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Moments of Clarity

Election Campaigns, Clarity of Responsibility, and Economic Voting
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ABSTRACT

This paper contributes to the scholarship around the “clarity of responsibility hypothesis,” which links patterns of political institutions to the incidence of economic voting by citizens. We propose that these institutions affect voter behavior not through the mechanism of highly informed and sophisticated voters, as often claimed in the literature, but instead through the strategic actions of politicians campaigning for election. We argue that political institutions featuring high clarity of responsibility provide politicians the clearest incentive to make the economy a central plank of their election campaigns. This elite behavior leads voters in turn to view the economy as more salient, to learn more about the economy, and therefore to treat the economy as a more important part of their vote decision. We find generally strong support for this argument with statistical tests using data from the Comparative Manifestos Project and the Eurobarometer series.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

1. Introduction
This paper is about the role of economic performance in electoral politics. How much does the economy matter to a person’s vote decision, and why does the economy’s influence vary systematically across national contexts? The answer we propose is simple: voters think about the economy more when politicians tell them to think about the economy more; and varying national contexts, both institutional and economic, provide strategic politicians with differing incentives about whether to make the economy a central part of their campaign platform. Despite the simplicity of this answer, it represents a significant departure from the existing comparative literature about economic voting, which has downplayed the role politicians might play in this process, concentrating instead on theories that rely on direct voter knowledge of political institutions and their consequences for economic policymaking. 

While the literature about economic voting in the American context is well developed theoretically and well supported empirically (Fiorina 1981, Lewis-Beck 1988, Rudolph and Grant 2002, Cohen 2006), political scientists’ understanding of why economic voting varies from one country to another is more limited. The leading candidate theory is the “clarity of responsibility hypothesis” (Powell and Whitten 1993, Whitten and Palmer 1999, Duch and Stevenson 2008), which contends that patterns of political institutions that concentrate political control over the economy in only one partisan actor make it easier for voters to assign political responsibility for economic outcomes, and therefore lead to more economic voting. These are sometimes called the “most clear” constellations of political institutions, and are contrasted with progressively “less clear” institutions. That theory has three problems: first, it makes unreasonable assumptions about the amount of political information that voters know; second, it unrealistically sees strategic politicians as playing no role influencing voters’ decision making process; and third, the empirical evidence bearing on the theory is mixed. 

As a result, the clarity of responsibility hypothesis is not a complete theoretical explanation for why economic voting varies from one country to another. It also has no specific mechanism for explaining why governments in charge of all or almost all tools of political control over the economy might do well in poor economic conditions (for example the British government in 1992, the Australian government in 1993, or the New Zealand government in 2011) or do poorly in good economic conditions (for example the Canadian government in 1984, the US majority party in the 1994 midterms, or Al Gore’s US Presidential campaign in 2000).

Our aim in this paper is to build on the clarity of responsibility hypothesis to provide a more internally coherent, empirically rich theory of why economic voting varies between countries. Our explanation rests centrally in the rhetoric of election campaigns. We argue that those institutions labeled as “most clear” in the clarity of responsibility hypothesis also provide the clearest incentive for certain politicians to base their election campaign around the economy. Given the game-like nature of election campaign strategy, a strong incentive acting on one politician is contagious, as opposing politicians do not want to be seen ignoring an important issue. Therefore those “most clear” institutions lead to the highest degree of election campaigning on economic issues, with predictable consequences for the salience of the economy as an election issue and voter knowledge about the economy during campaign times. We provide statistical tests that support each step in this argument.

2. The Economic Vote: Theories and Evidence

Poor economic outcomes, whether real, imagined, or predicted, reduce the reelection prospects for governing parties; economic upswings, on the other hand, coincide with jumps in governmental popularity (e.g. Fiorina 1981, Lewis-Beck 1988, Rudolph and Grant 2002, Cohen 2006). Recent cross-national surveys indicate that this phenomenon of “economic voting” is present in most western democracies (e.g. Duch and Stevenson 2008). The degree to which the economy shapes votes, however, varies sharply both between countries and between individuals within the same country. Understanding both sets of differences is critical to our enterprise.

2.1 Individual-level approaches

Economic voting at the individual-level is, according to the literature, partly the result of economic perceptions that are only sometimes factually correct (e.g. Duch and Stevenson 2011), and also of the relative salience of the economy (e.g. Fournier et al. 2003).  In this paper we attempt to explain how political institutions and election campaigns can interact to affect these two partial determinants of economic voting. Because economic knowledge in the community is generally low, and some scholars view the lack of knowledge as an impediment to voters using any economic reward-punishment mechanism, or ascertaining the quality of an incumbent, when choosing how to vote (Blendon et al. 1997; Krause 1997; Manin et al. 1999; Nannestad and Paldam 1997, Sanders 2000, Walstad 1997). If a voter does not know how well the economy is doing, how can they know whether to reward or punish the government? 

Many other scholars, however, take a different view. Along the lines of Popkin (1991), they argue that citizens need only reasonable ideas about the magnitude and direction of changes in the economy to assign credit and blame to politicians (Paldam and Nannestad 2000). Voters gain this broad economic knowledge through their daily lives as consumers and workers (Lupia 1994, Lupia and McCubbins 1998, Sanders 2000), rather than by poring over the business pages of their newspaper. Thus economic growth can affect election results, even if almost no voters know the precise growth rate.

Empirically, these studies use responses to directional survey questions (about whether the economy was improving, deteriorating, or staying about the same) to predict vote choice (Duch and Stevenson 2008, Glasgow and Weber 2005, Johnston and Pattie 2002, Sanders 2000).  This is not directly measuring “knowledge,” or even “correct perceptions,” about the state of the economy. But scholars persuasively argue that what matters in determining vote choice is what voters actually think, not what they should be thinking (Lewis-Beck 1988, Nadeau et al. 2002, Sanders 2000). 

