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Market Economy or Social Welfare Policy?
The Programmatic Responses of Political Parties
to the Global Recession
Hans-Dieter Klingemann

Abstract
Political parties are important actors in representative democracy. They are
expected to be responsive to the demands of citizens and propose policies to
deal with issues on the political agenda. As a rule, political parties present their
goals and policy positions to the electorate by issuing programs for which they
seek support in competitive elections. If they participate in government, political
parties are assumed to base their policies on governmental propositions. These
considerations are core elements of theories of representative democracy.1
A severe recession hit most countries around the globe in the aftermath
of the financial crisis of 2007-2008. This recession had a strong impact on
economies, and, as a consequence, on the well-being and political attitudes
of citizens.2 In a situation such as this, it is expected that government and
opposition parties develop policies designed to solve or ease the economic and
social problems. The recession came as an external shock to most countries
and their party systems. The event presented the possibility to study changes
in the programmatic behavior of political parties by comparing programmatic
profiles of election programs issued in the pre- and post-recession elections,
a constellation that comes close to a quasi-experimental “before and after”
design.
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General Considerations
Two Potential Policy Positions as Response to the Global Recession
Have policy positions in the election programs of political parties changed at
all from the pre- to the post-recession elections? And if so, what is the degree
to which the parties were able and willing to emphasize or de-emphasize their
policy propositions as a reaction to the external shock of the post-2007-2008
financial crisis recession? An answer to this question is important because
political parties are expected to respond to an event such as a major recession
and communicate their ideas on how to ease its negative consequences. A
recent study by Merz3 has shown that parties reacted to the external shock by
emphasizing economic themes to a higher degree after the recession in their
post-recession election programs as compared to the programs of pre-recession
elections. Merz4 has analyzed changes in the emphasis of economic themes, in
general. In contrast, we are interested in investigating changes in the emphasis
of two policy positions: support for the market economy, on the one hand, and
for social welfare policy, on the other. These programmatic options have been
discussed by political economists,5 and we have found arguments for both of
these options plausible and convincing.
The first assumption expects a general shift toward a greater emphasis on
a market economy. In this case, political parties argue that a market economy
provides the best instruments to tackle the negative effects of the recession on
the economy. Market economic policies also strengthen, so these parties say,
the national economy in global competition.
The second assumption expects a general shift toward a greater emphasis
Nicolas Merz, “Wie haben die Parteien auf die Wirtschafts- und Finanzkrise reagiert?
Eine Untersuchung der Thematisierungsstrategien europäischer Parteien unter besonderer
Berücksichtigung Deutschlands” [How did political parties react to the economic and financial
crisis? An analysis of thematic strategies of European political parties with special attention to
Germany], in Krise und Wahlverhalten [Crisis and electoral behavior], ed. Heiko Giebler and
Aiko Wagner (Baden Baden: Nomos, 2015), 301-330.
4 Ibid.
5 Stefanie Walter, “Globalization and the Welfare State: Testing the Micro-foundations of the
Compensation Hypothesis,” International Studies Quarterly 54, no. 2 (2010): 403-426; Danni
Rodrik, The Globalization Paradox: Why Global Markets, States, and Democracy Can’t Coexist
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); and Jack Vowles and Georgios Xezonakis, eds.,
Globalization and Mass Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).
3
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on social welfare politics. In this case, political parties argue that social welfare
policy must be improved to compensate for the negative effects of the global
recession on the labor market and employment.
In times of crisis, political parties tend to fall back on the policies they
own. “Right”-leaning parties have a track record that links them to the market
economy and economic competence. “Left”-leaning parties have a similar
track record regarding social welfare policy. Both “right” and “left” parties can
safely assume that they can count on the support of citizens in situations that
are framed as either an economic or a social welfare crisis.
Change of emphasis on the market economy and change of emphasis
on social welfare policy are our two dependent variables. In the first step of
the analysis, we show empirically the change of emphasis within these two
policies from the pre- to the post-recession election programs.
Variations in the Patterns of Policy Change
In the second step of our analysis, we test the effects on policy change of
(1) “left,” and of (2) “right” party family membership, (3) the role of parties
as government or opposition, (4) the degree to which a country and its party
system have been affected by the recession (cumulated output loss), and (5)
the closeness of the start of the recession to the pre-recession election (time
distance). These are our five independent variables both on the party (1, 2,
3) and on the country-level (4, 5). We assume that these effects should be the
same to explain the change of emphasis on a market economy and the change
of emphasis on social welfare policy. To control for “level” effects, we also
introduce the level of emphasis on a market economy (see section, “Explaining
Change of Emphasis Concerning a Market Economy”) and level of emphasis on
social welfare policy (see section, “Explaining Change of Emphasis on Social
Welfare Policy) in the pre-recession election as independent variables. In the
following, we propose six hypotheses which should apply to the explanation
of the patterns of change of emphasis on a market economy and change of
emphasis on social welfare policy.
The Effects of Party Family
The two general expectations about a market economy and social welfare
policy do not contradict each other, and the design of the analysis does not
preclude that parties may well offer both more market economics and more
social welfare policy as a cure to the recession. However, as mentioned above,

