placements to the left. Finally, we show that these estimated effects are
largely consistent with alternative estimates obtained from a more traditional, non-experimental,
analysis of respondents’ placements of real parties.

4.1. Patterns of Partisan Cooperation and Conflict
In this section we explore the role that patterns of partisan cooperation play in shaping the left-right
perceptions of voters.23 Our expectation from the literature is that partisan cooperation will lead
voters to place the cooperating parties closer together on the left right scale. Thus, to construct a
proper test of this expectation, we need to build a dependent variable that is the left-right distance
between the respondent’s placement of the hypothetical party and the real-world party that is the
target of cooperation (or its lack) as described in the attribute statement. Usefully, we asked all of our
respondents to place all the target parties on the left-right scale and so can easily calculate this
distance for each respondent-trial.24
Figure 2 provides our estimates of the AMCE for each relevant attribute using this measure as the
dependent variable and applying the estimation strategy recommend in Hainmueller et al. (2014).
The estimates are interpreted as the distance (on our 11 point left-right scale) that a respondent
would move a hypothetical party that cooperated with the target party (either by joining or
supporting a cabinet or by often cooperating) relative to not joining or seldom cooperating. For
example, the second line of the first panel shows that the Canadian respondents who saw that a
hypothetical party “Often cooperates with the Liberals” place those parties 1.2 points closer to the
perceived left-right position of the Liberals than respondents who saw “Seldom cooperates with the
Liberals.”

23

To better understand the results of this section, it is useful to think of the two parties involved in any kind of
cooperation as the new party – who the respondent is asked to place on the left-right scale – and the target of
cooperation, which is simply the party with which the new party cooperates (or does not cooperate with) as
named in the attribute statement.
24
An error in the survey programming for the UK case led to a loss of respondent placements of UKIP and so
this measure could not be produced for attributes naming UKIP as the target.
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Figure 2. The Impact of Partisan Cooperation on Left-Right Placement of Parties:
Distance from the Target Party

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates. The samples are those
respondents who are familiar with the concept of the left-right.

Looking more generally at these results, there are two important takeaways. First, our theoretical
expectation is that all of these estimates will have negative signs – that is cooperation (in whatever
form) should lead voters to place parties closer together on the left-right. That expectation is
confirmed for all 20 of the estimates in Figure 2, which are all negative and significantly different
from zero. This result thus strongly supports the main conclusions of both Van Spanje and Van der
Brug (2007) and Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) but using a very different research design. Further,
it is our first evidence for the general conclusion that voters form their left-right beliefs about the
position of parties quite sensibly – that is, these beliefs tend to depend in expected ways on cues about
the parties. As we will see, there will be much more evidence in this vein.
Second, variation in the estimated effects in Figure 2 suggests interesting contextual differences in
the size of these effects corresponding to the identities of the target parties within countries and
across countries. For Canada and the UK we see that information about cooperation with the
leading parties on the left and right (the Conservatives and Labour for the UK and the Conservatives
and Liberals for Canada) is more important to the left-right placement of new parties than
information about cooperation with other parties. This makes sense given our earlier theoretical
discussion, which pointed out that a necessary condition for voters to use the unidimensional leftright scale as a guide to patterns of partisan cooperation (as opposed to policy positions) is that they
can identify parties that nail down the two poles of this distribution. For the dimension to be
coherent, these “core” parties should not often cooperate with one another so that voters can use
them as clear cues about where other parties (with specific histories of cooperation with the core
parties) fit on to the scale.
The Conservatives and Labour for the UK and the Conservatives and Liberals in Canada clearly fit
the bill. Not only are they the prominent parties for which voters are likely to have relatively more
(historically grounded) information, but they are also seen clear adversaries, forming the core of
largely distinct partisan blocks. For example, our surveys asked respondents how frequently different
pairs of existing parties in their countries cooperated with one another, with answer categories
20

ranging from “never” (0) to “almost always” (10). The average scores for frequency of cooperation
for the Canadian Liberals and Conservatives was only 3.53, the second lowest score of all pairs (only
just above BQ and the Greens) and was 2.69 for the British Conservatives and Labour, also the
second lowest score (just above Labour and UKIP). Thus, it is sensible that a new party’s level of
cooperation with these core parties provides an important (perhaps the most important) piece of
information that a voter needs to know to situate the new party in the space of partisan allies and
enemies.
The result for Germany is the exception that may prove the rule. At the time of our survey, the two
leading parties of the left and right in Germany – the CDU/CSU and the SDP had been in a grand
coalition since 2013 and had just renewed the coalition. Thus, it is unlikely that each represented, in
voters’ minds, a separate “core” of political alliances on the left and right. Indeed, our respondents
rated the frequency of cooperation between these parties at 7.03 a full-point more cooperative than
any other party pair. Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that our German respondents put relatively
little weight on cooperation with these leading parties in inferring the left-right positions of new
parties. Further, it may be that lacking such core parties, our respondents turn to other strategies for
inferring left-right placements from patterns of cooperation.
Specifically, unlike our Canadian and British respondents, German respondents appear to use two
very cooperatively distinct smaller parties – the AfD and Die Linke – as touchpoints for guiding leftright placements (the average cooperation score for this party dyad was 1.31, the second smallest
level of any dyad in any of our countries).25 While we will need more surveys in different contexts to
substantiate this possibility, it does clearly indicate that voters in different contexts take into account
important details of that context (perhaps subconsciously) in “deciding” how much weight to give to
information about cooperation with different parties. Further, the resulting empirical patterns in our
data are easily understandable given knowledge of these contexts. This adds to our overall
conclusion that voters’ construction of left-right placements is strikingly sensible—even subtlety so.

Do respondents distinguish between informal and formal cooperation?
In their explanation of how coalition membership might impact voters’ perceptions of the left-right
positions of parties, Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) emphasized the importance of actually
cooperating formally within cabinets. For example, they quote Goodin’s conclusion favorably:
Where there is a formal coalition, collective agency has been created, and all
parties to it will be judged at least in part by its successes or failures. Where, there
is merely coalition-like governing [i.e., two parties working together without being in
formal coalition], there is no collective agency and no shared responsibility. (Goodin
1996, 33)
25

Perceptions of the left-right positions of these two parties are also very far apart (1.53 vs. 8.2 on our 11 point
left-right scale).
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Thus, in an experiment such as ours, Fortunato and Stevenson might expect significant differences
in the extent to which voters judge parties to be ideologically similar based on formal and informal
cooperation.26 Our design allows a straightforward test of this possibility. Specifically, some of our
items about cooperation indicated that the hypothetical party “Would [Would not] support a [target
party]-led government,” while others simply said that the hypothetical party “Often [Seldom]
cooperates with the [target party]. Target parties in the later construction included all the main
parties, while those in the former construction were limited to plausible prime ministerial parties
(Labour and Conservatives for the UK, Liberals and Conservatives in Canada, and the SDP and
CDU/CSU in Germany).27
As Figure 2 makes clear, in none of our cases are there substantively or statistically significant
differences between the effects of “cooperating” with a party versus “joining” (or, for Canada,
formally supporting) a government it leads. Given this null result, in what follows we will no longer
differentiate between formal and informal cooperation and simply refer to these attributes
generically as cooperation.

Remaining Heterogeneity in the magnitudes of the effect of cooperation
Figure 2 revealed quite a lot of heterogeneity in the size of the effects of cooperating with different
targets. We have already suggested that, at least for Canada and the UK, one possible explanation is
the fact that the leading parties on the left and right form the core of all left and right party alliances
and so are a useful guide to the left-right locations of new parties (if the left-right is, as many in the
literature suggest, about partisan alliances as much as or more than policy).
Of course, other explanations are also possible. First, it could be that the role the target party plays in
government matters to the strength of the ideological message cooperating with it sends. If
respondents think that the ideological influence of one party on another is translated through
institutional mechanisms like the prime-ministry, then it follows that cooperation with primeministerial parties will induce respondents to place hypothetical parties closer to prime-minsters than
other less influential parties.
Second, it may be that the left-right position of the target impacts the magnitude of the effect of
cooperation on new party placements.28 In other words, it could be that respondents place
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Fortunato and Stevenson’s (2013) research design was not ideal for teasing out this difference. Certainly,
their comparison of the perceived left-right positions of party dyads that participated in the same cabinet to
those that did not showed clearly that voters perceived partners to be closer together than non-partners, ceteris
paribus. However, they had no way to distinguish dyads that may have cooperated informally (outside of
cabinets) from those that did, and from those that did not cooperate at all.
27
Given the realities of Canadian cabinets, the specific language for the formal cooperation was, for example,
“Would support a Conservative-led minority government.”
28
In appendix D, we explain how using distances between new party placements and the perceived target
party’s left-right positions removes from our estimates a particular kind of mechanical inflation of average
causal effects for parties on the ideological extremes. With the mechanical effect removed, we conclude that
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hypothetical parties closer to their targets of cooperation when those parties are more ideologically
extreme because the ideological signal of cooperation with these parties is clearer or more discernible
than otherwise. Finally, it could be that in deciding where to place new parties, respondents give
more weight to cooperation with larger target parties.
To explore these potential sources of heterogeneity in the casual effect of cooperation with target
parties, we stacked the data (for each country separately) so that an observation is a respondent-trialtarget party. We then estimate a regression in which the dependent variable is the distance between
the respondent’s perception of the target party’s left-right position and her placement of the
hypothetical party. The main independent variable is just an indicator equal to one when the
respondent in the trial saw the attribute “Often cooperates with [target party]” and equal to zero
when the respondent in the trial saw “Seldom cooperates with [target party].” As in all our analyses,
trials for which neither of these attributes were seen are missing (and so not used). This cooperation
indicator was then interacted with a set of dummy variables indicating each (of the 11 possible)
perceived left-right positions of the target parties, a set of indicators for the perceived government
role of the target party (PM, Cabinet partner, opposition party, or no seats), and a cubic function of
the expected seat share of the party. Thus, the specification (with the exception of the cubic function
of seats) is fully non-parametric and, as explained in Hainmueller et al. (2013), produces the same
AMCE’s that one would get from a simple averaging procedure.29
Based on the estimates from this regression,30 Figure 3 provides the substantive effects for different
perceived policy positions of the target party. Each panel in this figure shows the effect of often
cooperating with a target party (as opposed to seldom cooperating) on the distance between the
respondent’s perception of the target party’s left-right position and her placement of the hypothetical
party at each perceived left-right position of the target party. These results show that when
respondents who are told that a new party “Often cooperates with” a target party that is perceived to
have an extreme left-right position, this information (about cooperation) matters a lot to the
subsequent left-right placement of the new party (i.e., it results in a movement of about 1.5 scale
points closer to the target party). However, when the target of cooperation is perceived to be in the
center of the left-right scale, respondents essentially ignore this information in favor of other
attributes.