In order for these cognitive shortcuts about the general state of the economy to have any relevance to political actors, voters must attribute responsibility for some part of the economy to governmental actions (Arceneaux 2003, Rudolph 2003). This attribution process is complex, and can be impeded by both cognitive limitations and cognitive dissonance. The ability to make explicit connections between two abstract phenomena - macroeconomic outcomes and government policy – assumes a particularly sophisticated voter (Inglehart 1977). Further, voters who hold strong partisan attachments are more likely to view the economy as performing well when their favored party is in power than are the unattached, and vice versa when their party is in opposition (Anderson, Mendes, and Tverdova 2004). In later sections we unpack this assumption and propose a new theory that opens a plausible causal pathway for non-sophisiticated voters to engage in economic voting, which studies show they do in droves (Gomez and Wilson 2001, 2006). 


The economy’s importance to an individual’s vote choice varies. Some voters care more about any given issue, relative to other issues than do other voters (Krosnick 1988, 1990), and these same individuals are also more likely to know more about the issues they perceive as important (Hutchings 2001), although it is unclear whether caring results in gaining knowledge, or knowledge leads to increased salience of the issue. A long tradition of public opinion research has also shown that the salience of a particular issue among the public, including the economy, can be manipulated by strategic elite actors (Popkin 1991; Zaller 1992; Petrocik 1996; Iyengar and Valentino 2000), and we hope to leverage this finding as we build our own theory of economic salience.

2.2 Studies of institutional context

The average level of individual-level economic voting varies markedly and consistently across different democracies (Powell and Whitten 1993, Whitten and Palmer 1999, Duch and Stevenson 2008). Differences in political sophistication between the citizenries of the various countries cannot fully explain these differences. Instead, scholars have looked to differences in institutional context as the key explanatory factor.

The most common explanations, all falling generally under the “clarity of responsibility hypothesis,” suggest that the constellation of political institutions makes attribution of political responsibility for economic outcomes easier in some locales than in others. When one partisan group is unambiguously in charge of all the economic levers of government, it is easy to hold that group wholly responsible for economic outcomes; whereas when the levers of economic control are held by a wider variety of political actors, responsibility becomes harder to assign.

The clarity of responsibility argument has two main variants, the punishment model (e.g. Powell 2000; Powell and Whitten 1991; Gerring and Thacker 2004) and the competence model (Duch and Stevenson 2008). These models differ sharply in their theoretical foundations – the former is a retrospective carrot/stick evaluation, the latter a challenge in prospective signaling. 

The punishment model builds on incomplete information models of the relationship between voters and politicians. In low clarity of responsibility contexts voters are relatively more confused by the multiple partisan actors contributing to economic policies and outcomes than they would have been had they lived in a high clarity of responsibility context. As a result voters use the economy less in their decisions at the ballot box.

 
The competence model, on the other hand, begins with the premise of highly informed voters who know precisely the division of power over economic outcomes within the government and are trying to assess the extent to which the economy informs them about the competence of the government (Duch and Stevenson 2008). In this model diminished economic voting in low clarity of responsibility contexts results from the lower signal-to-noise ratio provided by overall economic performance to voters about government competence as macroeconomic managers, due to a greater diffusion of economic responsibility across political actors. 

Importantly, citizen knowledge is a key component of both models proposing the clarity of responsibility hypothesis. To varying degrees, scholars have made strong assumptions about the level of knowledge in the community; assumptions which appear at first glance to run counter to the conventional wisdom in the psychological literature that most voters do not know a lot, at least in any detail, about politics, institutions, or the economy when they cast their ballots. Voters in both the punishment and competence models need to know about the institutional and partisan distribution of political power, and the implications of those distributions for holding any given set of politicians to account for (known) economic outcomes. Yet, importantly for our study, the existing models are silent about how generally low information voters would come to hold this knowledge.

While permanent knowledge of these kinds of facts is spread thinly in the community, all of these areas are the subject of repeated, prominent, and often emotively charged publicity in the lead up to elections (Andersen, Tilley, and Heath 2005; Arceneaux 2005; Stevenson and Vavreck 2002). This pre-electoral publicity is crucial to our own extension of the clarity of responsibility literature.

3. Bringing The Politicians Back In

How do clear lines of institutional economic responsibility lead to increased economic voting? Much extant scholarship on this issue is based on the explicit assumption of highly attentive and informed voters. Duch and Stevenson (2008, pp. 175-176), for example, assume: “voters are knowledgeable about the total variance in shocks to the macroeconomy… [and] are able to distinguish variations in competency shocks from variations in exogenous shocks to the macroeconomy.” Other work does not make quite such optimistic assumptions about voters’ attentiveness, but nonetheless requires voters to hold and understand broad data about their country’s economic performance, distribution of political power across various institutions with (known) differences in economic influence.

Another common assumption in existing work is that campaigning politicians are not able to manipulate the degree of economy voting in an election. This assumption is not made explicitly, but is implicit in the absence of politician’s behavior from the causal accounts and empirical tests of economic voting.


Both of these assumptions are problematic, for reasons canvassed earlier. We prefer to theorize about economic voting using the better-supported propositions that politicians are influential and strategic, and that voters store only limited information about politics and the economy. Doing so generates a theory that institutional clarity is only important for the level of economic voting if politicians campaign to make it so.

