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Appealing broadly while appearing Unified: Resolving an electoral dilemma 

 

Abstract 

Political parties have an electoral incentive to appear ideologically unified, but also to appeal 

broadly to different groups of voters with diverse preferences. This paper suggests that parties 

respond to both incentives through the distribution of candidate issue positions. MPs are responsible 

for their party’s national reputation and thus rarely take positions that diverge from those of their 

party. Non-incumbent candidates, on the other hand, are mostly visible within their electoral district 

and thus more likely to diverge from party positions that are unpopular among their constituents. 

These possibilities are tested with candidate position taking data from nine voting advice 

applications in Denmark, Finland, Ireland and Switzerland. The results are consistent with the 

theoretical expectations and have important implications for the way representation works in 

parliamentary democracies as well as for the broader literature on the topic. 

 
 

 

 
 

Mathias Wessel Tromborg 

Assistant professor 

Aarhus University 

tromborg@ps.au.dk 

 
 
 

Keywords: Broad-appeal strategy, parliamentary candidates, parliamentary parties, position taking 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[This manuscript is published in European Journal of Political Research 

Possible differences may appear due to the final proof editing process] 

 



2 
 

Research on representation in parliamentary democracies has traditionally assumed that political 

parties cultivate unified positions on political issues (Cox 1990; Powell 2000). This assumption can 

be justified theoretically and empirically because political parties have an electoral incentive to 

protect the informational value of the party label (Cox and McCubbins 1993; Downs 1957), which 

is expressed in high levels of party unity when Members of Parliament (MPs) vote on legislative 

bills (Coman 2015; Kam 2009). However, parties also have a different electoral incentive to present 

voters with a wide distribution of issue positions in order to appeal broadly to different voter groups 

with diverse preferences (Bräuninger and Giger 2018; Lo, Proksch, and Slapin 2016; Rovny 2012; 

Somer-Topcu 2015; Tromborg 2019), and it is not yet fully understood how parliamentary parties 

balance each of these potentially conflictual incentives.  

This paper suggests that parliamentary parties respond to both incentives simultaneously 

through the distribution of candidate issue positions. MPs are responsible for their party’s national 

reputation and mostly take positions that are similar to those of their party. Non-incumbent 

candidates, on the other hand, are mostly visible within a particular electoral district and are more 

likely to diverge from their party’s position when it is unpopular among their constituents. The 

resulting distribution of candidate positions allows parties to protect the informational value of their 

national party label through the unity of their MPs while appealing broadly through the divergence 

of their non-incumbent candidates.   

The empirical section analyzes whether and how incumbency is related to candidate 

position taking using data from nine candidate Voting Advice Applications (VAAs) in four 

parliamentary countries (Denmark, Finland, Ireland, and Switzerland). Candidate VAAs are surveys 

in which candidates can make their issue positions publically available to voters before an election, 

so they constitute a direct measure of candidate position taking. The analysis of this dataset is 

composed of three parts. The first part uses data Denmark (2011 and 2015), Finland (2007, 2011, 
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and 2015), and Switzerland (2007, 2011, and 2015) to examine the relationship between 

incumbency and candidate position taking.1 The second part tests whether the relationship between 

incumbency and candidate position taking is conditional on party position popularity at the district 

level using original mass survey data from Denmark (2015) and unique VAA user data from Ireland 

(2016). The third part analyzes whether the results from part 1 and 2 only occur in institutional 

contexts with high levels of personal vote seeking incentives using data from Denmark (2011 and 

2015) where some candidates run on de facto closed party lists.   

The results from these analyses show that non-incumbent candidates are more likely to 

diverge from their party’s position in public than MPs, but only when the party’s position is 

unpopular among the voters in their home district. Moreover, the analysis of the Danish data 

suggests that institutional personal vote-seeking incentives are not a necessary condition for this 

behavioral pattern. Collectively, the results thus suggest that parties develop a distribution of issue 

positions that allows them to appeal broadly while appearing unified, and that they do so even in 

institutional contexts where individual candidates have few (re-)election seeking incentives to target 

their district voters. The concluding section discusses what the implications are for existing and 

future research on parliamentary representation.   

Party unity and candidate divergence  

Political parties are supposed to present clear and differentiated policy platforms according to the 

responsible party model of representation (APSA 1950; Ranney 1954). This allows voters to select 

between nationally meaningful options in elections and to hold government parties accountable for 

                                                           
1 The Irish VAA is not included in this analysis because of the different nature of the response categories, which is 

explained in full in the data section.  
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the policies they produce. Weak party cohesion, on the other hand, leads to blurred responsibility 

(Powell and Whitten 1993) and makes it difficult for voters to identify the party that best represents 

their policy interests (Somer-Topcu 2015). Party unity can thus lead to a normatively desirable 

system of representation at the national level.   

Party unity can also have important electoral consequences for political parties. This is 

because party cohesion is directly related to the electoral value of a party’s label (Cox and 

McCubbins 1993). This electoral value comes from voters using the party’s label as a heuristic to 

infer the policy positions that the party’s candidates will implement if they are elected to their 

country’s parliament (Stokes 1963). Voters are less likely to act in this way when there is a lack of 

party unity because the party label heuristic becomes less accurate, and party positions become less 

clear. Furthermore, party disunity on political issues can lead voters to believe that the party is less 

competent in handling the issues that it is not unified on (Greene and Haber 2015).   

For these reasons, several studies have argued that party leaders cultivate unity through 

discipline and other strategies (Bowler, Farrell, and Katz 1999; Ferrara 2004; Hazan and Rahat 

2010; Kam 2009; Sieberer 2006). One such strategy is to offer career advancement opportunities to 

candidates who take the party’s positions. Other strategies are to discipline divergent candidates by 

taking their career advancement opportunities away, not nominating them, or even expelling them 

from the party. Considering that party leaders have these tools, as well as the electoral benefits of 

party unity, it is perhaps surprising that parliamentary candidates ever diverge from their party.  