any dependence of our estimated causal effects of cooperation on the left-right positions of target parties exists
for substantive reasons.
29
Technically, this is true only if one replaces the parametric cubic function on expected size with dummies for
each possible size. As it turns out, doing so makes no difference to any of the other inferences (and produces
consistent, if noisier, inference for size as well). Thus, this regression (as with most of the other regressions
used in this paper) is used largely as a convenience for calculating the simple average differences (and their
standard errors) that define the average causal effects in this kind of design.
30
The results are reported in appendix Table E1. Note that these results are for samples of respondents (in each
country) who were familiar with the left-right concept.
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Figure 3. How the Perceived Left-Right Position of Target Parties Conditions the Effect of
Partisan Cooperation on the Left Right Distance between Hypothetical and Target Parties

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimates. The samples are those respondents who are
familiar with the concept of the left-right.

This result may tell us something very important about how voters think about the nature of the leftright generally. Specifically, suppose that voters think of the left-right only as an aggregate policy
dimension. In that case, the stated policy positions of new parties would certainly matter in how
voters placed them. However, information about partisan cooperation could also matter – but only if
(1) the perceived left-right placements of the targets of cooperation are themselves just summaries of
policy positions, and (2) voters assume that cooperating with a target party means the new party
shares its policy stances (the assumption made, for example, in Fortunato and Stevenson 2013). In
this case, however, there is no reason to expect the results in Figure 3. If the left-right is all about
policy (and conditions 1 & 2 hold), a voter who sees a new party cooperate with a party in the
center, should conclude that the policy of the new party is more central and so move the party
toward the center just as much as it would move the party toward the right or left for more extreme
targets. There is no reason, in this view, that the voter would discount cooperation with a central
party as a source of information about the new party’s policy views.
Contrast this with a voter who uses the left-right as a way to understand non-policy relationships
between parties and thinks of politics generally as a struggle between two broad party “families” on
the left and right. The question about any new party is which family is it in (and perhaps how
tightly is it bound to that family)? In that case, when such voters perceive a party as more extreme
on the left-right scale, this indicates that the party is tightly tied to the left or right family (and could
not, for example, realistically ally with a party on the other side). In contrast, parties perceived to be
more central on this left-right scale are less closely aligned with the left or right families (and may be
open, for example, to cross-coalition cooperation).
Thus, for a voter who interprets the left-right in this way, information about cooperation with a
target party that has an extreme position on the left-right scale is a very clear indicator that the new
party is a member of the corresponding ideological family and so has the effect of moving the voter’s
24

left-right placement of the new party toward the extremes (indicating that the party is more tightly
tied to one or the other families). In contrast, information about cooperation with a centrist party
conveys little information about left-right familial relationships and so little information about the
new party’s position on a left-right dimension that is about the strength of these relationships. Thus,
this information will be discounted in favor of other information – just as we see in Figure 3.
The other characteristics of the target of cooperation are the perceived sizes of the target parties (in
terms of legislative seats) and the perceived roles the target parties played in and out of government.
We interacted these characteristics with the partisan cooperation attribute in the regressions
(reported in appendix Table E1) and the substantive effects derived from these regressions are
provided in appendix Figures E1 and E2. None of these variables, however, showed the kind of
large, consistent conditioning effects that we identified with the perceived left-right position of target
parties in Figure 3.31

4.2. Policy
Figure 5 gives our estimates of the average causal effect of each of our policy attributes on left-right
placements. For example, the first row of the figure shows that respondents who saw the statement
“Supports limiting non-western immigration to Canada” placed the corresponding hypothetical
party 0.7 units more to the right on our 11 point left-right scale than those who saw “Opposes
limiting non-western immigration to Canada.”
To ease the interpretation of the figure, we have reported results for the specific version (oppose or
support) of each statement that we judged (a priori) to be most likely to move placements to the
right. In this way, one can easily compare the overall size of the effects to each other (and to 0).
Further, any negative estimates are readily identified as unexpected (given our intuitions). Since the
estimate of each statement is the reciprocal of its pair, this choice is purely cosmetic.
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While there is some variation in the effects based on government role, these are not statistically different
from one another. Likewise, while cooperating with larger target parties seems to have a larger impact on leftright placements than cooperating with smaller parties, this effect is largely limited to the UK.
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Figure 4. The Impact of Policy Positions on Left-Right Placement32

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates. The samples are those
respondents who are familiar with the concept of the left-right.

Overall, the estimated effects are mostly modest in magnitude. The average effect across all policies
is 0.69 for the Canada, 0.52 for Germany, and 0.81 for the UK. Each of these is quite a bit smaller
than the average effects of partisan cooperation reported in the last section, which were -1.13, -1.02,
and -1.31, respectively. This difference clearly suggests that partisan cooperation and conflict may
play a larger role in voters’ left-right placements of parties than does policy. Thus, this is the first
direct evidence supporting Fortunato, Stevenson and Vonnahme’s (2016, p. 1213) argument (based
only on indirect evidence) that “quite apart from any specific policy content, when a party is on the
“left” or “right,” this tells the voter which other parties should be considered allies and which
enemies.”
With respect to the specific policies that have the most impact on left-right placements, no clear
pattern emerges. Among the policies with the largest effects, we have traditional left-right policies
like taxation and social programs, as well as newer issues like Brexit and legalization of marijuana.
One consistent result across countries is the small weight on the surveillance issue and government
regulation of financial markets.

Policy Perceptions vs. Perceptions of Cooperation
Clearly, the results of our conjoint experiment suggest that respondents may think of the left-right
dimension more as a summary of patterns of partisan conflict and cooperation than as a summary of
policy differences. Does this insight from our conjoint experiment extend to the voter perceptions of
the left-right positions of real world parties? This is an important question to ask about any conjoint
design, which, after all, is trying to use inferences about respondents’ treatment of a hypothetical
situation to learn about how they behave in the real world.

32

We also included a “tax and spend” policy attribute for Germany that was (intended to be) the same as that
included in the UK and Canada – i.e., “Supports cuts to taxes and public spending.” However, despite our use
of native language translators and a process of forward and back translation, this attribute actually presented
may be better translated as “Supports tax cuts and public spending” which allows for an interpretation that the
party supports cutting taxes and increasing public spending.
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Usefully, we included questions in our surveys that provide a unique opportunity answer this
question. First, our survey asked respondents to place the current (real) parties on the left-right scale.
Second, we asked a novel question about the extent of cooperation between different pairs of parties.
We presented respondents with a pair of parties and then asked “How often do you think these parties
cooperate with each other in [your country’s] politics?” Answers could range from “Never” (0) to “Almost
Always” (10). 8-15 pairs of parties were presented to respondents, depending on the country.33
In the analysis below we use these data to produce a data set in which a row is a respondent – party
dyad. For each party dyad for each respondent, we measure the distance between the respondent’s
perceived left-right positions of the parties in the dyad, the distance between the perceived policy
positions of the parties on each of the specific policy dimensions we used elsewhere in the survey
(listed for Germany in appendix F), and the perceived level of cooperation between the parties in the
dyad.
We then regress the perceived left-right distance between the parties in dyads on the cooperation and
policy distance variables.34 The results should give us some insight into the relative importance of
each as drivers of voters’ perceptions of the left-right position of real world parties. A finding that
cooperation matters more would be consistent with the results of the conjoint experiment reported in
the last two sections. Figure 5 visualizes the substantive effects based on the results reported in
appendix Table G1.
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To our knowledge, this question has not been asked before. Thus, we were unsure in our first administration
(the UK and Canadian surveys) how much time it would take and how respondents would react to it. As it
turns out, respondents had little trouble with the questions and answered them quite quickly. Thus, while we
limited the pairs of parties offered in the first round of surveys (to those including one of the leading parties on
the left and right), in the German survey we included all possible pairs from parties with representation in
Bundestag.
34
To economize on survey time and the cognitive burden on respondents, we did not ask all policy questions
to all respondents but chose a random subset of the questions (about ¾ of the issues across each country).
Consequently, for the full set of policy questions we have some data that are, by design, missing completely at
random (MCAR). This is the ideal case for using multiple imputations to handle missing data and that is what
we did. Thus, the regression results reported in Figure 5 and appendix Table G1 are based on 5 multiply
imputed datasets. We used Stata’s suite of mi commands to do that analysis.
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Figure 5. The Impact of Perceived Level of Cooperation and Policy Distance on Perceived LeftRight Distance between Party Dyads (Real Parties)

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. The samples are those respondents who are familiar with the concept of the
left-right. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates of substantive effects. These policy effects are reported for an
increase of 1 standard deviation (across dyads) in the average (over respondents) distance between the parties in the dyad
on the relevant policy variable. Effects for non-cooperation are for a decrease of 1 standard deviation (across dyads) in the
average (over respondents) of the value of the dyadic cooperation variable.