We argue that clarity of responsibility changes the incentives that operate on campaigning decisions at the elite level, and it is the information that results from those elite-level decisions that leads to increased economic voting. Ours is an argument that relies on elite manipulation of issue salience. It places few cognitive demands on voters, and situates the considered response to institutional conditions at the elite level, where complex thinking is more likely to occur. 
The cross-national argument we propose is similar to the argument Lynn Vavreck (2009) mounts in the American case. Vavreck shows, both theoretically and empirically, that US Presidents whose administrations coincide with economic booms are not automatically re-elected. To gain reelection, those Presidents (or their party’s nominee at the end of two-term Presidencies) need to actively emphasize economic performance as a central part of their campaign platform. Al Gore’s failure to capture the Presidency in the wake of the 1990s economic boom stands as a stark example in support of Vavreck’s argument (Vavreck 2009, p37). We extend her central insight by: first, and most importantly for this paper, considering the modifying role of different political institutions on campaigning calculus; and second, straightforwardly restating the established link between elite messaging and voter behavior for economic voting across these different contexts. 

Elite incentives

Political parties’ campaign strategies lie causally between institutional conditions and voter behavior.
 We argue that clear lines of economic responsibility make it more attractive for certain parties to initiate a prominent campaign debate around the economy, because making a convincing case about a simple fact has greater penetration in the community than does making a convincing case about a complicated fact. This initial attraction should be strongest for opposition parties during economic downturns, and strongest for government parties during economic upswings, particularly in high clarity contexts. Once a significant player has chosen to emphasize the economy, other partisan players also come under pressure to discuss the economy, because it is disadvantageous to allow one’s opponents to define the economic discussion unchallenged. This process of contagion, which evolves during election campaign periods, means that in those institutional contexts incentivizing any substantial party to initially emphasize the economy, we should observe all significant parties emphasizing it by the time the campaign comes to a close. This means that high clarity institutions should lead, once the election campaign hits full stride, to increased economic campaigning across the board, not just on the part of the party with the initial incentive.

Political scientists have long argued that the structure of a country’s political institutions affects the strategic calculations of elite-level political actors
, and have also argued that simple, straightforward campaign messages are, all else equal, more powerful than their more complex, nuanced cousins (e.g. Popkin 1991; Baum 2003; Lakoff 2004; Baum and Jamison 2006). Drawing on these two insights, we suggest that conditions featuring high levels of clarity of responsibility are exactly the institutional environments that provide politicians with a powerful incentive to promote simple, clear campaign messages based around the economy. 

Clear lines of economic responsibility promote these messages first because they decrease the complexity of the argument required to make a persuasive economy-based statement. “Law A was passed and caused growth level X” is an easier argument to fit into 30 persuasive seconds than “Law A was passed and executive action B took place, law A caused growth level X but executive action B did not.” Put in Mayhew’s (1974) terms, credit claiming is easier when you are the only person who can plausibly claim credit. The same is true for assigning blame.

Second, clear lines of accountability decrease the number of rebuttal options. If, for example, there is elite consensus that the British Labour party has clear responsibility for British growth in 2005, then the Conservative party would have received a poor elite-level reception for any attempt at claiming credit for Britain’s growth at that time. A “muddying the waters” rebuttal argument is not available in high clarity of responsibility environments because it likely becomes the subject of harsh, unified criticism in the political media. In many US elections, by contrast, the option to muddy the waters has been readily available. For example, Congressional Republicans and Democratic President Bill Clinton spent much of the 1990s battling to claim credit for increases in American growth and decreases in budget deficits, and blame each other for government shutdowns and residual budget overspends. Consider this summary from Moore (1997):

“President Clinton has repeatedly expressed anger and frustration that he has not gotten enough credit for the dramatic reduction in the budget deficit in recent years. With federal red ink now projected to fall below $40 billion this fiscal year, White House spinmeisters are claiming that the disappearing deficit vindicates Clinton's embattled 1993 record tax hikes. 

Meanwhile, on the other side of Pennsylvania Avenue, Budget Committee chairman John Kasich is crowing that it has been the GOP commitment to a balanced budget that has slowed the red ink in Washington to a trickle. Since fiscal year 1995, when Republicans seized control of Congress, the budget deficit has fallen by two-thirds.” 

Voters in high clarity of responsibility settings are typically spared this type of confusing pre-election credit claiming. The diminished complexity of arguments required in high clarity of responsibility environments leads to more straightforward campaigning. 

The combination of these effects means that in countries with clear lines of responsibility one party is more likely to raise the economy as a prominent issue, and that party’s opponent is likely to respond with economic campaigning of their own, but not respond with economic campaigning that muddies the waters.


An interesting corollary of this argument is that the marginal effect of institutional clarity on campaigning calculus is likely to be stronger for opposition parties than for government parties, because those parties have more freedom in their campaign design than do government parties. While government parties have to be prepared to defend their record in all areas including economic policy, social outcomes, and foreign policy, opposition parties are free to concentrate their attacks tightly on particular areas of perceived government weakness. 



H1: Increases in institutional clarity of responsibility are correlated with higher levels of economy-based election campaigning



Corollary 1: The marginal effect of increased clarity of responsibility on economy-based election campaigning is larger for opposition than government parties.

The link to voter behavior


As noted above, there is a strong tradition of research showing that elite discussion of an issue tends to be reflected in public opinion about that topic. If elites suggest that an issue is politically important, the public will be convinced to think so, too (e.g. Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Zaller 1992). And as elites talk more and more about an issue in their campaigning, the public will learn more and more about that issue as well (e.g. Popkin 1991; Baum 2003; Baum and Jamison 2006). And issues that citizens know and care more about are likely to have a greater influence on their vote decision (e.g. Krosnick 1988, 1990; Zaller 1992; Fournier et al 2003).


It is straightforward to apply this general finding to the particular topic of economic voting. Increased focus on the economy in partisan campaigning, caused by an institutional context featuring higher clarity of responsibility, should induce voters to know more about the economy (as politicians tell them about it), and care more about the economy (as politicians tell them it is important). These two factors, either together or separately, cause voters to rely more on the economy when they cast their votes.