6

Ian Budge and Dennis J. Farlie, Voting and Party Competition (London: Wiley, 1977); Ian Budge,
“A New Spatial Theory of Party Competition: Uncertainty, Ideology, and Party Equilibria,”
British Journal of Political Science 24, no. 4 (1994): 443-467; and Eric Belanger and Bonnie
M. Meguid, “Issue Salience, Issue Ownership, and Issue-based Vote Choice: Evidence from
Canada,” Electoral Studies 27, no. 3 (2008): 477-491.
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we expect parties to emphasize policy positions they “own” and with which
they are positively associated.6 Thus, party family is expected to affect policy
change.
Parties of the “right” should own and have a higher probability to shift
toward an emphasis on a market economy (H1), while parties of the “left”
should own and have a higher probability to shift toward an emphasis on social
welfare policy (H2).
The Effect of Parties in Government or Opposition
Parties in government and parties in opposition face different situations
regarding policy change.
We assume that government parties that have been in office during prerecession elections are less likely to change their policy programs than parties
that were in opposition, because the government parties’ policy programs have
helped them to win elections in the past (H3). In addition, we argue that this
tendency is strengthened because the anticipated constraints of governing
again contribute to more moderate programmatic changes.
The Effect of the Economic Impact of the Global Recession
The economic impact of the global recession as well as the time constellation
between the date of the start of the recession and the date of the pre-recession
election are measured at the country level.
We assume that the programmatic shifts of the political parties are more
expressed in countries that have been hit harder than others by the global
recession: the greater the impact, the greater the shifts in the emphases of the
two policy positions (H4).
The Effect of Time Distance of Elections and the Global Recession
With respect to time distance, it is expected that the closer the pre-recession
election was to the start of the recession, the greater the shifts of the two policy
positions because the negative effects of the recession had more time to unfold
prior to the next election (H5).
The Effect of the Level of Emphasis on Policy Favoring a Market Economy
or Social Welfare
Parties that already strongly emphasized their policy positions in the prerecession election may find it less important to emphasize them even more.
Thus, we expect that the higher the level of emphasis on either a market
economy or on social welfare in the pre-recession election, the lower the rate
of change (H6).
We test and discuss the hypotheses by considering (a) the bivariate
relationships, (b) two standard multivariate regressions, and (c) four
multivariate regressions with interaction terms for “party family” (“left” vs.
non-“left”; “right” vs. non-“right”) and “government-opposition.”
82 | Taiwan Journal of Democracy, Volume 11, No. 1

