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Abstract In this paper we use comparative study of electoral systems data to

understand the variation in citizens’ perceptions of political party placements on the

left–right scale. We estimate multilevel models to assess the extent to which indi-

vidual characteristics, party characteristics, and institutional designs contribute to

variability observed in citizens’ perceptions of party placements. Because lack of

information on the part of the citizens may be revealed through failure to respond to
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the left–right scale questions or through random components to actual placements,

we develop models that include assessments of both types of responses to reduce

bias from considering only one source. We find that individual-, party-, and insti-

tutional-level variables are relevant to understanding variation in citizens’ percep-

tions of party placements. Finally, we demonstrate that an inability to cognize the

left–right scale (incognizance) and a deviation in the perceptions of party positions

(perceptual deviation) have important consequences for citizens’ thermometer

evaluations of political parties.

Keywords Political parties � Party placement � Ideology

When survey research was first used to study electoral behavior, no one was

particularly surprised to learn that the typical respondent was not well informed

about politics. Still, the extent to which respondents lacked the most rudimentary

information, or just how widely varying responses that were held proved to be, was

nonetheless astounding. These observations raised what is to many the first and

perhaps the most important question to ask about the political public: Under what

conditions can the public be considered sufficiently well informed to be entrusted to

make responsible choices? That question is a normative judgment. To make such a

judgment, however, we must have some sense of the empirical circumstances. That

is, the scientific question is to ask under what conditions could the public cast a vote

based, let us say, on a particular issue—a question studied by the authors of The

American Voter (1960)—or when can the public be able to use a left–right scale in

voting—the instance we study in this paper?

In this paper, we use the left–right scale to illustrate our argument on the

importance of studying the variability in information for correct specification of

models of judgment and choice that rely on reports of political perceptions,

opinions, and beliefs. In addition, doing so can also provide insights into recent

works on the conditions under which the scale is a meaningful and useful concept to

the voter for both policy preference formation (Weber and Saris 2015) and vote

choice (Zechmeister 2015). While this paper studies only the left–right scale in

these terms, we see this scale as an illustration of our point, although among the

most important and relevant of illustrations.1

We are aided in addressing these questions by a growing literature that considers

the determinants of citizens’ perceptions of party positions on the left–right scale. In

an attempt to assess the sophistication of potential voters, some researchers test the

accuracy of citizens’ perceptions (van der Brug 1999). Other researchers analyze

whether changes in party statements or behavior lead to corresponding changes in

citizens’ perceptions of party positions (Adams et al. 2011; Fortunato and Stevenson

2013). A key feature of this research is that scholars typically focus on a single

country or region when analyzing the determinants of citizens’ perceptions of party

1 A similar argument was made with respect to the need to consider variation in measurement of approval

of presidential performance. See Gronke and Brehm (2002).
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positions, effectively limiting the potential influence of institutional and systemic

factors.

Using cross-country data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems, we

examine the sources of variation in citizens’ perceptions of party placements on the

left–right scale and categorize them into those associated with the individual and

those associated with features of the political parties, the party system, or the

nation’s set of electoral institutions. Some systems may be more conducive to

presenting clearer and more directly meaningful information to voters, others might

present a less clear picture. Perhaps voters, then, perceive such differences. With a

special interest on examining possible institutional effects, we test the sources of

variation in a comparative context across a large number of nations with varying

party and electoral systems. Stated most generally, our central finding is that

individual factors (e.g., income, education, and political information) and institu-

tional factors (e.g., plurality and presidential systems) play important roles in

shaping citizens’ perceptions of party placements on the left–right scale.

Incognizance and Perceptual Deviation

Whether the left–right scale is a meaningful concept for voters is a question that

multiple scholars have explored within the study of electoral behavior in democratic

systems (Downs 1957; Coughlin and Lockhart 1998; Potter 2001; Zechmeister

2006). Some studies have questioned the utility of the left–right dimension, mainly

because of its unstable and lack of overarching meaning across time (Butler and

Stokes 1974; Sartori 1976), as well as across countries (Thorisdottir et al. 2007;

Aspelund et al. 2013). However, another set of studies has argued in favor of the

relevance of left and right labels from different perspectives. The left–right concept

can facilitate political parties’ communication (Hinich and Munger 1994). In

addition, regardless of its distinct intensity across countries, the left–right dimension

continues to be connected to voters’ political evaluations and choices (Knight 1985;

Zechmeister 2015). Past research has also found that as new policy issues arise,

citizens are able to expand the left–right scale and add new meanings to it (Knutsen

1995). More recent research shows that the left–right orientation is a relevant

dimension for understanding issue preferences (Weber and Saris 2015).

What, then, might be necessary for the left–right scale to be meaningful to the

voter and subsequently rely on it for the communication of her political

preferences? Previous studies have emphasized the role that elites’ packaging of

ideological labels play in such a process (Hinich and Munger 1994), along with the

individual’s political sophistication and subsequent ability to use the scale (Knight

1985; Zechmeister 2006). We agree with such views and extend their arguments:

parties’ use of the left–right scale is a precondition for voters’ use of the left–right

scale, however, at the same time, the individual’s ability to use the scale must be

unpacked and analyzed.