In each country we find that the perception of infrequent cooperation between parties increases the
perceived left-right distance between them. Since the extent of partisan cooperation is measured on a
scale running from 0 (never cooperate) to 10 (almost always cooperate), we would expect less
frequent cooperation to increase the distance between the left-right placements of parties (and so a
produce a positive coefficient), which is exactly what we find (at very high levels of statistical
significance). Substantively, a party dyad with a cooperation score of 7.03 (i.e., the average score
respondents gave for the frequency of cooperation between the SDP and the CDU/CSU) would be
placed 2.25 points closer together than a dyad with an average cooperation score of only and 1.2
(i.e., the average cooperation score for AfD and the Greens).
Likewise, we expect that as respondents perceive parties’ policy positions to be farther apart, they
also perceive these parties to be farther apart on the left-right (i.e., positive coefficients). With one
statistical insignificant exception, we find the expected pattern. Further, most of these effects are
statistically different from zero, though not as clearly as the cooperation variables. Substantively,
policies are measured on a seven-point scale. Thus, for the policy with the largest effects (tax and
spending policy in the UK), if a respondent’s perceptions of two parties’ policy positions on this
issue were to move closer by a similar magnitude as the movement in cooperation reported above
(e.g. a movement over 52% of the scale or 3.6 points) we would expect the respondent to
correspondingly move the parties 1.13 points closer together on the left-right scale. Thus, we find
that the most consequential policy effect is about half the effect of cooperation, with most other
policy effects much smaller (on average about 15% of the size of the cooperation effect). This
reinforces our earlier conclusion from the conjoint experiment that voters may (perhaps
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subconsciously) understand the left-right dimension more as a summary of patterns of partisan
conflict and cooperation than as a summary of policy differences.
It is also clear in these results that the difference between the effects of cooperation versus policy
varies across countries – with smaller effects in Canada then in Germany and the UK. This is the
same pattern that we reported for the conjoint experiment above, in which the difference between
the average policy and cooperation effects (Figures 2 and 4) are .46 for the UK, .38 for Germany,
and .18 for Canada.
Finally, as mentioned above, these results provide an unusual opportunity to test how much the
results of our conjoint experiment about how voters construct beliefs about the left-right positions of
hypothetical parties can tell us about how they come to their beliefs about the left-right positions of
real world parties.
Since we asked about the same sets of policies in both kinds of analyses, Figure 6 simply maps the
estimated effects of each policy from the two-analyses against each other.35 A strong positive
correlation between the estimates for the same policies across these very different research designs
should give us confidence that our conjoint experiment is not just an artificial exercise but is tapping
into the same cognitive organization that produces left-right beliefs about parties in the real world.
And, this is exactly what we find. There is a strong positive relationship between the estimated
effects of different policies across our cases (correlation: 0.7). Further this positive relationship
clearly exists within each country as well.

35

We have omitted the tax and spend questions in this graph because we are in the process of investigating
potentially consequential differences in the question wording in the question asking for voters’ perceptions of
party position on this question and the attribute describing the hypothetical parties’ positions. While (the
English versions) of this question are perfectly fine for comparisons across policies within each method, there
may be a problem comparing across methods. Thus, for now, we do not include that comparison.
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Figure 6. The Correlation between the Estimated Effects of Policy Positions in the Conjoint
Experiment and the Estimated Effects of Perceived Policy Distance on Perceived Left-Right
Distance for Real Parties.

Numbers on the y-axis are the effects are taken from Figure 4. The numbers on the x-axis are coefficients from the
regressions in appendix Table G1. The latter numbers should be multiplied by some reasonable change in policy distance
(a 7-point policy scale) for magnitudes to be compared to the magnitudes on the y-axis. However, since we are only
concerned with the correlation, the raw coefficients are all we need.
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4.3. Social Groups, Party Size, Organization, and Leadership
In this section we briefly report the results for the other party attributes that we included in our
conjoint experiments. We are brief because the results are all either directionally as we expect and
substantively small or statistically insignificant.

Social Groups
Figure 7 provides the results for the party attributes capturing the bases of parties’ social group
support. For the particular social group shown in a given trial, respondents saw a statement saying
either that the new party has strong support from the group or that it had only weak support from
the group. To ease interpretation, the statement versions shown in the figure are those that we
expected to move party placements to the right, given our understanding of the usual levels of
support for left and right parties by different groups. For example, we consistently find that a party
that “Has strong support among men” is placed farther to the right than one that “Has weak support
among men.” In contrast, a party that “Has weak support among women” is placed consistently to
the right of one that “Has strong support among women.”
Thus, we expect all positive coefficients in Figure 7 and that is exactly what we find, once again
testifying to the overall sensibility of our respondents’ left-right placements of parties.
Figure 7. The Impact of Social Group Support on Left-Right Placement

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates. The samples are those
respondents who are familiar with the concept of the left-right.

Despite their consistent direction, however, the magnitudes of these effects are much smaller than
those for either policy or partisan cooperation. Across groups, the average effect is for Canada 0.397,
Germany 0.318, and the United Kingdom 0.403 – which is about 50-60% of the average policy effect
(which is itself generally smaller than those for partisan cooperation).

Party Size and Regional Support
We also included attributes to capture the possibility that voters think larger parties, or “catch-all”
parties are more moderate than smaller ones (and so would place such parties more toward the
center). Specifically, on a given trial, respondents could receive one of several attribute statements of
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the form: “Expected to gain 90 seats (out of 338) in the next federal election.” As with all the
attribute statements (and combinations) in the experiment, we were concerned not to ask
respondents to imagine a new party entering politics that was utterly implausible and so we limited
the party sizes included to range from small to moderate size (given the typical party sizes in the
country’s party system).
Further, to get at the idea of a catch-all party in another way, on some trials, rather than size, we
included a statement that either said the new party “Draws its support from only one region of the
country” or that it “Draws its support from many different regions of the country.”
Finally, since our expectation is that the effects of these variables should be to moderate left-right
placements, we test them by estimating their impact on the distance between the placements and the
center of the scale. Thus, we expect the estimated effects to be negative (the baseline case for the size
statements is “Not expected to gain any seats in the next federal election.”).
Figure 8 provides the results. All the statistically significant effects are negative, as expected.
However, it is only in Canada that we find such significant effects, and even these are quite small.
Figure 8. The Impact of Party Size and Catch-all Status on Left-Right Placement

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimates. The samples are those respondents who are
familiar with the concept of the left-right. Statements about party size read, for example, “Expected to gain about 5 seats
(out of 338) in the next federal election.” In percentage terms, reading from top to bottom, the percentage of legislative
seats for Canada is 1.5%, 6%, 21%, 27%; for Germany 1%, 5%, 8%, 10%, 14%; and for the UK 0.5%, 3%, 6%, 9%. The
baseline case for each country is “Not expected to gain any seats in the next federal election”. The estimate for the catch-all
party attribute is the effect of respondents seeing the statement “Draws its support from many different regions of the
country” versus “Draws its support from one region of the country.”

Gender of Party Leader
The final characteristics that we randomized in our trials were the gender of the party leader (as
indicated by his or her name and picture) and the name of the party. However, for reasons having to
do with the survey platform we used, these two characteristics were only jointly randomized.36
Thus, to estimate the impact of party leaders’ gender separately from party names, we first had
36

In the next round of surveys we will be able to randomize these two attributes separately.
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several independent coders place the names of the parties (and no other information) on left-right
scales.37 Next, we regressed these variables and an indicator for gender of the party leader on the leftright placements. The expectation from the literature is that gender will move placements left. Figure
9 gives the results.
Figure 9. The Impact of Leader’s Gender and Party’s Name on Left Right Placement

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates. The samples are those
respondents who are familiar with the concept of the left-right.

Looking at Figure 9, which examines the impact of these party attributes on absolute left-right
placements, we find that the left and right ratings of party names are in all cases small and
statistically insignificant in all but one case (German left sounding names). More importantly,
controlling for the left or right “soundingness” of the party names, the effect of gender in each case is
to move the party placement to the left. In all cases this is a small effect (smaller than a tenth of one
point on our 11-point left-right scale), but is significantly different from zero in the German case and
almost in the UK.38 Thus, these results lend some directional support to other recent findings that
have shown the gender of a party leader or legislators significantly impacts voters’ perceptions of
their left-right positions.

