
Portfolio-specific accountability and
retrospective voting: the case of Italy

CAROL INA PLE SC IA*
Department of Government, University of Vienna, Austria

How do voters attribute responsibility for government outcomes when they are the result of
a collective decision taken by multiple parties within a coalition government? In this article
we test the argument that in a multiparty coalition system, responsibility attribution should
vary according to the quantity and quality of portfolios that the coalition partner controls.
The article uses data from the Italian National Election Study in Italy, a country usually
characterized by governments formed by more than two parties. We find no consistent
empirical evidence that coalition parties collectively suffer from perceived negative
performance. While the prime minister party is held responsible on average more than the
other coalition partners, responsibility attribution decreases by party size in the parliament
rather than by the quantity of ministerial portfolios the incumbent party controls. Issue
saliency, however, plays an important role in the retrospective voting mechanism. These
results have important implications for our understanding of electoral behaviour and demo-
cratic accountability.

Keywords: retrospective voting; portfolio allocation; government performance; Italy;
coalition government

Introduction

Whether or not legislators are judged on what has happened in the past has
significant implications for democratic accountability. In this regard, electoral
accountability is said to exist when citizens can retrospectively hold politicians to
account, and accordingly reward or punish them with their vote. It is no wonder,
then, that political scientists have spent considerable time investigating the extent to
which voters engage in retrospective voting (e.g. Anderson, 2000; Lewis-Beck and
Stegmaier, 2007; Duch and Stevenson, 2008).
Almost without exception, the literature has focussed on voters facing a binary

choice between either supporting the incumbent or not (e.g. Fiorina, 1977; Johnston
and Pattie, 2001; Berry and Howell, 2007), mostly based on the economic perfor-
mance of the government (e.g. Paldam, 1991; Powell and Whitten, 1993; Anderson,
2007; Duch and Stevenson, 2008: 235; Tilley et al., 2008). The binary approach – that
is, to support or not support the government – works well under single-party
governments; its application, however, is problematic where more than one party
composes the cabinet, as is the case inmostmodern democracies (Williams et al., 2015).
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In fact, the application of a binary approach in the context of coalition governments
assumes that retrospective evaluations exercise an identical influence for the
prime minister’s (PM) party and the other coalition parties. A recent line of litera-
ture demonstrates that this assumption is unrealistic. The literature shows that
economic evaluations are much more strongly connected with vote choice for the
PM’s party compared with smaller coalition partners (Van der Brug et al.,
2007; Fisher and Hobolt, 2010; Debus et al., 2014; Plescia and Kritzinger, 2017).
Expanding on this, Duch et al. (2015) in an experimental study, and then Angelova
et al. (2016) with survey data from Germany, have confirmed that both
prime ministerial dominance and ministerial proposal power are essential for policy
responsibility attribution.
This article contributes to this recent line of literature by studying how voters

attribute responsibility for government outcomes when they are the result of a
collective decision taken by multiple parties within a governing coalition. In
particular, we are interested in identifying those coalition decision-making features
that affect how voters attribute responsibility to the individual parties in the coali-
tion. The argument to be tested is that in a multiparty coalition system, the electoral
fate of individual parties varies according to the quantity and quality of the minis-
terial portfolios they control. To test this argument, this article investigates data
from Italy, a country with a long tradition of coalition governments. Italy is a good
testing ground for multiple reasons. First, Italian governments are usually formed
by more than two parties. As coalition partners vary by size and control over spe-
cific ministerial positions, we are able to specify the retrospective voting mechanism
at the party level, differentiating among prime ministerial prerogatives, ministerial
proposal power, and party size in the cabinet. Second, the possibility of testing the
theoretical expectations over several elections – featuring different government
coalition arrangements – allow us to assess the extent to which our conclusions hold
under different circumstances, albeit differences in the data quality does not allow
for an identical analysis across all these elections. The article moves beyond the
economy and a general government performance evaluation and it studies retro-
spective accountability across an array of policy areas.
The results confirm the importance of studying the impact of retrospective voting

on support for specific parties rather than for the government coalition as a whole
(Debus et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2015). In addition, we find that while voters do
blame the largest party in control the most, they recognize that parties play different
roles within a governing coalition and clearly differentiate between ministerial
responsibilities when attributing responsibility for policy outputs. Given that the
comparative literature has usually classified Italy as an extreme case of ‘coalitional
complexity’ (Lewis-Beck, 1988; Bellucci, 1991) and low party cohesion (Giannetti
and Laver, 2009), which should in fact highly moderate retrospective voting
obfuscating the ‘clarity of responsibility’ (Powell and Whitten, 1993); the basic
fact that our hypotheses hold in Italy enhances the chances that they will be true
elsewhere, where the institutional set-up is less complex, that is, fewer parties form
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the government and parties are more cohesive, and it is easier for voters to assign
responsibility to the government for past performance (Anderson, 2000).
In what follows, we first review the existing literature and derive the hypotheses

to be tested. We then present the data, the methods, and the findings. We conclude
by discussing the implications of our findings in a comparative perspective.

Retrospective voting in the context of coalition governments

A consolidated tradition of research on economic voting, moving from Lewis-Beck’s
(1988) seminal study, has showed the impact of the economic cycle, unemployment,
and different issues related to the economy on voters’ choices, both at aggregate and
individual level (e.g. Fiorina, 1977; Powell andWhitten, 1993; Duch and Stevenson,
2008; Dassonneville and Lewis-Beck, 2013). The basic assumption of economic
voting is simple: people tend to reward the incumbent if economic conditions are
good and punish them if the economy performs badly (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier,
2000). While past empirical assessments of performance voting have focussed
almost exclusively on the economy, more recent literature have demonstrated that
the economy is not the only aspect of policy performance that voters care about
(e.g. Fisher and Hobolt, 2010; Singer, 2011; Vries and Giger, 2014). In particular,
as explained in Hobolt et al. (2013), the focus on economic voting for assessing
electoral accountability may also be problematic in an increasingly globalized world
where government control over the economy is constrained by exogenous factors to
varying degrees (Hellwig, 2010).
Existing studies also show that performance voting is weaker in complex

institutional settings with blurred lines of responsibility (Lewis-Beck, 1990;
Bellucci, 1991; Powell and Whitten, 1993; Anderson, 1995, 2000; Whitten and
Palmer, 1999; Nadeau et al., 2002; Hobolt et al., 2013). The basic argument
in the literature on democratic choice has been that a coalition government
obscures accountability, thereby reducing the ability of the electorate to assign
blame (Laver and Shepsle, 1990). Yet, how do voters cope with this institutional
complexity?

Who gets punished: hypotheses

It is well known that voters are largely uninformed about political matters, either
because they are inattentive or because of the enormous complexity of the political
world (Zaller, 1992). While voters may often realize that coalition governments
include many parties, they may lack any further information about how the
government is organized and therefore lack the ability to discriminate between
government parties when assessing their performance (Downs, 1957). Even highly
sophisticated voters may have little incentive to invest (so) much effort in forming
accurate judgements about government performance and the intricacies of coalition
policy. Starting with one of the simplest heuristics imaginable, voters can then be
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expected to hold all coalition parties equally responsible irrespective of the number
of seats in cabinet and their ministerial prerogatives. Our first hypothesis is
therefore:

HYPOTHESIS 1: Retrospective evaluations have the same effect on support for all
coalition partners irrespective of the quantity and quality of cabinet
portfolios they control.

Although all parties in a ruling coalition have some responsibility for formulating
policy in all areas (Müller and Strøm, 2000; Martin and Vanberg, 2011, 2014),
some parties, by virtue of the quantity and quality of cabinet portfolios they control,
have greater responsibility than do other parties. The distribution of that respon-
sibility, measured in terms of payoff received by a party in a coalition government, is
likely to influence the electoral fate of the coalition partners. In fact, coalition
membership not only guarantees a political party the right to participate in the
policy-making process, but also the opportunity to increase its visibility among
portions of the electorate (DeMesquita, 1979). Albeit, the constitutionally provided
power of the head of the cabinet do vary across modern democracies (e.g. O’Malley,
2007; Strøm et al., 2008), the PM is without a doubt the most visible member of the
government and the one with the strongest institutional position in terms of
deciding on future policies. Several works identify the head of the cabinet and his or
her party as the key ‘agent’ that is held accountable for a country’s record
(Müller, 2000; Carey, 2009). Recent experimental evidence suggests that agenda-
setting power represents one of the heuristics voters are likely to employ for attri-
buting responsibility for collective decisions (Duch et al., 2015). Evidence from
economic voting suggests that voters often identify the largest party as the leading
party within the coalition, and thus the party most in charge of decisionmaking
(Anderson, 2000; Duch and Stevenson, 2008, 2013; Debus et al., 2014). Beyond the
economy, in Germany, where PMs have strong agenda setting and cabinet decision-
making powers, there is evidence that voters use the PM heuristic to assign
responsibility for policy outputs (Angelova et al., 2016). Hence a second hypothesis
reads as follows:

HYPOTHESIS 2: Retrospective evaluations have a stronger effect on support for the
PM’s party compared with the other coalition partners.