H2: Increases in economic campaigning are correlated with increases in economic salience


H3: Increases in economic campaigning are correlated with increases in economic knowledge

4. Empirical Strategy

As outlined above, there are three claims in our causal argument: (1) patterns of political institutions influence strategic campaigning decisions; (2) partisan campaigning influences voters’ thinking about issues; and (3) voters’ thoughts about issues influence their vote decision. The final claim is a well-established pillar of public opinion literature, so we do not re-test it here. Our first two claims, however, are not as well established. We test these elements of our theory empirically using survey data on voters, expert coding of campaign manifestos, and cross-section time-series data about political institutions and economic performance.
4.1  Institutions and Campaign Content

In order to test these causal links between institutional clarity and the focus of a particular party, we consider campaigns from nineteen advanced democracies
 from 1970 through 2005. This results in 194 elections with a total of 1,090 party-level observations. There are a minimum of six elections per country and a maximum of fourteen (Spain and Australia, respectively). 
To measure the economic focus of a particular campaign, we use information from the Comparative Manifestos Project data set (Budge et al. 2001, Klingemann et al. 2006), which codes the manifestos of parties with seats in the legislature to reflect discussions of fifty-six potential categories, grouped into seven larger policy areas. To create our economic focus variable we added the percentage of total quasi-sentences
 in the manifesto from any part of the economic issues policy area, obtaining the total percentage of the manifesto that was focused on economic issues. This is measured at the party level but is sometimes aggregated as the average, weighted by vote share, of all parties in the campaign. While we do not believe that voters are actually reading these manifestos, they provide a good indicator of what parties think is most important during the height of the election campaign
 and what they are likely emphasizing in advertisements, debates, and speeches. Because these manifestos are typically released late in the campaign period, often within a month of polling day, we expect them to conform to the pattern we outlined earlier about levels of economic campaigning post-contagion (that is, once other parties have responded to a party’s initial decision to emphasize the economy). Therefore we expect these data to show high clarity institutions correlated with more economic campaigning across governing and opposition parties, and across varying levels of GDP growth.

Following the existing literature, we also created a measure of clarity of responsibility, which we call the Expanded Clarity Index (ECI). This measure is similar to that used by Whitten and Palmer (1999)
 – an additive index of institutional constraints that varies both within and between countries. The institutional features in this index, however, include whether a country has a federal structure, a proportional representation electoral system, and a president, in addition to those in Whitten and Palmer’s clarity variable
. We include these additional institutions because in the time since Whitten and Palmer constructed their variable these institutional characteristics have been found to also affect economic voting (e.g., Lowry et al. 1998, Brown 2008). For instance, a separately elected executive and legislature is expected to lead to similar problem of assigning responsibility for outcomes as the opposition controlling the other chamber in a bicameral system. Our variable ranges from 0 to 6, with higher numbers indicating increased clarity of responsibility.

In addition, our empirical analyses employ a number of control variables, chiefly relating to the state of the economy and to the characteristics of political parties, to account for other possible causes of economic campaigning. These variables are discussed as they are introduced into the empirical analyses below.

4.2 Campaigns, Knowledge, and Salience

In order to test the implications of institutional context and campaign focus on economic knowledge, we use consolidated Eurobarometer survey data, collected biannually, from 1970 to 2002. We use up to 110,000 of these survey observations in each of our analyses. Only observations where respondents had experienced a national election campaign in the previous six months are included in our analyses. 

Our first dependent variable is Accuracy of Economic Knowledge (AEK), coded zero or one. AEK is coded as 1 when a respondent correctly states that the economy has improved/worsened over the last year and 0 if the respondent is wrong. Economic improvement is defined as having experienced higher economic growth in the year prior to the survey relative to the two years before that; worsening is defined as the inverse. In order to remove subjectivity from the variable, we did not differentiate between respondents saying the economy was “better” or “a lot better.” If the respondent states that the economy has remained “about the same,” we code this as correct if growth immediately prior to the survey is within two percentage points of the previous two year average, and incorrect otherwise. In the sensitivity analyses, we explore the effects of using different tolerances for coding “about the same” as correct. 


Our second dependent variable measures economic salience, and is also a binary variable. The consolidated Eurobarometer survey asks respondents to choose the most important among four goals for their government, and also to choose the second most important goal. One of the four choices was focused on economic matters, while the other three were not (focusing on law and order, freedom of speech, and governmental openness). If the respondent chose the economic goal as either of her top two choices, we coded that person as attaching a high salience to economic matters (1). If she did not choose the economic goal, even by answering the question with a “don’t know” response, we coded the person as attaching low salience to economic matters (0).

The independent variables of interest are the measures of institutional clarity of responsibility discussed above and the overall economic focus of the campaign (the average, weighted by vote share, of the economic focus of all parties in an election). We expect that the campaign focus variable will be positive and significant while the institutions variable will be non-significant. Additional control variables account for voter demographics and economic context, and are discussed as they are introduced in the results section below. 