4.4. Summary: The Relative Magnitude of Policy, Cooperation, and Bases of
Social Support on the Left-Right Placements of Parties
Given the many different results presented above, it may be useful to take stock of what we have
learned thus far. Figure 10 attempts to do this by recoding all the of the policy, cooperation, and
social support party attributes so that their relative influence on the left-right placements of parties
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The party names and average ratings are in appendix Table H1. In order to avoid the problem of interpreting
the middle of the left right scale as indicating wither no left-right content in a party name or “middle” left right
content, we asked coders to separately judge the “leftness” of the name (on a 0-5 scale) and the “rightness” of
the name (so a name could theoretically have hints of both).
38
It is also worth pointing out in both Germany and the UK, the PM at the time of our surveys was a female
leader of a right (or moderate right) party.
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can be efficiently summarized and compared. Since the effects of both party size (and regional
scope) and leader gender are quite small, we do not include them in the figure.
Figure 10. Summary Estimates of the Impact Policy Positions, Partisan Cooperation, and Social
Support on Left-Right Placement of Parties

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates. The samples are those
respondents who are familiar with the concept of the left-right. These estimates were generated by recoding policy
attributes as attribute groups and estimating separate models with appropriate dependent variables as follows: For
cooperation, the DV was distance between the left-right placements of the new party and the target of cooperation/noncooperation and all attribute statements were coded so that a “1” meant the respondent saw “often cooperates” (while a
“0” meant they saw “Seldom cooperates”; for Policy and Social, the DV was the respondent’s left-right placement of the
new party, while attributes were coded so that a “1” indicated the respondent saw “supports policy” or “strong support
from group” while a “0” indicated the opposites.

The results illustrate compactly the main message of the paper: that voters’ left-right placements
depend quite sensibly on all three of these drivers, but the most important one is not policy but
patterns of conflict and cooperation. This result is strikingly similar in both direction and even
relative magnitudes to the general conclusions of the literature on left-right self-placements, which
has consistently found a robust role for policy, partisanship, and social position in explaining where
people place themselves on the left-right scale – while almost always finding partisanship to be more
important than policy followed by social position.
Thus, whether voters are placing parties or themselves on the left-right, they seem to be influenced
first by considerations of who is “Us” and who is “Them” – and by how much. Parties that
cooperate together are placed together on the scale and the respondent places herself near the party
(and its cooperators) with which she identifies. Only secondarily are these placements reflective of
the policy positions of parties (or, according to the previous literature, her own positions). In our
conjoint design this is even more starkly apparent than in observational studies, since the design
necessarily confronts respondents with just the set of counterfactual cases that are needed to
adjudicate between policy and partisan considerations. And, as it turns out, when our respondents
were confronted, for example, with a new party that cooperated with the Conservatives, but wanted
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more money for healthcare and pensions, they relied more on the information about partisan
cooperation than about policy.

4.5. Respondents who Report Unfamiliarity with the Concept of the Left-Right
As discussed above, we also asked respondents who said they were unfamiliar with the concept of
the left-right to place ten hypothetical parties on the left-right scale.39 This is interesting both to
determine if such individuals evidence any sort of subconscious consistency in the construction of
their left-right placements and as a kind of placebo effect – if we see insensibility in the estimates for
these individuals it reassures as that the sensibility we have found in all of our other results is real
and that it is really tapping into the way the concept of the left-right is cognitively organized for
those individuals for which such an organization exists.40
Figure 11. The Impact of Policy Positions on Left-Right Placement for those Unfamiliar with
Left-Right

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimates.

39

Again, this was done carefully. We included language (see appendix C) that attempted to actively engage the
respondent in the task in part by acknowledging the difficulty and awkwardness of the request and assuring
him or her that their responses were valued and useful.
40
Hsiao, Cheng, and Achen’s (2017) recent chapter on the use of left-right concepts in Taiwan is an interesting
exploration of a case in which left-right language is almost never used. The results are, as one might expect,
largely incoherent.
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Figure 12. The Impact of Social Group Support on Left-Right Placement for those Unfamiliar
with Left-Right

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimates.

Figure 13. The Impact of Partisan Cooperation on Left-Right Placement for those Unfamiliar
with Left-Right

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimate.

Figures 11-13 provide the estimates for these respondents. The results tell a very interesting story.
First, for both social group support and policy, there are few effects that can be differentiated from
zero and those that can be are as likely as not to be in the “wrong” direction. For example, the two
significant policy effects in Germany suggest these respondents move a party to the left when it
supports more military spending and opposes more spending on healthcare and pensions. Thus, for
these two drivers, respondents’ constructions of left-right placements are as random as one would
expect of individuals who are unfamiliar with those terms as applied to politics (and so have not
established any cognitive organization around them).
The story is quite different, however, for patterns of conflict and cooperation – at least in Canada
and the United Kingdom. In these cases, all of the point estimates are in the expected direction and
are statistically different from zero in half of these. Further, the pattern of effects across parties
mirrors those we found for the sample of respondents familiar with the left-right, with the largest
effects occurring for the leading parties on the left and right.
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4.6. Individual Characteristics
So far we have focused only on party characteristics as drivers of left-right placements. However, it is
also the case that individuals bring their own experience and identities to the evaluation of political
phenomena. In this section we explore how much respondents’ identities interact with party
characteristics to shape their left-right placements. Specifically, we explore whether individuals who
have the same characteristics of a hypothetical party (as self-identified in our survey) tend to move
the party toward their own left-right position.
To do this we create a new dependent variable for each respondent–trial, which is the absolute value
of the difference between the respondent’s own left right placement and her placement of the
hypothetical party in the trial. Next, we code a set of variables that indicate if the respondent has the
same or different self-reported characteristics as the hypothetical party she is evaluating. For
example, if a voter identifies herself as a woman, we would create a variable that would take a value
of 1 for a trial in which the party is identified as having strong support from women and 0 if it is
identified as having weak support from women. Given this, we eventually estimate an AMCE that
compares those who matched on a given attribute (women who saw parties strongly supported by
women or non-women who saw parties only weakly supported by women) and those who did not
match.41 The specific coding rules for all the match variables are provided in appendix I.
Since the dependent variable in these analyses is the distance between the respondent’s own left-right
self-placement and her placement of the new party, we expect all the coefficients in these graphs to
be negative. Figures 14-16 give the results. First, with the exception of three insignificant positive
effects in Figure 14 (the social bases of support), our expectation of negative effects is born out.
Again, this strongly testifies to the overall sensibility (or, in this case, at least the predictability) of
voters’ left-right placements of parties.
Second, the pattern of results for “matches” across different attributes seems to match fairly closely
the pattern of results we saw for the effects of the attributes themselves. For example, information
that a new party is cooperating with the respondent’s own preferred party has a bigger effect on
placements (pulling them closer to the respondent) than information that the party supports the same
policies as the respondent. And this latter effect (policy matching) is bigger than the effect of
information that the party is supported by the respondents’ own social group. This again is also the
pattern that other scholars using observational data have found for left-right placements.
Further, if we look more closely at the patterns within the set of cooperation and conflict attributes
(Figure 15), we see that that this pattern mirrors the one we reported in section 4.1. Specifically, for
41

For example, if one thinks of the two by two table formed by respondent rows labeled as “R is a woman”
and “R is not a woman” and columns labeled “party strongly supported by women” and “party weakly
supported by women” then the upper-left and lower-right cells will be “matches” and the other cells will be
non-matches. It is the differences between these two sets of cells that produce our estimate. Cases in which
neither of the party attributes above were seen are excluded.
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the UK and Canada, being a partisan of a target of cooperation who is also the leading party on the
left or right matters the most, while in Germany this is not the case.
Figure 14. Impact of Corresponding Social Demographic Attributes on the Left-Right Distance
between Respondents and Hypothetical Parties.

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimate. The samples are those respondents who are familiar
with the concept of the left-right.

Figure 15. Impact of Corresponding Partisan Attributes on the Left-Right Distance between
Respondents and Hypothetical Parties

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimate. The samples are those respondents who are familiar
with the concept of the left-right.

Figure 16. Impact of Corresponding Policy Attributes on the Left-Right Distance between
Respondents and Hypothetical Parties.