While the PM’s party is expected to suffer the most, responsibility attribution
might not work equally for all the remaining coalition partners. In several countries
like Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Finland, New Zealand, and so forth, the
government usually comprises more than two parties, where the power of each over
government outcomes varies in terms of the quantity and quality of portfolios
the party controls. Quantity refers to the distribution of the responsibility within
the coalition government measured in terms of the proportion of cabinet
portfolios controlled by a political party (Browne and Franklin, 1973). Larger
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parties tend to have a bigger say over the final compromises negotiated in govern-
ment (Martin and Vanberg, 2011, 2014), as most legislative prerogatives are allo-
cated proportional to parliamentary party size. Party size determines the share of
ministerial portfolios each coalition partner receives when the government forms
(Gamson, 1961; Browne and Franklin, 1973; Morelli, 1999; Warwick and
Druckman, 2001, 2005; Bäck et al., 2009; Carroll and Cox, 2012), the number of
junior minister positions (Thies, 2001), and committee chairmanship in parliament
(Kim and Loewenberg, 2005). All of these privileges provide large coalition parties
with more proposal power, more resources to exercise ministerial control, andmore
bargaining power to get their proposals accepted in government and parliament
(e.g. McDonald et al., 2004; Powell, 2006). The more ministries a party controls the
greater the opportunities to capture the attention of the electorate and to be more
visible among portions of the electorate, but also the greater the risks when the
party’s performance is judged negatively by the electorate. Fortunato et al. (2014)
demonstrate empirically that a high proportion of voters in Western democracies
are able to identify the party of the PM and have substantial knowledge about the
relative size of parties. If voters understand that party size in the cabinet plays a
relevant role in determining the distribution of power within the coalition, then
when it comes to performance voting, perhaps they will rely on this heuristic when
assigning responsibilities for policy outputs. Hence in terms of the quantity of
portfolios we hypothesize:

HYPOTHESIS 3: Retrospective evaluations of government performance have a
stronger effect on support for the junior parties controlling more
cabinet portfolios than for those controlling fewer posts.

While the previous hypothesis takes into account the overall weight of the coalition
partner in the government negotiation, specific responsibility in terms of which
ministries the party controls can also make a difference when parties are judged
retrospectively. Drafting legislation requires policy-specific expertise, as well as
detailed technical knowledge about the status quo, costs, and the implementation
feasibility of alternative policies. Accordingly, policy specialization is inevitable and
the actual authority to draft and ultimately propose legislation in parliamentary
systems is delegated to the ministry specialized in this portfolio (Laver and Shepsle,
1990). Hence while it is true that coalition partners govern jointly and that the
cabinet is characterized by intra-party bargaining and coordination (Müller and
Strøm, 2000; Thies, 2001; Kim and Loewenberg, 2005;Martin and Vanberg, 2011,
2014), the access to policy-specific expertise grants ministers considerable policy
prerogatives. Given the central role of ministerial portfolios, if voters understand
specific party responsibilities within the coalition, then when it comes to the per-
formance vote, perhaps they will hone in on the party in control of specific minis-
tries (Duch and Falcó-Gimeno, 2015). If so, when it comes to specific issues, voters
are expected to reward or punish not the party of the head of the cabinet or simply
the party that controls more ministerial posts, but rather the party in charge of the
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ministries that deal with those specific issues (Narud and Valen, 2008). Hence a
fourth hypothesis reads as follows:

HYPOTHESIS 4: Retrospective evaluations on a specific issue have a stronger effect on
support for the coalition partner which has the ministerial control of
that issue compared with the other coalition partners that do not
control that issue.

Ministerial portfolios differ in value or salience – often referred to as the
‘qualitative’ strand of portfolio allocation –which is likely to change over time and be
country-specific (Laver and Schofield, 1998; Druckman and Warwick, 2005).
As Browne and Franklin (1973) put it: ‘[I]t will certainly make a difference to
[a] party whether the ministries it receives are, say, the Prime Ministership and the
Ministry of Finance, or if they are Sport and Tourism. In addition to a quantitative
dimension operating in the bargaining context, then, we may reasonably expect
that a qualitative one operates as well’ (Browne and Franklin, 1973: 458).
De Mesquita (1979: 62–63; see also Browne and Frendreis, 1980) calls these
portfolios ‘re-distributive’, as their possession can induce electoral changes that cause
parliamentary seats to be re-distributed among parties, and he argues that they are
especially prized because of that property. After all, themore redistributive portfolios a
party controls, the greater its opportunities to capture parliamentary attention, media
publicity, and hence the attention of the electorate (Druckman and Warwick, 2005;
Verzichelli, 2008). When it comes to retrospective voting, controlling a redistributive
portfolio is a double-edged sword that works to a party’s disadvantage when the
evaluations of the work during the legislative term are negative, leading to a greater
loss of electoral support than parties in the government that do not obtain redis-
tributive portfolios. Hence our final hypothesis reads as follows:

HYPOTHESIS 5: Retrospective evaluations have a stronger effect on party support as
the saliency of the ministry controlled by that party increases.

Data and methods

We test the hypotheses listed above using data collected by the Italian National
Election Study (ITANES) research group in 2004 covering the inter-election
between the 2001 and 2006 elections. We then use ITANES data from the 2006
and 2008 elections as well as the inter-election period 2008–11 to confirm some
of our findings, as explained below.1 Note that, for the 2004 and 2011 only,

1 The ITANES data are freely accessible at the following link: http://www.itanes.org/. We use the 2004
wave of the 2001–06 panel, the 2006 pre–post election, the 2008 post election surveys and the first wave of
the 2011–13 panel conducted in 2011. While the first two are face-to-face CAPI surveys, the 2008 and the
2011 are telephone CATI surveys. The 2004 wave of the 2001–06 panel included 58.6% of the respondents
of the first wave. A comparison between the respondents of the 2001 and the 2004 waves shows that the
panel has remained representative of the Italian population across the two waves (see http://www.itanes.
org/ for full details).
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we focus on vote choice outside an election context with the potential limitation
that several respondents may have not thought through their choices. We chose
Italy for several reasons. First, Italy has a long tradition of coalition government,
usually formed by more than two parties. The bipolar competition that character-
ized Italian politics up until 2013 has generally seen a pattern of alternation between
ideologically homogeneous left- and right-wing governments (Bartolini et al.,
2004; Chiaramonte and Emanuele, 2013; Vegetti et al., 2013). Hence, voters are
familiar with the coalition context. Second, the Italian constitution explicitly
specifies the formal powers and responsibilities of the individual ministers, the PM,
and the government, which comprise all the central aspects of coalition governance
(Verzichelli and Cotta, 2000). Empirical analyses of the Italian case describe a
system in which every minister has a different set of resources and confronts a
different set of opposing powers depending on the nature of the department and his
or her political ‘mandate’ at a specific point in time (Verzichelli, 2006). Some
ministers are asked to make policy decisions (often related to the economy).
Others, the more generalist politicians, control important areas of policy
implementation – for example, interior, justice and foreign policy – in addition to
operating as ‘watch dogs’ with regard to the PM’s political programme. A third
type of cabinet figure is the ‘specialized’ minister who works in a specific policy
area with limited political autonomy (Fabbrini, 2001). Third, the Italian case allows
us to distinguish the effect of prime ministerial prerogatives from that of the
quantity and quality of portfolio allocation on retrospective voting because the
government is formed by more than two parties, which differ in terms of cabinet
seats as well as the saliency of the portfolios they control. So, to separate the effect
of Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 we need the government to be formed by
several junior coalition partners that differ in terms of cabinet seats as well as the
saliency of the portfolios they control. In addition, to separate Hypothesis 4 and
Hypothesis 5 we need a situation in which the PM’s party does not control all the
salient ministries, but where those are distributed across the different coalition
partners. Last, as explained next, the survey data contain useful questions to
measure retrospective voting generally and by issue which are not normally avail-
able in election studies.
The 2004 survey we use represents the second wave of a panel study which

started in 2001 (first wave) and concluded in 2006 (third wave). The 2004 survey
was conducted between April and June 2004 with Computer-Assisted Personal
Interviews (CAPI) and it includes 1882 participants representative of the adult
Italian population. The survey covers the first 3 years in government of the centre-
right Berlusconi II government (11 June 2001–23 April 2005). The timing of the
survey was chosen to ensure that considerable time had passed since the beginning
of the legislative term and voters had had enough time to observe policy-making in
the coalition government.
The coalition government was formed at that time by the centre-right’s prime

ministerial party, Forza Italia (FI); the autonomist Northern League (LN); heirs to