Selecting the Data for the Empirical Analysis
The Manifesto Research on Political Representation (MARPOR) dataset
provides estimates of party policy propositions measured by quantitative content
analysis of party election programs.7 Our design requires data for countries that
have conducted pre- and post-recession national elections. For the distinction
between pre- and post-recession elections, we rely on estimates for the start of
the recession in the countries under study provided by du Plessis and Freytag.8
The dating algorithm they use was developed by Bry and Boschan9 (see also
Harding and Pagan10). This algorithm identifies local minima (troughs) and
local maxima (peaks) in a single time series which separates periods of relative
prosperity and relative decline in the level of economic activity. The time series
analyzed by du Plessis and Freytag11 consists of quarterly inflation adjusted
“real” gross domestic product (GDP) growth data at the country level, starting
from the first quarter of 1990 until the fourth quarter of 2011. The “peak” as the
turning point of the general growth pattern marks the start of the recession. Du
Plessis and Freytag12 provide estimates for thirty-eight countries.13
Using the peak date as the criterion, thirty-four countries were identified in
the MARPOR dataset that held elections before and after the date of the peak.
A total of thirty countries matched those of the du Plessis-Freytag dataset. In
these countries, the recessions first started in the third quarter of 2007 in Italy
and New Zealand, and then expanded to all the other countries with a start date
up to the third quarter of 2008.
One hundred sixty-five parties were represented in the parliaments
of the pre-recession election; 178 parties have entered the post-recession
parliaments. Fifteen parties dropped out of parliament from the pre- to the
post-recession elections, while twenty-eight parties were new to the post-

Andrea Volkens, Pola Lehmann, Theres Mattiess, Nicolas Merz, Sven Regel, and Annika
Werner, The Manifesto Data Collection: Manifesto Project (MRG/CMP/MARPOR) Version
2015a (Berlin: Wissenschaftszentrum fuer Sozialforschung Berlin [WZB], 2015). The Manifesto
Research on Political Representation (MARPOR) is a follow-up project of the data collection
activities of the ECPR Manifesto Research Group (1979-1989) and the Comparative Manifesto
Project (1990-2009). Detailed information is available at the MARPOR website, https://
manifestoproject.wzb.eu.
8 Stan du Plessis and Andreas Freytag, “Indicators for Timing the Start of the Financial Crisis,”
Working Paper, 2012, Stellenbosch University, Stellenbosch, South Africa.
9 Gerhard Bry and Charlotte Boschan, Cyclical Analysis of Time Series: Selected Procedures and
Programmes (New York: National Bureau of Economic Research, 1971).
10 Don Harding and Adrian Pagan, “Dissecting the Cycle: A Methodological Investigation,”
Journal of Monetary Economics 49, no. 2 (2002): 365-381.
11 Du Plessis and Freytag, “Indicators for Timing the Start of the Financial Crisis.”
12 Ibid.
13 Availability of reliable quarterly data of real GDP growth since 1990 has been the criterion for
a country to be included in the du Plessis-Freytag dataset.
7
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Figure 1. Calculating the Start of the Recession, with Sweden as an Example

recession parliaments. Thus, 150 parties have occupied seats in parliaments
both in the pre-recession and post-recession elections, and we compare their
150 pre-recession and their 150 post-recession election programs.
The number of parties represented in the national parliaments at the
two points in time differs between two parties in three countries and eleven
parties in one country. The modal number of parties per country is four (eight
countries). Belgium is the country where eleven parties meet our criteria for
inclusion. However, we recognize that the Flemish and the Wallonian parts of
Belgium have developed party systems of their own. Thus, for any analyses at
the party-system level, these two regional entities are kept apart (see appendix
table 1).

Operationalizations
The dependent variables have been operationalized as follows:
Emphasis on a Market Economy
Emphasis on a market economy has been operationalized by collapsing the
following categories of the MARPOR coding scheme:14 favorable mention of
the free market and free market capitalism as an economic model; increased
economic competition; supply-side oriented economic policies; support for
14

Annika Werner, Onawa Lacewell, and Andrea Volkens, Manifesto Coding Instructions, 4th fully
revised edition, May 2011 (Berlin: Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin fuer Sozialforschung, 2011).
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Table 1. The Time Coordinates and Cumulated Output Loss
Country ID and
country name

Date of
pre-recession
election

Date of start of
the recession
(peak)

