
A economia e o voto

Pedro Magalhães, ICS-UL
5 de Maio de 2016



A resposta parece simples

“Good times keep parties in office, bad times cast 
them out.” (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000).

Mas se é simples, por que há “more than 500 
titles” (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2013) sobre o 

assunto?



Na realidade, muitas dúvidas, 
contingências, variabilidade

1. O que significa “good times”?
 
2. Quem é afectado pelo quê?

3. Efeitos de moderação.

4. “Realidades” vs. “percepções”.



O que significa “good times”?

 - Que indicadores, níveis, mudanças?

-  Benchmarking.

-  Simetria?
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Quem é afectado pelo quê?

 - Reputação e responsabilização: salient goal.

-  Reputação e representação: clientele.

-  “Luxury voting”.
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Unemployment and the Democratic Advantage November 2012

FIGURE 2. Average Unemployment during First, Second, Third, and Last Years of
Presidential Administrations, 1948–2008
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DEMOCRATIC OWNERSHIP OF
UNEMPLOYMENT

In a recent article, Lewis-Beck and Nadeau (2011) re-
ported that the issue of taxation—how much rich peo-
ple should be taxed as compared to poor people—is
clearly positional, or partisan, and not a valence is-
sue. Survey respondents who thought the rich should
bear a larger share of the tax burden strongly pre-
ferred Obama to McCain in 2008. Therefore Lewis-
Beck and Nadeau advise against treating all economic
variables as exclusively valence issues: “The fact that
the voters all seek economic prosperity has blinded
analysts to the notion that they do not all seek the
same economic policies” (17). Their advice is well
taken and, in light of previous research (e.g., Kiewiet
1981), seems especially appropriate for analyzing
unemployment.

Since 1972, the American National Election Stud-
ies (ANES) project has regularly recorded individu-
als’ attitudes about the extent to which they believe
the federal government should guarantee everyone a
job and a good standard of living. It has also asked
individuals for their perceptions of the Democratic
and Republican Party positions on this issue. Table 1
presents the mean responses on a scale from 1 to 7,
where 1 is support for a government guarantee and 7
is opposition to government involvement. The mean
response for individuals’ own attitudes is always in the
4–5 range, although sometimes closer to 4 and some-
times closer to 5. With respect to the parties’ positions,
voters consistently perceive statistically significant dif-
ferences between the two major political parties, with
the Democrats always the party most likely to provide

assurances of a job and a good standard of living.7 The
perceived difference between the parties is greatest in
2008 and smallest in 1972, 1974, and 1982. But even
when the difference is smallest, the Republicans are
perceived to be 1.5 points less concerned with guar-
anteeing jobs and a good standard of living than the
Democrats.

A more direct indicator of which party owns the un-
employment issue is provided in the occasional ques-
tions the ANES has asked about which party is best
able to handle the problem of unemployment. This
question was asked in 1976, 1978, 1980, and 1982. The
ANES also asked a parallel question about inflation in
those years. The percentages of respondents identifying
the Democrats or Republicans as the party best able
to handle unemployment or inflation are displayed in
Table 2. Except for 1980, among individuals who see
a difference between the two parties, far more have
identified the Democratic Party as the party best able
to handle unemployment. Individuals’ perceptions in
1980 were surely shaded by overall negative evalua-
tions of Carter’s handling of the economy, but after the
recession in 1982, Democrats were again squarely per-
ceived as the party best able to handle unemployment.

Do voters perceive a tradeoff between unemploy-
ment and inflation as suggested by the classic Phillips
curve? If so, then it is possible that voters switch their
support from Republicans to Democrats as unemploy-
ment rises and inflation falls, and then from Democrats
to Republicans as unemployment falls and inflation

7 Absolute t values for a difference of means test range from 20.6 to
35.8.
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TABLE 7. Effects of Unemployment on Democratic Percentage of the
Two-party Vote by Type of Electiona

Incumbent Presidential Party

Type of Election Democrat Republican Pooled

Presidential election .182∗∗∗ .273∗∗∗ .198∗∗∗

(.042) (.049) (.058)
N = 6,222 N = 6,222 N = 12,444

Gubernatorial election: Democrat incumbent party .436∗∗∗ .659∗∗∗

(.112) (.071)
N = 3,082 N = 1,350 .515∗∗∗

(.185)
Gubernatorial election: Republican incumbent party .161 .884∗∗∗ N = 10,621

(.109) (.196)
N = 3,346 N = 2,843

a Cell entries are coefficients from fixed-effects panel regression using model IV (Table 4) and model I (Table 5)
without incumbency. Pooled results are from model IV (Table 4) for presidential elections and model I (Table 5) for
gubernatorial elections. Standard errors are bootstrapped from 250 replications. Significance levels are noted as in
previous tables.

a p-value of .016. This indicates some attenuation from
the corresponding coefficient of .515 in Table 5, but
the result is still quite strong. Generally, then, unem-
ployment yields a Democratic electoral benefit even in
bedrock Republican counties.