Portfolio-specific accountability and retrospective voting 319

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

17
.1

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11


the far-right Italian SocialMovement, the National Alliance (AN), and the Christian
Democrat heirs, the Christian Democratic Centre–Christian Democratic Union
(CDU) (from 2002 onwards called UDC). In terms of vote share in the 2001 elec-
tions, FI received 29.4% of the vote, AN about 12%, UDC about 3.2%, and LN
about 3.9%. The distribution of ministers across the different parties is presented in
Table 1, in which ministerial offices are listed in order of importance – that is,
redistributive capacity, as per Verzichelli and Cotta (2000), initially derived from
Laver and Hunt (1992). Besides the premiership, FI controlled the foreign affairs,
interior, economy, and defence ministers. The LN was over-represented in the
cabinet compared with the share of the majority’s national vote that it had obtained,

Table 1. Berlusconi II cabinet (11 June 2001–23 April 2005)

Party

Ministers with portfolio
Prime minister FI
Deputy prime minister AN
Foreign affairs FI
Interior FI
Justice LN
Economy and finance FI
Defence FI
Education Non-party
Labour, welfare and social policy LN
Agriculture AN
Infrastructure and transport Non-party
Communications AN
Production FI
Health Non-party
Culture FI
Environment AN

Ministers without portfolio
Institutional reform and devolution LN
Public administration Vacant
Parliamentary Liaison CCD
EU policies CDU
Regional affairs FI
Innovation and technology Non-party
Equal opportunities FI
Programme implementation FI
Italians overseas AN

The ministerial offices are listed in order of importance as per
Verzichelli and Cotta, as derived from Laver and Hunt (1992).
Verzichelli and Cotta (2000) and Donovan (2004).
FI= Forza Italia; AN=National Alliance; LN=Northern League;
CCD=Christian Democratic Centre; CDU=Christian Democratic
Union.
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while the AN and the UDC were under-represented (Donovan, 2004: 82).2The LN
controlled two salient portfolios, the justice and the labour, welfare, and social
policy ministers; also the LN’s leader, Umberto Bossi, was minister for institutional
reform. The AN held four ministries, all minor figures except for the communica-
tions ministry. Its leader, Gianfranco Fini, held the post of deputy PM which gave
him high media visibility but little power in terms of policy output. The UDC had
only two posts, both without a portfolio; but its leaders, Pier Ferdinando Casini,
held the post of the speaker of the Chamber of Deputies – again, a post with no real
policy power but nonetheless high media visibility.3

The bad performance during the 2005 local elections of the FI led to the forma-
tion of the Berlusconi III government (23 April 2005–17 May 2006) which lasted
until new elections were called in 2006 and which saw, among minor changes to
undersecretaries, the passage of the minister for foreign affairs from FI to AN. The
2006 elections saw the victory of the centre-left coalition. The government coalition
that formed after the 2006 elections included the Ulivo party led by the PM,
Romano Prodi (from 2008 onwards called PD), the Party of Italian Communist,
and Communist Refoundation Party (RIF), as well as the UDEUR Populars of
Mastella and Italia dei Valori (IDV). During its brief existence the Prodi government
was characterized by a fractious governing coalition and unpopular government
policies due mainly to the very heterogeneous composition of the coalition (Newell,
2006; Chiaramonte, 2010). The 2008 elections won by the centre-right coalition
lead to the creation of Berlusconi IV government formed by the PM party, The
People of Freedom (PDL), the LN, and the Movements for the Autonomies (MPA).
Albeit limited in terms of the survey questions we need to examine our hypotheses,
we can use the 2006, 2008, and the 2011 ITANES surveys to test some of the results
obtained using the 2004 survey.
The goal of this study is to uncover the effect of retrospective policy evaluations

on the vote choice with respect to government parties, in general, and across several
policy areas. With respect to the first, in 2004, voters were asked: ‘In general, your
judgement on the current centre-right government is very positive, fairly positive,
neither positive nor negative, fairly negative or very negative?’ The second set of
questions asked voters to evaluate the government’s performance in specific
policy areas using the same five-point scale as for the general evaluation question.4

2 As discussed by Donovan (2004), the LN had ministers which represented 12% of the total, while it
had obtained only 8% of the majority’s vote; using the same logic, the AN and the UCD should have had at
least one other seat in the cabinet considering their share of the majority’s vote.

3 Zucchini (2010) explains that while the post of speaker has no real policy power, this position entails
strong agenda-setting power as the speaker is often able to set the agenda of the parliamentary debates.

4 The fact that the question does not explicitly link performance evaluations with a specific party but
asks respondents to rate the performance of the entire government limits the risks of a positivity bias due to
voters’ predisposition towards specific parties. Yet, we cannot fully exclude the presence of confounding
bias, as several works have shown that backwards reasoning and partisan preferences influence retro-
spective voting (e.g. Evans and Andersen, 2006; Evans and Pickup, 2010). Hence, we control for previous
vote choice in all models and run several robustness checks, all available in the supportingmaterial. First, we
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Table 2 presents these questions, the issues, and descriptive statistics of the answers.
The available questions span the following ministerial responsibilities: the econ-
omy, interior, and defence ministers controlled by the FI; justice, unemployment,
labour, and pensions controlled by the LN, and the posts and telecommunication
controlled by AN. We also have available a question asking voters to evaluate the
government’s work on an issue, that is, driving license reform, linked to the infra-
structure minister, an area controlled by a non-partisan minister (see Table 1).
Finally, respondents have been asked to evaluate the government parties in
opposing one reform proposed by the deputy PM, Gianfranco Fini, concerning the
right to vote for immigrants. The reform was opposed by all the coalition allies,

Table 2. Policy evaluations by issue

Issue (minister party)
Mean

(std. dev.)
Percentage of fairly
and very positive N Missing

Question:Do you think that the action of the centre-right
government has been very positive, fairly positive,
neither positive nor negative, fairly negative or very
negative regarding …?

Economic situation in Italy (economy – FI) 2.74 (0.99) 11.7 1731 151
The economic situation in your area (economy – FI) 2.51 (0.97) 13.6 1681 201
Unemployment (labour,welfare, and social policy –LN) 2.59 (1.05) 17.3 1727 155
Inflation (economy – FI) 3.17 (0.93) 6.2 1747 135
Criminality (interior – FI) 2.32 (1.07) 24.6 1697 185
Pensions (labour, welfare and social policy – LN) 2.66 (1.05) 15.6 1697 185

Question: Can you tell me if your judgement on the
centre-right government is very positive, fairly positive,
neither good nor bad, quite bad or very negative
regarding …?