Time distance
Cumulated
of pre-recession
output
election to peak
loss
in days

97 Slovenia

Sept. 21, 2008

Sept. 30, 2008

9

172.20

33 Spain

March 9, 2008

March 31, 2008

22

119.50

92 Poland

Oct. 21, 2007

March 31, 2008

162

52.50

April 9, 2008

Sept. 30, 2008

174

73.70

94 Russia

Dec. 2, 2007

June 30, 2008

211

184.30

13 Denmark

Nov. 13, 2007

June 30, 2008

230

118.30

15 Iceland

May 12, 2007

Dec. 31, 2007

233

238.60

74 Turkey

July 22, 2007

March 31, 2008

253

131.30

43 Switzerland

July 21, 2007

June 30, 2008

253

47.60

14 Finland

March 18, 2007

Dec. 31, 2007

288

175.90

31 France

June 10, 2007

March 31, 2008

295

87.70

63 Australia

Nov. 24, 2007

Sept. 30, 2008

311

35.10

21 Belgium

June 10, 2007

June 30, 2008

386

68.10

11 Sweden

Sept. 17, 2006

Dec. 31, 2007

470

124.70

83 Estonia

March 4, 2007

June 30, 2008

484

434.50

22 Netherlands

Nov. 22, 2006

March 31, 2008

495

112.10

32 Italy

April 9-10, 2006

Sept. 30, 2007

528

117.60

42 Austria

Oct. 1, 2006

March 31, 2008

547

96.60

96 Slovakia

June 17, 2006

Dec. 31, 2007

562

153.10

62 Canada

Jan. 23, 2006

Dec. 31, 2007

707

82.90

64 New Zealand

Sept. 17, 2005

Sept. 30, 2007

743

97.50

86 Hungary

April 9-23, 2006

June 30, 2008

799

149.30

12 Norway

Sept. 11-12, 2005 Dec. 31, 2007

840

115.10

113 South Korea

82 Czech Repub. June 2-3, 2006

Sept. 30, 2008

850

96.70

42 Germany

Sept. 18, 2005

March 31, 2008

925

80.40

Dec. 11, 2005

Sept. 30, 2008

1,024

55.20

35 Portugal

Feb. 20, 2005

Dec. 31, 2007

1,044

95.40

61 U.S.A.

Nov. 2, 2004

Dec. 31, 2007

1,154

117.40

51 Great Britain

May 5, 2005

March 31, 2008

1,061

140.90

April 14, 2004

Sept. 30, 2008

1,630

48.10

155 Chile

181 South Africa
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free trade and open markets; and reduction of government deficits and need for
thrift and savings in the face of economic hardship (categories 401, 402, 403,
407, and 414 of the MARPOR classification scheme).
Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy
Emphasis on social welfare policy has been operationalized by collapsing the
following categories of the MARPOR coding scheme:15 equality and social
justice and fair treatment of all people; need to maintain or expand public
social services or social security schemes; and support for trade unions and
calls for good treatment of all employees (categories 503, 504, and 701 of the
MARPOR classification scheme).
The concepts have been measured using the party election programs
issued in the pre- and the post-recession elections. The method of measurement
relies on quantitative content analysis. The coding unit is each single political
argument contained in the election program. The variables represent the
number of arguments for (a) a market economy, and for (b) social welfare
policy found in a party election program as a proportion of all of this program’s
arguments. The final two dependent variables measure the change of emphasis
on a market economy and the change of emphasis on social welfare policy
by subtracting the proportion of the respective policy arguments in the postrecession election program from the proportion in the pre-recession election
program. Thus, programmatic policy change is measured as a percent-point
difference.
Party Family
A valid classification of political parties into a limited set of party families is
an important precondition to the comparative study of parties across countries
and time. Mair and Mudde16 rightfully state that “the adoption of some notion
of party families is a sine qua non of comparative research, because it is only
by identifying links and equivalences among parties in different polities that
we get a proper sense of what should and what should not be compared or
what is like and unlike.” In our case, we assume that party family membership
indicates a shared programmatic orientation. Initially, we have distinguished
the following ten party families: socialist; social democratic; green; liberal;
centrist; conservative; nationalist; agrarian; ethnic and regional; and singleissue.
Two criteria were used to allocate parties to these party families:
(1) membership in supranational party organizations, and (2) expert evaluation
that takes into account each party’s history, association with social cleavages,

15
16

Ibid.
Peter Mair and Cas Mudde, “The Party Family and Its Study,” Annual Review of Political
Science 1 (1998): 212.