Turning now to the tests of the partisan and reward-
punishment hypotheses, the models of presidential
elections in Table 4 cannot fully distinguish between
the partisan and reward-punishment hypotheses be-
cause incumbency effects cannot be estimated with
years fixed. However, with 35 gubernatorial elections
each midterm year, the party of the incumbent gov-
ernor varies sufficiently across elections, even with
years fixed, to allow for a test of these hypotheses.
The partisan hypothesis predicts a positive coefficient
for unemployment regardless of the incumbent party.
The reward-punishment hypothesis, in contrast, pre-
dicts that unemployment will have a positive effect on
the Democratic vote share only when Republicans are
the incumbent party, and a negative effect when the
Democrats have held office the previous four years.

Model IV of Table 5 includes an interaction between
the party of the incumbent governor and unemploy-
ment. With the incumbent party coded as 1 for Re-
publicans and 0 for Democrats, the partisan hypothesis
predicts that the county-level unemployment variable
should by itself have a positive and significant effect on
the Democratic vote—that is, Democrats should benefit
electorally from higher unemployment even when they
have controlled the governor’s office for the previous
four years. The reward-punishment hypothesis predicts
that the coefficient for county unemployment alone
should be negative—higher unemployment following
Democratic control should penalize Democratic can-
didates. Both the partisan and reward-punishment hy-
potheses predict a positive effect for the interaction
between incumbent party and unemployment, and thus
the sign of the coefficient for the county unemployment
variable is the key to distinguishing the two hypotheses.

The interaction between incumbent party and
county unemployment in Model IV of Table 5 is pos-
itive as both hypotheses predict, even though it falls
short of statistical significance. More importantly, how-
ever, the coefficient for county unemployment is posi-
tive and statistically significant, indicating that when
the Democrats are the incumbent party, higher un-
employment still boosts the Democratic vote share.
Thus, the basic finding that higher levels of county-
level unemployment translate into higher vote shares
for Democratic candidates holds even after four years
of Democratic control.19

Further tests of the partisan and reward-punishment
hypotheses are presented in Table 7.

Table 7 reports unemployment coefficients for differ-
ent combinations of the incumbent presidential party
and the incumbent gubernatorial party. To estimate
effects of presidential incumbency, the data were parti-
tioned into two subsets, one including all county-years
where Democrats were the incumbent presidential
party (1996 and 2000) and the other including county-
years where the Republicans were the incumbent party
(2004 and 2008). The coefficients in Table 7 were ob-
tained from regressions using the same specification
as Model IV in Table 4 and Model I in Table 5. The
third “pooled” column in Table 7 establishes corre-
spondence to the results in Tables 4 and 5. Following
the specification of hypotheses in Table 3, when the
dependent variable is the Democratic vote percentage,
the coefficient for the unemployment variables must be

19 Instead of including interactions as in Model IV, effects of un-
employment were estimated by analyzing only those cases where
Democrats were the incumbent party. Selecting on states where
Democrats were the incumbent gubernatorial party yielded 4,432
observations across 487 counties. Estimation of Model IV (Table 6)
without incumbency and the interaction terms yielded coefficients
and bootstrap standard errors as follows: county unemployment .480
(.104), change in unemployment over the election year, .555 (.414),
and state-level unemployment, −.287 (4.50).
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Unemployment and the Democratic Electoral Advantage
JOHN R. WRIGHT Ohio State University

This article calls into question the conventional wisdom that incumbent parties are rewarded when
unemployment is low and punished when it is high. Using county-level data on unemployment
and election returns for 175 midterm gubernatorial elections and 4 presidential elections from

1994 to 2010, the analysis finds that unemployment and the Democratic vote for president and governor
move together. Other things being equal, higher unemployment increases the vote shares of Democratic
candidates. The effect is greatest when Republicans are the incumbent party, but Democrats benefit from
unemployment even when they are in control. The explanation for these findings is that unemployment
is a partisan issue for voters, not a valence issue, and that the Democratic Party “owns” unemployment.
When unemployment is high or rising, Democratic candidates can successfully convince voters that they
are the party best able to solve the problem.