Justice reforms (Justice – LN) 2.56 (1.08) 17.7 1554 328
The support for the Iraqi war (defence – FI) 2.47 (1.24) 27.6 1686 196
Change to the driving licence with penalty points
(infrastructure and Transport – AN)

1.19 (1.16) 61.5 1756 126

Labour and layoff reforms (labour, welfare and
social policy – LN)

2.62 (1.08) 17.7 1623 259

TV law (communication – AN) 2.59 (1.11) 17.9 1334 548
Fini proposal to extend voting right to the immigrants 2.30 (1.27) 33.5 1676 206

FI=Forza Italia; LN=Northern League; AN=National Alliance.

check for multicollinearity between past vote choice, party identification, and retrospective evaluations.
Table S3 shows that correlation coefficients are usually <0.5. Second, we interact previous vote choice with
retrospective evaluations to check whether or not the effect of evaluation on vote choice is mediated by
political predispositions. Table S4 shows that an interaction between retrospective evaluations and previous
vote choice is not statistically significant. We then re-run the same analyses using party identification instead
of previous vote choice. The results confirm the findings using previous vote choice.
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including part of AN, but more fiercely by the LN, and never became law. Note that
while such questions are informationally demanding, survey respondents were
given the option to choose that they do not know how to evaluate the government.
Table 2 shows that, with the exception of the TV law, for which 71% of the par-
ticipants indicated an evaluation, for all the other issues at least 83% indicated a
government evaluation.
We use the probability of voting for a specific party as dependent variable (van

der Eijk and Franklin, 1996; van der Eijk et al., 2006). For this purpose the
respondents were asked to indicate on a 10-point scale how likely they were to vote
for party X.5 We expect negative retrospective evaluations to be linked to lower
probabilities to endorse that specific party, with differences according to our
hypotheses. Our models also control for several variables that have the potential to
influence the probability of voting for a specific party. Following most of the
existing literature on retrospective voting we have included several individual socio-
economic characteristics such as age, gender, education, religiosity, and political
predisposition captured by (actual) vote choice in the previous parliamentary elec-
tions held in Italy in 2001.6 Our empirical models also control for interest in politics
using a question asking respondents, on a four-point scale from ‘none’ to ‘very’,
their interest in what the government says and does.7

Results

Table 3 presents the results of four linear regression models where the dependent
variables are the probabilities of voting for the different parties in government in
2004. The key independent variable in Models 1–4 is the overall evaluation of the
government’s performance: we expect to see a negative coefficient, implying that

5 We prefer to use the probability to vote for a specific party instead of vote choice for two reasons. First,
because it allows us to test our hypotheses more directly. In fact, while our hypotheses do not specify a
reference (voting) category, the use of vote choice requires us to specify a reference category, for example,
vote choice for party A vs. party B or vs. all the other parties, for which we do not have a theoretical
justification. Second, using vote choice in 2004 means using a variable measuring voting intention in a
hypothetical national election that is more than 2 years away and several respondents had not made up their
mind yet. This lead to a large number of missing cases on the vote choice question which is likely to influence
the validity and reliability of the results presented in the article.

6 The 2004 wave was part of a panel study; hence, we know how the respondents voted in the previous
national election and we do not need to rely on a recalled vote. We also took full advantage of the panel
study and re-ran our models using retrospective evaluations measured in 2004 and previous vote choice in
2001 to predict vote choice in 2006. A discussion of this additional test is provided in the supporting
material.

7 The Online Supporting Material presents additional tests by restricting the sample of respondents to
those who in turn know who the PM is, know the name of the Speaker of the House, and know who the
foreign affairs minister is. The additional tables show quite clearly that the results are almost identical for
other samples of respondents. In addition, Table S2 shows that the effect of retrospective evaluations on
vote choice for the entire sample of respondents get stronger as people knowmore. This is assessed using an
interaction between retrospective evaluation and vote choice.
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voters are less likely to vote for a coalition party as the policy evaluations decrease.
The significant negative effect of the overall policy evaluations constitutes strong
evidence that voters are less likely to vote for a party when they are dissatisfied with
the government’s performance. Yet there are important differences in both the
impact of the key independent variable on party vote as well as with regard to the
overall performance of the models. With respect to the latter, a model of retro-
spective voting appears to work much better for the PM’s party (Model 1) –with an
adjusted R2 of 0.595 – compared with all other parties. The variance explained is
much lower for the LN and the UDC parties but not so much for the AN party, the
party of the deputy PM.We provide a substantive interpretation of the main results
in Figure 1 where we plot the predicted values of party vote for varying levels of
overall government performance. These figures also allow assessing the differences
across parties albeit, given that the estimates come from different models, we cannot
assess directly whether or not they are statistically different.
Figure 1 provides support for the prime ministerial dominance conjecture

(Hypothesis 2). The FI loses probability of voting notably faster than the other
coalition members as voters’ overall policy evaluation decreases. This finding is in
contrast to the equal responsibility conjecture (Hypothesis 1) and thus we do not
find any evidence that coalition partners are held equally responsible. Regarding
Hypothesis 3, Figure 1 shows that the effect of the overall performance decreases in

Table 3. The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support: ordinary least
squares models

Dependent variable: probability to vote for

FI (M1) AN (M2) UDC (M3) LN (M4)

(Overall) performance
evaluation

−1.315 (0.070)*** −0.715 (0.076)*** −0.715 (0.079)*** −0.651 (0.073)***

Female 0.006 (0.127) −0.185 (0.139) −0.105 (0.143) −0.113 (0.133)
Education 0.031 (0.075) −0.055 (0.082) 0.142 (0.085) −0.156 (0.079)*
Age 0.003 (0.004) −0.012 (0.005)* −0.001 (0.005) −0.000 (0.004)
Religiosity −0.018 (0.073) 0.195 (0.079)* 0.232 (0.081)** −0.133 (0.076)
Ideology 0.369 (0.033)*** 0.560 (0.037)*** 0.092 (0.037)* 0.168 (0.034)***
Interest in government
activities

0.063 (0.084) 0.072 (0.092) 0.063 (0.095) −0.138 (0.088)

Previous vote 1.057 (0.154)*** 1.355 (0.228)*** 2.597 (0.510)*** 4.434 (0.516)***
Constant 4.706 (0.426)*** 3.323 (0.464)*** 4.012 (0.477)*** 3.889 (0.444)***
N 1090 1078 1066 1089
Adjusted R2 0.595 0.516 0.208 0.261
BIC 4664.4 4796.4 4797.8 4759.3
AIC 4619.5 4751.5 4753.1 4714.4

Standard errors in parentheses.
The sample is restricted to those respondents who have answered all the evaluation questions.
FI=Forza Italia; AN=National Alliance; UDC=Christian Democratic Union; LN=Northern
League; BIC=Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC=Akaike Information Criterion.
*P< 0.05, **P< 0.01, ***P<0.001.
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line with the number of seats the party has in the parliament, for the AN party, for
the UDC, and then for the LN. Hence, albeit the LN controls more ministries than
the UDC and ministries that are more salient than the AN, it appears to suffer less
from retrospective evaluations. The posts of deputy PM and of speaker of the
Chamber of Deputies controlled by the AN and UDC, respectively, lead to sub-
stantial media visibility, which seems to cause these parties to lose more votes than
the LN in the case of negative performance evaluations. The apparently counter-
intuitive result of LN may be also due to its specific party nature substantially
different from the mainstream parties (Diamanti, 2009; Passarelli and Tuorto,
2012). It is indeed an ethno-regionalist party (Tronconi, 2009) rooted in its specific
territory with a strong identification with its voters. For these reasons, it is likely that
voters do not simply reward or punish LN for its political behaviour, but other
factors are at stake.
The results for the effect of specific policy evaluations on the support for the

different coalition parties are presented in Table 4. With these second set of models
we test directly Hypothesis 4 andHypothesis 5: to find support for Hypothesis 4, we
should see that the effect of specific policy evaluations should apply mostly to the
party controlling that issue; hence, this implies an inter-party comparison by issue.
Support for Hypothesis 5 would be found if retrospective voting applies more
strongly to the party controlling the issue and according to the issue saliency of that
ministry; hence it implies an inter-party and intra-party comparison. We run two
sets of models: first, we use the mean evaluation across all issues controlled by a
specific party as listed in Table 2, then we run models using evaluations by issue
separately. The results are presented in Table 4 and in substantive terms in Figure 2.
Starting with the mean evaluation across all issues controlled by the FI, the effect

of retrospective evaluations is negative across all parties but significant only on vote

Figure 1 The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support. Figure based on M1, M2,
M3, and M4 in Table 3. FI=Forza Italia; UDC=Christian Democratic Union; AN =National
Alliance; LN=Northern League.
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Table 4. The impact of specific retrospective evaluations on party support: ordinary least squares models

Dependent variable: probability to vote for

FI (M1) AN (M2) UDC (M3) LN (M4) FI (M5) AN (M6) UDC (M7) LN (M8)

Performance evaluation
(FI ministers) (mean)

−0.648 (0.146)*** −0.371 (0.157)* −0.189 (0.160) −0.263 (0.147)

