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This article contributes to the literature on representation by examining how the ideological 

polarisation of the electorate affects parties' programmatic positions in multiparty systems. The 

main argument is that parties face incentives to adopt more extreme positions when the electorate 

becomes more ideologically polarised and the share of non-moderate voters is higher. The reason 

is that by adopting moderate positions parties will prompt their non-moderate core constituents to 

sit out the election. This risk is conditioned by voters' propensity to abstain. A higher (lower) 

propensity to abstain means that parties alienate a larger (smaller) share of their core constituents 

when adopting a moderate position. Parties therefore respond to greater voter polarisation by 

adopting more extreme positions, but the effect declines as voters' propensity to abstain decreases. 

An empirical analysis of parties' programmatic positions in eleven Western European countries 

between 1977 and 2016 strongly supports this expectation. 
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Introduction 

What is the influence of voters' ideological polarisation on parties' programmatic positions in 

multiparty democracies? Recent theoretical and empirical work suggests that parties adopt 

more extreme positions when voters are more ideologically polarised (Cox 1990; Merrill and 

Adams 2002; Ezrow 2007). The findings are given a positive interpretation insofar as a central 

function of parliaments is to represent the diversity of public opinion (Pitkin 1967). While 

scholars of representation often emphasise the primacy of the median voter, Cox (1997) argues 

instead that the representative process should be judged by the degree to which voters can find 

representatives who advocate similar preferences. If parties predominantly adopt centrist 

positions that appeal only to the median voter, voters with non-centrist ideological preferences 

are not adequately represented. From a normative perspective, the menu of ideological 

alternatives in a given country should thus increase with the ideological polarisation of the 

electorate (Andrews and Money 2009). 

Despite increased scholarly interest in the causes of party system dispersion (see Ezrow 

2008; Dalton 2008; Andrews and Money 2009; Dow 2011; Curini and Hino 2012; Matakos, et 

al. 2016; Fenzl 2018), evidence that parties' programmatic positions respond to the ideological 

polarisation of the electorate is limited. The few empirical studies that investigate the 

relationship between party positioning and voter polarisation present contrasting results. Ezrow 

(2007) shows that changes in party system dispersion on a dominant left-right dimension 

correlate with corresponding changes in the ideological polarisation of the electorate (see also 

Adams et al. 2012a). In contrast, Dalton (2008) finds no evidence that party system dispersion 

is affected by voters' ideological polarisation (see also Adams et al. 2012b). 

This article contributes to the debate by arguing that the effect of voter polarisation on 

parties' policy positions is conditioned by voters' propensity to abstain. We argue that when the 

electorate becomes more ideologically polarised, parties increasingly face the risk that 
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moderate policy positioning will alienate their non-moderate core constituents. The reason is 

that higher voter polarisation increases the share of core constituents with non-moderate 

ideological preferences. Vote losses from alienated core constituents might be offset by vote 

gains from moderate swing voters, but this depends on voters' propensity to abstain. A high 

propensity to abstain means that parties are unable to retain the support of their core 

constituents when adopting a moderate policy position, whereas a low propensity to abstain 

reduces the risk of alienating core constituents. Consequently, parties are expected to adopt 

more extreme policy positions when the electorate becomes more ideologically polarised, but 

the effect declines as voters' propensity to abstain decreases. 

We test our arguments empirically by analysing parties' left-right positions in eleven 

Western European countries between 1977 and 2016. In accordance with previous research, 

we rely on Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP) data (Volkens et al. 2017) for party positions 

and Eurobarometer surveys to measure the ideological polarisation of the electorate. Turnout 

is used as a proxy for voters' propensity to abstain, and party extremism is measured as the 

distance between a party's position and the weighted mean of all parties' positions in a given 

country for each election. The empirical findings provide strong evidence that parties adopt 

more extreme positions in response to higher voter polarisation and that the size of the effect 

declines as turnout increases. The effect of voter polarisation on party extremism disappears 

when turnout is at least 75 per cent. 

The findings are robust to the inclusion of various control variables, different model 

specifications and alternative measures of our dependent variable. For example, we find similar 

effects when the dependent variable is the commonly used measure of weighted party system 

dispersion (see Ezrow 2007; Curini and Hino 2012; Matakos et al. 2016; Kosmidis et al. 2018). 

We also address concerns over potential endogeneity bias, as the direction of causality between 

turnout and party extremism might run in both directions. While this may be the case for 
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individual-level turnout, however, we find no evidence that party positioning affects aggregate-

level turnout. Overall, the robustness checks increase our confidence in the validity of the 

findings. 

This study contributes to the literature on representation by showing that the effect of 

voter polarisation on party extremism is conditional on voters' propensity to abstain. Parties 

adopt more extreme positions in response to greater voter polarisation, but only when voters 

have a high propensity to abstain. The findings build on previous theoretical and empirical 

studies that either find a positive relationship between voter polarisation and party extremism 

(Cox 1990, Merrill and Adams 2003; Ezrow 2007) or that argue that no such relationship exists 

(Dalton 2008). Moreover, our empirical analysis covers an extensive number of elections and 

ranges from 1977 to 2016, whereas previous studies have relied on much shorter periods of 22 

years (Ezrow 2007), fourteen years (Adams et al. 2012b), or two consecutive elections (Dalton 

2008). Finally, this study offers a positive outlook for representative democracy. Much of 

previous scholarship focuses on how abstention fosters unequal representation (Schlozman et 

al. 2012; Peters and Ensink 2015; Fenzl 2018), while our findings suggest that the threat of 

abstention can motivate parties to represent a wider range of ideological preferences. 