86 | Taiwan Journal of Democracy, Volume 11, No. 1

and political ideology. Specifically, we consider six international party
organizations and forty European party organizations or factions of the
European Parliament.17 Of the 150 political parties having seats in parliaments,
125 could be linked to a supranational party organization (83 percent).
MARPOR expert evaluation is used to classify the twenty-five parties without
any supranational affiliation. Of the 125 parties with links to supranational
affiliations, twenty-five classifications differed between organizational
membership and expert evaluation. The final allocation of these cases to a
party family has been made by the author. In general, there is a high degree
of correspondence between “self-assignment” of parties to party families as
represented by supranational party organizations and expert classification (see
appendix table 2).
We have combined the socialist, social democratic, and green parties to
form the “left” party family, and the liberal, centrist, and conservative parties
to represent the “right” party family. We expect party family to affect program
change. Parties of the “right” should have a higher probability to shift toward
emphasis on a market economy, while parties of the “left” should have a higher
probability to shift toward an emphasis on social welfare policy.
Government and Opposition
In addition, we consider the role of parties as government or opposition. We
generally assume that parties entering the electoral competition as government
parties have less incentive to change their policy programs than opposition
parties. We classify parties in their role as government or opposition with
reference to the pre-recession election.
Cumulated Output Loss until 2011 Q4
Cumulated output loss is measured at the country level. We have assumed that
the programmatic shifts of the political parties are more evident in countries
that have been hit harder than others by the global recession. The greater the
economic impact, the greater the shifts in the emphasis of the two policy
positions. Du Plessis and Freytag18 have proposed nine different but highly
correlated indicators to measure the impact of the global recession.19 Among
17

18
19

International party organizations: Union of Communist Parties (UPC), Socialist International
(SI), Global Greens (GG), Liberal International (LI), Centrist Democrat International (CDI),
and International Democrat Union (IDU). Of the forty European party organizations we have
considered, eleven concerned nationalist parties; seven, liberal parties; six, conservative parties;
five, centrist parties; four, social democratic parties; three, socialist parties; three, green parties;
and one, an ethnic-regional party. A detailed list will be provided on request.
Du Plessis and Freytag, “Indicators for Timing the Start of the Financial Crisis.”
These are the indicators proposed by du Plessis and Freytag in “Indicators for Timing the Start
of the Financial Crisis”: (1) duration of the recession; (2) duration of the recovery; (3) depth
of the recession; (4) height of the recovery; (5) steepness of the recession; (6) steepness of the
recovery; (7) cumulated output loss until 2011 Q4; (8) remaining output gap in 2011 Q4; and (9)
growth ratio since trough.
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these indicators, we have selected “cumulated output loss until 2011 Q4” for
our analysis because this indicator best represents the long-term impact of the
recession.
Du Plessis and Freytag20 calculated an output gap to measure the strength
of the recovery, that is, the extent to which real GDP remains below the longrun trend. The cumulated output loss until 2011 Q4 represents the sum of the
output gaps since the start of the recession21 (table 1). Figure 1 visualizes the
method, with Sweden being the example.
Time Constellations
Finally, we consider the time dimension, taking into account the dates of the
start of the recession and the dates of the pre- and the post-recession elections.
For the purpose of our analysis, we measure the time distance between the
pre-recession election and the start of the recession in days. We can safely
assume that the start of the global recession did not happen unexpectedly. A
great number of economists had observed United States monetary policy and
the attempts of banks to sell subprime loans as first-class investments. Most
of them had warned that this would have severe negative consequences. Thus,
there is reason to believe that political parties had enough time and information
to anticipate and respond to the consequences of the recession in the programs
of the post-recession election. Nevertheless, it is plausible to assume that the
closeness of the recession to the pre-recession election and programmatic
change are interrelated. For political parties, the pressure to act increased: the
closer the pre-recession election was to the start of the recession, the greater the
impact on programmatic change because there was more time for the recession
to have an impact prior to the next election.
The dates for the pre-recession elections range from April 2004 (South
Africa) to September 2009 (Slovenia), and the dates for the post-recession
elections, from April 2008 (Italy) to June 2012 (France) (see table 1). Taking
into account the dates of the pre-recession election and the start of the recession
(peak), we calculate the time distance of the pre-recession election to the
“peak” in days.22 This distance measure allows us to consider the impact of
different time constellations of elections and the start of the recession on the
shifts in emphasis of the parties’ policy propositions. While the time distance
of the pre-recession election to the start of the recession is more than four years
for South Africa, it is as close as nine days for Slovenia.