Economy (FI) −0.248 (0.111)* −0.219 (0.120) −0.203 (0.122) −0.143 (0.112)
Inflation (FI) −0.211 (0.087)* −0.086 (0.094) −0.023 (0.096) −0.061 (0.089)
Criminality (FI) 0.094 (0.082) −0.061 (0.088) −0.191 (0.090)* 0.018 (0.083)
War (FI) −0.329 (0.071)*** −0.127 (0.078) 0.042 (0.078) −0.076 (0.072)
(Mean) performance
evaluation (LN
ministers)

−0.723 (0.142)*** −0.163 (0.152) −0.667 (0.155)*** −0.626 (0.143)***

Unemployment (LN) −0.245 (0.097)* 0.158 (0.105) −0.084 (0.107) −0.261 (0.099)**
Pensions (LN) −0.003 (0.095) −0.012 (0.103) 0.026 (0.105) −0.150 (0.096)
Justice (LN) −0.293 (0.086)*** −0.119 (0.093) −0.130 (0.087) −0.290 (0.095)**
Labour (LN) −0.190 (0.095)* −0.083 (0.103) −0.067 (0.097) −0.242 (0.105)*
TV license (AN) −0.154 (0.082) −0.295 (0.087)*** −0.063 (0.089) −0.027 (0.082) −0.068 (0.084) −0.227 (0.091)* 0.001 (0.093) −0.030 (0.085)
Driving license (non-party) 0.010 (0.060) −0.029 (0.064) −0.087 (0.065) −0.079 (0.060) −0.003 (0.061) −0.041 (0.066) −0.068 (0.068) −0.096 (0.062)
Immigration (Fini) 0.196 (0.054)*** 0.094 (0.057) 0.151 (0.058)** 0.319 (0.053)*** 0.169 (0.054)** 0.082 (0.058) 0.151 (0.058)** 0.309 (0.054)***
Female 0.005 (0.131) −0.201 (0.141) −0.090 (0.143) −0.138 (0.131) 0.017 (0.130) −0.181 (0.141) −0.077 (0.143) −0.126 (0.132)
Education 0.001 (0.078) −0.076 (0.084) 0.116 (0.086) −0.150 (0.078) 0.014 (0.078) −0.074 (0.084) 0.112 (0.086) −0.151 (0.078)
Age 0.002 (0.004) −0.012 (0.005)** −0.002 (0.005) −0.001 (0.004) 0.003 (0.004) −0.012 (0.005)* −0.002 (0.005) −0.001 (0.004)
Religiosity −0.003 (0.074) 0.197 (0.080)* 0.227 (0.081)** −0.135 (0.074) −0.018 (0.074) 0.184 (0.080)* 0.221 (0.081)** −0.141 (0.075)
Ideology 0.488 (0.031)*** 0.627 (0.034)*** 0.133 (0.033)*** 0.191 (0.031)*** 0.476 (0.031)*** 0.619 (0.035)*** 0.130 (0.034)*** 0.191 (0.031)***
Interest in government
activities

0.100 (0.087) 0.093 (0.094) 0.080 (0.096) −0.116 (0.087) 0.124 (0.086) 0.099 (0.094) 0.085 (0.096) −0.114 (0.088)

Previous vote 1.142 (0.159)*** 1.308 (0.231)*** 2.514 (0.508)*** 4.112 (0.509)*** 1.172 (0.159)*** 1.308 (0.233)*** 2.378 (0.509)*** 4.120 (0.512)***
Constant 4.378 (0.461)*** 3.251 (0.500)*** 4.269 (0.503)*** 3.947 (0.462)*** 4.471 (0.463)*** 3.520 (0.505)*** 4.341 (0.508)*** 3.994 (0.469)***
N 1090 1078 1066 1089 1090 1078 1066 1089
Adjusted R2 0.574 0.510 0.218 0.290 0.583 0.514 0.224 0.287
BIC 4742.5 4833.5 4808.5 4739.6 4755.8 4860.1 4835.6 4779.8
AIC 4677.6 4768.7 4743.8 4674.7 4660.9 4765.5 4741.1 4684.9

Standard errors in parentheses.
The sample is restricted to those respondents who have answered all the evaluation questions.
FI= Forza Italia; AN=National Alliance; UDC=Christian Democratic Union; LN=Northern League; BIC=Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC=Akaike
Information Criterion.
*P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P< 0.001.
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choice for FI. In fact, the top-left plot in Figure 2 shows almost flat lines for all
parties except for the FI. Moving to the mean evaluation across all issues controlled
by the LN, the effect of retrospective evaluations is negative and significant across
all parties – except for the AN – but with a larger effect on the LN. Moving to the
only issue controlled by the AN, the effect is negative and significant for AN and FI
albeit the effect is stronger on the AN. Finally, with regard to the driving license
reform, controlled by a non-partisan minister, there is no effect across all parties as
seen by almost flat lines in the bottom right plot in Figure 2. Moving to the deputy
PM’s proposal to extend voting rights to immigrants which was opposed by all
coalition allies, Table 4 shows a positive effect for all parties except for the AN. But
across parties, the strongest significant effect is on the LN, the party that most
fiercely opposed the proposal that ultimately failed to pass. How about saliency?
The second set of models presented in Table 4 considers each issue evaluation

separately.8 Starting with the PM’s party, we see a negative and statistically

Figure 2 The impact of specific retrospective evaluations on party support. Figure based on
M1, M2, M3, and M4 in Table 4. FI=Forza Italia; UDC=Christian Democratic Union;
AN=National Alliance; LN=Northern League.

8 Clearly, evaluations on some issues are reciprocally correlated; however, the correlation coefficients
are usually <0.6. We choose to run models including all issues because it represents a more realistic view of
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significant impact on FI (almost) regardless of whether or not the PM controlled
that issue: the effect of retrospective evaluations is found on economy, inflation, and
war, controlled by the FI and unemployment, justice, and labour, controlled by the
LN. Moving to the AN party, the only effect on the party comes from the TV law,
the only ministry among the ones analysed that were under the control of the AN
party. The UDC controlled no ministries, yet we find a negative effect on vote choice
for retrospective evaluations on criminality. With respect to LN, the party suffered
only on the issues it controlled, unemployment, justice, and labour.
To sum up, we again find strong support for the PM dominance hypothesis as

retrospective evaluations have a negative effect on FI almost regardless of whether
or not the FI controlled the issue. This is also shown by the much higher overall
explained variance of Models 1 and 5 compared with all the other models. We also
seem to find support for Hypothesis 4, because the retrospective evaluations have a
stronger impact for the party that controls the issue: the AN and the LN only
suffered on the issues they controlled. Some support is found for Hypothesis 5 as the
FI and LN parties suffered more on the issues that were salient at that time, the Iraq
war and unemployment, justice, and labour reforms.
With regard to the other core variables, the effect of voters’ ideological position

on a left-right scale is very strong across all models: the more people position
themselves on the right, the more likely they are to vote for one of the parties in the
centre-right government; the effect is stronger for the FI party, but positive and
significant across all parties. Voters’ predispositions, captured by previous vote
choice, has the expected positive effect, which indicates that party supporters are
more likely to endorse their own party in the elections: the effect is strong and
consistent across all models. The other control variables – age, gender, education,
religiosity, and interest in government activities – have only scattered effects across
parties and models.
Do these patterns hold in other elections? Unfortunately, other ITANES surveys

do not contain specific issue evaluations that allow us to test our hypotheses, as was
the case in the 2004 survey. Yet, the 2004, the 2006, 2008, and 2011 studies all
contained a question asking respondents what was the most important problem
facing the country at that moment and to evaluate the government’s performance on
that specific issue using the same general question we used for the previous analysis.
We can use this question to test Hypothesis 1–Hypothesis 3 across different elec-
tions. Due to space limitation, we only present the results in substantive terms in
Figure 3 (full results are presented in Tables A1 and A2 in the Appendix). Figure 3
indicates that the PM’s party – that is, the FI in 2004 and 2006, the PD in 2008, and
the PDL in 2011 – is the party that suffers the most. The effect of the retrospective
evaluation appears to diminish with party size in the parliament rather than in terms

voters’ decision-making process. While in the models presented in Table 4 we only use economic evaluation
on Italy, switching to economic evaluations of your local area leads to almost identical results.
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of the quantity of portfolios the party controlled: the AN and the UDC in 2004 and
2006 suffer more than the LN, being larger than the LN in terms of seats in the
parliament; the same holds true for the LN in 2011 which suffers more than the MPA
being the latter much smaller in terms of seats in the parliament. This confirms the
previous findings that party size in the parliament rather than in the government is the
heuristic that voters appear to rely on the most when blaming the government for
policy outputs. The same conclusion does not hold true in 2006 in which we see the
IDV suffering more than RIF albeit the latter was larger in terms of seats than the IDV
party. This result may have been driven by the fact that RIF was no longer part of the
centre-left coalition in 2008 (unlike IDV) and this may have led voters to exclude the
party from the accountability mechanism concerning the incumbent government.