Who would ever diverge from their party? 

Party disunity is inconsistent with the responsible party model, but it is consistent with other models 

of political representation. Individual representatives can provide symbolic benefits for voters by 

“standing for” them in parliament (Pitkin 1967) and substantive benefits by influencing the content 
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of bills on legislative committees (Strøm 1998) and in ministries (Laver and Shepsle 1996). 

Furthermore, individual party elites can work within party factions to change their party’s official 

positions (Budge, Ezrow, and McDonald 2010). Issue position heterogeneity within parties can thus 

be considered a necessary condition for a district level system of individual accountability (Carey 

2009).  

Parties can also benefit electorally from issue position heterogeneity. This is because 

parties have an electoral incentive to appeal to many different electorate groups with diverse 

preferences (Somer-Topcu 2015). Parties can pursue this broad-appeal strategy, for example, by 

taking a wide distribution of positions in election manifestos (Lo, Proksch, and Slapin 2016), by 

emphasizing many different issue dimensions (Boydstun, Bevan, and Thomas 2014; Z. Greene 

2016; Stoll 2011; van Heck 2018), or by blurring their positions on each of these dimensions 

(Rovny 2012; Bräuninger and Giger 2018). Likewise, parties can appeal broadly by having their 

candidates diverge from party positions.  

Appealing broadly through the distribution of candidate positions can be a particularly 

efficient broad-appeal strategy (Tromborg 2019). This is because a wide distribution of candidate 

positions can help the party appeal to voters who are more ideologically congruent with a party 

candidate (or candidates) in their district than the party as a whole.2 Candidate divergence from the 

party can thus help the party attract new voters and help prevent the party’s own supporters from 

voting for a competing party. Furthermore, it may help foster enthusiasm among party activists who 

can identify a particularly ideologically congruent candidate within the party. 

                                                           
2 Candidates with a unique ideological profile may also attract voters in other districts, but they are more likely to 

make an impact among the voters who can actually vote for them (i.e. the voters in their district).  
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There is, however, a likely payoff between pursuing the broad-appeal strategy through the 

distribution of candidate issue positions and maintaining the informational value of the party’s 

label. If a party is more unified in its positions, then it is easier for voters to use the party’s label as 

an informational shortcut, but the party’s positions may only appeal to a small segment of voters in 

the electorate. If, on the other hand, candidates diverge from their party’s positions to appeal 

broadly, then this strategy may attract new voters in the district where they run, but it may also lead 

voters who are ideologically congruent with the party to abandon it because they are uncertain 

about what the party’s positions are. Accordingly, previous research has shown that the broad-

appeal strategy only works when parties are perceived to be unified (Lehrer and Lin 2018). The 

central argument in this paper is that parliamentary parties can, and do, cultivate a distribution of 

candidate positions that allows them to resolve this dilemma by appealing broadly while appearing 

unified.  

Parties can respond to both incentives simultaneously because of the different visibility of 

their candidates. The issue positions of MPs have national level implications, which can lead public 

MP divergence from the party to receive national media attention. Consequently, unity among a 

party’s MPs is crucial to protecting the informational value of the party’s label. The things that non-

incumbent candidates do and say, on the other hand, typically only have implications for the 

citizens who are eligible to vote for these candidates and only receive local media attention. This 

means that the national level costs of non-incumbent candidate divergence are lower. Specifically, 

non-incumbent candidates who diverge from their party can appeal to voters who do not share the 

party’s position in the district, and the costs to the informational value of the party’s label are likely 

to be contained within the district the district as well. 

It is important to note, however, that while the costs associated with non-incumbent 

candidate divergence are lower than the costs associated with MP divergence we should not expect 
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that all, or even most, non-incumbent candidates diverge from their party’s positions. A divergence 

rate this high would likely spark national media attention, raise questions about party competence, 

and cause confusion about the party’s positions in the individual districts. Rather, the argument 

presented here is that there are different electoral consequences associated with different baseline 

levels of candidate divergence. From the perspective of parties, the optimal level of divergence on 

an issue in a district depends on the party benefits (described below) as well as the party costs, and 

since the national level costs of divergence are higher for MPs, the optimal level of divergence is 

higher for non-incumbents on average. If parties respond to the electoral dilemma through the 

distribution of candidate positions then a key empirical (and representational) implication for 

candidate position taking is thus as follows:  

 

H1: Non-incumbent candidates are more likely to diverge from their party’s issue 

positions than MPs. 

 

When do candidates diverge? 

The costs of candidate divergence vary with incumbency, but the benefits vary at the level of 

parties, issues and districts. This is because the purpose of appealing broadly through the 

distribution of candidate positions is to appeal to district voters who do not agree with the party’s 

positions on one or more issues. When the party’s position on an issue is popular in a district then 

candidate divergence from this position is unlikely to attract many new voters in that district. 

Conversely, appealing broadly through a wide distribution of candidate positions on an issue should 

be a viable strategy in districts where the party’s position has low electoral support. The district 
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level benefits of candidate divergence thus depend on the popularity of the party’s issue position in 

the district.  