Awell-known generalization in political science
is that voters reward incumbents during good
economic times and punish them in bad times.

This relationship is so widely accepted not just in the
United States but also in other democracies around
the world (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000) that it
has gained “canonical status” (Lewis-Beck and Nadeau
2011). A lesser known, but equally important, gener-
alization is that partisan business cycles are a regu-
lar feature of democratic political economies. In the
United States and other industrialized democracies,
unemployment typically declines when Democrats or
left-leaning parties are in power and typically rises
when Republicans and right-leaning parties are in con-
trol (e.g., Alesina and Roubini 1992; Faust and Irons
1999; Hibbs 1977).

The logical connection between these empirical
claims is elusive. The reward-punishment hypothesis
implies that unemployment is a valence issue (e.g.,
Stokes 1963), whereas the economic cycles observed
by Hibbs and others imply that unemployment is a par-
tisan issue. As a valence issue, voters would reward or
punish incumbents for high or low employment regard-
less of party labels, but as a partisan issue, voters would
prefer one party’s policies over the other regardless of
which party is in office. Consistent with the latter claim,
Kiewiet (1981; 1983) discovered that individuals who
had been affected personally by unemployment or who
considered unemployment to be an important prob-
lem reported voting Democratic at significantly higher
rates than others. This finding suggests that the effects
of unemployment may be felt differently by incum-
bents from each party and that a reward-punishment
perspective may not be the best way to understand the
role of unemployment in American elections.

The pattern of unemployment falling under left-
leaning governments and rising among right-leaning
governments suggests that voters should favor left par-
ties when unemployment is a problem (e.g., Carlsen

John R. Wright is Professor, Department of Political Science,
Ohio State University, 2140 Derby Hall, Columbus, OH 42310
(wright.569@osu.edu).

I appreciate helpful comments and advice from Rod Kiewiet,
Mike Lewis-Beck, William Minozzi, and the referees.

2000; Powell and Whitten 1993; Veiga and Chappell
2002). This possibility has not yet been investigated for
U.S. elections,1 for which political scientists assume that
unemployment is a valence issue in which both politi-
cal parties are equally concerned about unemployment
and equally committed to reducing it. However, if polit-
ical parties are not equally concerned and instead have
distinct reputations for dealing with unemployment,
then voters may prefer Democrats over Republicans
when unemployment is high or rising, other things be-
ing equal. The central question of this article is whether
Democratic candidates realize an electoral advantage
from high unemployment.

Generally, unemployment does not play a prominent
role in the analysis of U.S. elections for the simple
reason that it is not one of the most consistent and
powerful predictors of election outcomes (e.g., Arcelus
and Meltzer 1975; Fair 1978; 2009; Kramer 1971). Given
the emphasis on parsimony and accurate prediction in
aggregate studies of economics and elections, scholars
have forsaken unemployment for other economic vari-
ables such as GNP and per capita real income. None of
the 14 models of U.S. presidential elections reviewed
by Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier (2000), for example, in-
cluded unemployment as a predictor.2 However, with
unemployment pushed to the sidelines in the contest to
predict election outcomes, potentially meaningful rela-
tionships in the aggregate data have gone unexplored.

One potentially important relationship between un-
employment and elections is suggested by evidence of
the partisan nature of unemployment in the survey data
(Kiewiet 1981). If individual voters prefer Democrats
when unemployment is a problem, then high or rising

1 The comparative literature is inconclusive on whether and when
left-leaning parties benefit electorally from unemployment. The
results vary under different conditions and assumptions (e.g.,
Jonung and Wadensjö 1979; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000;
Powell and Whitten 1993). For U.S. elections, Swank (1993) has
analyzed the effects of unemployment on presidential popularity,
and Verstyuk (2004) has analyzed the relationship between voters’
estimates of expected unemployment and whether elections were
won by Democrats or Republicans. Both studies suggest that more
extensive analysis is warranted.
2 Unemployment has been a more prominent variable in studies
of U.S. gubernatorial elections than in presidential elections (e.g.,
Brown 2010; Ebeid and Rodden 2006).
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Quem é afectado pelo quê?

 - Reputação e responsabilização.

-  Reputação e representação.

-  “Luxury voting”.
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Efeitos de moderação.

 - Concentração horizontal de poder.

-  Concentração vertical de poder.

- Globalização.