Conclusions

How do voters attribute responsibility for government outcomes when they are the
result of a collective decision taken by multiple parties within a coalition govern-
ment? This article tested the argument that in a multiparty coalition system, the

Figure 3 The impact of retrospective evaluations, by year and by party. FI=Forza Italia;
UDC=Christian Democratic Union; AN=National Alliance; LN=Northern League;
RIF=Communist Refoundation Party; IDV= Italia dei Valori; PDL=The People of Freedom;
PD=Partito Democratico; MPA=Movements for the Autonomies.
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electoral fate of individual parties should vary in terms of the quantity and quality of
portfolios that the party controls. The findings indicate that all parties in govern-
ment suffer from negative evaluations, but the results are stronger if we are able to
trace back exactly who held responsibility for policy-making in the coalition. Voters
recognize that parties play different roles within a governing coalition, with the
PM’s party being the clear target of blame but not the only party that suffers from
negative performance evaluations. We find that larger parties, in terms of seats in
the parliament, mostly because of their media visibility, tend to suffer more than
smaller parties. Also, parties seem to suffer in line with ministerial responsibilities,
albeit mostly for salient issues.
While the negative effect of poor performance evaluations on the chances of a

voter voting for government parties is in line with a theoretical argument that sees
elections as a mechanism to hold the government in check, the strong negative bias
for two parties – AN and UDC – shed a negative light on the overall accountability
process. The two parties in fact had relatively little policy power over government
outcomes, at least compared with the LN, yet they suffered a larger punishment
than the LN. This suggests that the mass media as well as the specific nature of the
party may play a fundamental role in the working of the retrospective voting
mechanism and that of elections more generally, two issues we leave open for future
research. In addition, future studies should examine how the transformation of the
Italian party system after the 2013 elections from a bipolar to a clear three-party
competition (Chiaramonte, 2010; Chiaramonte and Emanuele, 2013) may impact
the working of the accountability mechanism and the clarity of responsibility
(Vegetti et al., 2013) and the continuing validity of this article’s findings.
The comparative literature has usually classified Italy as an extreme case of ‘coali-

tional complexity’ (Lewis-Beck, 1988: 105) and as a case of (very) low party cohesion
(Giannetti and Laver, 2009), which, together, should in fact highly moderate retro-
spective voting obfuscating the ‘clarity of responsibility’ (Powell and Whitten, 1993).
The basic fact that our hypotheses hold in Italy enhances the chances that they will be
true elsewhere, where the institutional set-up is less complex and it is easier for voters
to assign responsibility to the government for its performance (Anderson, 2000;
Debus et al., 2014). This is not to say however that comparative studies will not be
useful – in fact future research should focus in testing whether the results hold in other
countries and what specific features of coalition governments over time can impact
voters’ capacity to hold government parties responsible. This is especially true given
the saliency dynamics of certain cabinet posts. Future studies should also examine how
the features of the political culture at the elite level moderate the attribution of
responsibility for the different coalition partners.

Acknowledgements

The author thanks Paolo Bellucci, Sylvia Kritzinger, Konstantin Glinitzer, and the
participants at the 2016 SISP General Conference for feedback on earlier versions of

330 CAROL INA PLE SC I A

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

17
.1

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11


this manuscript. The author also thanks the anonymous reviewers for their critical
comments and suggestions, which have greatly improved this article.

Financial Support

This research received no grants from public, commercial, or non-profit funding
agency.

Data

The replication data set is available at http://thedata.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/ipsr-risp

Supplementary material

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
ipo.2017.11

References

Anderson, C.J. (1995), ‘The dynamics of public support for coalition governments’, Comparative Political
Studies 28(3): 350–383.

Anderson, C.J. (2000), ‘Economic voting and political context: a comparative perspective’,Electoral Studies
19(2): 151–170.

Anderson, C.J. (2007), ‘The end of economic voting? Contingency dilemmas and the limits of democratic
accountability’, Annual Review of Political Science 10: 271–296.

Angelova, M., T. König and S.-O. Proksch (2016), ‘Responsibility attribution in coalition governments:
evidence from Germany’, Electoral Studies. 43(1): 133–149.

Bäck, H., H.E.Meier and T. Persson (2009), ‘Party size and portfolio payoffs: the proportional allocation of
ministerial posts in coalition governments’, The Journal of Legislative Studies 15(1): 10–34.

Bartolini, S., A. Chiaramonte and R. D’alimonte (2004), ‘The Italian party system between parties and
coalitions’, West European Politics 27(1): 1–19.

Bellucci, P. (1991), ‘Italian economic voting: a deviant case or making a case for a better theory?’,
in H. Norpoth, M.S. Lewis-Beck and J.-D. Lafay (eds), Economics and Politics: The Calculus of
Support, Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, pp. 63–84.

Berry, C.R. and W.G. Howell (2007), ‘Accountability and local elections: rethinking retrospective voting’,
Journal of Politics 69(3): 844–858.

Browne, E.C. and M.N. Franklin (1973), ‘Aspects of coalition payoffs in European parliamentary democ-
racies’, American Political Science Review 67(2): 453–469.

Browne, E.C. and J.P. Frendreis (1980), ‘Allocating coalition payoffs by conventional norm: an assessment of the
evidence from cabinet coalition situations’, American Journal of Political Science 24(4): 753–768.

Carey, J.M. (2009), Legislative Voting and Accountability, New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.
Carroll, R. and G.W. Cox (2012), ‘Shadowing ministers monitoring partners in coalition governments’,

Comparative Political Studies 45(2): 220–236.
Chiaramonte, A. (2010), ‘Dal bipolarismo frammentato al bipolarismo limitato? Evoluzione del sistema

partitico italiano’, in R. D’Alimonte and A. Chiaramonte (eds), Proporzionale se vi pare. Le elezioni
politiche del 2008, Bologna: Il Mulino, pp. 203–228.

Chiaramonte, A. and V. Emanuele (2013), ‘Volatile e tripolare: il nuovo sistema partitico italiano’.
Retrieved 8 June 2017 from http://cise.luiss.it/cise/2013/02/27/volatile-e-tripolare-il-nuovo-sistema-
partitico-italiano/.

Dassonneville, R. andM.S. Lewis-Beck (2013), ‘Economic policy voting and incumbency: unemployment in
Western Europe’, Political Science Research and Methods 1(1): 53–66.

Portfolio-specific accountability and retrospective voting 331

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

17
.1

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

http://thedata.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/ipsr-risp
https:&#x002F;&#x002F;doi.org&#x002F;10.1017&#x002F;ipo.2017.11
https:&#x002F;&#x002F;doi.org&#x002F;10.1017&#x002F;ipo.2017.11
http://cise.luiss.it/cise/2013�/�02/27/volatile-e-tripolare-il-nuovo-sistema-partitico-italiano/
http://cise.luiss.it/cise/2013�/�02/27/volatile-e-tripolare-il-nuovo-sistema-partitico-italiano/
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11


De Mesquita, B. (1979), ‘Coalition payoffs and electoral performance in European democracies’,
Comparative Political Studies 12(1): 61–81.

Debus, M., M. Stegmaier and J. Tosun (2014), ‘Economic voting under coalition governments: evidence
from Germany’, Political Science Research and Methods 2(1): 49–67.

Diamanti, I. (2009), Mappe dell’Italia politica: bianco, rosso, verde, azzurro...e tricolore, Bologna: Il
Mulino.

Donovan, M. (2004), ‘The governance of the centre-right coalition. Italy between Europeanization and
domestic politics’, Italian Politics 19: 88–98.

Downs, A. (1957), ‘An economic theory of political action in a democracy’, The Journal of Political
Economy 65(2): 135–150.