 

Background and Hypothesis 

Our hypothesis about the conditional effect of voter polarisation builds on previous theoretical 

and empirical work that argues that parties adopt more extreme positions as the electorate 

becomes more ideologically polarised. The argument was originally formulated by Downs 

(1957), who suggested that in multiparty democracies the dispersion of a party system along 

an ideological left-right dimension would reflect the ideological polarisation of the electorate. 

Vote-seeking parties adopt more extreme positions when the electorate becomes more 
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ideologically polarised, whereas they adopt more moderate positions if voters are compacted 

together. 

Merrill and Adams (2002) later formalised this argument by challenging a standard 

assumption that voters strictly vote for the ideologically closest party. Instead, voters are 

assumed to have partisan attachments, which lead voters to bias voting decisions in favour of 

their ‘own’ party. For clarity, we refer to voters with such partisan attachments as core 

constituents and distinguish them from independent swing voters. Numerous empirical studies 

document the presence of partisan biases, whereby voters perceive their own party as 

ideologically closer (assimilation bias) and other parties as more ideologically distant (contrast 

bias) than they actually are (see Campbell et al. 1960; Merrill et al. 2001; Bartels 2002; 

Drummond 2011). Merrill and Adams (2002) then show that the presence of such partisan 

attachments in multiparty systems leads increased voter polarisation to shift each party's vote-

maximising position in the direction of its (non-moderate) core constituents. 

The intuition behind such an argument is clear. A party's marginal probability of 

attracting its own core constituents via policy appeals is higher than the marginal probability 

of attracting swing voters, who have no attachment to that party. When the electorate becomes 

more ideologically polarised and voters have more extreme preferences, the share of non-

moderate core constituents will also be higher. This in turn prompts vote-seeking parties to 

adopt more extreme policy positions. In contrast, a low degree of voter polarisation enables a 

party to target moderate swing voters without losing support of its core constituents. Building 

on these arguments, Ezrow (2007) finds that parties adopt more extreme policy positions when 

voters become more ideologically polarised. Dalton (2008), however, disagrees that voter 

polarisation should influence party positions on the grounds that parties shift their policy 

positions for a variety of factors that are unrelated to changes in voter’s ideological preferences. 
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This study contributes to the debate by arguing that the effect of voter polarisation on party 

extremism is moderated by voters' propensity to abstain due to alienation. 

The propensity to abstain due to alienation refers to the smallest discrepancy between 

a voter's ideological position and the closest party's position at which that voter will choose to 

sit out the election (Hinich and Ordeshook 1969). When voters have a high propensity to 

abstain, they are motivated to vote in an election only if the ideological distance to the closest 

party is relatively small. In contrast, a low propensity to abstain means that voters are motivated 

to vote even if the ideological distance to the closest party is relatively large. Previous research 

reports ample evidence that parties mobilise voters via their policy positions. Lefkofridi et al. 

(2014), for example, show that voters with extreme ideological preferences become more likely 

to participate in an election if a party exists that advocates similar positions. In related research, 

Brockington (2009) finds evidence of a positive correlation between the richness of a system's 

‘choice environment’ and individual-level turnout. Similarly, Wessels and Schmitt (2008) find 

that voters are more likely to turn out if their ideological preferences are represented (see also 

Adams et al. 2006). While empirical research shows that a wider ideological range of political 

offers increases individual-level turnout, there is limited evidence that it also affects aggregate-

level turnout (Ezrow and Xezonakis 2016).   

The evidence thus suggests that parties can be effective at mobilising alienated voters, 

but does abstention due to alienation also motivate parties to shift their policy positions? Merrill 

and Adams's (2002) theoretical analysis ignores abstention, although the authors discuss its 

role elsewhere (see Adams and Merrill 2003; Adams et al. 2005). This article addresses the 

question and posits that the threat of abstention due to alienation is important for understanding 

the relationship between voter polarisation and party extremism. To understand why this is the 

case, we simulate scenarios that demonstrate the effect of voter polarisation and abstention 

based on Merrill and Adams (2002). As the simulated results serve mainly to illustrate the 
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mechanism, we provide a detailed description of the theoretical assumptions and the method 

of calculating parties' vote-maximising positions in the online appendix. 

 

Figure 1: Effects of heightened polarisation on the vote-maximising position 

 

                (a) Low polarisation                                           (b) High polarisation 

 

                     

               
 

Note: Figure 2 (a) shows party 𝑙's position 𝑆1 in the base scenario with low polarisation and low 

propensity to abstain. Figure 2 (b) shows the party's shift from 𝑆1 to the new position 𝑆2 resulting from 

heightened polarisation. The distribution of voters is indicated by the grey line, the distribution of core 

constituents of party 𝑙 by the black line, and the grey area shows the core constituents actually voting 

for party 𝑙 out of all its core constituents. The median voter position is at zero. 

 

Figure 1 (a) zooms in on a hypothetical left-wing party 𝑙 and its core constituents in a multiparty 

system.1 The light grey line represents the distribution of voters along a left-right ideological 

dimension. Party 𝑙's vote-maximising positions 𝑆 are represented by the vertical dashed line. 