This variation in the benefits of candidate divergence is important because it means that 

parties can pursue the broad-appeal strategy in an efficient way by motivating their non-incumbent 

candidates to diverge from party positions that are unpopular among their district voters while 

protecting the informational value of the party’s national label by cultivating unity among their 

MPs. This does not mean that MPs never respond to district voter preferences, which many studies 

have shown that they frequently do (André, Depauw, and Martin 2015; Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 

1987; Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2005; Stratmann and Baur 2002). Rather, the theoretical 

model suggests that MPs should respond to district voter preferences less consistently than non-

incumbent candidates when party and constituency positions are incongruent. When party and 

constituency positions are congruent, on the other hand, there are few benefits associated with the 

broad-appeal strategy and candidate divergence is not an electorally beneficial strategy. If parties 

respond to the electoral dilemma of appealing broadly while appearing unified then another key 

implication for candidate position taking is thus that: 

 

H2: The incumbency effect on candidate divergence from the party is stronger when party 

and constituency issue positions are less congruent. 

 

Alternative incumbency effect mechanisms  

Collectively, Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 suggest that non-incumbent candidates diverge from 

their party more often than MPs, but only when the party’s position is unpopular in the district. The 
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theoretical model underlying these hypotheses is party driven: Parties motivate non-incumbent 

candidates to diverge from positions that are unpopular among their district voters while 

discouraging MPs from doing the same. Yet, evidence in favor of the two hypotheses is not 

sufficient to demonstrate that parties are actually driving this incumbency effect on candidate 

position taking. This is because many parties are located in institutional contexts where non-

incumbent candidates have personal vote-seeking incentives to target their district voters. In these 

institutional contexts non-incumbent candidates may thus diverge from unpopular party positions 

because of personal vote-seeking incentives instead of party incentives, and parties may be unable 

to sanction this behavior due to weaker sanctioning tools.3 In order to demonstrate that parties 

motivate non-incumbent candidates to target the district it is thus necessary to show that non-

incumbent candidates also diverge disproportionately from unpopular party positions in institutional 

contexts where the personal vote-seeking incentives to do so are low.  

Parties certainly have tools available that would allow them to create incentives for non-

incumbent candidates to diverge from unpopular party positions when the electoral institutions do 

not reward personal vote-seeking behavior. André et al. (2017), for example, have demonstrated 

that parties motivate candidates to cultivate personal reputations with their district voters by moving 

popular candidates higher on the party’s list in institutional contexts where personal votes typically 

make no difference between election and defeat. Likewise, parties can cultivate an incentive system 

that motivates district-targeted position taking among their non-incumbent candidates while 

                                                           
3 It could be more difficult for parties to discipline non-incumbent candidates because they do not have speakerships 

or committee positions that can be taken away. Some non-incumbent candidates may also be more difficult to 

discipline because they have no hope of getting elected and therefore the career stakes of being sanctioned by the 

party are lower (e.g. the career threat of expulsion is weaker).  
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discouraging this behavior from their MPs. This means that if parties actively seek to balance the 

incentive to appeal broadly with the incentive to appear unified, then Hypothesis 1 and 2 should not 

only hold true when the electoral rules promote personal vote-seeking behavior, but also when they 

do not. The implications for candidate behavior are as follows:   

 

H3a: Non-incumbent candidates are more likely to diverge from their party’s issue 

positions than MPs in institutional contexts where the personal vote-seeking incentive to 

target the district is both high and low. 

H3b: The incumbency effect on candidate divergence from the party is stronger when party 

and constituency issue positions are less congruent in institutional contexts where the 

personal vote-seeking incentive to target the district is both high and low. 

 

It is important to note that evidence in favor of hypothesis 3a and 3b does not suggest that 

institutional personal vote-seeking incentives are irrelevant. Institutions almost certainly 

influence candidate position taking considering that several studies have argued and 

demonstrated that institutional personal vote-seeking incentives lead to district-targeted 

behavior (André, Depauw, and Martin 2015; Carey and Shugart 1995; Heitshusen, Young, 

and Wood 2005; Stratmann and Baur 2002). In fact, it would be entirely consistent with 

the theoretical model if parties rely on personal vote-seeking incentives to motivate district 

responsiveness among their non-incumbent candidates where this is possible. However, 

parties obviously cannot rely on such a strategy in institutional contexts where personal 

votes do not matter for re-election. Consequently, they must generate an incentive structure 

that encourages non-incumbent candidates (but not MPs) to diverge from their party when 
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it is electorally advantageous for the party. Evidence in favor of Hypothesis 3a and 

Hypothesis 3b indicates that parties generate such an incentive structure in the absence of 

institutional personal vote-seeking incentives.  

Finally, it is important to note that there are two additional mechanisms that could 

lead to incumbency effects on candidate position taking, namely an information 

mechanism and a socialization mechanism. These mechanisms are inconsistent with the 

party driven theoretical model of this paper, but their empirical (and representational) 

implications differ as well. The information mechanism links incumbency to candidate 

position taking through systematically varying degrees of candidate information about 

party positions. Specifically, it is possible that non-incumbent candidates have less 

information about their party’s positions than MPs, which causes them to diverge more 

even though they are not motivated by the party to do this. However, this mechanism is 

inconsistent with Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3b because non-incumbent candidates 

should have less information about all their party’s positions and not just those that are 

unpopular in their district.  

The socialization mechanism links incumbency to candidate position taking 

through the socialization of MPs. Specifically, it is possible that MPs are socialized into 

taking the party’s positions to a greater extent than non-incumbent candidates because of 

the time they spend in their parliamentary group. If so, then the incumbency effect on 

candidate position taking may occur because MPs are more likely to have internalized the 

party’s positions as their own rather than because of parties actively cultivating this effect. 