To accomplish these tasks, we rely on Campbell et al.’s (1960) classic study of

voter behavior and recall the authors’ three criteria to explain when an issue would

bear upon a person’s vote decision (1960, pp. 178–179): (1) the issue must be

Polit Behav (2018) 40:415–433 417

123

This content downloaded from 
�������������76.36.235.16 on Thu, 02 Jul 2026 20:12:45 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



cognized in some form; (2) it must arouse some minimal intensity of feeling; and (3)

it must be accompanied by some perception that one party represents the person’s

own position better than the other parties do. While one might argue that the left–

right axis is more general and abstract when compared to specific issues analyzed by

Campbell et al. (1960), research has shown that reliance on the left–right orientation

can sometimes exhibit similar characteristics to issue-oriented behavior (Weber and

Saris 2015). To that extent, we argue that the relevance of the left–right scale and its

use by voters can also be studied using the three conditions identified by Campbell

et al. (1960)—in addition to these conditions being good instruments for the

evaluation of the meaningfulness of the scale. Also, Abramson et al. (2012; 2014)

have applied these criteria to issues in a scale format very much like that employed

in the CSES measure of the left–right scale. They report results for every 7-point

issue scale asked in the ANES since their wide introduction, from 1972 to 2012. We

apply the criteria to the 11-point left–right scale reported in the CSES modules.

How might responses to the questions on the left–right scale indicate failure to

satisfy one or more conditions identified by Campbell et al.? We believe there are

two different ways in which this might occur. One is simply that the voter may not

respond to the criterion. For example, they may not place themselves on the scale

and this would signal a failure to cognize the scale.2 We refer to that as

‘‘incognizance,’’ because it indicates insufficient awareness of the scale to feel

comfortable enough to respond to it, and failure to respond means failure to be able

to use it meaningfully.

The second way that the meaning and utility of a scale may be degraded perhaps

sufficiently to become non-meaningful involves the (deviated) perceptions of party

positions. As a respondent’s perception of a party position becomes less clear or she

grows increasingly uncertain about where to place a party on the left–right scale, the

distance between her perception and the ‘‘real’’ party position grows, and her ability

to effectively use the left–right scale diminishes. We refer to this distance as

‘‘perceptual deviation’’ because, even to a well-informed observer, where a party

stands may not be clear. To be sure, distance in placements also could arise as a type

of ‘‘incognizance,’’ that is, a voter who has no idea what the ‘‘correct’’ answer to

where a party stands on a left–right scale might blindly guess a numbered response

rather than choose to respond that the voter does not know the answer to that

question. But there is in principle a difference between not answering questions and

being unclear as to just what the correct answer is—especially if the party is the

source of that lack of clarity. And therefore, we speak of ‘‘incognizance’’ and

‘‘perceptual deviation’’ as two different forms of failure to meet a Campbell et al.’s

criterion, and these are associated with different measures—and with different

explanations.

2 Some respondents may decide not to use the scale, even if they are familiar with it. For example,

supporters of anti-system parties may choose not to answer questions about the scale. Because these

respondents are not willing to use the scale, it is clear that they do not rely on it for the communication of

their political preferences. Consequently, they fall short of using the scale meaningfully, and they do not

satisfy the conditions identified by Campbell et al. (1960).
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Hypotheses

Standard understandings of public opinion lead us to expect considerable variation

in both incognizance and perceptual deviation. These understandings also lend

themselves to standard hypotheses about possible sources of variation, at different

levels of analysis. At the individual level, the extant literature would suggest that

decreasing political sophistication is likely to be associated with increasing

incognizance and perceptual deviation (Zechmeister 2006; Dalton 2011). The

‘‘fault’’ lies within us, the general public. Thus, we propose that political

sophistication is negatively associated with incognizance and perceptual deviation.

Voters, however, are only part of the story about democracy. The other half

involves political elites—the office holders, activists, party leaders, etc. They and

the situations in which they find themselves are also potential contributors to

incognizance and perceptual deviation, especially about something as complex and

nuanced as even a simple version of left–right ideology. Certainly, new parties have

had less time than long established parties to get their message across to the voters.3

Hence, ceteris paribus, the fewer times a party has conducted a campaign or has

taken actions in office, the less likely voters are to know where they stand, i.e. the

higher the degree of perceptual deviation. Therefore, we hypothesize that party age

is negatively associated with perceptual deviation.

That is only one circumstance. A party that belongs to an ideological family with

a clear left–right orientation can more easily convey its position, ceteris paribus.

And, parties that attract little support tend to attract little attention and are, thus,

inherently less well known and understood than those that have the attention of the

media and the public regularly. We therefore hypothesize that parties that belong to

an ideological family (such as being a democratic socialist or a conservative party)

and large parties will be negatively associated with perceptual deviation.

Similarly, the circumstances and actions of elites may be shaped in part by the

political, electoral, and party system in which they are set. The simplest example is

the age of the democracy. New democracies are less likely to have had parties that

have had the chance to develop a clear, crisp image in the public, and therefore may

be more prone to greater incognizance and perceptual deviation.4 We therefore

hypothesize that the age of the democracy is negatively associated with

incognizance and perceptual deviation. Similarly, parties in new electoral systems

also may have less clear images in the public, so we predict that age of the electoral

system also is negatively associated with incognizance and perceptual deviation. At

the same time, as theorized by Duverger (1963), proportional representation (PR)

systems tend to have larger numbers of competitive parties than first-past-the-post

(FPTP) systems. We expect that, in FPTP systems, major parties are more likely to

be broader and more encompassing, and thus have less clear party positions than in

the denser landscape of a multi-party PR system.