The dark grey line represents the distribution of the party's core constituents, and the grey area 

under the curve denotes core constituents who vote for their party. In the first scenario, voters 

                                                                 
1 For clarity of presentation, the figure focuses on a party's own core constituents, even though vote-

maximising positions are based on the entire electorate. 
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have a low propensity to abstain and polarisation is low. Unsurprisingly, party 𝑙's vote-

maximising position at 𝑆1 is relatively moderate because core constituents have predominantly 

moderate preferences. 

In the second scenario (figure 1 (b)) the propensity to abstain remains low, but the 

electorate is more ideologically polarised. Accordingly, core constituents have now spread 

toward the left extreme of the ideological dimension, causing party 𝑙's vote-maximising 

position also to become more extreme and to shift from 𝑆1 to 𝑆2. This result is explained by the 

fact that core constituents are biased toward their own party, which make marginal policy shifts 

in the direction of core constituents more effective than marginal policy shifts in the direction 

of other voters. Although an increase in voter polarisation has shifted party 𝑙's vote-maximising 

position in the direction of its core constituents, 𝑆2 is still more moderate than the median core 

constituent. The reason is that without the threat of abstention, party 𝑙 faces a low risk of 

alienating non-moderate core constituents and is thus able to target moderate swing voters with 

position 𝑆2. Merrill and Adams (2002) arrive at the same results to those presented in figure 1. 

The following scenarios, however, differ in that parties now face a potential threat of 

abstention. A party's vote-maximising policy position therefore depends not only on whether 

it maximises the number of voters that prefer that party, but also on whether those voters are 

willing to participate in the election. 
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Figure 2: Effect of heightened propensity to abstain on the vote-maximising position 

                (a) Low propensity to abstain                             (b) High propensity to abstain 

                 

              
 

Note: Figure (a) shows high polarisation but low propensity to abstain, with party 𝑙's original position 

at 𝑆1 and the party's position under heightened polarisation at 𝑆2. Figure (b) shows the party's shift from 

𝑆2 to the new position 𝑆3 under high polarisation and heightened propensity to abstain.  

 

Figure 2 illustrates how party 𝑙's vote-maximising position changes when voters have a higher 

propensity to abstain and when the electorate is still ideologically polarised. In scenario (a) the 

propensity to abstain is low and party 𝑙's vote-maximising position is still at 𝑆2. An increase in 

voters' propensity to abstain in (b) now shifts party 𝑙's vote-maximising position to 𝑆3. Given 

voters' increased propensity to abstain, the position 𝑆2 now alienates a large share of non-

moderate core constituents and no longer maximises party 𝑙's vote share. This is because 

positioning at 𝑆2 does not yield sufficient votes from moderate swing voters to outweigh vote 

losses from alienated core constituents. The vote-maximising position therefore becomes more 

extreme and shifts from 𝑆2 to 𝑆3. The threat of abstention among non-moderate core 

constituents makes moderate party positioning unattractive, and increasingly so as voters 

spread toward the extremes of the ideological dimension. This leads to the following 

hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis: Higher voter polarisation induces parties to adopt more extreme policy 

positions, and the effect increases as voters' propensity to abstain increases. 

In contrast, lower voter polarisation will motivate parties to adopt more moderate positions, 

particularly when the threat of moderate voter abstention increases. The reason for this is that 

extreme party positioning will alienate a larger share of moderate voters if polarisation is low. 

While the theoretical reasoning only considers the effect of abstention from alienation, 

it is important to spell out whether our theoretical predictions would change if abstention was 

also prompted by indifference. Abstention from indifference occurs if parties are too 

ideologically similar to justify the cost of voting (Adams et al. 2009).  For illustrative purposes 

we first consider the effects of a party adopting a more radical position. If a party shifts to a 

radical position in an effort to mobilise its alienated core constituents, the party will 

simultaneously mobilise moderate indifferent citizens to vote for rival parties (Adams and 

Merrill 2003). However, by differentiating itself ideologically from other parties, the party will 

also mobilise its own moderate and indifferent core constituents. Abstention due to indifference 

should therefore motivate parties to establish a minimum degree of ideological differentiation, 

but it is not clear to which degree abstention from indifference counteracts the effects of 

abstention from alienation. The fact that our empirical analysis finds evidence that parties’ 

positions are more radical at higher levels of abstention and polarisation suggests that 

abstention from indifference does not cancel out the effect of abstention from alienation.  

Note also that the effect of voter polarisation depends on the strength of party 

attachments. Stronger attachments weaken the effect of polarisation because parties have a 

greater ability to retain the support of their non-moderate core constituents when adopting 

moderate positions. In support, Ezrow et al. (2014) show that extremist parties benefit less from 

voter polarisation if party attachments for moderate parties are strong. This means that the risk 

of moderate parties losing support of their non-moderate core constituents to extremist parties 
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depends on the strength of party attachments. Moreover, the threat of extremist parties should 

be higher in systems that feature a larger number of parties and where party competition is 

greater. The empirical analysis controls for the effective number of parties in a system, which 

should incentivise parties to become more extreme (Andrews and Money 2009; Curini and 

Hino 2012; Matakos et al. 2016). We also follow previous empirical research of party 

representation by assuming that parties compete for votes by formulating manifestos in which 

they make public their policy commitments. While policy positions comprise several issue 

dimensions, for simplicity, we only consider a dominant left-right dimension (see Adams and 

Somer-Topcu 2009; Adams et al. 2009; Adams and Ezrow 2009; Ezrow et al., 2011; 

Schumacher et al. 2013). 