However, if the sincere preferences of candidates are driving position taking then there 

should only be evidence in favor of Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3b if there is a strong 

relationship between the sincere preferences of non-incumbent candidates and mass district 
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voter preferences. This is unlikely considering that mass and elite preferences are often 

incongruent (André and Depauw 2017). Furthermore, evidence from anonymous candidate 

surveys presented in Appendix A.9 provides some preliminary evidence that socialization 

cannot fully account for the incumbency effects found in the main paper.4 Evidence in 

favor of the hypotheses can thus be regarded as consistent with the possibility that parties 

cultivate a distribution of candidate issue positions that allows them to balance the 

incentive to appeal broadly with the incentive to appear unified. 

Data and analysis 

The hypotheses are analyzed with data from so-called candidate Voting Advice Applications 

(VAAs) from four parliamentary countries: Denmark (2011 and 2015), Finland (2007, 2011, and 

2015), Switzerland (2007, 2011, and 2015), and Ireland (2016). These VAAs are candidate surveys 

that are implemented before an election, and in which candidates are given several issue statements 

on national level political issues that they can position themselves on, using a pre-defined (usually 

ordinal) categorical response scale. Once the candidates have given their responses to the issue 

statements, voters can go online, answer the same questions, and a computer algorithm informs 

each voter which candidate (s)he is most ideologically congruent with in the district where (s)he is 

eligible to vote.  

                                                           
4 Specifically, Appendix A.9 shows there are no systematic incumbency effects on candidate positions in anonymous 

surveys as opposed to the public candidate surveys used in the main paper. This provides preliminary evidence that 

the socialization mechanism does not drive incumbency effects because previous research has suggested that 

anonymous candidate surveys measure sincere candidate preferences to a greater extent than public candidate 

surveys (Willumsen and Öhberg 2017). 
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Candidate responses to VAAs are a useful source of public candidate position taking 

because candidates communicate their positions non-anonymously and directly to voters in these 

surveys. This means that the strategic incentives that apply to public candidate position taking in 

general also apply to candidate position taking in VAAs. Furthermore, the response rate in the 

VAAs tends to be high (More than 80 percent in eight of the nine VAAs).5 The high response rate 

enables an analysis of candidate position taking in a large sample (more than 600,000 issue 

positions among 14,593 parliamentary candidates in nine voting advice applications), and reduces 

concerns about systematically missing response bias (Montgomery et al. 2008). That being said, it 

is still possible that the missing response data are non-random and the high response rates may be 

misleading if central offices for candidates are filling out the responses in some cases. 

Consequently, the results should be interpreted with some caution.6 

Before analyzing these VAAs, two points are in order about the sample. First, the sample is 

a convenience sample because it contains the countries for which candidate VAA data are available. 

Candidate VAAs are not randomly distributed; rather, they are implemented in countries where the 

personal vote matters, so most candidates in the sample compete on party lists that are associated 

with high levels of personal vote-seeking incentives (different variations of open list proportional 

representation in Denmark, Switzerland, and Finland, and small multi-member districts with a 

single transferable vote in Ireland). This means that most candidates in the sample have a personal 

vote-seeking incentive to respond to the preferences of their constituents. However, an interesting 

                                                           
5 Further details about the VAA response rates are reported in Appendix A.1 (Table A.1.2).  

6 Appendix A.15 provides some preliminary evidence evidence that the results are not driven by selection bias. 

Specifically, Four VAAs from the same country and year (Denmark 2011) show similar incumbency effects despite 

having very different response rates.  
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feature of the Danish system means that some candidates in Denmark also run on flexible lists with 

a very high alteration threshold, which makes them de facto closed (André et al. 2017). This 

institutional variation will be used when testing Hypothesis 3a and Hypothesis 3b. The countries 

also have different candidate nomination rules ranging from centralized in Ireland to decentralized 

in Denmark and Finland (Kernell 2015), and they vary in terms of average district magnitude 

(Denmark = 17.5, Finland = 15.4, Ireland = 4 and Switzerland = 9.5). Yet, parties in all countries 

have opportunities to discipline and reward MPs and non-incumbent candidates for their behavior 

through the means of expulsion and internal promotions. Consequently, parties have opportunities 

to shape the distribution of candidate positions in the way the theoretical model suggests they 

should across the full sample.  

Second, the VAA issue statements and their response categories vary by country.7 In 

Denmark the response options are given on an ordinal scale of agreement that ranges from 1 

(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). In Finland and Switzerland they are measured on a 1-4 

ordinal scale of agreement, and in Ireland they are measured with ordered and nominal response 

categories that vary by issue.8 This means that while it is possible to assess whether there is an 

incumbency effect on position taking within each VAA, the size of the incumbency effect is not as 

                                                           
7 The VAAs also vary in the variables that are possible to control for. Controlling for age, gender and occupation (see 

(Alexiadou 2016; O’Grady 2019) in Finland, age and gender in Switzerland, and gender in Denmark and Ireland does 

not change the direction or statistical significance of the results (Appendix A.14).  

8 More details about the VAA response categories are reported in Appendix A.1 (Table A.1.1).  
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directly comparable between VAAs. Consequently, each VAA is analyzed in a separate model in 

the analyses that follow.9 

Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 is evaluated empirically with a separate model for each VAA that uses an ordinal level 

scale of agreement.10 Each empirical model linearly regresses the candidate’s average distance to 

the party across the issue statements in the VAA on an “incumbency” dummy variable that takes a 

“1” for MPs and a “0” for non-incumbents with the unit of analysis being the individual candidate. 

The models also include fixed effects for all parties in an election because the theoretical model is 

concerned with incumbency effects within political parties as opposed to between them. Given this 

model specification, a negative coefficient on the parameter estimate for the incumbency variable 

indicates that MPs diverge less from their party’s position than co-partisan non-incumbent 

candidates, which is the empirical expectation from Hypothesis 1.  