Druckman, J.N. and P.V. Warwick (2005), ‘The missing piece: measuring portfolio salience in
Western European parliamentary democracies’, European Journal of Political Research 44(1):
17–42.

Duch, R.M. and R.T. Stevenson (2008), The Economic Vote: How Political and Economic Institutions
Condition Election Results, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Duch, R.M. and A. Falcó-Gimeno (2015), ‘Coalition voting and the economic agenda setter’. Retrieved
8 June 2017 from http://www.raymondduch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/duchfalco-gimeno
2015-1.pdf.

Duch, R. and R. Stevenson (2013), ‘Voter perceptions of agenda power and attribution of responsibility for
economic performance’, Electoral Studies 32(3): 512–516.

Duch, R.M., W. Przepiorka and R.T. Stevenson (2015), ‘Responsibility attribution for collective
decision makers’, American Journal of Political Science 59(2): 372–389.

Evans, G. and R. Andersen (2006), ‘The political conditioning of economic perceptions’, Journal of Politics
68(1): 194–207.

Evans, G. and M. Pickup (2010), ‘Reversing the causal arrow: the political conditioning of economic
perceptions in the 2000–2004 US presidential election cycle’,The Journal of Politics 72(4): 1236–1251.

Fabbrini, S. (2001), Tra Pressioni e veti. Il Mutamento Politico in Italia, Roma-Bari: Laterza.
Fiorina, M.P. (1977), ‘An outline for a model of party choice’, American Journal of Political Science 21(3):

601–625.
Fisher, S.D. and S.B. Hobolt (2010), ‘Coalition government and electoral accountability’, Electoral Studies

29(3): 358–369.
Fortunato, D., N. Lin and R.T. Stevenson (2014), ‘Political knowledge in coalition democracies’. Retrieved

8 June 2017 from http://www.randystevenson.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/knowledge.pdf.
Gamson, W.A. (1961), ‘A theory of coalition formation’, American Sociological Review 26(3): 373–382.
Giannetti, D. and M. Laver (2009), ‘Party cohesion, party discipline and party factions in Italy’, in

D. Giannetti and K. Benoit (eds), Intra-Party Politics and Coalition Governments, London:
Routledge/ECPR Studies in European Political Science, pp. 146–168.

Hellwig, T.T. (2010), ‘Elections and the economy’, in L. LeDuc, R.G. Niemi and P. Norris (eds),Comparing
Democracies 3: Elections and Voting in Global Perspective, London: Sage, pp. 184–201.

Hobolt, S., J. Tilley and S. Banducci (2013), ‘Clarity of responsibility: how government cohesion conditions
performance voting’, European Journal of Political Research 52(2): 164–187.

Johnston, R. and C. Pattie (2001), ‘Dimensions of retrospective voting economic performance, public
service standards and conservative party support at the 1997 British general election’, Party Politics
7(4): 469–490.

Kim, D.-H. and G. Loewenberg (2005), ‘The role of parliamentary committees in coalition governments
keeping tabs on coalition partners in the German Bundestag’, Comparative Political Studies 38(9):
1104–1129.

Laver,M. and K.A. Shepsle (1990), ‘Coalitions and cabinet government’,American Political Science Review
84(3): 873–890.

Laver, M. and W.B. Hunt (1992), Policy and Party Competition, London: Routledge.
Laver, M. and N. Schofield (1998), Multiparty Government: The Politics of Coalition in Europe,

Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press.

332 CAROL INA PLE SC I A

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

17
.1

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

http://www.raymondduch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015�/�12/duchfalco-gimeno2015-1.pdf
http://www.raymondduch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015�/�12/duchfalco-gimeno2015-1.pdf
http://www.randystevenson.com/wp-content/uploads/2014�/�09/knowledge.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11


Lewis-Beck, M.S. (1988), ‘Economics and the American voter: past, present, future’, Political Behavior
10(1): 5–21.

Lewis-Beck, M.S. (1990), Economics and Elections: The Major Western Democracies, Ann Arbor,
Michigan: University of Michigan Press.

Lewis-Beck,M.S. andM. Stegmaier (2000), ‘Economic determinants of electoral outcomes’,Annual Review
of Political Science 3: 183–219.

Lewis-Beck, M.S. and M. Stegmaier (2007), ‘Economic models of the vote’, in R.l. Dalton and H.-D.
Klingemann (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Political Behavior, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
pp. 518–537.

Martin, L.W. and G. Vanberg (2011), Parliaments and Coalitions: The Role of Legislative Institutions in
Multiparty Governance, New York: Oxford University Press.

Martin, L.W. and G. Vanberg (2014), ‘Parties and policymaking in multiparty governments: the legislative
median, ministerial autonomy, and the coalition compromise’,American Journal of Political Science
58(4): 979–996.

McDonald, M.D., S.M. Mendes and I. Budge (2004), ‘What are elections for? Conferring the median
mandate’, British Journal of Political Science 34(1): 1–26.

Morelli, M. (1999), ‘Demand competition and policy compromise in legislative bargaining’, American
Political Science Review 93(4): 809–820.

Müller, W.C. (2000), ‘Political parties in parliamentary democracies: making delegation and
accountability work’, European Journal of Political Research 37(3): 309–333.

Müller, W.C. and K. Strøm (2000),Coalition Governments inWestern Europe, Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Nadeau, R., R.G. Niemi and A. Yoshinaka (2002), ‘A cross-national analysis of economic voting: taking
account of the political context across time and nations’, Electoral Studies 21(3): 403–423.

Narud, H.M. and H. Valen (2008), ‘Coalition membership and electoral performance’, in K. Strøm,
W.C. Müller and T. Bergman (eds), Cabinets and Coalition Bargaining: The Democratic Life Cycle
in Western Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 369–402.

Newell, J.L. (2006), ‘The Italian election of May 2006: myths and realities’’,West European Politics 29(4):
802–813.

O’Malley, E. (2007), ‘The power of prime ministers: results of an expert survey’, International Political
Science Review 28(1): 7–27.

Paldam, M. (1991), ‘How robust is the vote function? A study of seventeen nations over four decades’,
in H. Norpoth, M.S. Lewis-Beck and J.-D. Lafay (eds), Economics and Politics: The Calculus of
Support, Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, pp. 9–32.

Passarelli, G. and D. Tuorto (2012), Lega & Padania. Storie e luoghi delle camicie verdi, Bologna:
Il Mulino.

Plescia, C. and S. Kritzinger (2017), ‘Retrospective voting and party support at elections: credit and blame
for government and opposition’, Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties. 27(2): 156–171.

Powell, G.B. (2006), ‘Election laws and representative governments: beyond votes and seats’, British
Journal of Political Science 36(2): 291–315.

Powell, G.B. and G.D.Whitten (1993), ‘A cross-national analysis of economic voting: taking account of the
political context’, American Journal of Political Science 37(2): 391–414.

Singer, M.M. (2011), ‘Who says “It’s the economy”? Cross-national and cross-individual variation in the
salience of economic performance’, Comparative Political Studies 44(3): 284–312.

Strøm, K., W.C. Müller and T. Bergman (2008), Cabinets and Coalition Bargaining: The Democratic Life
Cycle in Western Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thies, M.F. (2001), ‘Keeping tabs on partners: the logic of delegation in coalition governments’, American
Journal of Political Science 45(3): 580–598.

Tilley, J., J. Garry and T. Bold (2008), ‘Perceptions and reality: economic voting at the 2004 European
parliament elections’, European Journal of Political Research 47(5): 665–686.

Tronconi, F. (2009), I partiti etnoregionalisti: la politica dell’identità territoriale in Europa occidentale,
Bologna: Il Mulino.

Portfolio-specific accountability and retrospective voting 333

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

17
.1

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11


van der Eijk, C. and M.N. Franklin (1996), Choosing Europe? The European Electorate and National
Politics in the Face of Union, Ann Arbor, Michigan: The University of Michigan Press.

Van der Brug, W., C. Van der Eijk and M. Franklin (2007), The Economy and the Vote: Economic
Conditions and Elections in Fifteen Countries, New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

van der Eijk, C., W. Van der Brug, M. Kroh and M. Franklin (2006), ‘Rethinking the dependent variable in
voting behavior: on the measurement and analysis of electoral utilities’, Electoral Studies 25(3): 424–447.

Vegetti, F., M. Poletti and P. Segatti (2013), ‘When responsibility is blurred: Italian national elections in
times of economic crisis, technocratic government, and ever-growing populism’, Rivista Italiana di
Scienza Politica 43(3): 329–352.

