
CHAPTER 1

Introduction

. . . how should a rational voter calculate the expected utility
incomes from which he derives his expected party differential?

Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy
(1957: 39)

1.1 How Do Voters Decide?

Imagine that you, a voter, must choose between two or more 
candidates for elective office. How will you decide for whom to 
vote? Political scientists and others have studied this question from
both theoretical and descriptive perspectives. Roughly speaking 
they have offered what we might think of as three basic types of
answers:

Answer one is that you will tend to vote for the candidate whose
political party you have come to identify with. In classic works such
as The American Voter (Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes,
1960), scholars at the University of Michigan and elsewhere have
developed this idea into what is often called the Michigan model of
party identification. While not everyone will simply vote their party
ID, party ID is seen as the best single advance predictor of the vote,
with changing circumstances (such as economic conditions) giving rise
to short-run and longer-run electoral forces that favor one candi-
date/party or another and that lead voters to deviate from their his-
torical party identifications.

Answer two is that you will tend to vote for the candidate whose
policy views are closest to your own. Following Anthony Downs
(l957), we may think of both voters and candidates as points in some
n-dimensional issue or policy space. A voter’s location in the space
represents the voter’s ideal point (a.k.a. bliss point), whose coordi-
nates tell us the position espoused by that voter on each of the issues.
A candidate’s location in the space is taken to be an indicator of the
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candidate’s platform, i.e., her1 statement about the policy outcomes on
each issue she hopes to achieve were she to be elected. Under the
basic Downsian (proximity) model, the voter chooses the candidate
closest to his own ideal point.

Answer three is that you will tend to vote for the candidate who is
most likely to change things in a way that will leave you most satisfied.
It might appear that this answer is just a rephrasing of the previous
model built upon relative proximity, but it is not. In this directional
approach to voting it is critical to have a neutral or status quo point
from which to judge expected direction of change.A voter may choose
that candidate whose direction of movement – which involves both
issue salience and policy preference – most resembles his own.
Alternatively – if, for example, conservatives have been in power for
a long time – a voter who is conservative, but less so than the party
in power, may choose a liberal candidate. The latter can be expected
to move the status quo back in the voter’s direction in preference to
a conservative candidate, who may attempt to move policy even
further to the right.2

The search for a better understanding of voting behavior raises a
number of questions. How do voters respond to advocates of policy
positions more extreme than their own? Do voters always choose the
candidate/party who advocates a policy position closest to their own
most preferred position or might voters favor a candidate who takes
a position somewhat more intense than their own on the principle that
“more is better”? Or might a voter support a candidate who advo-
cates moving the status quo beyond the voter’s ideal policy on the
grounds that – following the compromises of office – such a candidate
might end up implementing what the voter really wants? In other
words, do voters discount the claims of candidates who assert that
their election will result in large changes from the status quo? How,
if at all, do changes in the location of the status quo affect the choices
made by voters?

Answers to such questions about voting behavior lead to further

2 Introduction

1 We use the following convention: To refer to candidates, female pronouns are used;
to refer to voters, we use male pronouns.

2 A further approach to voter choice – not as systematically developed as the first three
– emphasizes candidate characteristics distinct from ideology such as perceived com-
petence or perceived trustworthiness (see, e.g., Enelow and Hinich, 1984).
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inquiries about the optimal response of candidates. What types of
strategies should rational candidates adopt in their reaction to the dis-
tribution of voter preferences? In particular, should we expect con-
vergent strategies, i.e., should all candidates/parties be expected to
take similar stands, or does greater benefit lie in the adoption of diver-
gent (i.e., dispersed) strategies? Should a party’s strategy be more
extreme than the positions of its supporters? How are desirable
strategies altered as the policy status quo shifts over a sequence of 
elections? How closely do the optimal strategies predicted by differ-
ent models resemble those actually used by parties and candidates in
real elections? This book is addressed to political scientists and stu-
dents of political science who seek answers to questions like the ones
above.

In this book we present a unified model of voting behavior in which
voters have not just one motivation but a mixture of motivations. We
demonstrate how various models of voting behavior – entailing the
combined effects of proximity, direction, intensity, and discounting –
can illuminate how parties strategically choose policy positions in
response to voters. We offer empirical tests of these models over a
wide range of assumptions and for electorates that operate under a
variety of voting systems and political cultures.