The calculation of the average distance between a candidate and the candidate’s party can 

be summarized with the following notation, where the party’s position on issue i is measured as the 

party’s modal candidate response to the issue statement:11 

                                                           
9 In some VAAs the candidates could also rank how salient they thought the issues were. Weighting issue positions 

with this measure of issue salience does not change the direction or statistical significance of the results (Appendix 

A.12).  

10 The Irish VAA is excluded in this part of the analysis because it uses nominal and ordinal response categories that 

vary by issue. This means it is not appropriate to assume equal distance between response categories across issues. 

Yet, it will be illustrated when testing Hypothesis 2 (see Table 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3) that there is also a systematic 

incumbency effect in the Irish VAA.  

11 The distribution of the dependent variable in each VAA is summarized in Appendix A.2.  
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A party issue position is measured as the modal co-partisan candidate response because almost any 

conceivable definition of a party’s position is associated with an empirical expectation that a 

plurality of the party’s candidates take this position.12 This theoretical argument for the 

operationalization of party positions is supported empirically in the Irish VAA, which will be 

presented in full later in the empirical analysis. In this VAA, each party took an official position on 

each issue in addition to the candidates, and the party’s modal candidate response was identical to 

the party’s official response on all issues for all parties. Furthermore, using the party leader’s 

position as an alternative measure of the party’s position does not change the empirical conclusions 

(Appendix A.11).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 Parties with less than 20 candidates are dropped throughout the analyses in the paper. However, including these 

very small parties does not change the results. Candidates without a party (i.e. independents) are also dropped. 
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Figure 1: Incumbency effects on public position taking in VAAs  

 
Note: Point predictions represent the relationship between incumbency status and the average distance to the party’s 

position in the candidate surveys. 95 percent confidence intervals are represented with horizontal lines  

 

Figure 1 shows the results from this model specification for each VAA. Specifically, the 

figure shows the parameter estimate for the incumbency dummy variable in each candidate survey 

with 95 percent confidence intervals. The parameter estimates are negative and statistically 

significant in all VAAs, which indicates that the average positional distance between candidates and 

their party is systematically smaller for MPs than for non-incumbent candidates. Furthermore, while 

these incumbency effects may not appear substantively large they are substantively meaningful 

against the backdrop of the party-centric context where they occur. As mentioned in the 

introduction, researchers have traditionally assumed that parliamentary parties take a single unified 

position on each political issue, but in Denmark (2011), for example, the average candidate distance 

to the party is 0.72 on a 5-point Likert scale, and the incumbency effect (0.21) accounts for 29 
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percent of this average.13 The finding that there are incumbency effects on public position taking in 

every VAA without exception is further notable and consistent with Hypothesis 1 – non-incumbent 

candidates are more congruent with their party when they take positions in public than MPs.  

Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2 suggests that the incumbency effect on candidate position taking that was identified in 

the previous analysis is conditional on district voter preferences. Specifically, the incumbency effect 

should get stronger as district and party positions on an issue become more divergent. This 

possibility is first assessed with VAA data from Ireland (2016). The Irish case is useful because 

voter response data with district identifiers are available in addition to the candidate responses 

themselves.14 Specifically, voter positions taken by 31,005 Irish citizens are available for each of 

the Irish VAA questions. Consequently, it is possible to use these data to analyze whether and when 

Irish candidates are responsive to their constituents. Before doing so, however, it is important to 

note that there are some other key differences between the Irish VAA and the VAAs in Denmark, 

Finland and Switzerland.   

First, each party in the Irish VAA took an official position on each issue through the 

relevant policy officer before the survey was administered to individual candidates (Costello 2017). 

This measure is used as the measure of the party’s position in the analyses, but, reassuringly, the 

party’s official position was the same as the modal candidate position on all issue positions in the 

sample. Second, the Irish VAA is composed of 20 questions with four different response categories 

                                                           
13 Appendix A.2 provides summary statistics for the responses across all VAAs 

14 The data were compiled by Costello (2017) 
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for each question.15 On the issue of the budget, for example, the question and response categories 

read as follows:  

 

What should the priority be in the next budget?  

1. Prioritise reducing the national debt 

2. Prioritize tax cuts 

3. Prioritize spending on public services 

4. None of the above16 

 

The response categories to this question are nominal instead of ordinal, which means that it is not 

possible to estimate the average distance between candidates and their party in the same way as 

before.17 Other response categories to other questions have a more ordered nature, but even then, 

they vary by question.18 This means that the true distance between the response categories is 

unlikely to be the same across questions. For these reasons, I analyze the Irish data with a logit 

                                                           
15 One additional question had five instead of four response categories, and another question had three instead of 

four response categories.  These two questions are omitted from the analysis.  

16 The analysis includes “none of the above” as a legitimate answer since parties, candidates and voters were all 

allowed to take this position on every question. Excluding observations with this response, however, does not change 

the direction or statistical significance of the results. This is shown in Appendix A.3.  

17 This particular question also clearly has an issue priority component (see Reher 2014; Stecker and Tausendpfund 

2016) , and it may be easier for candidates to diverge from their party on issue priority questions. Yet, Appendix A.16 

illustrates that the results do not change if the issue priority question is omitted from the analyses.   

18 These questions and their response categories are described in Appendix A.16.  
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model where the dependent variable takes a “1” for candidates who diverged from their party on an 

issue (“0” if they took the party’s position) with the unit of analysis being the candidate-issue.19 The 

independent variables measure the preferences among VAA users in the candidate’s district, the 

incumbency of the candidate, as well as an interaction term for the two variables. The district user 

preference variable measures the percentage of VAA users in the candidate’s district who took the 

same position as the candidate’s party. The variable ranges from 0 to 88, and its distribution is 

shown in Appendix A.2 (as well as at the bottom of Figure 2 and Figure 3). The model also allows 

for the intercepts to vary at the level of party-issues to account for the possibility that the baseline 

level of agreement with a position within a party is higher or lower on some issues for reasons that 

are otherwise unaccounted for in the model.20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19 Another possibility is to regress candidate positions on district voter positions and party positions using a 

conditional logit model. This approach is problematic because the response options vary for each choice set, but the 

results are nonetheless in the same direction and statistically significant. This is illustrated in Appendix A.4. 