3 For further discussion of the organizational challenges new parties face in a democratic system, see

Mair and Van Biezen (2001), Van Biezen (2003), and Dalton (2011).
4 A new democracy also may have a less stable party system, which we believe will further contribute to

more incognizance and perceptual deviation. For further discussion, see Dalton (2011).
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Another set of considerations can be seen in comparing political institutions

between the US and the UK (or the purest version of the Westminster system), for

example. The UK is unitary, whereas the US has multiple offices of significance at

the national level. Hence, the typical citizen in the US hears the campaign claims of

a candidate for the U.S. House, the presidency, and the Senate, from the same party

at the same time, and these voices generally sound different notes. In the case of

Clinton and ‘‘triangulation’’ in 1996, he was intentionally trying to differentiate

himself not only from Republicans but also from liberal Democrats that filled the

House and Senate. Tony Blair followed a similar strategy, but he took the entire set

of Labour candidates for MP from more toward to the liberal extreme in towards the

center with him. In such cases, the public hears different versus unified voices and

can be expected to see the more cacophonous US case with less clarity than the

single note struck by the unitary UK system. Also, at least until relatively recently,

federalism was drastically limited in the UK, but was and remains of major

importance in the US. The stronger the federalism, the more likely is the typical

citizen to hear multiple stances being enunciated from the same party.5 We therefore

hypothesize that presidential and federal systems are positively associated with

incognizance and perceptual deviation. Overall, we should expect systematic

differences across individuals and nations in terms of the degrees of incognizance

and perceptual deviation, with variation coming from the circumstances and goals

of individual voters, particular parties, and the nature of the political system in

general.

Measures and Analysis of Incognizance

We use CSES data to construct multiple measures of incognizance.6 In the CSES

Module II, conducted between 2001 and 2006, participants in 38 nations were asked

to place themselves and up to nine political parties on an 11-point left–right scale.7

The specific question asked was: ‘‘In politics people sometimes talk of left and right.

Where would you place yourself [Party A] on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means

the left and 10 means the right? Using the same scale, where would you place, Party

B?’’ (and so on) for up to nine different parties.

In order to cognize the left–right scale, respondents at minimum must place

themselves and at least two parties on the scale. If respondents do not place

themselves and at least two parties, then the scale cannot be used as a basis of

choice. Consequently, the measures of incognizance are as follows: (1) the

respondents do not place themselves on the left–right scale; (2) they do not place at

least two parties on the left–right scale.

5 For a similar discussion on how different political institutions clarify or obscure voters’ responsibility

attribution, see Hobolt et al. (2013).
6 CSES data is available at www.cses.org/datacenter/module2/module2.htm. The data and replication

code for this paper are available at the Political Behavior Dataverse (https://dataverse.harvard.edu/

dataverse/polbehavior).
7 Two nations (Belgium and Japan) asked only self-placement. Two cases (Taiwan and Portugal)

included the module of questions in two national elections, so we have a total of 38 nation-elections.
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In the Online Appendix, we report each incognizance measure across nations and

institutions from the CSES Module II (see Tables A1 and A2).8 The tables capture

important cross-national and cross-institutional variation that exists in the incog-

nizance measures.9 These results suggest that there are several sources of systematic

variation explaining why some individuals are not able to cognize the left–right

scale. One source of variation may be due to the individual, and it is probably what

comes to mind first for most as they think about this problem. But, additionally, the

advantage of using a multi-national approach is that we can examine national-level

variables with sufficient variation to be able to assess their effects in a multivariate

model.

We turn here to estimate such a multivariate model. Specifically, we estimate the

effects of individual-level and institutional-level variables on the incognizance

measures discussed above. The dependent variables in this analysis consist of three

dichotomous incognizance variables. For the first incognizance variable, a value of

one indicates that the respondent did not place herself on the left–right scale, while a

value of zero indicates that the respondent did place herself on the scale. For the

second incognizance variable, a value of one indicates that the respondent did not

place at least two parties on the left–right scale, while a value of zero indicates that

the respondent placed at least two parties on the scale. A third dichotomous

incognizance variable measures whether the respondent is incognizant (i.e., receives

a score of one) for either of the previous two incognizance variables. For the third

incognizance variable, a value of one indicates that the respondent did not place

herself or a least two parties on the left–right scale, while a value of zero indicates

that the respondent placed herself and/or at least two parties on the scale.

Both individual-level and institutional-level variables are included as indepen-

dent variables in the multilevel analysis. At the individual level, we use multiple

proxies for political sophistication, including income, education, and political

information. The political information variable is an index of the number of

questions on politics that the respondent correctly answered. Two measures of

political involvement are also added as political sophistication variables, including

whether the respondent has contacted a politician in the past five years and whether

the respondent has participated in a protest in the past five years. We also

incorporate a standard set of control variables, such as age, a dichotomous variable

for whether the respondent is female, and the degree of urbanness where the

respondent lives. The individual-level variables are taken from the CSES survey.