The first model is for all cabinets including single-party prime ministers. The second
model excludes single-party prime ministers. Both estimates show a strong relationship in
the expected direction. That is, when authority is more concentrated, we observe more
economic voting for chief executives than when it is shared more equally among parties.
This result is consistent with our competency model of economic voting—contexts in
which the competency signal is greater result in higher levels of economic voting. And,
importantly for the purposes of this article, it demonstrates the usefulness of the two-stage
method for investigating hypotheses about the specific ways political and economic
context condition individual behavior.

We now turn to comparing these estimates with those from the pooled multilevel model.
In the pooled estimation, we use the combined individual-level data from our 146 electoral
surveys to estimate a single logistic model of the individual-level vote for the party of the
chief executive. The specification of variables in the pooledmodel is similar to that described
by Eq. (9) but adds concentration of authority to the model. In addition, for some of the
models reported here we add a size variable, which is simply the average support for the chief
executive party in the survey. This is obviously constant for each survey and essentially
allows the constant-only model (which captures the probability that an ideologically average
voter will vote for the primeminister’s party) to vary based on the general level of support for
the PM’s party in the population. The model, with the size variable, is:

logitðpikÞ ¼ b0k þ b1kWorseik þ b2kBetterik
þ /1kIdeologyik þ /2kðIdeologyik %CE IdeologykÞ ð17Þ

b0k ¼ c00 þ c01Sizek þ c01Ak þ x0k ð18Þ
b1k ¼ c10 þ c11Ak þ x1k ð19Þ
b2k ¼ c20 þ c21Ak þ x2k: ð20Þ

Since we expect support for the chief executive to be negatively related to economic
perceptions, we expect c10 , 0 and c20 . 0 (recall that the baseline category is voters who
think the economy has stayed the same). Further, since greater concentration of authority is
expected to increase the size of the economic vote, we expect c11, 0 and c21. 0 (since this
will increase the difference between the overall impact of better versus worse perceptions).

Table 2 provides the estimates.26 Model 4 is exactly Eqs. (17)–(20) and the coefficients
listed next to the labels are for that model. This model clearly supports the hypothesis,

Table 1 Concentration of authority and economic voting for the PM (two-stage method)

All Cabinets Coalition Cabinets

Concentration of authority &.081 (0.023) &.075 (.033)
Constant 0.02 (0.020) .007 (.02)
Number of observations 152 76
Adjusted R-squared 0.05 0.04

Note. Numbers in cells are coefficients from OLS regression with robust standard errors clustered on party.

Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. The effects are statistically significant at p , .01. U.S. congressional
election surveys are excluded. The dependent variable is economic vote for chief executive (the party of the prime

minister in all cases except the United States, where it is vote for the president).

26The estimates were obtained using the PQL second-order linearization method outlined in Goldstein (1995).
Diagnostics on estimated residuals at level 2 suggest that the assumption of normal variance in the level-two
coefficients is not violated.
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Voters use observed economic performance to infer the competence of incumbent

politicians. These economic perceptions enter the voter’s utility calculations modified by

a weight that is minimized when the variance in exogenous shocks to the economy is very

large relative to the variance in economic outcomes associated with the competence of

politicians. Cross-national variations in the political and economic context systematically

increase or undermine the voter’s ability to ascertain the competency of incumbents. We

test one hypothesis: As policy-making responsibility is shared more equally among parties,

economic evaluations will be more important in the vote decision. We employ two multilevel

modeling procedures for estimating the contextual variations in micro-level economic voting

effects: a conventional pooled approach and a two-stage procedure. We compare the

multivariate results of a pooled method with our two-stage estimation procedure and

conclude that they are similar. Our empirical efforts use data from 163 national surveys from

18 countries over a 22-year period.

1 Introduction

The phenomenon of ‘‘economic voting’’ has been at the forefront of efforts to understand
electoral accountability in democratic politics. In this essay we propose an explanation for
why the economic vote varies across national contexts; we identify individual-level data
from a large number of national contexts that can be used for testing this explanation; and
we describe multilevel modeling procedures for analyzing the data. Our point of departure

Authors’ note:We acknowledge the generous support of the National Science Foundation that funded this project
with grant SBR-0215633. We thank the participants of the Princeton University Workshop on Multi-Level
Modeling (Center for the Study of Democratic Politics, October 22–24, 2004) for their extremely helpful
comments and suggestions.