20 The non-linear models in this paper use random instead of fixed effects because the fixed effects estimator is biased 

and inconsistent in limited dependent variable models unless the number of observations within each group is very 

large (Greene 2004). Nonetheless, the results are in the same direction and statistically significant once fixed effects 

for party-issues are included. This is shown in Appendix A.5. 
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Table 1: Incumbency effects on candidate positions in Ireland 

Parameter Model 1.1 

Constituency agreement with party -0.034*** 

(0.005) 

Incumbency -1.121** 

(0.388) 

Constituency agreement with party * 

Incumbency 

0.024* 

(0.011) 

Constant -0.842*** 

(0.188) 

Random Intercept (variance): 

Party-issues 

0.113 

(0.139) 

Obs. 1,180a 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, 
†
p<.1, std. errors are in parentheses.  

aDistributed across 59 candidates on 20 political issues.   

 

Figure 2: MPs, non-incumbents and district voter positions in Ireland 

 
Note: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals.  

The bottom distribution represents the Kernell distribution of the data. 
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Table 1 summarizes the results from this model specification. The variable that measures the 

percentage of district voters who agree with the candidate’s party’s position on an issue is negative 

and significant, which suggests that non-incumbent candidates are less likely to diverge from party 

positions that are more popular among their constituents (the coefficient represents the constituency 

agreement effect on the probability of candidate divergence among non-incumbents due to the 

interaction term in the model). The interaction term is positive and significant, which indicates that 

the negative relationship between party position popularity and candidate divergence is weaker for 

MPs than for non-incumbents. The relationship is, however, negative for both candidate types. This 

is shown in Figure 2, which illustrates the relationship between party position popularity and the 

probability that MPs and non-incumbent candidates diverge, respectively. The figure indicates that 

MPs rarely diverge from their party’s position regardless of how unpopular it is in their 

constituency (though slightly less so when the party’s position is popular in the district). Non-

incumbent candidates, on the other hand, diverge from their party’s position roughly 30 percent of 

the time when the party’s position is highly unpopular among their constituents.  
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Figure 3: Substantive incumbency effects in Ireland 

 
Note: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals.  

The bottom distribution represents the Kernell distribution of the data. 

Incumbency effect = Prob(Y = 1 | Incumbency = 1) - Prob(Y = 1 | incumbency = 0) 

 

Figure 3 illustrates this in a more direct way by estimating the incumbency effect on 

the probability of candidate divergence across the distribution of party position popularity. The 

vertical axis represents the probability of a non-incumbent candidate diverging from the party 

subtracted from the probability of an MP diverging, and the horizontal axis represents the 

percentage of district voters taking the party’s position. The figure illustrates that Irish non-

incumbent candidates are up to 17 percent more likely than MPs to diverge from very unpopular 

party positions, but no more likely to do so when a majority of constituents favor the party’s 

position. There is no incumbency effect on candidate position taking when constituency positions 

and party positions align. This is consistent with the expectations from Hypothesis 2.  

Yet, the response format of the Irish VAA is different from the response format of the 

other VAAs. Furthermore, the constituency users of VAAs may not be representative of voters in 
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their district in general, so it remains unclear whether non-incumbent candidates only target VAA 

users from their district when they take VAA positions, or whether their position taking is also 

targeted at the voters in the district as a whole. Consequently, the Irish analysis is replicated with an 

analysis from Denmark using candidate responses from the 2015 Danish VAA merged with data on 

Danish district voter positions. The Danish voter position data come from a nationally 

(demographically) representative original mass survey with more than 1,200 respondents that was 

implemented in the days leading up to the 2015 Danish parliamentary election.21 This survey 

replicated 10 of the 20 questions from the VAA as well as the VAA response categories, a district 

identifier, and demographic questions.22 Collectively, these data make it possible to estimate the 

percentage of district voters who agreed with each possible position on the 10 issue statements in 

the VAA, using Multilevel Regression and Poststratification (MRP) methods. 

MRP is a method that has been developed by Gelman and Little (1997) and Park, Gelman, 

and Bafumi (2006) to obtain reliable and representative measures of public opinion in subnational 

units, using a normal-sized survey. So far, the method has mostly been applied by studies in the 

United States to measure public opinion at the state level (Enns and Koch 2013; Lax and Phillips 

2009; Pacheco 2011), but it can also be used to estimate public opinion at the district level in other 

contexts. The method works through two stages. The first stage estimates the relationship between 

socio-demographic categories (education, age, gender, vote choice and districts), and the probability 

that a respondent takes a given position on an issue in the VAA. The second stage poststratifies 

these results to the district level by weighting them against the percentages of each respondent type 

in each district, using census data. This poststratification stage helps to ensure that the estimated 

                                                           
21 The demographically representative survey was obtained using online panelists from the survey agency SSI 
 
22 The 10 questions were chosen in order to maximize the number of different issue dimensions.  
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district voter preferences are representative of the district voter preferences of the district as a 

whole. The estimated distribution of district voter positions is summarized in Appendix A.7.   

With these data the analysis from Ireland is replicated in Denmark, using the same model 

specification.23 The response categories are clearly ordered in the Danish case, so candidate 

divergence from the party’s position is operationalized as a position that is in a different direction 

from the party’s position. In terms of measurement this means that the candidate’s position must be 

at least 2 points away from the party’s position on the 5 point response scale in order to be 

considered divergent.24 This is done to make sure that candidate divergence on an issue is measured 

as a position that is not in the same direction as the party’s position.   