More details on these variables, as well as all other variables used in the following

tables, are included in the Online Appendix.

8 Although the overall percentage of citizens able to use the left–right scale has been considered for these

countries in previous research (see Best and McDonald 2011), our analysis offers a detailed breakdown of

the incognizance measures. Also, later in the paper, we analyze the determinants of incognizance, rather

than simply reporting the percentages.
9 For some institutions in Table A2, there is little variation in incognizance or the differences run in the

opposite direction of our expectations. Because these results do not control for other potential influences

on incognizance, they should be interpreted with caution. Instead, the models in Table 1 provide a more

comprehensive examination of the estimated effects of institutional-level variables on incognizance.
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In order to test our hypotheses regarding country-level determinants, we also

include a wide variety of institutional-level variables. These variables consist of

separate measures for plurality, a presidential system, federalism, and the age of the

electoral system.10 Also, in line with previous work (Fortunato et al. 2015), we

include a variable on the effective number of political parties (ENP). The sources

for the institutional-level variables are the CSES macro-level dataset and the

Database of Political Institutions (Beck et al. 2010; updated in 2010).

In Table 1, we use multilevel models to estimate the effects of the individual-

level and institutional-level variables on incognizance (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal

2008). For each multilevel model, the individual variables represent the ‘‘lower’’

level of the hierarchical model, while the institutional variables represent the

‘‘higher’’ level. The models are estimated using random-intercept logistic

regression.11

As expected, income, education, and political information have a negative and

statistically significant relationship with incognizance, and their estimated effects do

not vary greatly from one incognizance measure to the next. Respondents who

contacted politicians and participated in protest are also less likely to be

incognizant, once again as expected. Age and urbanness have a negative and

statistically significant relationship with incognizance, while women are positively

associated with incognizance.

Among the country-level variables, only presidential systems have a statistically

significant relationship with the various measures of incognizance. In line with our

expectations, the results suggest that presidential systems boost incognizance. The

results for presidential systems echo something we will find more commonly as we

move forward. Presidential systems tend to have multiple signals—either because

there are distinct party positions across national offices, or because the candidates

for different offices talk about different things. Regardless of the reason, it seems to

be the case that multiple signals are more confusing to citizens.

The remaining country-level variables do not play an important role in shaping

incognizance. Federalism is positively associated with incognizance, as expected,

but the relationship is not statistically significant. This finding suggests that

federalism does not shape incognizance, even though there is the potential for

confusion due to multiple signals. We also highlight here the results for the number

of political parties. Despite using a different sample of countries, our results are in

line with Fortunato et al. (2015) and suggest that the number of political parties does

not influence whether individuals are able to cognize the left–right scale.

10 In preparation for our use of the predicted probabilities of incognizance in the perceptual deviation

models, we intentionally exclude one of the country-level variables (age of democracy). More

explanation of this action is included in the section on the analysis of perceptual deviation.
11 Multilevel models are utilized in this analysis due to the existence of significant variance at the country

level. For an analysis of this variation, please see the unconditional models in the Online Appendix

(Table A10).
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Measures and Analysis of Perceptual Deviation

With the CSES data, we used two methods to construct two measures of our concept

of perceptual deviation. We calculated the distance between an individual

respondent’s perception of a party’s position on the left–right scale and the mean

of all the respondents’ perceptions of the same party’s position on the scale.12 In

addition to the election surveys, the CSES project asked a country expert to place

the parties on the same left–right scale. Thus, we are able to use, as an alternative

measure, the distance between an individual respondent’s perception of a party’s

position and the expert’s perception of the same party’s position on the left–right

scale. The correlation between the two dependent variables, clarity of left–right

Table 1 Modeling Incognizance

(1) (2) (3)

Did not place self

on left–right scale

Did not place at least two

parties on left–right scale

Did not place self or at

least two parties on

left–right scale

Individual variables

Income -0.126*** -0.102*** -0.125***

Education -0.213*** -0.229*** -0.211***

Political information -0.493*** -0.547*** -0.506***

Age -0.006*** -0.003** -0.004***

Female 0.415*** 0.486*** 0.437***

Urbanness -0.032* -0.040** -0.045***

Contact politician -0.362*** -0.318*** -0.349***

Protest -0.418*** -0.433*** -0.481***

Country variables

Plurality -0.519 0.315 0.206

Presidential 1.145** 0.655** 0.736**

Federalism 0.408 0.513 0.479

ENP -0.070 -0.139 -0.107

Age electoral system -0.005 -0.002 -0.004

Constant -0.024 0.031 0.459

N 30,212 29,477 29,231

Multilevel random-intercept logistic regression models are used in this analysis. The dependent variables

are not placing oneself on the left–right scale, not placing at least two parties on the left–right scale, and

not placing oneself or at least two parties on the left–right scale

* p\ .10; ** p\ .05; *** p\ .01

12 It is possible that parties may compete on multiple dimensions in a given country, further adding to the

difficulty of placing a party on a single left–right dimension. In these cases, the mean respondent