The empirical evidence suggests a picture intermediate between
convergence and extreme divergence of party strategies. For example,
in the United States, even though most presidential elections are not
seen as sharply polarizing, the Democratic and Republican nominees
almost inevitably favor different policies, are responsive to different
constituencies, and are perceived to hold different positions by voters
in the American National Election Studies. Despite claims to the con-
trary, the positions of the two major American parties are neither iden-
tical to one another, nor are they at the farthest possible opposite
extremes of the American spectrum of political thought, i.e., there are
both centripetal and centrifugal forces at work. Likewise, for most of
the major parties in Western European polities – very different elec-
toral systems and often very different political experiences notwith-
standing – party positions are distinct but, except for some minor
parties, not extremist.

A central concern of this book is to try to determine what – if any
– models are compatible with the mildly but not extremely divergent
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policy platforms that appear, empirically, to be characteristic of both
two-party and multiparty competition. How can we understand this
general phenomenon, which we might call moderate extremism? This
book develops both traditional and alternative models of voter deci-
sion making, comparing and contrasting the utility functions that char-
acterize each model. We place the models in a unified framework and
study the implications – for both voter choice and candidate strategy
– of how voters make choices. We fit models representing multiple
voter motivations to data from national election studies in three
nations that represent different political structures – the United
States, Norway, and France – and summarize numerous empirical
studies in other nations. The data we analyze suggest that a unified
approach that combines elements of the traditional proximity model,
the various directional and discounting models, and the Michigan
model’s emphasis on party identification is necessary to adequately
understand the linkage between voter preferences and candidate issue
positions.

1.2 Spatial Models

A principal concern in this book is the interdependence between the
decisions made by parties and those made by voters. In this chapter 
we introduce several theoretical models of voters’ evaluations of 
candidates; in subsequent chapters, we describe these models and their
implications in greater detail and assess them empirically for two-party
elections in the United States and multiparty contests in Europe.

The fundamental vehicle for the translation of issue positions to
voter choice is the spatial model of issue voting; in spatial modeling
we focus on how issue positions of both voters and candidates (or
parties) are translated into voter preferences and candidate strategy.
In any spatial model of electoral competition, both voters and can-
didates are located at ideal points in a multidimensional space, each
dimension of which represents a substantive issue. For example, the
issue dimension of health care might be represented by a scale that
ranges from the belief that government should provide universal
health care to the opinion that medical expenses should be paid by
individuals and private insurance plans.

The spatial modeling approach pioneered by Anthony Downs

4 Introduction
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(Downs, 1957), and subsequently developed by numerous scholars,
permits us to represent the preferences of voters and the strategies 
of candidates in a structured manner and to develop mathematical
models of the relationships among voters, among candidates, and
between voters and candidates. We may then ask: What factors
influence the value (usually denoted utility in this economics-inspired
literature) that voters attach to seeing particular candidates get
elected? Once we know the utility placed by the voters on each of the
candidates, we can then seek to model voter choice and candidate
strategy.

The proximity version of the spatial model has dominated the
thinking of political scientists about voting behavior. In literature
stemming from Downs, closeness or agreement in political views
between voters and candidates has played center stage in attempts to
understand voter choice, but there are some aspects of politics that 
it simply does not do well at explaining. Other factors such as: (1)
whether a candidate’s direction of movement from the status quo can
be expected to bring the new status quo closer to the voter, and (2)
the fact that some voters may be much more concerned with outcomes
on certain issues than on others (or have greater intensities of pre-
ferences for certain issues than for others) may also be of great 
importance in understanding voter preferences and the candidate
strategies these give rise to. Moreover, (3) the issue positions that
voters ascribe to particular candidates need not be the positions that
a candidate formally espouses (or that are embodied in the platform
of the candidate’s party). Voters may discount platforms by taking 
into account the likelihood that particular policies will actually be
implemented.

Under the traditional (Downsian) proximity spatial model, a
voter’s utility for a candidate is assumed to increase with proximity to
his ideal point (i.e., set of policy preferences). In the most basic
Downsian model, vote-maximizing party locations for two-party com-
petition converge toward the median voter location3 of the overall
electorate. In general, in the Downsian model, voters’ choices and

Introduction 5

3 The median voter is the voter with respect to whom 50 percent or more of the elec-
torate is placed either at the voter’s own position or to the left of it and 50 percent
or more is placed to the right. The median voter theorem applies to a one-
dimensional model.
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preferences exert a centrist influence on the strategy of candidates
seeking the voters’ preferences. In contrast, alternative spatial models
– that posit links between voter preference and the direction of move-
ment from the status quo (Matthews, 1979), or the intensity with which
issue positions are advocated as well as their direction (Rabinowitz
and Macdonald, 1989), or the discounting of candidate claims
(Grofman, 1985), or party identification (Campbell et al., 1960) –
suggest that some or all candidates may benefit by moving outward
from the ideological center in the direction of the preferences of 
particular constituencies.