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots are point estimate. The samples are those respondents who are familiar
with the concept of the left-right.
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4.7. Ideological Constraint: the Relationships between Drivers of the Left-Right
Placements
In this section we use data on response latencies to our left-right placement tasks to propose a new
measure of ideological constraint and use it to explore the extent to which our respondents evidence
ideological constraint in their placements of parties on the left-right.
The idea of ideological constraint has a long history in political science and is intended to capture
the extent to which voters organize their beliefs about politics in consistent ways. Converse (1964, p.
207) defined it as “the success we would have in predicting, given initial knowledge that an
individual holds a specified attitude, that he holds certain further ideas and attitudes.” Converse’s
conclusion that levels of ideological constraint in the American electorate were low motivated a
huge literature variously reinforcing or refuting that claim, not only for the Unites States but in many
other societies (Goren et al. 2009; Goren, 2013; Jewitt and Goren, 2015; Petersen et al. 2010).
Our goal in this short section is to contribute a small piece to this debate by introducing a new
measure of constraint that arises naturally from the kind of conjoint experiment that we have
described above. Specifically, we not only collected where on the left-right scale each respondent
placed each hypothetical party, but also the time it took her to make the placement (the response
latency). Thus, the measure of constraint we propose relies on the well–established idea that people
take longer to make a decision when the elements of that decision are in cognitive conflict, a conflict
that arises because some pre-existing cognitive organization is violated.42 Accordingly, we argue that
respondents presented with two different party attributes that they judge as indicating incompatible
positions on the left-right (because they have pre-existing beliefs – i.e., ideological constraint – about
how these attributes relate to the left-right) will take longer to decide how to reconcile this difference
than when they have no such pre-exiting beliefs. Similarly, they will be faster to place parties whose
attributes correspond to their pre-existing expectations about how various attributes should relate to
the left-right than if they did not have these expectations (i.e., if they did not have this level of
ideological constraint).
Thus, the results reported below are produced by regressing indicators for all pairwise interactions
between different attributes in our party descriptions on the time it takes for respondents to place
parties. A significantly positive [negative] coefficient on one of these interactions indicates that
respondents took more [less] time to place hypothetical parties when that specific pair of attributes
appeared than when it did not. Thus, many significant coefficients across different pairs of attributes
suggest higher levels of ideological constraint. Further, the pattern of positive and negative
coefficients can be interrogated to determine if the constraints correspond to our usual understanding
of the nature of the left-right (e.g., it takes longer for respondents to place a hypothetical party that
42

For example, the widely used IAT test relies directly on the idea that the strength of a pre-existing cognitive
association between two objects can be measured by how long it take a subject to react to instances of the
pairing and its opposite (Theodoridis, 2013).
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both cooperates with the Conservatives and supports higher healthcare spending, or it takes less time
to place a hypothetical party that is strongly supported by union members and cooperates with the
Labour Party).43
There are a few points about the way we use the language of constraint and apply this technique in
our case that should be clarified. First, many empirical studies of ideological constraint do not
impose a priori requirements on how beliefs about political objects must be related to each other to
show evidence of constraint; but, instead look for any sort of coherent organization and then
interpret it only once it is identified (though usually the form identified, if any, corresponds to
something that looks like a left-right or liberal conservative organizing framework). In our case,
however, because our conjoint experiment asks respondents explicitly to place parties on a left-right
dimension, any constraint we find will necessarily be left-right constraint – that is, two political beliefs
that are in conflict because they do not fit together into whatever left-right framework exists in the
respondent’s mind.
Second, many scholars use the term ideological constraint as a synonym for issue constraint. That is,
they assume that ideological constraint is about organizing issue preferences rather than a broader
constellation of political beliefs. While many of the empirical applications of the idea of constraint
have focused only on issues, this is clearly not Converse’s original conception and indeed there are
many theoretical discussions (and some empirical ones) that adopt this broader view. In our case,
we necessarily adopt this broader conception because our design only uses a single issue attribute per
hypothetical party. Thus, we cannot use our technique (with these data) to estimate issue constraint,
understood as the degree to which beliefs about different issues are coherently organized. Instead,
we can examine how beliefs about different issues are related to beliefs about patterns of cooperation
and the social bases of party support.44 Usefully, this later task is more important for our purposes
since our focus is on the relative independent contributions of policy and partisan cooperation to
voters’ understanding of the left-right. That is, if we find high levels of constraint between policy
positions and patterns of partisan cooperation and conflict, it will suggest that despite our ability, in
this design, to separate out the effects of different drivers, they are nonetheless tightly connected in
voters’ minds and likely in the real world. In contrast, low levels of constraint would suggest many
voters are not bothered by contradictions because the focus on one or the other set of cues without
tying them together in mutually reinforcing ways.
43

In other work, one of the authors has proposed this technique as a general way to measure group level
implicit attitudes using conjoint designs. For example, the canonical example from the literature on implicit
attitudes is implicit racial bias. In that case, one could design a conjoint experiment that, for example,
described individuals with attributes like race, levels of education, and professional success. If one found that
interactions between high levels of success or education with a given racial category took significantly longer
for respondents to place the individual on some relevant dimension, then one could conclude that the
respondents (as a group) found these attributes incompatible, signaling implicit racial bias.
44
That said, a slightly different design that included multiple issue could produce a measure of issue constraint.
Indeed, we are currently conducting such a study in which respondents are asked to place a voter, described by
a variety of different issue preferences, on the left-tight scale.
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Table 2 provides the results for our sample of respondents who are familiar with the left-right. The
interpretation of the numbers in these charts are average differences in the number of seconds that
the respondents took to make a left-right placement when the attributes in the rows and columns (or
their joint opposite levels) both appeared in a trial compared to when any other combination of
levels in these attributes appeared. For example, in the first column of Table 2, we see that
Canadian respondents answered almost seven seconds faster when they saw the combination of
attributes “Often cooperates with the Conservatives” and “Opposes increased public spending on
healthcare and pensions” or “Seldom cooperates with the Conservatives” and “Supports increased
public spending on healthcare and pensions” than when some other combination of those four
attributes was shown. In contrast, the respondents answered almost 5 seconds more slowly when
cooperation with the (democratic socialist) NDP was paired with this same attribute.
To ease interpretation, the issue attributes are coded so that the version of the attribute statement
which is not the baseline in the pair is the one we would expect more rightist parties to endorse.
Thus, significant levels of constraint (of the kind we expect) should produce negative signs for more
right leaning parties (quicker answers) and positive signs for more left leaning ones – as constrained
respondents take longer to reconcile a new party’s rightist policy positions and its cooperation with
parties of the left (or the opposite).
Table 2. Constraint between Issues and Partisan Cooperation
Canada

Germany

United Kingdom

When a new hypothe5cal party is decribed as "O#en cooperate with…"
CDU/
SPD
AfD
CSU
-1.83
-0.74
3.87
-0.27
0.92
0.65
-1.57
-0.90
(-0.86) (-0.36) (2.01) (-0.13) (0.42) (0.34) (-0.75) (-0.43)
2.13
1.02
0.37
0.18
1.30
1.67
1.95
1.04
(1.20) (0.46) (0.16) (0.08) (0.62) (0.78) (0.95) (0.51)
1.56
-1.82
0.08
0.97
2.93
-2.35
2.62
0.44
(0.72) (-0.88) (0.04) (0.46) (1.47) (-1.14) (1.34) (0.22)
-6.83
4.51
2.02
-3.07
3.06
-0.88
0.16
3.00
(-3.24) (2.18) (1.04) (-1.54) (1.39) (-0.38) (0.07) (1.42)
0.09
-0.44 -2.93
2.12
0.34
1.31
5.95
0.00
(0.05) (-0.24) (-1.40) (1.13) (0.18) (0.60) (2.81) (0.00)
1.74
-0.66
0.26
0.26
-0.03
1.08
-3.91
-2.91
(0.83) (-0.33) (0.12) (0.12) (-0.01) (0.50) (-1.69) (-1.36)
-5.10
-2.51 -0.50 -2.31
-0.23
(-2.53) (-1.32) (-0.26) (-1.12) (-0.10)
1.74
0.82
3.07
1.95
2.65
-1.37 -1.22
2.00
(0.89) (0.43) (1.59) (0.98) (1.43) (-0.65) (-0.65) (1.03)
-0.49
2.02
-3.45
(-0.23) (1.06) (-1.58)
Cons

Govt regula5on: oppose
Limit immigra5on:
support
Limit surveailance:
oppose*
More health spending:
oppose
More military spending:
support
More tax on fuel energy:
oppose
More tax cuts: support
Marijuana use: oppose
More EU coopera5on:
support

NDP

Lib

BQ

Greens

Hard Brexit: support

B90/
Green
-1.41
0.25
(-0.65) (0.11)
-0.31
3.85
(-0.17) (1.65)
-2.96
3.99
(-1.45) (1.98)
4.41
-1.48
(2.32) (-0.67)
1.19
-1.33
(0.58) (-0.71)
2.85
-2.06
(1.20) (-0.99)
FDP

Linke

Cons

1.95
-1.12
(0.90) (-0.64)
1.46
1.49
(0.67) (0.78)
-2.92
-1.15
(-1.51) (-0.63)
-0.29
0.15
(-0.14) (0.08)
-1.63
1.86
(-0.73) (1.10)
0.68
2.37
(0.31) (1.29)
1.25
(0.75)
-0.08 -1.94
-0.56
(-0.04) (-0.96) (-0.26)
-2.76
1.13
-1.07
(-1.40) (0.52) (-0.48)
0.86
(0.52)

Lab

Libdem

SNP

UKIP

1.40
(0.81)
0.35
(0.17)
1.16
(0.64)
3.56
(2.02)
1.68
(0.99)
0.08
(0.05)
4.50
(2.51)

1.74
(0.93)
2.17
(1.13)
2.33
(1.21)
-1.20
(-0.62)
2.58
(1.41)
-3.28
(-1.81)
-1.74
(-1.01)

0.02
(0.01)
1.36
(0.69)
2.18
(1.24)
0.30
(0.17)
1.58
(0.88)
0.63
(0.34)
1.02
(0.50)