placement and the expert placement of the parties likely combine the multiple dimensions into a single

dimension, and these perceptions still can be seen as at least approximating the true position. Therefore,

even in these cases, it is still worthwhile to analyze the distance between the respondent’s perception of

the party’s placement and the ‘‘true’’ placement.
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positions measured as deviation from the mean and deviation from expert

placement, is 0.78.13

In order to explain why some nations and some respondents have perceptions of

party placements that are more variable than other nations and individuals, we need

to understand that those effects are conditional on the set of responses that have

cognized the scale. Failure to consider who responds (i.e., who is incognizant) will

affect the variability in the perceptions of those party placements as we construct

our measures of perceptual deviation, and will thus likely lead to the potentially

biased estimates of our explanatory variables on perceptual deviation. One would

think, for example, that those with lesser levels of formal education would both be

less likely to place themselves and parties on the scale (as they are) and less likely to

give precise and accurate responses, given that they respond at all. Therefore, as we

turn to our measures of perceptual deviation, we must consider our measures and

estimates of incognizance.

Our measures of perceptual deviation are based on where individuals, citizens as

a whole, and the particular country experts in CSES place themselves and political

parties on the left–right scale. To be included in a measure of perceptual deviation,

therefore, requires that the respondent has responded to the scale (that is, did not

respond as too incognizant to place themselves or the parties on the scale). This, of

course, has methodological consequences. Inferences for population effects of

perceptual deviation are not based on the sample of respondents, but on that subset

of the sample that were measured as not being incognizant. Further, the effect of, for

example, education on perceptual deviation might be biased by virtue of education

also being related to incognizance (at least if incognizance is also related to

perceptual deviation). Therefore, we need to account for these potential method-

ological artifacts in our estimation. To do so, we develop a two-equation model, in

which we first predict the effects of our explanatory variables on incognizance (i.e.,

the results reported in Table 1). We use that equation to form the predicted extent of

incognizance for that respondent.14 That predicted probability of being incognizant

is then entered as an explanatory variable on the right-hand-side of our equation

estimating perceptual deviation.

13 The elite and the mass public might have different conceptions of the left–right scale and place parties

accordingly in different positions. For example, in Mexico experts tend to locate the PRI on the center-

right, the PAN on the right and PRD on the left of the ideological spectrum. However, voters used to think

of the PRI as a party farther away on the right while agreeing with the experts on the location of the PRD

as the left party and the PAN in the right-center of the ideological scale. According to Alejandro Moreno

(1996), while the Mexican electorate used to think of the left–right scale in terms of the authoritarian and

democratic dimension, experts judge parties on the traditional economic redistribution conception of the

left–right scale.
14 In particular, we use the logit estimates to form the linear combination as reported in Table 1 and then

use the logit transformation of that value to estimate the probability that the individual responds as

incognizant. Thus, for example, the results in column 1 of Table 1 are used to predict the probability that

the individual did not place him or herself on the left–right scale. We use the predicted probability from

the logit transformation rather than the underlying linear form because it is in fact answering the question

we ask, ‘‘how likely is this person to not place him or herself on the scale,’’ and because it has the effect

of weighting the extreme values less and placing greater weight on those near the margin of responding or

not.
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Thus, not only are the results reported in Table 1 interesting in and of themselves,

but we will use them to formulate estimated probabilities of responding, for inclusion

on the right-hand-side of equations modeling, for example, the extent of individual

variation in the perception of party placements. Because we have several types of

incognizance, we construct several variables as measures of the various types of

incognizance. One uses the coefficient estimates from column one of Table 1 to form

an estimated equation of the probability that the individual does not place herself or

himself on the scale. The second equation uses the results from column two to

estimate the probability of not placing at least two parties on the scale. The third

equation uses the results from column three to estimate the probability of not placing

herself or at least two parties on the scale. These variables are entered as right-hand-

side variables in various combinations in subsequent cases.

The model we develop has four classes of variables. At the individual level, we

use the same variables as in Table 1, but we substitute participation in protest with

voting in the current election.15 For the country-level variables, we again use those

in Table 1. We added to that set a variable measuring the age of the nation’s

democracy, which allows us to differentiate the estimated effects of electoral system

age and democracy age.16

A third set of new variables concerns specific features of the individual parties.

While these are, in a sense, national-level variables, they are also unique to the

individual party. The four measures are the age of the party, party ideology, the

percentage of the vote they received in the current election, and the standard

deviation of party placement. Recall our expectations: the longer a party has been

active in the political system, the better known they are and hence the less the

perceptual deviation (based on knowledge in the public not on any intentional

vagueness on the party’s part). Much the same is likely to be true, we would expect,

for a party that does well in the election, because there will be more knowledge

about the party and more coverage of what it stands for in the media. It could also be

the case that parties do well in part because they are less clear and certain in stating

their positions, so that they can appeal to a somewhat broader range of people. The

ideology variable reflects the notion that a party which belongs to an ideological

family with a clear left–right orientation will be more easily able to convey its

position to the public. The standard deviation of party placement serves as a control

variable for the amount of variation in citizens’ perceptions of a party’s position on

the left–right scale.