Because developing party manifestos is time-consuming, parties' policy appeals are 

retrospective, i.e. they respond to the previous election. Party manifestos usually evolve over 

several years before an election, during which time party elites, activists, and parties’ policy 

committees have to negotiate and agree on the policies that will be adopted in the party program 

(Klüver and Spoon 2016; Adams and Somer-Topcu 2009). Policy appeals are retrospective in 

the sense that parties rely on the previous election to form their expectations about voters' 

behaviour in the current election. For example, high abstention in the previous election serves 

as a proxy for voters' propensity to abstain in the following election. Similarly, voter 

polarisation in the previous election serves as a guide for polarisation in the current election. 

The focus on these lagged measures is also justified because alternative predictions of 

abstention and polarisation are less informative. Surveys and polls tend to overestimate turnout 

because non-voters are under-sampled and respondents often misreport voting intentions 

(Mellon and Prosser 2017). Moreover, voter turnout from regional elections cannot accurately 

predict abstention at national elections because they tend to be less salient. 

 



12 

 

Empirical Operationalisation 

Our hypothesis posits that parties adopt more extreme positions in response to higher voter 

polarisation in the previous election, and that the effect is conditional on voters' propensity to 

abstain. Accordingly, parties are expected to respond more strongly to voter polarisation as 

voters' propensity to abstain in the previous election increases. To test the conditional effect of 

polarisation on party positioning, we require longitudinal and cross-national measures of party 

extremism, voter polarisation and voters' propensity to abstain. 

We rely on Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP) (Volkens et al. 2017) data to 

measure party extremism on a dominant left-right policy dimension. The CMP has coded party 

programs of most significant parties since 1945 in over 50 countries and therefore provides a 

useful longitudinal and cross-sectional measure of parties' policy positions that is widely used 

in research on party representation (see Adams et al. 2004; Ezrow 2007; Jansen et al. 2013; 

Adams et al. 2014; Adams et al. 2016). Using parties’ election manifestos, the CMP identifies 

what proportion of quasi-sentences can be allocated to each of the 54 policy areas that are 

identified. Left-right scores are then measured as the difference in percentages of right 

statements from the percentages of left statements, divided by the total number of statements. 

The definition of left and right statements was developed by Laver and Budge (1992) who use 

within-country factor analysis of a range of coding categories that load consistently at the 

opposite ends of the underlying dimension. 

The CMP left-right measure has been found to be consistent with those utilised by other 

party positioning studies, such as expert placements, voters' perceptions of party positions or 

parliamentary voting of party members, which strengthens our confidence in the reliability of 

the CMP measure (Hearl 2001; Laver et al. 2003; McDonald and Mendes 2001). 

Party positions range from -100 to +100, whereby higher values denote more right-

wing positions. We have rescaled party positions from the -100 to +100 scale used by the CMP 
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to fit the 1-10 scale that is used by Eurobarometer surveys. By using the same scale for party 

positions and voters' ideological preferences, we are able to draw meaningful comparisons 

between the degree of party extremism and voters' ideological dispersion. Our measure for 

party extremism is based on the distance between a party and the weighted mean of all parties' 

left-right positions in a given country for each election year. The more distant a party is from 

the weighted mean of all parties' left-right positions, the more extreme that party is thought to 

be (see Alvarez and Nagler 2004; Ezrow 2007; Dalton 2008; Curini and Hino 2012). Our 

measure of party extremism is defined as: 

𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 𝐸𝑥𝑡𝑟𝑒𝑚𝑖𝑠𝑚 =  √(𝑃𝑗𝑘 − �̅�𝑘)2                                                                          (1) 

where 𝑃 denotes the left-right position of party 𝑗 in country 𝑘 and �̅�𝑘 is the weighted mean left-

right position of all parties in country 𝑘 for a given election year. Party extremism ranges from 

0 to 9, whereby higher values denote a greater distance between a party's left-right position and 

the mean left-right position of all parties. The unit of analysis in this study is hence the political 

party. While our measure of party extremism focuses on the positioning of individual parties, 

recent studies that seek to explain party positioning have predominantly employed a measure 

of party system dispersion that is weighted by party size (Ezrow 2007; Dalton 2008; Curini and 

Hino 2012; Matakos et al. 2016; Kosmidis et al. 2018). We therefore test whether our findings 

are robust to using a weighted measure of party system dispersion, which is defined as: 

𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 𝑆𝑦𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑚 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑜𝑛 =  √∑ 𝑉𝑆𝑗(𝑃𝑗𝑘 − �̅�𝑘)2
𝑗=1                            (2) 

Data on voters' ideological preferences is based on Eurobarometer surveys. Eurobarometer 

surveys ask approximately 1,000 respondents from each country each year on where they 

would place themselves on a left-right ideological scale from 1 to 10, where higher values 

indicate more right-wing preferences. The first year in our dataset is 1976, which is when the 

Eurobarometer surveys began to ask voters to place themselves on a left-right ideological scale 
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on a yearly basis. The dataset covers the following eleven Western European democracies: 

Denmark, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands, Portugal, and Spain. Belgium is not included in the dataset because it features a 

compulsory voting system with high turnout levels that exhibit little variation over time. Our 

measure of voters' ideological polarisation is based on the standard deviation of respondents' 

ideological preferences in the Eurobarometer surveys (see Alvarez and Nagler 2004; Ezrow 

2007; Dalton 2008; Adams et al. 2012b; Ezrow et al. 2014). A greater standard deviation means 

that the share of voters who have more extreme ideological preferences is higher. Data on voter 

turnout comes from the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (2017). 