! The Author 2005. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Society for Political Methodology.
All rights reserved. For Permissions, please email: journals.permissions@oupjournals.org
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TABLE 3 Linear Combinations of Horizontal and Vertical Clarity of Responsibility

High Horizontal Clarity Low Horizontal Clarity

High Vertical Clarity Expected = High Economic Voting Expected = Moderate Economic Voting
With Revenue = 2.06 (.27)∗∗∗ With Revenue = 1.44 (.14)∗∗∗

With Base and Rate Autonomy = 2.03 (.29)∗∗∗ With Base and Rate Autonomy = 1.33 (.12)∗∗∗

With Borrowing Autonomy = 2.05 (.23)∗∗∗ With Borrowing Autonomy = 1.34 (.14)∗∗∗

Low Vertical Clarity Expected = Moderate Economic Voting Expected = Low Economic Voting
With Revenue = 1.61 (.18)∗∗∗ With Revenue = 1.12 (.11)
With Base and Rate Autonomy = 1.46 (.13)∗∗∗ With Base and Rate Autonomy = 0.96 (.08)
With Borrowing Autonomy = 1.52 (.14)∗∗∗ With Borrowing Autonomy = 0.99 (.07)

Note: Cells contain linear combinations from models 5 (Revenue), 7 (Base and Rate Autonomy), and 8 (Borrowing Autonomy). Values
reported are odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .1.

To aid in the interpretation of the findings, linear
combinations can be developed that show the magnitude
of economic effects under different conditions of hori-
zontal and vertical clarity.18 It is expected that economic
voting will be greatest in the most horizontally and ver-
tically clear cases. By extension, economic voting should
be weakest in the least horizontally and vertically clear
cases. Finally, relative to these extremes, the level of eco-
nomic voting should be moderate when one of the two
dimensions of clarity is attenuated and the other is not.

Table 3 shows results of linear combinations devel-
oped as functions of the models estimated in Table 2 that
were statistically significant. For example, linear combi-
nations developed using the base and rate autonomy mea-
sure from Model 7 indicate that positive economic per-
ceptions increase the likelihood of incumbent support in
the most horizontally and vertically clear cases by 103%.
Using the same fiscal measure and model, in conditions
of high vertical clarity but low horizontal clarity posi-
tive economic perceptions only increase the likelihood of
supporting the incumbent by 33%. Similarly, under con-
ditions of low vertical clarity and high horizontal clar-
ity favourable economic evaluations increase the chances
of voting for a governing party by 46%. Finally, where
clarity is lowest on both dimensions, positive economic
evaluations have no statistically significant effect on the
likelihood of supporting the incumbent. Results for the
other statistically significant fiscal measures from Table 2
indicate similar patterns.19

18All statistical analyses were conducted using Stata. Linear com-
binations of coefficients were generated after the original models
were estimated using the ‘lincom’ command.

19It should be noted that similar post-estimation analyses were con-
ducted using the institutional measures from Table 1 showed the
same patterns.

Further, the linear combinations provide an ability to
consider the relative strength of horizontal versus verti-
cal clarity in the reduction of economic voting. In brief,
results indicate that horizontal clarity reduces economic
voting more than vertical clarity measures. For example,
using the revenue measure from Model 5, economic ef-
fects in cases of low vertical clarity combined with high
horizontal clarity increase the likelihood of voting for the
incumbent by 61%. By contrast, the opposite conditions
of clarity result in only a 44% increase in the likelihood
of supporting the incumbent government. Results for the
other measures of vertical decentralization are similar.
The implication is that horizontal clarity matters more
than vertical clarity in reducing economic effects. How-
ever, when chi-squared tests comparing the odds ratios
for each of the possible pairs of linear combinations were
performed, the results indicate that the difference in odds
ratio magnitude between the two mixed categories of clar-
ity is not statistically significant (p < .1). These findings
hold for the other fiscal measures as well. As such, it can-
not be concluded with any certainty that horizontal clarity
matters more than vertical clarity in minimizing the ef-
fects of positive economic perceptions on incumbent vote
choice.

Discussion and Conclusion

The central proposition of this article is that multilevel
governance undermines clarity of responsibility to na-
tional governments for national economic conditions.
This proposition was tested using the theoretical and
methodological insights of the economic voting literature
and a range of plausible indicators of multilevel gover-
nance. Results indicate that economic effects in elections

Economic Voting and Multilevel Governance:
A Comparative Individual-Level Analysis

Cameron D. Anderson Queen’s University

An important component of incumbent support is the reward/punishment calculus of economic voting. Previous work has
shown that “clarity of responsibility” within the central state government conditions national economic effects on incumbent
vote choice: where clarity is high (low), economic effects are greater (less). This article advances the “clarity of responsibility”
argument by considering the effect of multilevel governance on economic voting. In institutional contexts of multilevel
governance, the process of correctly assigning responsibility for economic outcomes can be difficult. This article tests the
proposition that multilevel governance mutes effects of national economic conditions by undermining responsibility linkages
to the national government. Individual-level data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems Module 1 are used to
test this proposition. Results demonstrate that economic voting is weakest in countries where multilevel governance is most
prominent. Findings are discussed in light of the contribution to the economic voting literature and the potential implications
of multilevel governance.