Finally, we include the various results from Table 1. We compare models that

hold the first three sets of variables constant and vary the way in which the

15 As Tables 1 and 2 show, this means that we have, in each case, one variable included in one but not

the other estimation (and in both cases the included variable is statistically significant in the estimation).

Thus, if we treat this as akin to a selection bias problem (as it rather is, even if differing in technical

details), we have these variables as our identifying restrictions. While our model is, by the construction of

the questions in the survey, strictly recursive, by excluding one variable in one equation that is included in

the other equation, we meet the necessary condition for identification, even if this were a non-recursive

system.
16 Along with substituting one variable, the addition of the age of democracy variable serves as an extra

precaution for meeting the necessary conditions for identification.
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estimated probability of the individual being incognizant enters the model. The first

column is the model that does not include any such measure. That is then compared

to models that include the estimated probability of not placing her or himself on the

scale. Column 2 includes that measure; column 3 adds a variable on the probability

of not placing at least two parties on the scale; and column 4 adds the probability of

not placing oneself or at least two parties on the scale.

Table 2 presents one set of these model estimates, for the case of measuring

perceptual deviation as distance from the average placement by the sample and for

the use of all parties asked in the CSES instrument. Tables A3–A5 in the Online

Appendix report the results for the other cases (perceptual deviation as measured by

distance from expert placing, and estimation using only the major parties). Each of

the models is estimated as a (3-level) multilevel regression model with random

intercepts (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2008).

While this is a large data set (N[ 145,000), it is striking that so many independent

variables are statistically significant in every version. At the individual level, income,

education, and political information are all significantly and negatively related to

perceptual deviation as hypothesized. The better educated, those with higher income,

and those with more political information all have lesser levels of perceptual

deviation. Contrary to our expectations, contacting a politician is positively

associated with perceptual deviation, at least in two of the tables (Tables 2 and

A4). There is strong evidence that women are positively and significantly associated

with perceptual deviation, but the evidence is mixed regarding age.

The results suggest that country- and party-level variables also play an important

role in explaining perceptual deviation. The effects of having a plurality system and

a president are all fairly large or very large coefficients (both are dummy variables

and so comparable in that fashion) and positively related to perceptual deviation.

The latter is consistent with our argument that having multiple elections for multiple

offices provides several different signals from various important party leaders and

candidates and thus contributes to perceptual deviation. The electoral system

variable is positively signed and statistically significant in two of the tables, which is

contrary to expectations. The age of the democracy is negatively related, as

expected, and statistically significant in most of the tables. The effective number of

political parties is positively and significantly associated with perceptual deviation.

At the party level, the evidence is mixed regarding party vote and party ideology.

The party vote variable has a negative and statistically significant relationship with

perceptual deviation in two of the tables (Tables 2 and A4), providing some

evidence that more votes are related to less perceptual deviation, ceteris paribus.

The party ideology variable is negatively signed in three of the tables, as expected,

and it reaches statistical significance in two of those three tables (Tables A3 and

A5).17 Thus, while there is considerable variation in citizens’ perceptions of party

placements on the left–right scale, the explanation appears to be a mixture of some

individual-level variables and a good number of variables measured at the national

and party levels.

17 As further evidence of the mixed results, both party vote and party ideology are positively and

significantly associated with perceptual deviation in one of the tables.
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The inclusion of the estimated probability of not placing at least two parties on

the left–right scale is always significant and positively signed (the higher the

probability of incognizance, the higher the perceptual deviation). This is what we

would expect. The estimated probability of not placing oneself on the left–right

scale is consistently significant, but negatively signed. There are two understandings

of this outcome. First, note that the left-hand-side variable in Table 2 (and the

variants in the Online Appendix) is a measure of citizens’ perceptions of party

placement and does not involve self-placement. Thus, the correct interpretation of

these two results is that as the probability of being incognizant about where the

respondent, per se, stands on the left–right scale increases, the respondent is less

Table 2 Distance from Mean Party Placement (all parties)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Party variables

Party age 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

Party ideology -0.006 -0.006 -0.006 -0.006

Party vote percent -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002*** -0.002***

Standard deviation of party placement 0.862*** 0.862*** 0.862*** 0.862***

Individual variables

Income -0.043*** -0.047*** -0.047*** -0.045***

Education -0.057*** -0.063*** -0.060*** -0.059***

Political information -0.080*** -0.094*** -0.084*** -0.084***

Age 0.001** 0.001** 0.001 0.001*

Female 0.066*** 0.078*** 0.069*** 0.068***

Urbanness 0.000 -0.001 -0.001 0.000

Contact politician 0.036** 0.027* 0.030* 0.034**

Vote -0.081*** -0.085*** -0.087*** -0.085***

Country variables

Plurality 0.144*** 0.144*** 0.139*** 0.132***

Presidential 0.102*** 0.129*** 0.133*** 0.123***

Federalism -0.040 -0.022 -0.030 -0.024

ENP 0.031*** 0.029*** 0.032*** 0.031***

Age electoral system 0.001*** 0.001** 0.001** 0.001***

Age democracy -0.001 -0.001 -0.001* -0.001*

Other variables

Did not place self -0.377*** -1.323*** -1.388***

Did not place min. two parties 1.053***

Did not place self or min. two parties 0.963**

Constant 0.185*** 0.289*** 0.269*** 0.224***

N 149,038 148,329 148,329 148,329

Multilevel random-intercept regression models are used in this analysis. The dependent variable is the

absolute value of the difference between where the respondent places a party on the left–right scale and

the mean placement of the party by all respondents in that country. The sample consists of all parties

