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Dowding, Hindmoor and Martin’s (hereafter DHM) insightful article
emphasises what they frame as a limitation of the Comparative Agendas
Project (CAP) data collection effort. Specifically, they state that, although
CAP collects information about the attention that political parties
(and governments) direct towards different issue areas (the economy,
environmental issues and so on) and in different venues (parliamentary
questions, proposed legislation, government budgets, etc.), CAP does not
record the positions parties/governments stake out in these issue areas:
“PAP/CAP generally measure policy attention – what is being discussed
in various forums – rather than what government is actually doing”.
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Although this is a fair point, I want to emphasise – from the perspective of
someone who studies how voters infer and react to (their perceptions of)
parties’ issue positions – that parties’ issue attention and their issue posi-
tions are closely intertwined. Thus, the CAP data on party/government
issue attention offer promising opportunities to understand how voters
infer party positions – in particular parties’ left-right ideologies, and also
how voters respond to the party positions they perceive.
To address the second point first, the standard approach to analysing

how voters evaluate parties’ issue positions – one that is associated with the
spatial model of elections (e.g. Downs 1957) – is that voters evaluate a focal
party more positively as that party’s positions more closely resemble the
voter’s positions along a set of relevant policy dimensions (all else equal),
i.e. that voters employ a proximity-based policy metric.2 However, conditional
on policy proximity, the effect of the party’s position on the voter’s party
evaluation increases with the salience of the focal issue dimension: the more
salient the issue area, the more the voter approves of parties that share his/
her issue position and the more he/she disapproves of parties that do not.
Thus, even if voters evaluate parties based on position, the salience voters
ascribe to party positions is crucial to these evaluations. Moreover, there is
extensive evidence that, although the mass public’s preoccupation with an
issue can prompt party elites to emphasise the issue (e.g. Spoon and Klüver
2014; Wagner and Meyer 2014), voters reciprocally take cues from parties
about which issues to prioritise – in that increasing party attention to an
issue prompts increased attention to this issue in the mass public (e.g. Green
andHobolt 2008; Hobolt et al. 2009) and especially among the party’s core
supporters (e.g. Neundorf and Adams (2014)). In this regard, the CAP data
provide valuable cross-national and longitudinal data on how much
attention each political party (and government) directs to different issue
areas, and how this attention distribution varies across different venues
(parliamentary questions, proposed legislation, government budgets and so
on) – i.e. the CAP data record the distribution of party (and government)
issue attention, which mediates how strongly voters react to party
positions.3

2 Extensions of proximity-based voting theory analyse the possibility that voters distinguish
between parties’ stated policy positions and the effect that casting a vote for these parties may have
on government policy outputs (e.g. Grofman 1985; Kedar 2009). In addition, issue ownership
theory (e.g. Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrcik 1996; Belanger and Meguid 2008) posits that voters
evaluate parties’ relative competence to address different issues, which does not necessarily equate
to evaluating party positions; however, I shall not consider these issues here.

3 Empirical studies by Alvarez and Nagler (2004), Buttice and Stone (2012) and Mauerer
(forthcoming) conclude that the salience voters ascribe to party positioning is endogenous to
these positions, namely, that the more extreme the party’s policy positions – and the more