To illustrate the difference between proximity, directional, and
party identification models, let us consider a simple two-party
example. Let L be the candidate of the left (say, Liberal) party and R
the candidate of the right (say, Conservative) party. In a one-
dimensional model represented by a nine-point scale ranging from 
-4 on the left to 4 on the right, let the platform of L be -2, and that
of R be 3 (see Figure 1.1). Consider a world with three voters: V1 with
ideal point at -3, V2 with ideal point at 1, and V3 with ideal point at
4. Let voters V1 and V2 be Liberals and voter V3 be a Conservative
party identifier.

If party ID alone determines voting, then V1 and V2 will vote
Liberal and L will win.

If issue proximity determines voting, then V2 and V3 will vote
Conservative and R will win.

If the simplest directional model holds, then what will happen?
Well, we don’t yet have enough information to answer this question.
Imagine, however, that the Conservatives have been in power a long
time and the policy status quo is at 2. If the Conservative wins, then
we expect the status quo to shift in a positive direction (say, from 2
toward 3). Even though voter V2 is closer to R than to L, he may prefer

6 Introduction

Figure 1.1 Directional voting with discounting.
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L to R, in directional terms, since a victory by R will move policy out-
comes (i.e., the status quo) away from V2’s most preferred outcome.
In contrast, a victory by L will begin to shift policies down from 2
closer to 1, where V2 is located.

Of course, if the Liberals actually succeed in moving policies all the
way (or even most of the way) to -2, voter V2 would be quite upset,
but if change in any given election period is only incremental, then
voter V2 can afford to vote for the Liberal this time and then wait until
the next election to see how far the status quo has moved before he
decides whether to vote for the Conservative position to which he is
actually closer. Here voter V2 is a moderate voter who is casting a kind
of protest vote at the status quo having been shifted too far in one
direction (in this case, toward the right).

This simple model might be compared with American politics in
1992 in which voter V2 represents a conservative Democratic iden-
tifier willing to move the conservative status quo (following twelve
years of Republican rule) toward the left. Two years later many such
voters reversed this leftward movement by selecting a conservative
Congress, only to apply the brakes once again in the election of 1996,
by helping reelect a Democratic president and a diminished
Republican majority in the House.

Note that, under the particular type of directional voting defined
above, a voter may change his vote without any change in his own
ideal point or in the policy platforms offered by the two party candi-
dates.All that will have changed is the location of the status quo.4 Note
also that, in this model, we have natural forces restoring policy mod-
eration, as well as forces fostering party competitiveness when the
party in power has gone “too far.”5 For example, if the status quo was
at 0, say, then the directional model predicts that voter V2 should again
vote for the Conservative platform.

A great deal of effort by many scholars (e.g., Markus and Con-
verse, 1979; Page and Jones, 1979; Rabinowitz and Macdonald,
1989; Rabinowitz, Macdonald, and Listhaug, 1991; Platt, Poole, and

Introduction 7

4 This model has some resemblance to the balancing model of Fiorina (1992) or Alesina
and Rosenthal (1995) but it is not identical. In particular it does not require strate-
gic calculations on the part of the voter. The voter votes sincerely, but in directional
rather than proximity terms. We shall return to this point in Chapter 9.

5 Cf. Stokes (1963) in his famous essay on forces restoring party competition.
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Rosenthal, 1992; Pierce, 1993, 1995a, 1997; Iversen, 1994; Westholm,
1997) including previous work of our own (Merrill, l994, l995; Merrill
and Grofman, 1997a) has gone into trying to decide which of these
three models (party ID, Downsian proximity, or some form of direc-
tional) fits the data best. In this book we take a rather heretical posi-
tion. Namely, it is our view that all three models provide useful insights
and that, as a practical matter, for any single election, it is difficult to
determine which of the three pure models fits the data best, since
there is a very large communality between the variance explained 
by each.6

We believe that the supposed incompatibility between the party ID
approach and the approaches that focus on issues has been greatly
exaggerated. In particular, those with a given party ID also tend to
demonstrate issue proximity to the candidate of their party.7 Also,
if we look only at a single election, Downsian and directional models
and the party ID model tend to give successful predictions for the
same set of voters – namely those that are well-anchored to the politi-
cal system and see policy differences between the parties/candidates.
Perhaps even more importantly, the recent work of Frank Wayman
(1996) on the only panel data set to allow us to follow U.S. voters over
a substantial time period (nearly twenty years) makes it clear that,
rather than party ID being largely immutable over a lifetime, eventu-
ally party ID is apt to change to reflect previous voting choices when
these are relatively consistent over time and inconsistent with previ-
ous party ID.