* p\ .10; ** p\ .05; *** p\ .01
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likely to deviate in her perceptions of party placement. However, an increasingly

high probability of incognizance in party placement increases the amount of

expressed perceptual deviation in party placement. The former finding could result

from the fact that those with a high probability of being incognizant about self-

placement are disproportionately those who were, in fact, incognizant and thus

excluded from the current estimations, leaving only those who might appear likely

to be incognizant statistically, but happen to be the exceptions who actually do

consider politics and elections more deeply. Or, it could be that the two levels of

incognizance are related (as they are empirically), so that having controlled for

being likely to be incognizant in self-placement, the incognizance in party

placement has the opposite effect.

The inclusion of the estimated probability of incognizance variables has an effect

on other variables in the models. For example, the estimated size of the presidential

coefficient increases by over twenty percent when adding the incognizance variables

in Table 2. In addition, the age of democracy achieves statistical significance only

after multiple incognizance variables are included in the models from Table 2. It is

clear that failure to include the estimated probability of incognizance variables leads

to nontrivial misspecification in these estimates.

Do Incognizance and Perceptual Deviation Matter?

As we have seen, we can get a great deal of empirical leverage over the extent of

revealed incognizance and perceptual deviation. And the explanation is a broad

mixture of features in the electorate and features in the political and party systems.

But while we can observe and account for this variation around the democratic

world, does it really make any difference? Does more incognizance or perceptual

deviation have any effect on evaluations or choices? We conclude this paper by

considering one example, thermometer evaluations of the parties.

In Table 3, we report the estimates of a multilevel regression model with random

intercepts to predict the 11-point overall, affective ‘‘feeling’’ thermometer

evaluation of each party as a function of individual-level variables, country-level

variables, and party-level variables. The key question is whether incognizance and

perceptual deviation makes any difference in such evaluations. Thus, the

incognizance parameters estimated in the model, above, are directly relevant. In

addition we include the direct measure of perceptual deviation from the left-hand-

side variable in the last estimation. That is, we include the measured distance of the

individual’s perception of a party’s placement from the average placement of that

party by the full sample, with larger values being what we take to be revealed

perceptual deviation (Table A6 in the Online Appendix substitutes the expert’s

placement for that of the average respondent.18)

18 In the Online Appendix (Tables A7 and A8), we also report the results of estimation using only the

major parties. Table A7 uses the distance to mean placement variable, and Table A8 uses the distance to

expert placement variable.
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In comparison to previous tables, there are some other key changes to the

independent variables utilized in these models. At the individual level, we add a

variable for partisanship, the respondent’s evaluation of government performance,

whether one believes that the vote does not make a difference, and dissatisfaction

with democracy. The latter two serve as measures of political alienation and

Table 3 Party Thermometer Evaluations (all parties)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Party variables

Party age 0.005*** 0.005*** 0.005*** 0.005***

Party ideology 0.091*** 0.090*** 0.090*** 0.090***

Standard deviation of party placement -0.607*** -0.605*** -0.604*** -0.604***

Individual variables

Income -0.009 -0.002 -0.002 0.006

Education -0.015** -0.006 -0.000 0.007

Political information -0.098*** -0.072*** -0.050*** -0.031*

Age -0.005*** -0.005*** -0.005*** -0.005***

Female 0.124*** 0.105*** 0.087*** 0.069***

Urbanness -0.024*** -0.022** -0.019** -0.014

Contact politician -0.143*** -0.135*** -0.127*** -0.107***

Vote 0.087*** 0.089*** 0.086*** 0.090***

Partisanship 4.336*** 4.337*** 4.337*** 4.338***

Vote makes no difference -0.038*** -0.039*** -0.039*** -0.040***

Dissatisfaction with democracy -0.123*** -0.122*** -0.120*** -0.121***

Government performance 0.215*** 0.215*** 0.214*** 0.213***

Country variables

Plurality -0.196 -0.200 -0.216 -0.241

Presidential 0.283 0.242 0.247 0.230

Federalism 0.301 0.274 0.259 0.258

ENP 0.017 0.018 0.024 0.023

Age electoral system -0.001 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000

Age democracy -0.000 -0.000 -0.001 -0.001

Distance to true party placement

Distance to mean placement -0.172*** -0.172*** -0.173*** -0.173***

Other variables

Did not place self 0.616*** -1.167** -2.901***

Did not place min. two parties 2.021***

Did not place self or min. two parties 3.440***

Constant 5.488*** 5.323*** 5.256*** 5.063***

N 116,376 115,792 115,792 115,792

Multilevel random-intercept regression models are used in this analysis. The dependent variable is the

party thermometer rating. Distance to true party placement is measured using mean respondent place-

ment. The sample consists of all parties

* p\ .10; ** p\ .05; *** p\ .01
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disaffection with politics. At the party level, we remove the party vote variable due

to endogeneity concerns. Overall, these changes produce a more complete model of

party thermometer evaluations.