4.3 Analytical Methods



[Figure 1 about here]

Our data consist of party level observations that are correlated at the election level (all parties are responding to the same set of institutional and economic incentives) and elections that are correlated at the national level (there are national factors that make elections in one country similar to one another across time but different from elections in other countries). The nested structure of our data is illustrated in Figure 1. Parties compete against one another within a particular election, with its attendant economic travails or triumphs, in their country; there are multiple elections fought between parties in each country and multiple countries each having different political cultures. Simply estimating an OLS regression with this data, even with clustering of the errors, would lead us to overestimate the number of independent observations we have and so underestimate our variance. As such, we employ a hierarchical linear model (HLM) to test our theory of the mechanism through which the economic vote functions. Our model nests the individual attributes of a party i (level-1) in the particular institutional and economic context of that election j (level-2) within the larger historical context of country k (level-3). We assume that the coefficients for all variables in country k vary randomly (that is, we have no a priori expectations about how the countries in our sample are different) but that the coefficients related to the economic and political context within election j vary systematically once the national context is accounted for. Finally, particular party characteristics, i, such as partisanship will vary systematically across elections and countries once contextual variation is accounted for. We take the degree to which a party focuses on the economy in its manifesto in any particular election to be a function of attributes of that party, i, (e.g., ideology, participation in government), the particular electoral and economic context in which it is competing for power in that election, j, (economic conditions, clarity of responsibility), and relatively constant country level attributes, k, (being Belgian instead of British). 

We estimated the downstream effects of a campaign’s economic focus on voter economic knowledge and economic salience using simple logit regressions with standard errors clustered by election and a suite of country-dummy variables. Ideally, these regressions would also employ a three level HLM modeling strategy for these regressions, but their computational demands with over 100,000 observations are simply too high.

5. Effects of clarity on campaigns and voters

In this section we present empirical evidence bearing on the observable implications of our argument: do levels of institutional clarity affect campaign strategy (H1); and does the clarity-induced campaign focus affect voter attention to (H2) and knowledge of (H3) economic outcomes?

5.1 Does clarity affect focus?


[Figure 2 about here]

Figure 2 shows the average level of economic campaign focus across different levels of clarity of responsibility. As we expected, there is a steady upwards trend – as institutions assign economic responsibility more clearly, political parties tend to increase their campaigning focus on the economy. A bivariate OLS regression confirms this is a significant relationship, even with only seven data points (p=0.001). All else equal, a party campaigning in the highest clarity institutional context can expect to devote 1.55 times as much campaign effort to economic issues than can a party campaigning in the lowest clarity of responsibility context. For every two economic campaign messages a voter receives in the lowest clarity context, a voter in the highest clarity context receives more than three.



[Table 1 about here]

A bivariate relationship like this can, however, appear for any number of reasons, and therefore we also test for this relationship using the HLM method described above. The simplest of these models appear in Table 1, and show a statistically significant relationship between institutional clarity and the level of economic campaigning by a party, even when controlling for the state of the economy. We take these very basic analyses as an encouraging first sign that there is a real relationship between institutional clarity and economic campaigning. This result shows that any causal account of economic voting needs to consider the role that campaign messaging might or might not play, something previous work on this topic has generally not done. 

5.2 Accounting for party-level influences on campaigning


[Table 2 about here]

The above analyses considered only a very simple causal model for election campaigning strategy, where the focus on the economy is a product only of the constellation of political institutions and the performance of the economy. We now add further explanatory factors to this model, seeking to account for the role that partisan positioning might play in campaigning decisions. We focus on three party-level factors: party size; party position; and party ideology. Large parties may talk more about the economy than do small parties because some small parties concentrate on niche marketing, sometimes in non-economic areas such as ecology or cultural protection (often green parties and anti-immigration parties, respectively) whereas large parties typically present a broad platform to the electorate as potential prime ministerial parties (Meguid 2005). Incumbent parties may talk more about the economy because the economy is their responsibility regardless of performance (to a greater or lesser extent depending on the constellation of political institutions). Right-leaning parties may talk about the economy more than do left-leaning parties, all else equal, due partly to the typical backgrounds of their MPs and party supporters in the entrepreneurial classes. 

Finally, given that the majority of the countries in our sample are members of the European Union, we include an indicator variable for national elections that are proximate to major EU initiatives (e.g., accession, the signing of a new treaty, etc.).
 Because the European Union’s main roles relate to the economy, elections held in the shadow of major changes in national relationships to the EU might have independent effects on the incentives parties face to talk about the economy.

These party-level factors can help assess our argument in two ways. First, they are additional likely causes of campaign message strategy, and including them in a regression predicting campaign economic focus provides a more thorough test of our main claim about the impact of clarity of responsibility. That regression appears in column 1 of Table 2. Second, we suggested earlier in Corollary 1 that the magnitude of the clarity effect would likely be different for government and opposition parties. We assess this claim by splitting the sample between government and opposition parties, which we show in columns 2 and 3 of Table 2. 


The results in Table 2 show firstly that the clarity of responsibility effect is evident even when accounting for the party-level causes of economic campaigning. Most of the party-level factors also behave as we had expected, with right-leaning parties and large parties all focusing more on the economy than do left-leaning parties and small parties respectively. Government parties also appear to talk more about the economy, on average, than do opposition parties, although this distinction is not (quite) statistically significant. Models 2 and 3 also indicate that opposition parties may be marginally more responsive to institutional clarity than are government parties, but that difference (tested using an interactive model not shown in the table) also fails to reach standard levels of two-tailed statistical significance at a p-value 0.070.




[Table 3 about here]


We checked the robustness of these results in three ways, as shown in Table 3. Each entry in the table represents the p-value for the coefficient on our Expanded Clarity Index in the various specifications. First, we substituted different indicators of the health of the economy, allowing for curvilinear effects by adding a squared growth term to the regression, and assessing the possibility that economic change was the important concept by using absolute change in growth rates. Second, we added an additional control variable for world-level GDP growth to account for international economic influences on campaign strategy (Kayser and Peress 2011; Powell and Whitten 1993; Whitten and Palmer 1999). Third, we removed the existing control variables one at a time to ensure that the results were not dependent on their inclusion. The results in Table 2 are robust to most of these manipulations, and in those few cases where the p-value fails to meet the conventional two-tailed p<0.05 threshold, it nonetheless meets a two-tailed p<0.10 threshold. We take this pattern as an indication that our results are not strongly dependent on model specification, and conclude that there is moderate to strong support for our first hypothesis that clarity of responsibility is correlated with levels of economic campaigning..