26 ADAMS

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
43

81
4X

15
00

01
5X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0143814X1500015X


Second, it seems plausible that the CAP data on parties’/governments’
distributions of issue attention, even without details about the specific
policies parties implement (or propose) in each issue area, can be used as a
component of a procedure for estimating parties’ ideological positions;
moreover, rank-and-file voters use the distribution of parties’ issue atten-
tion as a heuristic to infer party ideologies. In this regard, the well-known
Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP) codings of the left-right tone of
parties’ election manifestos (Budge et al. 2001; Volkens et al. 2014) con-
sider not only parties’ stated positions along dimensions where parties may
directly oppose each other (such as staking out favourable or unfavourable
stances vis-à-vis the military, economic protectionism and so on),
but also the distribution of attention or emphasis that parties place on
universally shared objectives (conditions), such as clean air and law and
order that all citizens value, but which left- and right-wing parties may
prioritise differently. With respect to the attention-based component of
these codings, the CMP coders identify quasi-sentences in the party’s
manifesto that endorse specific, universally shared objectives (e.g. clean air,
peace, law and order, etc.), and the distribution of the party’s attention to
these different objectives is then combined with the parties’ stated positions
on issues where parties may disagree (e.g. the value of central economic
planning, multiculturalism, etc.) to create a summary measure of the left-
right tone of the party’s manifesto. Manifestos that invoke widely shared
objectives typically associated with the right (such as law and order) are
coded as more right wing than manifestos that invoke objectives associated
with the left, such as clean air.4 Thus, the distribution of party attention to
different, universally valued goals is a component of the CMP codings of
the left-right positional tone of party manifestos.5 Although these coding
procedures have been criticised (e.g. Benoit et al. 2009), the CMP left-right
manifesto codings match up well with both experts’ and rank-and-file
voters’ perceptions of party positions (see e.g. Bakker et al. 2010;

polarised the party system – the more heavily voters weigh positional considerations when
evaluating the party. [See Lin et al. (1999), Schofield (2007) and Merrill and Adams (2002) for
spatial modelling research analysing the reciprocal motivation for vote-seeking parties to radi-
calise their positions as these positions become more salient to voters.] These studies offer pro-
mise for unpacking the relationship between voter issue attention and party positioning, although
they differ from the approach I outline here.

4 See Budge and Meyer (2013) for an outline and justification of these coding procedures.
5 I note that the CMP coding rules with respect to goals such as clean air and law and order

may be considered “positional” in that coders are directed to record parties’ favourable mentions
of these objectives. However, the key point is that parties do not differentiate themselves by
taking opposing positions with respect to these types of goals, but instead by their distribution of
attention towards different objectives. I thank Michael McDonald for emphasising this
point to me.
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Dalton et al. 2011).6 This suggests that, regardless of whether rank-and-file
voters (and experts) should infer parties’ ideological positions from their
distribution of attention to different goals, in practice, voters do make such
inferences. This raises important questions about voter perceptions of
parties’ ideological positions, which can be addressed via analyses of
the CAP data on party issue attention, calibrated against survey data on
citizens’ party placements (discussed below). In particular, given that voters
infer parties’ ideological positions in part from the distribution of their
manifesto-based attention to different, universally valued objectives, do
voters similarly infer party ideologies from their attention distribution in
other forums including parliamentary questions, press releases, proposed
legislation, government budgets and so on? And assuming the answer is yes,
how do voters then weigh parties’ rhetoric and behaviour across these
different forums as they arrive at summary estimates of parties’ ideological
positions? This latter question is interesting when considering the relative
weight voters attach to forums involving action, such as parties’ legislative
proposals and government budgets, as opposed to forums that involve
words, such as parliamentary questions, party press releases and manifes-
tos: for while parties’ invocations of universally valued goals like clean air
and law and order will invariably be positive, their legislative proposals and
government budgets will involve a positional (directional) component of
either increasing or scaling back the public resources devoted to achieving
such goals, a point that DHM insightfully emphasise.7

Although it is an open question whether rank-and-file voters (and
experts) should weigh parties’ attention distributions across different, uni-
versally valued objectives, when inferring parties’ ideologies – and this
question is also well worth studying – I suggest we evaluate whether voters
and experts do in fact employ this attention-based heuristic. In terms of the
CAP data, this entails a research agenda assessing whether, all else equal,
voters and experts perceive political parties as more leftist when their elec-
tion manifestos, parliamentary questions and executive speeches pertain
disproportionately to issues or objectives that traditionally preoccupy the
left (such as full employment, worker safety and protection and environ-
mental protection), and more right wing when parties’ attention pertains to

6 Specifically, voters’ and experts’ long-term perceptions of party left-right positions match up
well with the CMP’s manifesto codings (Dalton et al. 2011), whereas voters’ perceptions of short-
term temporal shifts in party ideologies do not closely match the CMP codings of short-term
shifts in the left-right tone of party manifestos (Adams et al. 2011).