As discussed in the theoretical analysis, given polarisation, turnout from the previous election 

is used as a proxy for voters' propensity to abstain in the current election. 

Previous studies of representation suggest that policy positions of parties depend on the 

incentives created by electoral laws. Matakos et al. (2016), for example, argue that party 

extremism decreases with electoral disproportionality and increases with the effective number 

of parties (see also Cox 1997; Andrews and Money 2009; Dow 2011; Curini and Hino 2012). 

In contrast, Ezrow (2008) finds no evidence that more proportional systems or a higher number 

of effective parties promote extreme party positioning. We control for potential effects of 

electoral laws by including variables for electoral disproportionality and the effective number 

of parties. Electoral system disproportionality scores are based on Gallagher (1991) and the 

effective number of parties on the votes level is based on the measure developed by Laakso 

and Taagepera (1979). We rely on the Comparative Political Data Set for data on both variables 

(Armingeon et al. 2017). 

In related research, Ezrow (2007) argues that parties are more responsive to changes in 

the polarisation of voters' ideological preferences in less proportional voting systems, which 

motivate parties to emphasise vote-seeking objectives. In the online appendix, we therefore test 
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whether parties respond more strongly to voter polarisation and turnout in less proportional 

systems. Consistent with Ezrow (2007), we find some evidence that electoral disproportionality 

magnifies the conditional effect of voters' ideological polarisation on party extremism. 

Finally, the empirical analysis controls for whether a party held the prime minister 

position at the time of the election. Our expectation is that the prime minister's party tends to 

follow a broader representation strategy and therefore adopts more centrist policy positions 

than other parties. Data on the prime ministerial status of a party is taken from the Parlgov 

database (Döring and Manow 2016). The Parlgov database also provides information on vote 

shares, which is used for our measure of weighted party system dispersion. 

 

Model Specification and Findings 

To test our hypothesis, we estimate two types of statistical models. The first type is a time-

series cross-sectional model with country or party fixed effects. It is specified as follows: 

𝐸𝑖𝑡 = ∝ + 𝛽1𝑊𝑖𝑡−1 +  𝛾𝑋𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛿𝑖 + 𝜎𝑡 + 휀𝑖𝑡                                                           (3) 

where 𝐸𝑖𝑡 is a party's degree of left-right policy extremism in country 𝑖 at election year 𝑡; ∝ is 

a constant; 𝑊 is a vector of the independent variables and an interaction between turnout and 

voter polarisation; 𝑋 is a vector of control variables, which include electoral disproportionality, 

the effective number of parties, and prime minister party status; 𝛿 are country or party fixed 

effects; 𝜎 are decade fixed effects; 𝛽 and 𝛾 are the parameters to be estimated; 휀 is the error 

term. This type of model controls for unobserved and time-invariant party- or country-specific 

fixed effects as well as decade fixed effects. 

The second type is a pooled time-series cross-sectional model without fixed effects but 

with a lagged dependent variable, and it is specified as: 

𝐸𝑖𝑡 = ∝ + 𝜌1𝐸𝑖𝑡−1 +  𝛽1𝑊𝑖𝑡−1 +   𝛾𝑋𝑖𝑡−1 + 휀𝑖𝑡                                                          (4)                               
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The key assumption of the second type of model is that the most important omitted variables 

that explain party extremism are not time-invariant, but that party extremism in the current 

election is predicted by party extremism in the previous election. Including a lagged dependent 

variable in the model deals with the issue of autocorrelation but prevents us from also including 

fixed effects, as estimates would be biased and inconsistent (Nickell 1981). Angrist and 

Pischke's (2009) advice is therefore to compare estimates from the fixed effects model and the 

model with a lagged dependent variable because the true causal effect is likely to be bracketed 

by both types of models. The empirical analysis reveals that estimates from both types of 

models are similar, which suggests that our findings are robust to different identifying 

assumptions. Moreover, we follow the suggestion of Plümper et al. (2005) to use a Prais-

Winsten transformation rather than a lagged dependent variable to eliminate serial correlation 

of the error term. The authors suggest that the inclusion of a lagged dependent variable can be 

problematic in panel data analyses because it absorbs much of the theoretically interesting time-

series variance. Results from the models using a Prais-Winsten transformation are reported in 

the online appendix and they are consistent with estimates from the fixed effects models and 

models that include a lagged dependent variable. 

The empirical analysis evaluates the effect of lower levels of abstention and polarisation 

in the previous election on the diversity of party positions in the current election. Although 

modelling changes in the independent variables would be an interesting alternative, such an 

approach presents at least two difficulties. First, a simple model based on changes does not 

account for cumulative effects. However, it is likely that parties adjust their positions only once 

turnout has decreased to a sufficiently low level. Indeed, a simple translation of our specified 

model to consider changes in the key variables does not find a statistically significant effect of 

a change in turnout and polarisation (see table 7 in the online appendix). Second, modelling 

changes in the independent variables would ignore that the interaction effect between turnout 
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and polarisation depends on countries’ average levels of turnout and polarisation. We find 

evidence that the same change in turnout will have a smaller effect in a country with higher 

turnout (see table 6 in the online appendix). Similarly, we expect that parties will respond more 

strongly to an increase in polarisation in countries with lower average polarisation. It is 

therefore more appropriate to evaluate our hypothesis by modelling the effect of polarisation 

and turnout on party positions.  