5.3 Causes of knowledge and angst about the economy


[Table 4 about here]

Does this increase in economically-focused campaigning affect voter knowledge about the economy and the importance that voters accord to economic questions? We test this part of our argument using the combined 1970-2002 Eurobarometer trend dataset, as described earlier. The results of the tests are shown in Table 4. We include both individual- and election-level control variables, and also a full set of country dummies (not reported). At the individual-level we control for basic demographics such as age, gender, education (as a rough measure of political sophistication), and at the election-level we control for the proximity to major EU events as before, and also the absolute change in economic growth rates in the year prior to the election. We choose this measure because change in economic growth is often attention-grabbing regardless of the underlying level of growth, and this variable measures change directly. We also restricted the sample to those respondents reporting weak partisan ties, because strong partisans are less likely than weak partisans to be responsive in their vote calculus to changes in the economy. In the sensitivity analyses that follow, we check and confirm that this restriction is not driving our results.



The results provide strong evidence that when election campaigns focus more on discussing economic issues, voters tend to rate the economy as a more salient issue in their vote decision (p<0.001), and tend to have better knowledge about the state of the economy around them (p=0.002). These findings are consistent with our theory, and would lead to a prediction of increased economic voting resulting from campaigning focus. 

Institutional clarity of responsibility, by contrast, is not a significant predictor of either of these dependent variables. This is useful information for scholars wishing to reformulate the traditional voter cognition arguments for clarity-based economic voting. The findings in Table 4 suggest that any non campaign-based causal path leading from the institutional clarity to the level of economic voting probably also does not lead through changes in voter cognition about the economy or its importance. Those two things are correlated with increased economic focus in the campaign, but not with the institutional arrangements themselves.


[Table 5 about here]

We re-estimated the analyses a number of times to check the sensitivity of our results to various changes in the regression model. The results of those sensitivity analyses are presented in Table 5. As in Table 3 we report the p-vales for the coefficient estimates of campaign focus. First, as discussed earlier, we varied the tolerance for what we would accept as a correct “about the same” response to the knowledge question with regards to changes in GDP growth. This affected the distribution of dependent variable observations in the knowledge regressions, but has no impact on the salience regression. Second, we substituted a number of different variables indicating the state of the economy. Third, we added in a world GDP growth variable, as we did with the earlier regressions predicting economic campaign focus. Fourth, we removed the control variables one at a time. And fifth, we relaxed our restriction on the sample, designed to hone in on people with weak partisan ties for whom the campaign and economy are more likely to influence vote choice in our earlier regressions, to include all respondents.

The result on economic salience is very robust. No matter which of the thirteen specifications we used, there is always a strong positive relationship between elite economic campaigning and mass economic salience. The t-ratios for the economic campaigning variable tend to be between four and five. 

The regressions predicting knowledge are more sensitive to specification, although we still interpret the findings as strongly supportive of our theory. There were ten specifications that estimated a significant relationship between campaigning and knowledge at the 0.05 level, and four of the remaining five specifications achieved significance at the two-tailed p<0.10 level. The remaining model had a two-tailed p-value of 0.113.  In a regression system with an election-level N of only 24, we should not be surprised to se some fluctuation in the estimated influence of election-level independent variables on an individual-level dependent variable. We take this pattern as generally supportive of our theory, even if it is not quite so overwhelmingly supportive as the regressions predicting economic salience.

6. Rethinking the Economic Vote

Our research documents a cross-national correlation between political institutions inducing high clarity of political responsibility for economic outcomes and the degree of focus on economic matters in election campaign manifestos. As political institutions induce greater clarity, economic campaigning rises. The importance of this relationship is that it suggests a particular causal pathway lying between high clarity institutions and high levels of economic voting, in which politicians observe patterns of institutions closely and make campaigning decisions based on what they think they can persuasively say about their own achievements and their opponents’ shortcomings. Those decisions, reflected in the campaign strategy, affect how important voters think the economy is and may also affect how much they know about it. Consistent with this argument, Hellwig (forthcoming) also finds evidence that the degree to which politicians focus on the economy during an election affects the predictive strength of economic performance for electoral outcomes. That is, the economy matters more for election outcomes when campaigning politicians talk more about the economy.

One problem with earlier arguments about the economic vote is that real world voters simply do not have the stocks of political information necessary to (in the words of Duch and Stevenson 2008): “[be] knowledgeable about the total variance in shocks to the macroeconomy… [and] able to distinguish variations in competency shocks from variations in exogenous shocks to the macroeconomy.” Meanwhile politicians are entirely absent from the traditional models of the economic vote, implying a view that politicians cannot affect the level of economic voting in elections. As Vavreck (2009) demonstrates, that assumption is false.

Our argument about the economic vote is based on more plausible assumptions. We assume clever, strategic politicians, and low information voters. Empirically, the implications of our argument can explain the outcome of a typical election, where a government crows loudly about any economic gains or the opposition complains just a loudly about any economic downturn. So, too, can earlier clarity of responsibility models of the economic vote.  Our argument, however, can also explain many non-typical elections, where governments lose despite an economic boom or win despite a recession. Our theory predicts that when strategic missteps are made by politicians in their economic campaign focus, voters do not fill in the blanks. These are phenomena that the earlier models struggle to explain.
 