An important component of incumbent support
is the reward/punishment calculus of economic
voting. Over the past 35 years, a large literature

has developed elucidating the relationship between in-
cumbent support and economic conditions. An impor-
tant advance in this literature has shown that “clarity of
responsibility” has a significant influence on the strength
of the relationship between economic conditions and in-
cumbent vote choice: where clarity of responsibility is
high (low), economic effects on incumbent support are
greater (less).

This article advances the “clarity of responsibility”
argument by considering the effect of multilevel gov-
ernance on economic voting. In comparative contexts,
there has been and continues to be a long-term trend to-
wards the decentralization of political authority to subna-
tional levels of government. In such institutional contexts,
the process of correctly assigning responsibility for eco-
nomic outcomes can be difficult. Indeed, blame shifting
and credit taking between different levels of government
as well as increased information demands on citizens

Cameron D. Anderson is the Skelton-Clark Post-Doctoral Fellow in Canadian Affairs, Department of Political Studies, Queen’s University,
Kingston, Canada K7L 3N6 (camerona@post.queensu.ca).

An earlier version of this article was presented at the 2003 Annual Meetings of the Canadian Political Science Association. The author
is grateful to Andre Blais, Stuart Soroka, and, in particular, Elisabeth Gidengil for reading and providing valuable comments on earlier
versions of this article. The author wishes to acknowledge the support of the Graduate Program in the Department of Political Science
at McGill University where the research and writing of this article was conducted. Finally, the author thanks the Journal’s anonymous
reviewers for insightful comments and suggestions.

1For a thorough review of the field see Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier (2000).

created by these institutions can combine to blur clear
lines of responsibility. Based on this rationale, this article
uses individual-level data from the Comparative Study of
Electoral Systems Module 1 to test the proposition that
multilevel governance mutes the effects of national eco-
nomic conditions on incumbent voting by undermining
responsibility linkages to the national government.

Economic Voting,
Clarity of Responsibility,

and Multilevel Governance

In its earliest elaborations, the economic voting model
posited that governments are punished (rewarded) for
bad (good) economic conditions at election time (Kramer
1971). The literature on economic voting has moved well
beyond initial formulations of a simple reward and pun-
ishment calculus.1 As the field of economic voting de-
veloped, significant cross-national variation in the extent
of economic voting was found and a variety of theories

American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 50, No. 2, April 2006, Pp. 449–463
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Globalization, Policy Constraints, and Vote Choice

Timothy Hellwig University of Houston

Despite much attention to global markets and domestic politics, political scientists know very little about how
globalization influences the most fundamental aspect of representative democracy, the vote. This article presents a
model of party choice when the capacity of elites to deliver policy is limited by the global economy. I argue that
voters evaluate parties differently when elected representatives are perceived to be constrained by exogenous
conditions. Voters respond to globalization by reducing the weight assigned to economic performance evaluations
and to party positions on economic issues. To compensate, they increase the salience of noneconomic issues.
Analyses of French and British survey data support theoretical claims. Results show that market integration carries
greater consequences for domestic politics than implied by recent work on the political economy of industrial
democracies.

The consequences of economic globalization for
advanced industrial democracies remain a
source of much debate among students of

comparative and international political economy.
According to the ‘‘globalization thesis,’’ policy-maker
attempts to pursue strategies that diverge from neo-
liberal prescriptions will be undercut by impersonal
market actors. The implication for democracy appears
straightforward: by limiting national room to maneu-
ver, globalization reduces policy efficacy and impinges
on popular sovereignty. Yet despite the plausibility of
strong and multifaceted relationships, we know very
little about the consequences of economic global-
ization for the key mechanism of democracy—the
voter’s choice at the polls. Does globalization affect
vote choice? Do exogenous constraints give voters
reason to doubt the capacity of elected policy makers?
And if so, what are the implications for elite behavior?