Table 2: Incumbency effects on candidate positions in Denmark 

Parameter Model 2.1 

Constituency agreement with party -0.052*** 

(0.011) 

Incumbency -0.935*** 

(0.254) 

Constituency agreement with party * 

Incumbency 

0.023* 

(0.010) 

Constant -1.359*** 

(0.261) 

Random Intercept (variance): 

Party-issues 

1.649 

(0.323) 

Obs. 7,290a 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, 
†
p<.1, std. errors are in parentheses. 

aDistributed across 729 candidates on 10 political issues 

                                                           
23 Another possibility is to regress candidate positions on district voter positions and party positions using an ordered 

probit model. This does not change the direction or statistical significance of the results, which is shown in Appendix 

A.6. 

24 The substantive results are in the same direction and remain statistically significant if divergence is measured as any 

divergence from the party’s position (i.e. if the candidate’s position is 1 point or more away from the party’s position 

on the 1-5 scale). This is shown in Appendix A.8.   
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The results from this model specification are summarized in Table 2. The direction of the 

coefficients and their statistical significance mirror those in the Irish case: A higher percentage of 

constituents taking the position of a candidate’s party reduces the probability that the candidate 

diverges from the party’s position, but more so for non-incumbent candidates than for MPs. This is 

illustrated in Figure 4, which shows weak responsiveness to district voter preferences among MPs, 

but strong responsiveness among non-incumbent candidates. Indeed, non-incumbents take a 

position that is not in the same direction as that of their party more than 20 percent of the time when 

the party’s position is unpopular among their constituents, but less than 5 percent of the time when 

the party’s position is popular among a majority of citizens in the district.   

 

Figure 4: MPs, non-incumbents and district voter positions in Denmark 

 
Note: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals.  

The bottom distribution represents the Kernell distribution of the data. 
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The substantive incumbency effect is estimated directly in Figure 5. The figure shows that Danish 

MPs are up to 11 percent more likely to diverge from the party’s position than non-incumbent 

candidates, but only when the candidate’s constituents are opposed to the party’s position. If, on the 

other hand, most voters in a candidate’s district take the same position as the party, then there is no 

statistically discernable incumbency effect on candidate position taking. This provides further 

evidence in favor of Hypothesis 2, but in a different empirical context and with more representative 

district voter position data.25  

 

Figure 5: Substantive incumbency effects in Denmark 

 
Note: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals.  

The bottom distribution represents the Kernell distribution of the data. 

Incumbency effect = Prob(Y = 1 | Incumbency = 1) - Prob(Y = 1 | incumbency = 0) 

                                                           
25 The difference in the size of the substantive effects between Denmark and Ireland is interesting, but it is difficult to 

know whether it is due to cross-national differences in position taking styles, or due to cross-national differences in 

the choice options that candidates had.  
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Hypothesis 3 

In order to test Hypothesis 3a and Hypothesis 3b it is necessary to analyze candidate position taking 

in an institutional context where the personal vote-seeking incentive to diverge from unpopular 

party positions is low. The nature of candidate VAAs makes such an analysis inherently difficult 

because these candidate surveys are typically not implemented in countries where it is impossible or 

difficult for voters to alter the order of party lists, and where the personal vote-seeking incentive to 

diverge from the party is low as a consequence. However, a feature of the Danish electoral system 

nonetheless makes such an analysis possible. Specifically, most candidates in Denmark are placed 

on open lists, but Danish parties also have the option to place their candidates on so-called flexible 

lists in some or all districts. The flexible list is similar to a closed list except that voters can reorder 

it if an individual candidate gets enough votes to meet a high threshold.26 This threshold is almost 

never met.27 Consequently, the flexible list can be considered de facto closed (André et al. 2017).  

In the 2011 and 2015 Danish parliamentary elections, two parties placed their candidates 

on such flexible lists, namely the Unity List and the Socialist People’s Party. The Unity List did so 

in all districts in both 2011 and 2015,28 while the Socialist People’s Party did so only in 2011 (in 3 

of 10 districts).29 These features of the Danish context coupled with the VAA and original survey 

                                                           
26 A party's district threshold is calculated as the total number of votes for the party and its candidates in the district 

divided by the number of seats won plus one. This number is then rounded up to the next integer. 

27 For example, only 16 candidates received enough personal votes to alter the flexible list order from 1945 to 1984 

(Det juridiske Laboratirum ved Københavns Universitet, 1986) despite the fact that Danish parties’ use of the flexible 

list was much more frequent during this time. 

28 Except in the “Bornholms Storkreds” district in 2011.  
 
29 The Socialist People’s party placed candidates from the following three districts on a flexible list in 2011: 

Københavns Omegns Storkreds, Sydjyllands Storkreds, and Østjyllands Storkreds. Appendix A.10 analyzes whether 
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data from Denmark make it possible to analyze, first, whether non-incumbent candidates diverge 

more from their party than MPs in institutional contexts where the personal vote-seeking incentive 

is low (in 2011 and 2015), and, second, whether district voter preferences condition the incumbency 

effect in institutional contexts where the personal vote-seeking incentive is low (in 2015).  

 

Figure 6: Incumbency effects in open and de facto closed party list contexts.  

 
Note: Point predictions represent the relationship between incumbency status and the average distance to the party’s 

position in the candidate surveys. 95 percent confidence intervals are represented with horizontal lines  

 

Figure 6 begins this analysis by comparing incumbency effects among Danish candidates 

answering the same VAA questions in the same elections, but in different institutional contexts. 