The argument and findings in this paper have implications for the study of the economic vote. Whereas once scholars could make a multi-stage argument leading from political institutions to economic voting and claim evidence for it based only on patterns of institutions and patterns of economic voting, now that is not enough. There are multiple causal pathways that might plausibly lead from one to the other, and future researchers in this area should be especially careful to provide evidence for intermediate steps in their causal argument. 
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Figure 1: Data Hierarchy
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Figure 2: Clarity of responsibility and economic campaign focus
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Table 1: Clarity of responsibility and election campaigning

	
	(1)


	(2)



	Model specification
	Three level hierarchical linear model

	Dependent variable
	Economic focus of campaign (% of party manifesto)

	Constant
	19.238**
	19.597**

	
p-value
	(0.000)
	(0.000)

	Expanded Clarity Index
	1.135*
	1.159*

	
p-value
	(0.033)
	(0.029)

	GDP growth (%)
	
	-0.177

	
p-value
	
	(0.343)

	Group effect variables
	
	

	
Country
	3.151 (0.753)
	3.137 (0.751)

	
Election
	3.176 (0.515)
	3.169 (0.519)

	
Residual
	9.683 (0.247)
	9.685 (0.248)

	Log-likelihood
	-3427.118
	-3427.430

	LR test vs OLS (p-value)
	0.000
	0.000

	N
	916
	916


p-values appear in parentheses

* denotes p>0.05, ** denotes p<0.01 (all tests two-tailed)

Table 2: Accounting for party-level effects

	
	(1)

All parties
	(2)

Government parties
	(3)

Opposition parties

	Model specification
	Three level hierarchical linear model

	Dependent variable
	Economic focus of campaign (% of party manifesto)

	Constant
	17.020**
	20.965**
	14.616**

	
p-value
	(0.000)
	(0.000)
	(0.000)

	Expanded Clarity Index
	1.019*
	1.039*
	1.262*

	
p-value
	(0.040)
	(0.040)
	(0.034)

	Domestic GDP growth (%)
	-0.023
	-0.135
	-0.003

	
p-value
	(0.897)
	(0.576)
	(0.989)

	Proximity to EU referendum
	-0.293
	-2.372
	0.487

	
p-value
	(0.757)
	(0.080)
	(0.651)

	Government party?
	1.147
	-
	-

	
p-value
	(0.085)
	
	

	Ideology (left-right)
	0.105**
	0.085**
	0.120**

	
p-value
	(0.000)
	(0.001)
	(0.000)

	Popularity (previous vote %)
	0.145**
	0.049
	0.240**

	
p-value
	(0.000)
	(0.196)
	(0.000)

	Group effect variables
	
	
	

	
Country (Std. Error)
	3.161 (0.756)
	2.003 (0.897)
	3.859 (0.911)

	
Election (Std. Error)
	3.548 (0.424)
	3.525 (1.117)
	3.948 (0.489)

	
Residual (Std. Error)
	8.662 (0.205)
	8.823 (0.476)
	8.202 (0.248)

	Log-likelihood
	-3978.146
	-1335.446
	-2635.106

	LR test vs OLS (p-value)
	0.000
	0.029
	0.000

	N
	1090
	363
	727


p-values appear in parentheses

* denotes p>0.05, ** denotes p<0.01 (all tests two-tailed)

Table 3: Party-level sensitivity analyses of significance of Expanded Clarity Index coefficient
	
	(Table 2, Model 1)
	(Table 2, Model 2)
	(Table 2, Model 3)

	Sample
	All parties
	Government parties
	Opposition parties

	Baseline p-value for Expanded Clarity Index
	0.040
	0.040
	0.034

	
	
	
	

	Substitutes for GDP growth variable
	
	
	

	GDP growth and [GDP growth]2
	0.040
	0.048
	0.033

	Absolute change in growth from previous year
	0.039
	0.039
	0.033

	
	
	
	

	Additional control variable
	
	
	

	World GDP growth
	0.037
	0.039
	0.033

	
	
	
	

	Removing control variables
	
	
	

	GDP growth
	0.040
	0.045
	0.034

	Ideology
	0.082
	0.040
	0.092

	Previous vote share
	0.023
	0.024
	0.021

	Proximity to European treaty referendum
	0.043
	0.059
	0.028

	Government party indictor
	0.049
	-
	-

	Summary of findings
	p < 0.05
	8
	7
	7

	
	0.05 < p < 0.10
	1
	1
	1

	
	p > 0.10
	0
	0
	0


Cell entries are p-values for the Expanded Clarity Index.

All tests are two-tailed.

Table 4: Predicting economic knowledge and salience

	
	(1)
	(2)

	Dependent variable
	Accuracy of economic knowledge
	Salience of economic issues

	Estimation procedure
	Logit with standard errors clustered by country-year and a full set of country-dummies (not reported)

	Data
	Mannheim Consolidated Eurobarometer data 1970-2002, restricted to respondents with weak partisan ties

	Constant
	-1.007
	-1.124**

	
p-value
	(0.186)
	(0.001)

	Gender
	-0.087
	0.203**

	
p-value
	(0.294)
	(0.000)

	Education
	0.028*
	-0.135**

	
p-value
	(0.033)
	(0.000)

	Age
	0.003
	-0.001

	
p-value
	(0.790)
	(0.751)

	Age-squared
	0.00008
	0.00004

	
p-value
	(0.949)
	(0.323)

	Proximity to EU referendum
	0.833**
	-0.017

	
p-value
	(0.000)
	(0.879)

	Absolute change in GDP growth
	

-0.490**
	0.038

	
p-value
	(0.000)
	(0.073)

	Expanded Clarity Index
	-0.253
	-0.041

	
p-value
	(0.194)
	(0.776)

	Campaign economic focus
	0.088**
	0.028**

	
p-value
	(0.002)
	(0.000)

	N (observations)
	17,754
	63,046

	N (elections)
	24
	47

	N (countries)
	9
	9


p-values appear in parentheses

* denotes p>0.05, ** denotes p<0.01 (all tests two-tailed)

Note for Cassie: Tables 4 and 5 have changed, but the changes are not highlighted.