7 In this regard, Fortunato and Stevenson’s (2013) remarkable research concludes that voters’
perceptions of party ideologies respond to both the statements parties publish in their election
manifestos and parties’ observable actions in choosing to join (or to remain outside of) national
governing coalitions.
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issues such as inflation and law and order that are typically associated with
the right.8 Moreover, of course one can carry out parallel analyses with
respect to how voters (and experts) respond to the distribution of party
issue attention across venues that involve action, including their legislative
proposals and government budgets. Such a study would involve calibrating
the CAP data on the distribution of party/government issue attention
against data on rank-and-file voters’ party placements – such as data from
the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems9 (CSES) and data on experts’
left-right party placements, such as the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES)
data.10 The fact that both the CHES and CSES data offer longitudinal,
cross-nationally comparable measures of experts’ and voters’ left-right party
placements across a large set of party systems would enhance the value of this
project, for this allows us to evaluate whether, cross-sectionally, voters infer
ideological differences between parties based on these parties’ differing atten-
tion profiles, and also whether, over time, voters infer temporal changes in
parties’ ideologies based on changes in their attention profiles.
The approach outlined above connects with growing scholarly interest in

combining studies of parties’ issue positions and their issue emphases (e.g.
De Sio andWeber 2014;Guinaudeau and Perisco 2014), alongwith studies on
how voters react to governments’ issue agendas (Bertelli and John 2013).
Moreover, this discussion should not detract fromDHM’s valuable point that
the CAP data record the distribution of party (and government) issue attention
across different forums, and that attention is not synonymous with position.
As the CAP researchers would surely agree, it would be a worthwhile exercise
to devise explicitly positional measures for the stances parties stake out with
respect to issues on which parties may disagree (such as their positive or
negative stances towards the welfare state, protectionism, the European Union

8 I note that this list conflates some of the general issue areas covered in the CAP codings,
specifically the environment (major topic 7 in the CAP general coding scheme) and law, crime and
family issues (major topic 12), with subtopics within the major topics, including inflation and
unemployment (subtopics 101 and 102, respectively, within the macroeconomics category).

9 The CSES is a collaborative programme of cross-national research among election studies
conducted in over 50 countries. The CSES includes a common module of public opinion survey
questions, and – what is important for this discussion – a common left-right scale on which
respondents are asked to place themselves and also the major political parties. More information
on the CSES data collection effort can be accessed at http://www.cses.org/.

10 The CHES provide estimates of party positions on left-right ideology and many additional
policy scales for national parties in various European countries (24 in the most recent survey), in
which respondents who were considered as experts on the focal country’s politics (primarily
political scientists and journalists) were asked to place each party in the system. The first survey
was conducted in 1999, with subsequent waves in 2002, 2006 and 2010, and another scheduled
for 2014. Common to all surveys are questions on parties’ general position on European inte-
gration, several EU policies, general left/right, economic left/right and social left/right. More
information about the CHES surveys can be found at http://chesdata.eu/.
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and so on), although as Bryan Jones delineates in his response to DHM, this
exercise raises challenging measurement issues (and would also surely require
a vast investment of resources). My point is simply that, in studies of how
voters react to parties’ issue-based behaviour (whether this behaviour involves
words or deeds), issue attention and position are closely intertwined. In
compiling such a rich source of data on the distribution of parties’ and
governments’ issue attention, CAP provides us with tools that may greatly
enhance our understanding of the effects of party positions.
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Dowding, Hindmoor and Martin (hereafter DHM) have contributed a
critique of the Comparative Agendas Project (CAP) enterprise, and the
editors of the Journal of Public Policy have asked me to respond.11 I am happy

11 The author appreciates comments on an earlier draft from Frank Baumgartner,
Shaun Bevan, Christian Breunig, Laura Chaques-Bonafant, Emiliano Grossman, Christoffer
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