This paper directs the focus away from global-
ization’s effect on policy outcomes to its influence on
the voter’s decision. Current scholarship remains focused
on the effects of trade and capital flows on national
policy outcomes without direct consideration of how
perceptions of these flows influence mass politics.
Aggregate indicators, however, are only indirect proxies
for what many studies actually purport to test: the effect

of globalization on government policy levers (Brune and
Garrett 2005). In this article, I examine policy constraints
and the microfoundations underlying them—rather
than on trade and capital flows per se—with the intent
of understanding the wider implications of the global
economy for democratic performance. I draw on recent
voting behavior research to develop a set of expectations
for how voters evaluate parties differently when they
believe policy makers to be constrained by the global
economy. I argue that connections between globalization
and policy capacity should matter for vote choice by
reducing the economic bases of the vote and, to
compensate, by increasing the salience of noneconomic
issues and nonpolicy considerations. Parting from the
usual practice of comparing policy outcomes against
aggregate indicators, I employ microlevel analyses of
individuals’ perceptions of the international economy,
policy evaluations, and vote choice. This study thus
advances scholarship on globalization beyond its current
state on both theoretical and empirical grounds.1

Study implications are several. First, results push us
to reconsider the conventional wisdom about global-
ization and policy efficacy. Taking issue with the global-
ization thesis, many political economists contend that
the effects of integrated markets for policy outcomes are,
overall, limited. The bases for such conclusions generally

The Journal of Politics, Vol. 70, No. 4, October 2008, Pp. 1128–1141 doi:10.1017/S0022381608081103

! 2008 Southern Political Science Association ISSN 0022-3816

1This is true not only vis-à-vis the many works on policy outcomes but also for a smaller set of studies which consider globalization’s
consequences for political attitudes (Baker 2005; Fernández-Albertos 2006; Glasgow 2005; Hays, Ehrlich, and Peinhardt 2005; Hellwig
2001; Kaltenthaler, Ceccoli, and Gelleny 2004; Scheve and Slaughter 2001). Most of these studies stop short of examining connections
between global markets and the vote, and those that do limit investigations to the effect of objective measures of globalization on voting
for the political incumbent—disregarding (1) how globalization affects other aspects of voter choice, (2) decisions to select
nonincumbent parties, and (3) the effects of globalization perceptions.
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evaluations, policy proximity, and partisanship are
examined through a series of counterfactual scenarios
by manipulating the values of these variables—while
holding all remaining variables at their mean or modal
values—and examining how vote probabilities change as
a result. To incorporate estimation uncertainty, I repeat
the procedure 10,000 times for each counterfactual and
construct confidence intervals using the distribution of
expected probabilities.9

Postestimation analyses report the effect of
room-to-maneuver constraints on the vote probabil-
ities of a hypothetical member of the electorate.10

District-level coordination by political parties meant
that the choice set facing each voter in the 1997
election was effectively reduced to choosing between
the Center-Left (PS, PCF, and Greens), the Center-

Right (RPR and UDF), and the FN (Boy and Mayer
2000).11 So given the voter’s choice set, it makes sense
to examine these three choices. Thus, Table 2 reports
expected probabilities and first differences for these
anticipated coalitions; probabilities for each party
separately found in the appendix.

Research hypotheses are assessed by examining
changes in expected vote probabilities for each party or
party group as a given variable changes under low and
then high room-to-maneuver constraints. First consider
Prospective Economy. When the voter perceives that the
French government still has ‘‘a great deal’’ of room to
maneuver in the economy (RMC 5 0; left-hand side
Table 2), results are in line with economic voting models
of electoral accountability. For example, if she thinks
conditions will improve in the coming year, the voter
selects the incumbent Center-Right with probability of
.60. If she believes the economy has gotten worse, she
selects a party on the Center-Right with probability of
.34. This produces a first difference of +.26. This
substantial and statistically significant difference does
not appear when the government is perceived as having

TABLE 2 Effects of Room to Maneuver Constraints on Economic Evaluations and Party Issue Positions,
1997 French Legislative Election

Expected Vote Probabilities with
No Room to Maneuver Constraint

(RMC 5 0)

Expected Vote Probabilities with
High Room to Maneuver Constraint

(RMC 5 3)

Prospective
Economy

Economy
Better

Economy
Worse

First Diff. Economy
Better

Economy
Worse

First Diff. Diff. in FDs

Center-Left .37 (.07) .38 (.08) 2.01 (.11) .58 (.08) .50 (.08) .09 (.10) 2.10 (.18)
Center-Right .60 (.07) .34 (.07) .26** (.10) .18 (.05) .18 (.04) .00 (.06) .26* (.15)
Front National .03 (.02) .28 (.09) 2.25** (.09) .24 (.08) .33 (.08) 2.09 (.11) 2.16 (.17)