Table 5: Knowledge and salience sensitivity analyses of significance of Expanded Clarity Index coefficient
	
	(Table 4, Model 1)
	(Table 4, Model 2)

	Dependent Variable
	Accuracy of retrospective economic evaluations
	Economic issues rated as highly important

	Baseline p-value for Expanded Clarity Index
	0.002
	0.000

	Substitutes for dependent variable
	
	

	Narrower tolerance for “about the same” (+- 1%)
	0.014
	-

	Wider tolerance for “about the same” (+- 3%)
	0.113
	-

	
	
	

	Substitutes for abs. change in GDP growth variable
	
	

	Signed change in GDP growth
	0.026
	0.000

	Absolute change in growth from 2 year average
	0.049
	0.000

	Absolute change in growth from 3 year average
	0.095
	0.000

	GDP growth 
	0.086
	0.000

	GDP growth and [GDP growth]2
	0.065
	0.000

	
	
	

	Additional control variable
	
	

	World GDP growth
	0.002
	0.000

	
	
	

	Removing control variables
	
	

	Gender
	0.002
	0.000

	Age and age2
	0.002
	0.000

	Education
	0.002
	0.000

	Proximity to European treaty referendum
	0.011
	0.000

	Change in GDP growth
	0.066
	0.000

	
	
	

	Removing sample restriction
	
	

	Include respondents with all levels of partisanship
	0.001
	0.004

	Summary of findings
	p < 0.05
	10
	13

	
	0.05 < p < 0.10
	4
	0

	
	p > 0.10
	1
	0


Cell entries are p-values for the Expanded Clarity Index.

All tests are two-tailed.

�* Department of Political Science, University of Michigan. Email: � HYPERLINK "mailto:cgrafstr@umich.edu" ��cgrafstr@umich.edu� or � HYPERLINK "mailto:rsalmond@umich.edu" ��rsalmond@umich.edu�


 † Hertie School of Governance


� There are, of course, feedback loops in this causal chain, for example anticipated voter behavior is also a likely cause of some tactical campaigning decisions. Despite that feedback loop, however, there is a strong line of research showing that elite messages causally influence voter opinions (e.g. Zaller 1992). Recently, some of this research has explicitly tacked the endogeneity issue using an instrumental variables approach, finding solid support for the idea that elite messages affect mass opinion (Gabel and Scheve 2007).


� Two prominent examples of this research tradition are the arguments that single-member district plurality elections, for example, induce political entrepreneurs to form two large parties, as opposed to multiple parties of varying size (Duverger 1954); and that the presence of two large parties induces the parties to pursue almost identical policy positions (Downs 1957, Cox 1997).


� The countries included in our analysis are Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK, and the US.


� The quasi-sentence is the unit of observation in the Comparative Manifestos Project database. “One quasi-sentence contains exactly one statement or ‘message’.” When a sentence of the manifesto contains only one statement the entire sentence is a single quasi-sentence. However, when a natural sentence contains multiple messages it is divided into two or more quasi-sentences.


� Manifestos tend to be released close to the election, as parties need to know the state of the public finances before they can propose their budgets. In the most recent British and Canadian elections, for example, all major parties released their manifestos or platforms between three and four weeks before polling day.


� There have been multiple variations in clarity of responsibility indices. Powell and Whitten (1993) are the basis for the Whitten and Palmer (1999), Anderson (2000), Nadeau, Niemi, and Yoshinaka (2002), Bengtsson (2004), Samuels (2004), and Tavits (2007) indices. The main difference is that the components of these later additive indices are allowed to vary while in Powell and Whitten’s original composition all were static across elections within countries.


� Whitten and Palmer’s measure of Clarity of Responsibility was the sum of indicators for minority governments, opposition control of committee chairmanships, opposition control of a second chamber in bicameral legislatures, and low party discipline. Minority government status and opposition control of a second chamber are both time-varying while the remaining two indicators are static.


� Specifically, only EU initiatives that are relevant to that country (either related to its own accession or the accession of new members and new treaties after the state is already a member) are included.


� It may be, of course, that there is more than one causal path leading from high clarity institutions to economic voting. If our argument is right, it does not necessarily imply that other arguments are wrong. It could be that the broadcast media serve as gatekeepers for the public, screening out or denigrating campaign messages about political responsibility for the economy that are simply implausible given the set of political institutions. Even a sustained threat by the media to ignore or ridicule such claims would likely cause politicians to stop making them. In this way, the institutional configuration would, by way of the media, affect the particular economic messages that voters are exposed to, and through that mechanism affect their perceptions of economic performance and their willingness to credit or blame the government for the state of the economy. This would be an argument with the same basic steps as Powell and Whitten’s or Duch and Stevenson’s argument, but without the questionable assumptions about voters or politicians. Assessing that argument is, however, a task for another occasion.
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Did we want to get rid of our ad hoc explanation for including a left-right indicator? I think you said Bill didn’t like it. We could alternatively state that because much of the previous literature includes such an indicator, we are simply trying to protect ourselves from OVB.
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Did you restrict the sample to people with low partisan attachment for the knowledge regressions as well? Or just the salience?
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Huh?
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Thoughts on what the heck is going on here? As change becomes bigger/more noticeable, knowledge decreases? Just ignore or should we address this. This might be a muddying the waters sort of thing (different parties focusing on different aspects of the economy or on different measures of the same performance variable). This might be a case where interactions might help illuminate this but not sure we really want to deal with that at this point. Perhaps hold this idea in reserve for reviewer requests.