1.81
(1.05)
-2.01
(-1.11)
-0.48
(-0.25)
-2.74
(-1.54)
-2.25
(-1.10)
3.40
(1.75)
0.07
(0.04)

2.49
(1.44)

1.24
(0.70)

3.46
-3.37
(1.97) (-1.84)

Numbers in first row of cells are point estimates and are the number of second longer (positive) or shorter (negative) to
took to make left right placements when the attributes (or their joint opposites) in the rows and columns were see together
(relative to seeing any other combination of the two). Numbers in parentheses are t-ratios. Red are statistically significant
at 95% confidence. * This attribute is described as “Expand surveillance: support” in the German survey.
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We do find evidence for this expected pattern. Looking closely at the parties and issues, of the 10
statistically significant interactions in Table 2 (in red), only one is clearly in the “wrong” direction:
respondents took longer to place new parties that often cooperate with the FDP and also oppose
increases in spending for health care and pensions. That said, the more important pattern is clearly
that there are not a lot of statistically significant interactions here – suggesting that the main
conclusion from this analysis should be that patterns of cooperation between parties do not appear to
be strongly connected in voters’ minds to specific policy commitments.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
The most important summary conclusion from this study is that for those respondents that report at
least some familiarity with the concept of the left-right, each of the attributes for which we estimated
an average causal effect was in the direction that we expected based on our review of the literature
on the nature and meaning of the left-right. This is clearly encouraging from a normative
perspective. On average, these respondents make quite sensible associations between the left-right
and various policies, patterns of cooperation, and social groups. It also means that our research
design is tapping into meaningful drivers of left-right preferences (since, of course, there is nothing in
the design itself that enforces this kind of consistency). Likewise, there is a strong correlation
between the results of our conjoint experiment and parallel results obtained from observational
studies (both our own and those from the literature).
More relevant for the goals of our study, however, are the magnitudes of the estimates for different
attributes. The main top-line message from these results, which is consistent across all three
countries, is that the most important drivers of left-right placements are patterns of partisan
cooperation. Further, where there is a clear set of “core” parties structuring political coalitions on
the right and left, voters privilege relationships with these parties in situating new political objects in
the left-right space.
Of course, other attributes also play a role in shaping left-right placements, with both traditional left
right issues and new contemporary issues clearly informative in expected ways. Indeed, given the
randomized design of our study, we can be confident that these policy effects contribute
independently to the construction of left-right beliefs.
Less important are the social basis of support. While directionally consistent, many of these effects
are small and statistically indistinguishable from zero. For most voters, is seems the left-right
identities of parties are not mainly about the groups in society from which they draw support.
These findings are consistent with Fortunato and Stevenson’s (2013) conclusion that voters update
their perceptions of the left-right position of real world parties based on their participation in
governing coalitions (though, not with their interpretation of this effect as a heuristic for inferring
policy change). Likewise, it supports the finding of their 2016 paper that argued patterns of partisan
42

left-right knowledge across countries was more consistent with left-right being used as a coalition
heuristic than as a policy aggregation heuristic. It is also consistent with Van Spanje and Van der
Brug’s (2007) demonstration that voters only update the policy position of extremist parties when
they are allowed to cooperate (informally or formally) with more mainstream parties (quite apart
from demonstrable policy change).
Perhaps most intriguing for the development of a general theory of how individuals use the left-right
to organize various aspects of the political world, these results are very consistent with the longtradition of work on the sources of left-right self-placements.
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Appendix for:

“The Nature and Meaning of the Left-Right Metaphor in Politics”

Seonghui Lee
Philip Santoso
Randolph Stevenson

Appendix A. Sample descriptive statistics
Table A1
Mean
Gender (male=1)
Age
Education
Political Interest

0.506
49.083
6.767
2.855

Gender (male=1)
Age
Education
Political Interest

0.503
48.115
5.053
3.307

S.D.
Canada
0.500
15.609
1.403
0.855
Germany
0.500
17.005
3.615
0.728

Min

Max

N

0
18
2
1

1
76
9
4

1105
1104
1105
1105

0
18
1
1

1
76
11
4

1041
1041
1041
1041

0
18
1
1

1
76
11
4

1025
1025
1025
1025

United Kingdom
Gender (male=1)
Age
Education
Political Interest

0.507
47.401
3.867
2.952

0.500
16.225
1.207
0.897
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Appendix B.

Conjoint items: attribute group, attributes, and levels
Table B1
Attributes

Levels

Attributes group: Social support
Support among men
Support among women
Support among older voters
Support among younger voters
Support among union households
Support among university graduates
Support among rural voters
Support among urban voters
Support among religious voters
Support among working class voters (DE)
Support among upper class voters (DE)

Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support
Strong support/ Weak support

Attributes group: Cooperation
Join [INCUMBENT PARTY]-led coalition govt (DE & UK)
Support [INCUMBENT PARTY]-led minority govt (CAN)
Cooperate with [INCUMBENT PARTY]
Join [MAIN OPPOSITION PARTY]-led coalition govt (DE & UK)
Support [MAIN OPPOSITION PARTY]-led minority govt (CAN)
Cooperate with [MAIN OPPOSITION PARTY]
Cooperate with [2nd OPPOSITION PARTY]
Cooperate with [3rd OPPOSITION PARTY]
Cooperate with [4th OPPOSITION PARTY]
Cooperate with [5th OPPOSITION PARTY] (DE)

Would join/ Would not join
Would/ Would not support
Often/ Seldom cooperate
Would join/ Would not join
Would/ Would not support
Often/ Seldom cooperate
Often/ Seldom cooperate
Often/ Seldom cooperate
Often/ Seldom cooperate
Often/ Seldom cooperate

Attributes group: Policy
Cuts to taxes and public spending
Increasing govt regulation of financial markets
Increasing govt spending of the military
Increasing taxation of fossil fuels
Increase public spending on healthcare and pensions
Limiting non-western immigration
Limit govt surveillance (CAN & UK)/ Expand video surveillance in
public space (DE)
Legalization of (CAN)/ Controlled sales of (DE) marijuana
Strengthening cooperation with the EU (DE)
Policies that result in hard Brexit (UK)

Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose
Support/ Oppose

Attributes group: Scope and Size
From only one region of the country/ From
many different regions of the country
Expected to gain N seats
[CAN & UK: 5 levels from zero seat]
[DE: 6 levels from zero seat]

Scope of party support
Party size
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Appendix C. Introduction to conjoint experiment section for Familiar and Unfamiliar groups
[Version: Familiar with Left-Right]

In this section, we ask you to tell us how far to the "left" or "right" you would place a number of
hypothetical political parties.
Specifically, on each page of this section, we ask you to imagine that a new political party has
become active in German federal politics and then to read a very short description of this party.
Finally we ask you to place that party where you think it belongs on a left-right scale.
Now, press "continue" to see your first party.

[Version:Unfamiliar with Left-Right]

Thanks for telling us that [you are not very familiar with the terms "left" and "right" as they are
used in politics. / you have never heard of the "left" and "right" when it comes to politics.] As it
turns out, you are just the sort of person we are looking for in this survey!
Specifically, we are interested in understanding how -- even with limited exposure to "left-right"
language in politics -- you would place different kinds of parties on a left-right scale.
On each page in this section, we ask you to imagine that a new political party has become
active in German politics and then to read a very short description of this party. Finally we ask
you to place that party where you think it belongs on a left-right scale.
We realize you may not always be sure how to answer. That's OK! Just read each party
description carefully and put the party on the scale in the spot that seems best to you.
Now, press "continue" to see your first party.
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Appendix D. Analysis of cooperation using absolute left-right placements
Here we provide an analysis of the impact of cooperation using absolute placements on the left-right
scale as a dependent variable rather than distances from target parties. While we do not think this is
the best way to use these data for reasons explained below, this approach does provide some useful
information otherwise not obtainable. The discussion and analysis here also make it quite clear why
an alternative estimation method is needed.
Figure D1 provides the results from the estimation of patterns of partisan cooperation on absolute
left-right placements (0-11) in exactly the same way as the estimates provided in the sections on
policy and social groups. Here the attribute variables are coded so that a positive estimate means
that the estimate is consistent with our a priori expectations about the targets of cooperation (or noncooperation) that would move placement to the right.
While for reasons described below we do not want to rely too much on the absolute magnitudes of
these estimates, we provide them here because they show us that for each of the attributes included,
the left-right direction of the effect (something not obtainable from the preferred estimates below) is
as expected (i.e. all the estimates are positive). For example, the results show that, on average,
respondents placed new parties almost 2 points farther right when they saw the statement “Often
Cooperates with the AfD” compared to “Seldom Cooperates with the AfD.” In all cases the results
are consistent with our intuitions about the direction we would expect cooperation with a given
party to move left-right placements, including cases like the cooperating with the German FDP,
which might convey relatively little ideological information given its history of cooperation with
both the left to right.
Figure D1. The Impact of Partisan Cooperation on Left-Right Placement: Absolute Placements

Horizontal bars are 95% confidence intervals. Dots and numerical labels are point estimates