One way to integrate both directional and proximity perspectives
is to assume, following ideas in Grofman (1985), that some voters dis-
count the policy positions announced by the candidates. In this dis-
counting approach, if a candidate says she will implement a policy at,
say, 4 and the status quo is at 2 (see Figure 1.1), then the voter may
assume that the change from the status quo to be expected if that can-
didate is elected may not be 2 units (i.e., 4 - 2), but rather 2d units,
where d is a discounting factor less than or equal to 1 and strictly

8 Introduction

6 For simplicity of exposition we have treated both the Downsian and Michigan models
as pure models, although both draw on multiple factors to explain voting behavior.

7 We will elaborate on this point in Chapter 5 and evaluate the importance of “ration-
alization” and “projection” effects.
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greater than 0. Now, the voter chooses the candidate who he perceives
will implement policy closest to himself. If the discounting factor d is
1, this is simply the proximity model; if the discounting factor d is close
to 0, this is essentially a directional model, since each voter (except
possibly a voter very near the status quo) will then pick the candidate
who will move in the direction from the status quo toward the voter’s
bliss point.Thus, the discounting model can be thought of as a mixture
of proximity and directional voting with the d value indicating how far
along the continuum between directional voting and proximity voting
we have gone.

Consider Figure 1.1 once again. With the status quo at 2, we have
just noted that the swing voter V2 (at 1) will vote for R (at 3) if d is 1
(the proximity model), while V2 will vote for L (at -2) if d is near 0
(the directional perspective). A little arithmetic demonstrates that, in
this example, V2 will vote for L if and only if d < 2/3; that is, a mildly
conservative voter would vote for the liberal if discounting is
sufficient.

As before, voter V2 might represent a moderately conservative
American voter in 1996. Given the strength of the Republican
Congress following the election of 1994, the overall status quo was
distinctly conservative.Voter V2 – if he sufficiently discounted the plat-
forms of Clinton and the Republicans – might, according to the argu-
ment we have just presented, find a swing back in the Democratic
direction preferable. Such support (along with other factors such as a
healthy economy) helped Clinton win reelection. A similar phenom-
enon – in the reverse direction – may have occurred in 1980 as dis-
counting of Ronald Reagan’s platform helped him pick up otherwise
slightly left-leaning voters.

The example we have worked through for Figure 1.1 shows that it
can be useful to think about voter choice as a blend of directional and
proximity calculations, with the discounting factor d indicating the
relative importance of the two factors.8 Thus, we may think of the
notion of discounting as one way to integrate directional and prox-
imity factors.

Introduction 9

8 Of course, it is possible that a voter may not apply the same discounting factor to
both candidates. We shall take this possibility into account when we model voter
choice and candidate strategy in Chapters 8 and 9.
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1.3 Overview

Our desire to understand optimal candidate and party strategies leads
us to investigate the behavior of voters upon which the rationale for
these strategies rests. We will see empirically that these strategies are
neither totally convergent (i.e., identical) nor totally divergent (i.e.,
arbitrarily far apart), but rather intermediate. The models of voter
behavior that lead theoretically to the empirically observed behavior
of parties are likewise intermediate in the sense that they blend
aspects of proximity, direction, intensity, and/or discounting.9 In turn,
a multicomponented model of voter behavior is supported by the data
from a wide range of national election studies.

A central concern of this book is to distinguish between directional
and proximity models or combinations thereof – both theoretically
and empirically. We do this in three different ways. We look at (1) dif-
ferences in expectations about voter utility functions, (2) differences
in expectations about voter choice functions, and (3) differences in
expectations about party strategies. For each of these three we present
empirical evidence.

Much previous work (e.g., Westholm, 1997; Macdonald and
Rabinowitz, 1998) has sought to demonstrate that one pure model of
voting behavior or another is superior to all others. We argue instead
that the various models are complementary rather than competing
and that a unified model that reflects multiple motivations is the pre-
ferred model to explain both voter choice and party response. It is not
just that a more complicated model yields a better statistical fit – that
is to be expected. Rather, it is that for a wide variety of national 
electorates and for different methodological assumptions, the best
fitting models are fairly consistently intermediate between the pure
models. Perhaps most striking is the evidence from party strategies.
Empirically, these strategies reflect behavior that is nearly optimal if
parties are responding to voter behavior stemming from a mixture 
of voter motivations. Such strategies, however, would be far from

10 Introduction

9 Despite our efforts in the volume, we are not really ready to distinguish between inter-
pretations of our unified model as being motivated by discounting, or by a mixture
of directional and proximity factors, or by a lack of consistency in employing these
factors among individual voters, or by heterogeneity among different voters.We shall,
however, have a great deal to say about whether voters use a blend of models rather
than specific pure models (see Chapters 3–7 and 10).
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