Specifically, the figure shows the parameter estimates that are obtained after regressing the average 

                                                           
incumbency effects within the Socialist People’s Party are conditional on whether the list is open or flexible. The 

results suggest that they are not, which is consistent with the theoretical expectations (Hypothesis 3a).   

Denmark 2011 (Open list)

Denmark 2011 (Flexible list)

Denmark 2015 (Open list)

Denmark 2015 (Flexible list)

 

-.4 -.3 -.2 -.1 0 .1
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distance of candidates to their party on the incumbency dummy variable with party fixed effects in 

four different VAA samples (Danish candidates on open lists and flexible lists in 2011 and 2015). 

The results show a statistically significant incumbency effect in each of the four samples, which is 

not conditional on electoral rules.30 The findings thus suggest that non-incumbent candidates 

diverge from their party disproportionately in both open and de facto closed list contexts. This is 

consistent with Hypothesis 3a and indicates that institutional personal vote-seeking incentives are 

not a necessary condition for incumbency effects on public position taking. 

The results in Figure 6, however, do not provide information about whether the 

incumbency effect in the flexible list context is related to district voter preferences (as it has already 

been shown it is for candidates on open lists earlier in the analysis). Consequently, the final 

empirical model in the paper analyzes issue positions among district voters and candidates on 

flexible lists, using VAA data from the Unity List in 2015. It does so using the same model 

specification as the previous analysis in the paper (Table 2) except that the MPs (eight in total) fall 

out of the analysis because they predict the party’s position perfectly across all 10 issues (i.e. all 

MPs took the party’s position on all issues in the sample).31 Consequently, the empirical model 

regresses the dependent variable on district voter positions for non-incumbent candidates only 

(parameter estimates are shown in Table 3), and the substantive incumbency effect in Figure 7 is 

simply calculated as the probability that non-incumbent candidates diverge from their party on an 

issue.  

 

 

                                                           
30 When interacting incumbency with electoral rules the interaction term is statistically insignificant, which is 

illustrated in Appendix A.10 

31 This high degree of party unity among MPs is consistent with the empirical expectations from the theoretical model.  
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Table 3: Non-incumbent candidate positions within the Unity List 

Parameter  Model 3.1 

Constituency agreement with party  -0.147** 

(0.050) 

Constant  -1.178 

(0.781) 

Random Intercept (variance): 

issues 

 1.101 

(0.762) 

Obs.  720a 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 
†
p<.1, std. errors are in parentheses.  

aDistributed across 72 candidates on 10 political issues 

 

The results from Table 3 and Figure 7 indicate that non-incumbent candidate divergence within the 

Unity List is negatively associated with the district popularity of party positions even though they 

compete on a de facto closed list. Specifically, the negative and statistically significant coefficient 

on the district voter position variable in Table 3 indicates that non-incumbent candidates from the 

Unity List are less likely to diverge from their party’s position when a higher percentage of their 

constituents share the party’s position. Accordingly, Figure 7 illustrates that these candidates 

diverge from highly unpopular party positions nearly 20 percent of the time, but they virtually 

always take the same position as their party when the party position is popular among their 

constituents. This is consistent with Hypothesis 3b and suggests that there are incentives for non-

incumbent candidates (but less so for MPs) to diverge from unpopular party positions in electoral 

contexts where the electoral rules do not reward such behavior at the individual level.  
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Figure 7: Substantive incumbency effects on a de facto closed list (Unity List candidates)  

 
Note: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals.  

The bottom distribution represents the Kernell distribution of the data. 

Incumbency effect = Prob(Y = 1).  

 

Conclusion 

Political parties face an electoral dilemma when deciding what positions to communicate in public. 

On one hand, they benefit from appealing broadly to different groups in the electorate with diverse 

preferences. On the other hand, they benefit from protecting the informational value of their party’s 

label through ideological unity. This paper has argued that parties resolve this electoral dilemma 

through the candidate issue position distribution. Specifically, MPs protect the informational value 

of their party’s label by taking their party’s positions in public while non-incumbent candidates help 

the party to appeal broadly by frequently diverging from party positions that are unpopular among 

their constituents. These possibilities have been tested using data on public candidate position 

taking from nine voting advice applications in four countries (Denmark, Finland, Ireland, and 
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Switzerland), and the empirical results are consistent with the theoretical expectations across these 

cases and different institutional contexts. 

These results are not only important because they provide new information about party and 

candidate behavior, but also because they have important implications for political representation 

and the related literature. Candidates are responsive to the policy preferences of their constituents, 

but less so when they are elected to the country’s parliament. This is good news for those who 

subscribe to the responsible party model of political representation and bad news for those who 

subscribe to the individual accountability model of representation. However, it is important to note 

that the results do not suggest that MPs are completely unresponsive to district preferences. They 

are merely less responsive than non-incumbent candidates. Furthermore, the results presented here 

do not rule out that MPs engage in significant valence types of district-targeted behavior such as 

casework and spending time in their districts. A district level system of representation may thus still 

be alive and well in parliamentary democracies alongside the national system of policy 

representation. 

More generally, this paper suggests that parliamentary parties do not always cultivate 

unified positions on political issues, which has been the traditional assumption about parliamentary 

politics. Instead, parliamentary parties cultivate a distribution of positions, which enables them to 

respond to different electoral incentives (i.e. the incentive to appeal broadly and the incentive to 

protect the informational value of the party’s label). This paper has shown that the shape of this 

distribution depends on candidate incumbency and district voter preferences, but several other 

variables are likely to matter as well such as party rules and other institutions. Disentangling what 

these variables are should be an exciting new research agenda for future research, and with 

important implications for the type of representation that parliamentary voters receive.  
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