Thus, the general message from the figure is once again sensibility in the estimates. Further, since
our UK survey did not ask respondents to place UKIP on the left-right scale (since it has no seats in
the legislature), we could not provide estimates in Figure 2 in the text for this party. Since the party,
however, was included as a target in the conjoint, we can provide estimates for this party here.
Given the broad correspondence between the estimates in Figure 2 and the ones in Figure D1 above
in terms of the sizes of the effects (especially for the UK), we can guess that the analysis in the text,
could it have been performed, would have estimated an effect for cooperation with UKIP that was
fairly large. Since our respondents thought it unlikely that UKIP would cooperate at all with Labour
(they gave the pairing, the lowest cooperation score in the sample), this score is also consistent with
a view that information about a new party’s level of cooperation with a target party is more
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important to voters’ left-right placements when that party has a more distinct pattern of cooperation
with only one group.
Finally, we end this appendix section with a brief explanation of why we prefer the analysis of
distances presented in the main text to the one presented above. In general, the reason is that if the
theoretical story that motivates even looking at patterns of partisan cooperation on left-right
perceptions is true, then the magnitude of these estimates are contaminated a by a certain kind of
mechanical relationship between the estimates and the left-right positions of the targets of
cooperation.
Specifically, the theory we reviewed suggested that cooperation with a target party makes voters
think the parties are more ideologically similar. Thus, if a new party, whose ideological profile is
unknown, cooperates with a target party that has an established, known position on the left-right, it
follows that voters’ beliefs about the left-right position of the new party should be closer to the
position of the target party. Thus, cooperation with target parties located towards the center of the
left-right scale will pull placements of the new party toward the center from either the left or the
right, while cooperation with target parties located toward the extremes will more consistently pull
placements to either the left or the right.
For example, the average German voter in our sample placed the AfD at 8.17 on the left-right scale
and the FDP at 5.21. Thus, for the vast majority of respondents, no matter where he or she would
have placed the new party without information about its pattern of cooperation, that placement
would have been to the left of the position of the AfD. Consequently, if the theory is correct,
information indicating cooperation with the AfD would almost always push the respondent’s
placement of the new party right relative to information indicating non-cooperation with the AfD.
In contrast, since the FDP is in located in the center of the scale, placements prior to accounting for
cooperation with the FDP would be distributed to both the right and the left and, given left-right
balance in the frequency of the other attributes (which is achieved by the design). This distribution
will be more even on either side of a party as it is more exactly in the center of the scale.45
Thus, even if the real causal effect of cooperation with a target party were constant across parties,
the average of these effects would necessarily be smaller for the FDP than for AfD. Of course, the
main problem here is that we think that the effect of cooperating with a target party is moving the
new party closer to the target party, wherever the target party happens to be located on the left-right
scale; however, that is not what we can test with the absolute placement in the left-right scale as
shown in the Figure D1 above.

45

This balance is guaranteed by the fact that we included a positive and negative version (e.g., “support”
“oppose”) for every other attribute. Since these occurred with equal probability, the chance of getting a
“package” of attributes (sans the cooperation attribute) that would be judged to be anywhere on the scale
should be relatively uniform.

53

Appendix E. Remaining heterogeneity: How the effect of partisan cooperation on the left-right
placement of a hypothetical party is conditioned by the perceived left-right position of the target
parties, perceived likelihood of cooperation between a dyad of target parties, and perceived role
of target parties
Below is the regression result from each country. Here we used a stacked dataset where the basic
unit is a respondent-trial-target party. The dependent variable is the distance between the
respondent’s perception of the target party’s left-right position and her placement of the hypothetical
party.
The independent variables include 1) whether the respondent saw the description about the two (a
hypothetical and a target) parties as “often cooperate” as opposed to “seldom cooperate”
[Cooperation], 2) a set of dummy variables indicating the respondent’s perceived left-right positions of
the target party in each dyad [Perceived LR: target party], 3) a set of dummy variables indicating the
perceived government role of the target party [Perceived role], and 4) a cubic function of the expected
seat share of the party [Perceived seats]. Note that the first set of variable (Cooperation) is interacted
with each of the three sets of dummy variables (Perceived left-right positions of the target party; Perceived
role; and Perceived seats).
Table E1
Cooperation
Perceived LR of target party = 1 (base=0)
Perceived LR = 2
Perceived LR = 3
Perceived LR = 4
Perceived LR = 5
Perceived LR = 6
Perceived LR = 7
Perceived LR = 8
Perceived LR = 9
Perceived LR = 10
Perceived role of target party = PM party
Perceived role = Coalition partner
Perceived role = Opposition party
Perceived seats of target party

Canada

Germany

UK

-1.352***
(0.161)
-1.040***
(0.143)
-1.760***
(0.127)
-2.867***
(0.130)
-3.342***
(0.131)
-3.691***
(0.118)
-3.663***
(0.146)
-2.962***
(0.127)
-2.266***
(0.130)
-1.116***
(0.153)
-0.113
(0.131)
0.357*
(0.145)
0.0943
(0.105)
0.255*
(0.103)
0.0108***

-2.179***
(0.141)
-0.839***
(0.0973)
-1.782***
(0.0934)
-2.829***
(0.0890)
-3.361***
(0.0878)
-3.774***
(0.0809)
-3.527***
(0.0885)
-2.984***
(0.0984)
-2.155***
(0.107)
-1.013***
(0.115)
-0.308***
(0.0899)
0.0752
(0.109)
-0.0448
(0.0920)
-0.0447
(0.0835)
-0.000784

-1.811***
(0.175)
-1.122***
(0.127)
-1.798***
(0.121)
-2.679***
(0.118)
-3.265***
(0.120)
-3.599***
(0.113)
-3.625***
(0.131)
-2.967***
(0.138)
-2.189***
(0.135)
-1.640***
(0.149)
-0.367**
(0.133)
0.210
(0.122)
-0.133
(0.102)
0.0528
(0.0933)
0.000995
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Perceived seats of target party (squared)
Perceived seats of target party (cubic)

(0.00312)
-0.0000694*
(0.00003)
0.000000141
(7.66e-08)

(0.00109)
0.00000122
(0.00000530)
-2.06e-09
(6.60e-09)

(0.00154)
0.00000796
(0.00000797)
-1.38e-08
(1.11e-08)

0.553**
(0.201)
0.538**
(0.180)
1.274***
(0.179)
1.753***
(0.181)
1.839***
(0.167)
1.973***
(0.211)
1.509***
(0.179)
1.333***
(0.183)
0.862***
(0.210)
0.313
(0.182)

0.286*
(0.138)
0.905***
(0.131)
1.396***
(0.126)
1.840***
(0.123)
1.966***
(0.115)
2.020***
(0.125)
1.618***
(0.139)
1.152***
(0.150)
0.343*
(0.165)
-0.332**
(0.127)

0.537**
(0.182)
0.629***
(0.172)
1.136***
(0.167)
1.363***
(0.171)
1.505***
(0.160)
1.684***
(0.187)
1.269***
(0.191)
0.891***
(0.188)
0.721***
(0.210)
0.306
(0.187)

-0.158
(0.203)
-0.133
(0.150)
-0.270
(0.147)

-0.0147
(0.154)
0.0580
(0.129)
-0.161
(0.117)

-0.101
(0.170)
0.201
(0.140)
-0.216
(0.127)

-0.000284
(0.00153)
0.00000113
(0.00000753)
1.78e-10
(9.48e-09)
5.183***
(0.0981)
14609
0.3409
0.3423

0.00984***
(0.00217)
-0.0000692***
(0.0000113)
9.38e-08***
(1.57e-08)
5.047***
(0.125)
9354
0.3407
0.343

Interaction: Cooperation x Perceived LR
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 1)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 2)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 3)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 4)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 5)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 6)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 7)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 8)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 9)
Cooperation x (Perceived LR = 10)

Interaction: Cooperation x Perceived role
Coop x Perceived role = PM party
Coop x Perceived role = Coalition partner
Coop x Perceived role = Opposition party

Interaction: Cooperation x Perceived seats
Coop x Perceived seats

-0.0193***
(0.00435)
Coop x Perceived seats (squared)
0.000128**
(0.0000414)
Coop x Perceived seats (cubic)
-0.000000251*
(0.000000105)
Constant
4.969***
(0.114)
N
9250
2
adjusted R
0.2734
2
R
0.276
Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.
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Based on estimates in Table E1, Figures E1 and E2 demonstrate substantive effects for the perceived
government role (E1) and the perceived seat size of target party (E2). None of these variables
showed the kind of large, consistent conditioning effects that we identified with the perceived leftright position of target parties in Figure 3 in the main text.

Figure E1. Substantive effects of perceived government role of target party

Figure E2. Substantive effects of perceived seat size of target party
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Appendix F.

Policy position of real parties and respondents themselves (Germany example)

[tax and spending]

On the issue of Taxes versus Spending, where would you place yourself and the following
parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means the government should cut taxes and spend
less, and 7 means the government should raise taxes and spend more.
Lower
Taxes
and Less
Spending
1

2

3

4

5

6

Higher
Taxes
and More
Spending
7

Don't
Know

Yourself

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

CDU/CSU

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

SPD

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

AfD

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

FDP

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Die Linke

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Bündnis90/Die
Grünen

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

* The order of parties is randomized across respondents but consistent for each respondent for the policy
placement questions.