Economic Issues Left Right First Diff. Left Right First Diff. Diff. in FDs
Center-Left .91 (.04) .05 (.02) .86** (.05) .97 (.02) .06 (.03) .90** (.04) 2.04 (.08)
Center-Right .09 (.03) .62 (.09) 2.53** (.07) .03 (.01) .20 (.05) 2.17** (.05) 2.36** (.08)
Front National .00 (.00) .34 (.06) 2.33* (.10) .00 (.00) .74 (.08) 2.74** (.08) .40** (.14)

Social Issues Libertarian Authoritarian First Diff. Libertarian Authoritarian First Diff. Diff. in FDs
Center-Left .61 (.08) .25 (.06) .37** (.11) .82 (.06) .32 (.07) .51** (.10) 2.14 (.18)
Center-Right .35 (.07) .59 (.06) 2.24** (.08) .11 (.03) .21 (.04) 2.10** (.04) 2.14 (.10)
Front National .03 (.02) .16 (.05) 2.13** (.05) .07 (.04) .47 (.09) 2.40** (.10) .28** (.12)

Notes: Cells report expected probabilities of voting for the party coalition with standard errors in parentheses. Center-Left Parties equal
the cumulative expected probabilities, PCF + PS + Greens. Center-Right Parties equal the cumulative expected probabilities, UDF +
RPR. Values generated by using estimates from Table 1 and iteratively manipulating variables of interest for a hypothetical voter who is
a female from northwest France, who is a Catholic who attends mass only for ceremonies, who is a white-collar worker, and who
possesses mean values on age and education. ** p , .05, * p , .10 for first differences based on taking 10,000 draws from the estimated
coefficients and variance-covariance matrix from the model reported in Table 1.

9Part II of the online appendix discusses the postestimation
analyses in greater detail.

10For the French case, the hypothetical voter is a female from
northwest France, who is a Catholic who attends mass only for
ceremonies, who is a white-collar worker, and who possesses mean
values on age and education. I obtain the expected probability that
the voter chooses a member of the Center-Left or Center-Right by
calculating the exponentiated sum of estimated coefficients times
variable values for each party and then adding these values together
and placing them in the numerator of the formula for the
conditional logit before performing the simulations.

11On the Center-Right, the RPR and UDF governed in coalition
from 1993 to 1997, and it was expected they would do so following
the election. On the Left, the PS, PCF, and Greens had by early 1997
succeeded in presenting a united front. Of the major parties only
the National Front contested the election alone (Cautrès 2000).
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suggesting that globalization may reduce the positive connection between the
economy and the incumbent’s fortunes.11 However, it is not possible to infer the
extent to which globalization affects electoral accountability directly from the
unconditional coefficients and standard errors from the interaction models in
Table 1. Although the coefficient on the Economy × Capital Flows term is not
statistically significant, the reported standard error pertains only to two specific
combinations of values: the marginal effect of Economy when Capital Flows
equals 0 or the marginal effect of Capital Flows when Economy equals 0.

Figures 1 and 2 better illustrate the degree to which exposure to the
global economy conditions the effect of economic performance on election
results. The figures plot the conditional coefficients produced by Models 1
and 2 across the sample range of trade openness and capital flows, respec-
tively. Dashed lines display 95% confidence intervals calculated from
model conditional standard errors.12
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Figure 1
Effect of Economic Performance on Incumbent Vote Share

Under Varying Levels of Trade Openness

Note: Solid lines display the coefficients on the economy (conditional on trade) as a share of
GDP and dashed lines display 95% confidence intervals calculated from Model 1.
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What are the electoral consequences of global market integration? Although
recent discussions of politics and markets have much to say on globaliza-
tion’s implications for policy outcomes, the impact of market integration on
representative democracy has received scant attention. This article addresses
this omission. We extend the globalization literature to develop two compet-
ing hypotheses regarding the influence of open economies on electoral
accountability. Predictions are tested using a new data set covering elections
from 75 countries over 27 years. Results support a government constraint
hypothesis: Exposure to the world economy weakens connections between
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has been more noticeable, rising on average from one-third to nearly 50% of
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Chi2(17, N=782)=826.7, p < .000, TLI=.930, CFI=.996 
 
Total effects on vote: 
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Knowledge: .03** 
Retrospective sociotropic: .24*** 
Retrospective egocentric: .10*** 
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