Five different models are estimated. The first model includes the main independent 

variables and the interaction as well as country- and decade-specific fixed effects. The second 

model includes a lagged dependent variable instead of fixed effects. We add control variables 

to all remaining models and observe how estimates change when party-specific fixed effects 

are included instead of country-specific fixed effects, or when a lagged dependent variable is 

included instead of fixed effects. All models that include a lagged dependent variable are 

estimated with panel-corrected standard errors to deal with panel heteroscedasticity (Beck and 

Katz 1995). Because the dataset is unbalanced, the interpanel covariance matrix of the 

disturbances is estimated using pairwise selection. 

The fixed effects models are based on 695 observations of 154 parties from eleven 

Western European countries between 1977 and 2016. Because in our model parties respond to 

voter polarisation and turnout in the previous election, one observation is sacrificed for each 

party that contested an election in the first year covered in our dataset. The models that include 

a lagged dependent variable are based on 600 observations from 119 parties, as one observation 

is sacrificed for each party that appears in only one election year (35 parties) or that came into 

existence after the first election year covered in the dataset for a given country (60 parties).  
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Table 1: Party extremism in eleven Western European countries, 1977-2016 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Party extremism t-1  0.494*** 

(0.074) 

  0.457*** 

(0.074) 

Turnout t-1 0.103** 

(0.043) 

0.084** 

(0.034) 

0.094* 

(0.043) 

0.070** 

(0.032) 

0.081** 

(0.032) 

Polarisation t-1 4.775** 

(1.958) 

3.130** 

(1.252) 

4.317** 

(1.809) 

3.295*** 

(1.258) 

2.969** 

(1.227) 

Disproportionality t-1   0.004 

(0.016) 

-0.002 

(0.010) 

0.007 

(0.006) 

PM party t-1   -0.225*** 

(0.055) 

-0.072 

(0.061) 

-0.124*** 

(0.044) 

Effective number of 

parties t-1 

  0.032 

(0.019) 

0.023 

(0.029) 

0.052** 

(0.021) 

Polarisation t-1 x Turnout t-1 -0.057** 

(0.023) 

-0.039** 

(0.017) 

-0.052** 

(0.022) 

-0.040** 

(0.016) 

-0.037** 

(0.016) 

Constant -7.698** 

(3.620) 

-6.414** 

(2.509) 

-7.112* 

(3.539) 

-4.838* 

(2.527) 

-6.379*** 

(2.456) 

Lagged dependent variable  Yes   Yes 

Country fixed effects Yes  Yes Yes  

Party fixed effects    Yes  

Decade fixed effects Yes  Yes   

R-squared: within 0.036  0.064 0.060  

R-squared: between 0.000  0.082 0.010  

R-squared: overall 0.004 0.289 0.051 0.036 0.312 

Observations 695 600 695 695 600 

Note: p*<0.10, p**<0.05, p***<0.01, two-tailed tests. Robust standard errors in 

parentheses. Panel-corrected standard errors in models 2 and 5. 

 

Results from the five regression models are presented in table 1. In all models the interaction 

between voter polarisation and turnout is negative and statistically significant, indicating that 

the effect of voter polarisation on party extremism declines as turnout increases. Voter 

polarisation is found to have a positive and statistically significant effect on party extremism. 

Accordingly, parties adopt more extreme positions when polarisation was high in the previous 

election, but higher turnout in the previous election weakens parties' response to voter 

polarisation. These findings give support to our main hypothesis, which suggests that parties 

adopt more extreme positions in response to higher voter polarisation and that this effect is 
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conditioned by voters' propensity to abstain. The interaction effect remains statistically 

significant when controls are added in the third, fourth, and fifth models. The size of the 

coefficient, however, becomes smaller. For example, the coefficient for the interaction in the 

first model, which includes country fixed effects, changes from -0.057 to -0.052 when controls 

are added in the third model. The size of the coefficient changes to -0.040 when party fixed 

effects are used instead of country fixed effects. An explanation for why the interaction effect 

becomes weaker in model 4 is that unit fixed effects (i.e. party) eliminate much of the cross-

sectional variance by focusing instead on variation within units. 

 

Figure 3: Marginal effects of polarisation on party extremism  

 

 
Note: Fitted values are presented with ninety-five per cent confidence intervals. Positions of the data 

points along the x-axis are represented by tick marks. 
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The results from model 5, which includes a lagged dependent variable, are similar to the 

alternative models. The coefficient of the interaction effect is -0.037 and is thus the smallest 

estimate compared to the previous models. To facilitate interpretation of the interaction effect, 

figure 3 shows marginal effects of voter polarisation on party extremism for different levels of 

turnout. The figures clearly demonstrate that the effect of voter polarisation on party extremism 

is positive when turnout was low in the previous election and that the effect of voter polarisation 

decreases as turnout increases. Voter polarisation has no effect on party extremism at higher 

levels of turnout. According to the estimates from our different models, the effect of voter 

polarisation is no longer statistically significant when turnout in the previous election is 

between 75 and 80 per cent. 