[healthcare and pensions]
On the issue of government spending on Healthcare and Pensions, where would you place yourself and
the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means government should allocate less resources to healthcare
and pensions, and 7 means government should allocate more resources to healthcare and pensions.
Less to
Healthcare
and
Pensions
1

2

3

4
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5

6

More to
Healthcare
and
Pensions
7

Don't
Know

[immigration]
On the issue of Immigration, where would you place yourself and the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means supporting policies that increase immigration from nonWestern countries, and 7 means not supporting such policies.
Supports
increasing
immigration
1

2

3

4

5

6

Opposes
increasing
immigration
7

Don't
Know

[market regulation]
On the issue of How Much the Government Should Regulate Financial Markets, where would you
place yourself and the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means supporting policies that increase government regulation of
financial markets, and 7 means supporting policies that decrease government regulation of financial
markets.
Increase
regulation
of
financial
markets
1

2

3

4

5

6

Decrease
regulation
of
financial
markets
7

Don't
Know

[cooperation with EU]
On the issue of Cooperation with EU, where would you place yourself and the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means supporting policies that would result in “more cooperation
with EU”, and 7 means opposing such policies.
More
cooperation
with EU
1

2

3

4

5

6

Less
cooperation
with EU
7

Don't
Know

[surveillance]
On the issue of Video Surveillance in Public Spaces, where would you place yourself and the following
parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means supporting expanding video surveillance in public space,
and 7 means opposing such policies.
Supports
expanding
video
surveillance
1

2

3

4
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5

6

Opposes
expanding
video
surveillance
7

Don't
Know

[military spending]
On the issue of Military Spending, where would you place yourself and the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means government should spend less on the military, and 7
means government should spend more on the military.
Less on
Military
1

2

3

4

5

6

More on
Military
7

Don't
Know

[energy and environment]
On the issue of Renewable Energy, where would you place yourself and the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means support for taxing fossil fuels to promote renewable
energy, and 7 means opposing such policies.
Supports
taxing
fossil
fuels to
promote
renewable
energy
1

2

3

4

5

6

Opposes
taxing
fossil
fuels to
promote
renewable
energy
7

Don't
Know

[marijuana]
On the issue of Controlled Sale of Cannabis, where would you place yourself and the following parties?
Please use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means support for controlling sale of cannabis, and 7 means
opposing such policies.
Supports
controlled
sale of
cannabis
1

2

3

4
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5

6

Opposes
controlled
sale of
cannabis
7

Don't
Know

Appendix G. Policy perceptions vs. perceptions of cooperation
Table G1 is the results from the regressions in each country to examine how respondents’ perceived
distance between the two real-world parties in dyads is influenced by cooperation likelihood
(measured by perceived frequency of the cooperation between the two parties) and policy distance
(measured by perceived distance between the parties on various policy issue placements) between
the two parties. The estimation is based on 5 multiply imputed datasets.

Table G1

Perceived likelihood of cooperation*

Canada

Germany

UK

0.207**
(0.018)

0.278**
(0.008)

0.269**
(0.016)

0.110**
(0.015)
0.083**
(0.016)
0.246**
(0.018)
0.064
(0.027)
0.094**
(0.019)
0.122**
(0.015)
-0.009
(0.014)
0.086**
(0.013)
0.098**
(0.016)

0.344**
(0.029)
0.120**
(0.032)
0.152**
(0.034)
0.110
(0.036)
0.050
(0.045)
0.177**
(0.035)
0.086*
(0.033)

Perceived distance between parties in dyad on the issue of…
Tax and spending
Health care and pension
Immigration
Market regulation
Surveillance
Military spending
Energy and environment
Marijuana

0.319**
(0.029)
0.127**
(0.034)
0.128**
(0.028)
0.122**
(0.039)
0.097**
(0.031)
0.110**
(0.035)
0.123**
(0.035)
0.159**
(0.029)

Cooperation with EU
Hard Brexit
Constant
N

0.374**
(0.120)
4011

-0.145**
(0.051)
12737

0.122**
(0.031)
0.197*
(0.098)
3641

* Reversed scale of the perceived likelihood of cooperation between parties in dyad (0-10).
** Standard errors in parentheses. ** p<0.01, *p<0.05.
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Appendix H. Party names and average ratings on a left-right scale
In our conjoint trials, party name and the gender of party leader jointly vary.
L-score and R-scores are the average ratings by independent coders who evaluated the extent to
which each party name sounded like “leftist party” and “rightist party” on a 0-5 scale, where 0
indicates the name does “not at all indicating left [right]” and 5 indicates “clearly indicating left
[right].”

Table H1
Party Name

Leader
Gender

L-score
(0-5)

R-score
(0-5)

M
F
M
F
M
M
F
F
M
F
F
F
M
F
F
M
M
F
M
M

2
2
2
0
0.5
1.5
1
0.5
2
2.5
3
1
2
1.5
3
2.5
1.5
3.5
2
2

3.5
2.5
1
1.5
3.5
1.5
2
3
4
1.5
1
3.5
1.5
2.5
1.5
2
2
0.5
2
2

M
F
M
F
M
M
F
F
M
F
F
F
M
F

1.5
2
0
0.5
2
2
2.5
2.5
1
3
2
1
2
2

3.5
2
2
2
1.5
2
1.5
1.5
3
1.5
2
3.5
1
2

Canada
Liberty Party
Justice Party
United Civic Party
Prosperity Party
Canada National Party
Peace and Freedom Party
Canada Solidarity Party
Liberation Party of Canada
Great Canadian Movement
People's Conscience Party
Party of Hope
New National Party
People's Choice Party
National Mandate Party
Justice and Unity Party
New Alliance Party
Canadian Victory Party
United Democratic party
Better for Canada Party
Social Choice Party

Germany
Liberty Party
Justice Party
United Party of Germany
Prosperity Party
German Action Party
People’s Conscience Party
Citizens Party
German Solidarity Party
Liberation Party of Germany
German Civic Party
Social Choice Party
Great German Movement
People’s Choice Party
Better for Germany Party
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National Mandate Party
Justice and Unity Party
New Democratic Party of Germany
New Alliance Party
German Victory Party
Peace and Freedom Party

F
M
M
F
M
M

0.5
3
2.5
1.5
0
1.5

2
2
2
1.5
2.5
1

M
F
M
F
M
M
F
F
M
F
F
F
M
F
F
M
M
F
M
M

1.5
1.5
0.5
1
1
1
3
0.5
1.5
3.5
0
0.5
2.5
3.5
1.5
2.5
1
0
0.5
1.5

3
1.5
3.5
2.5
0.5
1
1.5
3
3.5
1.5
1
4
1.5
1.5
3
2.5
3
1.5
4.5
1.5

United Kingdom
Liberty Party
Justice Party
United Party of Britain
Prosperity Party
British Action Party
Reform Party
Citizens Party
British Solidarity Party
Liberation Party of Britain
British Civic Party
Affinity Party
Great British Movement
People's Choice Party
New Democratic Party of Britain
National Mandate Party
Justice and Unity Party
National Mandate Party
New Pioneer's Party
British Victory Party
Peace and Freedom Party
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Appendix I. Coding of “Match” variables indicating if the respondent saw attributes that
matched their characteristics
•
•

•

•

DV: the absolute value of the difference between the respondent’s left-right self-placement and
her placement of the hypothetical party.
Variables that indicate if the respondent was the same social category as the attribute indicated,
for each social attribute:
o For example, we created:
§ FemaleMatch = 1 if
1. The respondent was a female and the attribute they saw was “strong support
among women” OR
2. The respondents was a male and the attribute they saw was “weak support
among women”
§ FemaleMatch = 0 if
1. The respondent was a female and the attribute they saw was “weak support
among women” OR
2. The respondents was a male and the attribute they saw was “strong support
among women”
§ Missing otherwise
o All other social groups were coded like this. We do not create or use “cross attribute” coding
as one might be tempted to do with the examples above (and they are unnecessary).
Variables that indicates if the respondent agreed with the policy attribute, for each policy
attribute:
o First we created dichotomous variables for whether the respondent supported or opposed the
policy. For example, we created MilitarySupport=1 if respondent was on the support side of
military and 0 if on the opposed side. If the respondent is exactly in the middle we made this
indicator missing.
o Next we created MilitaryMatch=1 if
1. Military support=1 and the party attribute seen was “support increased military
spending” OR
2. Military support=0 and the party attribute seen was “opposed increased military
spending”.
o Similarly, we code MilitaryMatch= 0 if
1. Military support =1 and the attribute seen was “oppose increased military
spending.” OR
2. Military support=0 and the attribute seen was “support increased military
spending.
o Missing otherwise
Variables that indicate if the respondent was a partisan of the target party in the cooperation
attributes.
o Created a set of dummy variables, like partisanFDP that are 1 if the respondent indicate that
they are likely to vote for FDP and 0 otherwise.
o Next created MatchFDP=1 if partisanFDP =1 and the party attribute seen was “often
cooperates with FDP” or partisanFDP=0 and the attribute seen was “seldom cooperates
with FDP.”
o Similarly, MatchFDP= 0 if partisanFDP=1 and the attribute seen was “seldom cooperates
with FDP.” Or partisanFDP=0 and the attribute seen was “often cooperates with FDP.”
o Missing otherwise.
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o

We followed this same procedure for all other cooperation attributes, including variables like
MatchCDUgov –which just uses the “join government” form of the cooperation items.
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