The estimates reported in Table 3 look different from those we have seen up to

this point—as we would expect given that we are seeking to explain responses about

very different variables. Country variables are not significant.19 The party

variables—as we expect—are always significant. The older the party and the more

associated the party was with an ideological family that had a clear left–right

orientation, the more highly it was evaluated, ceteris paribus.

Interestingly, the standard deviation of party placement has a negative and

statistically significant relationship with party thermometer evaluations. This finding

demonstrates that, even after controlling for the respondent’s perceptual deviation

(i.e., the distance between the respondent’s perception of the party placement and

the ‘‘true’’ party placement on the left–right scale), parties still are penalized for

having higher variation in the perceptions of party placement. In other words,

citizens penalize parties that present vague or unclear positions in the eyes of the

public.

We see a very different pattern than before among our individual-level variables,

with voters and women giving higher thermometer scores. The older and the more

politically informed give more negative reviews of every party, on average. Not

surprisingly, partisans and those who are satisfied with the government’s

performance give higher thermometer scores, while those who believe that the

vote makes no difference and those who are dissatisfied with democracy give lower

thermometer scores.

The point of the exercise is to show that consideration of incognizance and

perceptual deviation matters in this central measure of political evaluations. We

consider the findings for perceptual deviation first. In contrast with recent literature

based only on select advanced industrialized countries (Tomz and Van Houweling

2009; Somer-Topcu 2015), we find that deviation in the perceptions of party

positions has a negative effect on party evaluations. On balance, perceptual

deviation leads to penalties, not rewards, for parties.

As for incognizance, the probability of being incognizant about one’s own

position starts off as being positively related to evaluating a party, but then switches

to a negative coefficient when adding the other incognizance variables. All

incognizance variables are statistically significant. We can then conclude that failure

to consider both incognizance and perceptual deviation incorrectly specifies any

model trying to explain how positively citizens view political parties.

More specifically, by controlling for incognizance and perceptual deviation, we

are able to improve our estimates of the effects of key variables on party

thermometer evaluations. For example, after controlling for incognizance, the

relationship between education and party evaluations is no longer statistically

19 Some variables have similar sized coefficient estimates, so that there might be a higher degree of

collinearity leading to larger than otherwise standard errors. However, if so, that is not due to our

incognizance variables, because the plurality variable, for example, has the same magnitude as it has

before and as it has in other models in this table, indicating that, if it is any variable, it is the distance from

the average to the respondent’s placement measure.
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significant. This finding suggests that education does not influence party evalua-

tions. Moreover, the estimated size of the positive female coefficient is reduced by

about a third when including multiple incognizance variables. Women are

associated with higher levels of incognizance, and, unless this incognizance is

controlled for, it results in upwardly biased estimates of their party evaluations.

Thermometer evaluations are very strongly related to the vote. In two party

systems, the more highly evaluated party is almost invariably the one the citizen

votes for, and in multi-party systems this is modified only by the set of strategic

considerations voters must entertain. Our results show that incognizance and

perceptual deviation shape party thermometer evaluations. Thus, incognizance and

perceptual deviation have real consequences.20 As also shown here, the reasons for

incognizance and perceptual deviation only partially lie within the electorate but lie

as well and perhaps at least as strongly or more so within the actions of political

elites and the institutions they lead.

Conclusion

Students of political behavior commonly argue that citizens lack even basic

information about politics. However, the left–right dimension of ideology is a

popular lens through which analysts view and interpret politics. This paper shows

that a sizable percentage of citizens do not cognize the left–right scale, but it also

shows that there is rich variation across countries.

The variability in information among citizens has important consequences for

their assessments of parties, including their perceptions of party positions as well as

their party thermometer evaluations. Incognizance of the left–right scale shapes the

accuracy of an individual’s perception of party placement as well as the individual’s

thermometer evaluation of that party. Future studies need to take into account this

incognizance to improve our understanding of party assessments.

When considering the sources of incognizance and perceptual deviation, our

analysis highlights the importance of institutions and the resulting information

environment. Presidential systems increase both incognizance and perceptual

deviation, as the multiple signals in these systems likely increase confusion among

citizens. Plurality and the effective number of political parties also increase

perceptual deviation. Institutions therefore affect the ability of citizens to be able to

cognize the left–right scale as well as their perceptions of party placements on this

scale.

Our paper advances an important discussion on the limits of using perceptual

deviation or vagueness for political gain. In select advanced industrialized contexts,

prior research suggests that candidates and parties are able to successfully use

vagueness to get more support (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009; Somer-Topcu

2015). When looking at a wide range of democracies, however, our findings suggest

that higher perceptual deviation and higher standard deviation of party placement

lead to lower party thermometer evaluations. Not all parties appear to be benefitting

20 Given how closely party evaluations track the actual vote, they have real behavioral consequences.
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from vagueness, whether the vagueness is intended by parties or simply perceived

by citizens, and more research is needed to identify under what conditions

vagueness is beneficial for parties.

The left–right scale is merely one illustration of how variability in information

shapes subsequent political evaluations by citizens. This paper provides a guide on

how to uncover other important sources of variability in information as well as

identify the consequences for political assessments.
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