Consistent with our expectations, we find some evidence that parties adopt more 

moderate positions when they were the party of the prime minister at the time of the election. 

Similar to Ezrow (2008), we find not much evidence that electoral disproportionality or the 

effective number of parties affect party extremism. In model 5, however, an increase in the 

effective number of parties induces parties to adopt more extreme positions, which is consistent 

with findings from previous studies (see Andrews and Money 2009; Curini and Hino 2012). 

Overall, our findings provide strong support for our argument that voter polarisation leads 

parties to adopt more extreme positions and that the effect is moderated by voter turnout.  

The empirical findings are robust to different identifying assumptions, as the estimates 

from the fixed effects models and the ones from models that include a lagged dependent 

variable are similar. As a further check, we show in table 2 that our estimates of the interaction 

effect between voter polarisation and turnout are robust when our dependent variable is 

weighted party system dispersion. The findings provide additional support for our hypothesis 

and show that different measurements of the dependent variable and different model 

specifications lead to the same conclusions. Another expectation is that the findings are 
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stronger in countries with lower average turnout because these countries exhibit greater 

variation in turnout. Indeed, we find some evidence that the interaction effect between turnout 

and polarisation is stronger in countries with lower average turnout, but the difference between 

low and high turnout countries is small (see table 6 in the online appendix).  

 

Table 2: Party system dispersion in eleven Western European countries, 1977-2016 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Party extremism t-1  0.443*** 

(0.098) 

 0.457*** 

(0.074) 

Turnout t-1 0.087** 

(0.039) 

0.076** 

(0.037) 

0.081** 

(0.039) 

0.082** 

(0.037) 

Polarisation t-1 3.658** 

(1.152) 

2.749* 

(1.436) 

3.373** 

(1.520) 

2.879** 

(1.421) 

Disproportionality t-1   -0.008 

(0.012) 

0.008 

(0.006) 

Effective number of 

parties t-1 

  0.071* 

(0.037) 

0.039 

(0.026) 

Polarisation t-1 x Turnout t-1 -0.045** 

(0.019) 

-0.034* 

(0.018) 

-0.040** 

(0.019) 

-0.036** 

(0.018) 

Constant -6.401** 

(3.113) 

-5.723** 

(2.912) 

-6.186** 

(3.085) 

-6.315** 

(2.874) 

Lagged dependent variable  Yes   

Country fixed effects Yes  Yes Yes 

Decade fixed effects Yes  Yes  

R-squared: within 0.165  0.201  

R-squared: between 0.024  0.200  

R-squared: overall 0.097 0.356 0.215 0.383 

Observations 102 102 102 102 

Note: p*<0.10, p**<0.05, p***<0.01, two-tailed tests. Robust standard 

errors in parentheses. Panel-corrected standard errors in models 2 and 4. 

 

While the marginal effects plots in figure 3 clarify the conditions under which the predicted 

effects are statistically significant, it is important to also address the substantive significance 

of these estimated effects. We consider the marginal effect of a typical increase in voter 

polarisation on parties’ predicted positions at different levels of turnout. In our dataset the mean 

and median change in voter polarisation between two consecutive elections is 0.10. When voter 

turnout is 60 percent, the marginal effect of a 0.10 increase in voter polarisation is associated 
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with an increase in party extremism of at least 0.12, which represents a seven percent increase 

relative to the entire range of the party extremism variable. In contrast, when voter turnout is 

70 percent, the marginal effect of a 0.10 increase in voter polarisation on party extremism is 

0.07, which represents a four percent increase. The marginal effect of voter polarisation on 

party extremism is therefore almost halved by a ten percent increase in voter turnout. As turnout 

reaches 80 percent, higher voter polarisation is no longer associated with more extreme policy 

positions.  

We can illustrate the substantive significance of our findings further by looking at a 

concrete example from the Netherlands. The ideological polarisation of the Dutch electorate 

increased by the same amount before the 2003 and 2012 elections, but voter turnout differed 

across both elections. In 2010 turnout was 75 percent, which is four percent below the national 

average in our dataset, and an increase in voter polarisation of 0.10 led to a 17 percent increase 

in party system dispersion in the following election. All parties except for the Christian Union 

adopted a more radical policy position compared to the previous election. In 2002 turnout was 

79 percent, which is the mean turnout in our dataset, and an increase in voter polarisation by 

approximately 0.1 led to an increase in party extremism of only six percent in the following 

election. While the VVD and CDA adopted more radical positions, other parties either adopted 

more moderate positions or did not change their positions. The example demonstrates that voter 

polarisation can have substantial effects on parties’ ideological positions, particularly at lower 

levels of voter turnout.  

The empirical analysis has shown that parties adopt more extreme positions in response 

to higher voter polarisation, and that the effect is moderated by turnout. The finding is 

explained by our theoretical argument that parties have more to gain from responding to voter 

polarisation when voters have a higher propensity to abstain, as adopting more extreme 

positions helps to mobilise core constituents. While voters' propensity to abstain is exogenous 
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in our theoretical analysis, voter turnout may be endogenous to party system dispersion. If voter 

turnout is endogenous to party system dispersion, our model estimates will be biased. We 

therefore test whether party system dispersion in the previous election influences turnout in the 

current election. 