Verzichelli, L. (2006), ‘Italy: delegation and accountability in a changing parliamentary democracy’,
in K. Strøm, W.C. Müller and T. Bergman (eds), Delegation and Accountability in Parliamentary
Democracies, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 445–476.

Verzichelli, L. (2008), ‘Portfolio allocation’, in K. Strøm, W.C. Müller and T. Bergman (eds), Cabinets and
Coalition Bargaining: The Democratic Life Cycle in Western Europe, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, pp. 237–267.

Verzichelli, L. and M. Cotta (2000), ‘Italy: from “constrained” coalitions to alternating governments?’,
in W.C. Müller and K. Strøm (eds), Coalition Governments in Western Europe, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, pp. 433–498.

Vries, C.E. and N. Giger (2014), ‘Holding governments accountable? Individual heterogeneity in
performance voting’, European Journal of Political Research 53(2): 345–362.

Warwick, P.V. and J.N. Druckman (2001), ‘Portfolio salience and the proportionality of payoffs in coalition
governments’, British Journal of Political Science 31(4): 627–649.

Warwick, P.V. and J.N. Druckman (2005), ‘The portfolio allocation paradox: an investigation into the
nature of a very strong but puzzling relationship’, European Journal of Political Research 45(4):
635–665.

Whitten, G.D. and H.D. Palmer (1999), ‘Cross-national analyses of economic voting’, Electoral Studies
18(1): 49–67.

Williams, L.K., M. Stegmaier and M. Debus (2015), ‘Relaxing the constant economic vote restriction
economic evaluations and party support in Germany’, Party Politics. Online first.

Zaller, J.R. (1992), The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Zucchini, F. (2010), ‘Italy: government alternation and legislative agenda setting’, in B.E. Rasch and

G. Tsebelis (eds), The Role of Government in Legislative Agenda Setting, New York: Routledge,
pp. 53–77.

334 CAROL INA PLE SC I A

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

17
.1

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11


Appendix

Table A1 . The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support (across 2004 and 2006)

Dependent variable: probability to vote for

2004 2006

FI (M1) AN (M2) UDC (M3) LN (M4) FI (M5) AN (M6) UDC (M7) LN (M8)

Performance
evaluations on MII

−0.954 (0.061)*** −0.438 (0.065)*** −0.477 (0.067)*** −0.498 (0.060)*** −0.870 (0.061)*** −0.521 (0.066)*** −0.392 (0.055)*** −0.277 (0.069)***

Female −0.169 (0.116) −0.173 (0.126) −0.284 (0.127)* −0.205 (0.115) −0.114 (0.114) −0.056 (0.124) 0.051 (0.105) −0.206 (0.130)
Education 0.027 (0.069) −0.003 (0.075) 0.131 (0.076) −0.124 (0.068) −0.072 (0.055) 0.091 (0.060) −0.137 (0.051)** 0.059 (0.063)
Age 0.003 (0.004) −0.013 (0.004)** 0.002 (0.004) −0.002 (0.004) 0.003 (0.004) 0.001 (0.004) −0.003 (0.003) −0.000 (0.004)
Religiosity 0.016 (0.067) 0.172 (0.073)* 0.308 (0.073)*** −0.159 (0.066)* −0.028 (0.066) −0.084 (0.072) −0.154 (0.060)* 0.310 (0.075)***
Ideology 0.563 (0.028)*** 0.641 (0.031)*** 0.195 (0.030)*** 0.271 (0.027)*** 0.576 (0.026)*** 0.613 (0.030)*** 0.252 (0.024)*** 0.200 (0.030)***
Previous vote choice 1.293 (0.136)*** 1.768 (0.207)*** 3.162 (0.429)*** 4.063 (0.394)*** 2.278 (0.150)*** 2.265 (0.215)*** 5.435 (0.303)*** 3.850 (0.557)***
Interest in politics 0.156 (0.077)* −0.012 (0.083) 0.131 (0.085) −0.112 (0.076) 0.044 (0.069) −0.008 (0.075) 0.126 (0.063)* 0.008 (0.078)
Constant 2.905 (0.389)*** 2.404 (0.420)*** 2.613 (0.425)*** 3.133 (0.385)*** 2.812 (0.344)*** 2.159 (0.374)*** 2.013 (0.314)*** 2.118 (0.394)***
N 1485 1464 1399 1486 1757 1740 1754 1672
Adjusted R2 0.524 0.437 0.185 0.240 0.568 0.454 0.311 0.120
BIC 6571.7 6692.6 6355.1 6546.2 7916.7 8113.1 7600.2 7902.3
AIC 6523.9 6644.9 6307.9 6498.5 7867.5 8063.9 7550.9 7853.5

Standard errors in parentheses.
FI= Forza Italia; AN=National Alliance; UDC=Christian Democratic Union; LN=Northern League; BIC=Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC=Akaike
Information Criterion.
*P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P< 0.001.
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Table A2. The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support (across 2008 and 2011)

Dependent variable: probability to vote for

2008 2011

PD (M1) IDV (M2) RIF (M3) PDL (M4) LN (M5) MPA (M6)

Performance evaluations on MII −0.659 (0.060)*** −0.556 (0.064)*** −0.314 (0.058)*** −0.855 (0.044)*** −0.683 (0.048)*** −0.117 (0.041)**
Female −0.414 (0.027)*** −0.243 (0.029)*** −0.355 (0.027)*** 0.468 (0.018)*** 0.367 (0.019)*** 0.018 (0.016)
Education 0.202 (0.118) 0.136 (0.127) 0.437 (0.115)*** −0.001 (0.086) −0.038 (0.096) −0.094 (0.084)
Age −0.199 (0.071)** 0.012 (0.077) −0.161 (0.069)* −0.279 (0.056)*** −0.203 (0.062)** −0.151 (0.054)**
Religiosity 0.008 (0.004)* 0.012 (0.004)** 0.026 (0.003)*** −0.008 (0.003)** 0.004 (0.003) −0.019 (0.003)***
Ideology 0.133 (0.064)* 0.107 (0.069) −0.074 (0.063) 0.169 (0.049)*** −0.031 (0.055) 0.167 (0.047)***
Previous vote choice 2.641 (0.144)*** 3.750 (0.743)*** 3.289 (0.273)*** 2.487 (0.115)*** 3.901 (0.234)*** 1.416 (1.487)
Interest in politics 0.181 (0.069)** −0.012 (0.074) 0.094 (0.067) −0.014 (0.052) 0.021 (0.058) −0.216 (0.050)***
Constant −7.956 (6.951) −17.859 (7.412)* −46.164 (6.691)*** 3.160 (0.271)*** 2.518 (0.303)*** 2.754 (0.262)***
N 2199 2199 2206 3052 3049 2621
Adjusted R2 0.397 0.113 0.249 0.585 0.352 0.046
BIC 10,585.5 10,926.6 10,516.7 13,904.4 14,566.6 11,386.9
AIC 10,534.3 10,875.4 10,465.4 13,850.2 14,512.4 11,334.0

Standard errors in parentheses.
IDV= Italia dei Valori; RIF=Communist Refoundation Party; PDL=The People of Freedom; LN=Northern League; MPA=Movements for the
Autonomies; MII=Most Important Issue; BIC=Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC=Akaike Information Criterion.
*P< 0.05, **P< 0.01, ***P<0.001.

336
C
A
R
O

L
IN

A
P
L
E
S
C
IA

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.11

	Portfolio-specific accountability and retrospective voting: the case of�Italy
	Introduction
	Retrospective voting in the context of coalition governments
	Who gets punished: hypotheses

	Data and methods
	Table 1Berlusconi II cabinet (11 June 2001&#x2013;23 April�2005)
	Table 2Policy evaluations by�issue
	Results
	Table 3The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support: ordinary least squares�models
	Figure 1The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support.
	Table 4The impact of specific retrospective evaluations on party support: ordinary least squares�models
	Figure 2The impact of specific retrospective evaluations on party support.
	Conclusions
	Figure 3The impact of retrospective evaluations, by year and by party.
	Acknowledgements
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	References
	References
	Appendix
	A10
	tabA1Table A1 The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support (across 2004 and�2006)
	tabA2Table A2The impact of retrospective evaluations on party support (across 2008 and�2011)