Evidence from previous studies on the relationship between party system dispersion 

and turnout is mixed. Steiner and Martin (2012), for example, find that party polarisation has 

a negative effect on turnout, even though the effect is small. In related work, Ezrow and 

Xezonakis (2016) find no evidence that party polarisation affects turnout (see also Cancela and 

Geys 2016). We test for the potential endogeneity of turnout by regressing turnout in the current 

election on party system dispersion in the previous election. The results are reported in table 2 

in the online appendix, and they show that party system dispersion does not lead to higher 

turnout.  

We therefore conclude that estimates of the interaction effect between turnout and voter 

polarisation in table 1 are unlikely to be biased, as we find no evidence that turnout is 

endogenous to party system dispersion. Although parties can affect individual turnout decisions 

in our theoretical analysis, aggregate turnout appears to depend more strongly on factors 

unrelated to party system dispersion. This finding is consistent with previous empirical research 

that shows a strong positive correlation between party system dispersion and voters' likelihood 

to turn out (see Wessels and Schmitt 2008; Brockington 2009; Lefkofridi et al. 2014), while 

there is less evidence that party system dispersion also affects aggregate turnout (Ezrow and 

Xozonakis 2016). The fact that aggregate turnout is exogenous to party system dispersion thus 

does not mean that parties' policy positioning is ineffective at mobilising core constituents. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

This article has emphasised the importance of abstention for understanding when parties’ 

policy positions respond to the ideological polarisation of voters. We have argued that parties 

face incentives to respond to voter polarisation by adopting more extreme policy positions, and 

that these incentives become stronger when voters have a higher propensity to abstain. If the 

electorate is highly polarised, parties risk alienating their non-moderate core constituents when 

adopting moderate policy positions. This risk is magnified if voters have a higher propensity 

to abstain, as in this case moderate party positioning will alienate a larger share of non-

moderate core constituents. An empirical analysis of party positions between 1977 and 2016 

in eleven Western European democracies strongly supports this argument. We find that parties 

adopt more extreme positions when voter polarisation was higher in the previous election, but 

the effect declines as turnout increases. The effect of voter polarisation disappears when turnout 

is at least 75 per cent. 

Previous theoretical work has predicted that parties become more extreme when the 

electorate is more ideologically polarised (see Downs 1957; Cox 1990, Merrill and Adams 

2002), but recent empirical findings present conflicting evidence. While Ezrow (2007) finds 

support for the voter polarisation effect, other empirical studies report that no such relationship 

exists (Dalton 2008; Adams et al. 2012b). By emphasising the importance of abstention, we 

have shown that voter polarisation should induce parties to become more extreme only when 

the threat of abstention is large. Adams et al. (2012b), for example, find that the British Labour 

and Conservative Parties become more moderate between 1987 and 2001 even though the 

electorate did not depolarise during that time. Consistent with our arguments, we note that 

turnout in the UK was relatively high until it dropped below sixty percent in 2001, which 

prompted both parties to adopt more extreme positions in the following election. Higher 

abstention thus increases the effect of voter polarisation on parties’ policy positions. 
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Our findings should be of interest to the study of representation and party competition. 

While much attention has been given to factors that explain median voter representation (see 

Powell 2009; Adams et al. 2004; McDonald and Budge 2005; Adams et al. 2009; Ward et al. 

2011; Schumacher et al. 2013), we focus instead on whether parties adopt more extreme 

positions when voters are more ideologically polarised. Some scholars have raised concerns 

that increased party extremism decreases satisfaction with democracy (Ezrow and Xezonakis 

2011) or that it reduces voters’ reliance on substantive information to guide their policy 

opinions (Druckman et al. 2013). Nevertheless, we suggest that our findings offer a positive 

outlook to representative democracy, as party systems should represent not only the preferences 

of the median voter but also the diversity of voter preferences (Pitkin 1967, Cox 1997, Ezrow 

2007; Andrews and Money 2009). When parties present non-moderate policy positions, voters 

have more meaningful choices. This leads to stronger party attachments, more ideologically 

consistent voting, and greater electoral stability (Lachat 2008; Lupu 2015; Jansen et al. 2013). 

This article also contributes to the study of representation by showing that the threat of 

abstention can motivate parties to represent a wider range of policy options. Although previous 

research has acknowledged the ability of parties to mobilise voters via policy appeals, the 

predominant view is still that low turnout among working class individuals fosters unequal 

representation (see Lijphart 1997; Schlozman et al. 2012; Peters and Ensink 2015; Fenzl 2018). 

We challenge this view and suggest that abstention from alienation induces parties to improve 

representation of their core constituents. 

The findings raise interesting questions for future research. While this article has 

demonstrated that higher voter abstention makes parties more responsive to voter polarisation, 

future research should investigate the effect of party polarisation on individual level turnout. 

Our analysis presupposes that parties adopt more radical positions to mobilise their alienated 

non-moderate core constituents, and it would be interesting to examine whether voters respond 



26 

 

to parties’ policy strategies. Moreover, this study only considers the effects of polarisation and 

abstention on party extremism on a dominant left-right policy dimension. Future research 

should therefore explore the robustness of our empirical findings when considering additional 

issue dimensions. Future research should also extend the scope of this study beyond Western 

European countries and consider multiparty democracies in Eastern Europe and across the 

world. Nevertheless, this study marks an important step forward in the understanding of party 

representation in multiparty democracies and the influence of voter polarisation and abstention.
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