20
21
22

Du Plesis and Freytag, “Indicators for Timing the Start of the Financial Crisis.”
Ibid., 6-7.
The time distances are calculated in days. The dates for peaks and troughs are available only as
quarters per year. To express the time distance in days, we made the following assumptions: first
quarter = 31.03; second quarter = 30.06; third quarter = 30.09; and fourth quarter = 31.12.
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Changes in Policy Emphasis Regarding a Market Economy and
Social Welfare
The emphasis of party policy positions, indeed, changed from the pre- to the
post-recession election. How does the pattern of change square with the two
hypotheses formulated above?
In line with the first expectation, we observe an overall shift of emphasis
toward a market economy. The hypothesis claims that political parties should
emphasize market economics more strongly in the post-recession election
because parties believe that a market economy provides the right instruments
to tackle the negative effects of the recession. Results show that, on average,
this is the case. The emphasis on a market economy was 7.4 percent in the prerecession election and it increased by 1.8 percent-points in the post-recession
election (see appendix table 3.1).
The second hypothesis assumes a general shift toward a greater emphasis
on social welfare policy. In this case, political parties argue that social welfare
policy should be improved to compensate for the negative effects of the global
recession on employment and social services. On average, the empirical
findings do not support our hypothesis. In both the pre- and the post-recession
elections, the level of emphasis on social welfare policy stayed about the same
(pre-recession election, 18.5 percent; post-recession election, 18.3 percent)
(see appendix table 3.2).
To summarize, empirical results show a general shift toward a greater
emphasis on market economics and very little change regarding social welfare
policy. Thus, political parties reacted to the global recession by increasing their
emphasis on a market economy. Results do not support the assumption that
Figure 2. Average Emphasis on Market Economy and Social Welfare Policy
during the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections
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political parties reacted by increasing their emphasis on social welfare policy.
This overall summary of results for our two dependent variables is based
on averages. It does not mean that all parties shifted their programmatic
positions in the same way. Increasing and decreasing shifts may cancel each
other. The correlation of the emphasis on a market economy in the pre- and
post-recession elections is significant (r = .455, sign. .000), as is the correlation
of the emphasis on social welfare policy between the two elections (r = .609),
but the relationship is not perfect. There is variance in the two change variables
remaining to be explained by independent variables (change of emphasis on a
market economy: variance 27.18; change of emphasis on social welfare policy:
variance 65.92). The policy shifts at the party level are presented in figures 3
and 4.

Figure 3. Emphasis on a Market Economy
in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections

r = .455, sign. .000, n=150
variance: 27.18
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Figure 4. Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy
in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections

r = .609, sign. .000, n=150
variance: 65.92

Bivariate Relationships
Party Family and Programmatic Change
We have hypothesized that party family membership should affect policy
change. With respect to a market economy (H1), we had expected that “right”
parties would be more inclined to shift more strongly toward a position
advocating a market economy and that “left” parties would be less inclined
to do so. In contrast, with respect to an emphasis on social welfare policy, we
expected left parties to shift toward a higher level of social welfare policy more
easily than “right” parties (H2). Empirically, both “left” and “right” parties
shifted toward a greater emphasis on a market economy. The shift is more
evident for the “right” than for the “left” parties, which can be interpreted as
supporting the hypothesis for a market economy (H1 confirmed) (see appendix
table 4.1). There is very little change in emphasis on social welfare policy
both for the “left” (+0.04) and the “right” parties (-0.79), although it is in
the expected direction (see appendix table 4.2). This result does not support
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our hypothesis for a change of emphasis in social welfare policy (H2 not
confirmed).
Government, the Opposition, and Programmatic Change
We have proposed that parties entering the electoral campaign as government
parties have less reason to change their policy programs than parties entering
the competition as opposition parties because these policies helped government
parties to gain office at the last election. Second, government parties face a
reasonable probability that they will have to govern again. Thus, we assume
that they will be cautious in what they promise voters at election time (H3).
The bivariate evidence for our proposition is mixed. It holds for the shift
of emphasis on a market economy (gov’t +1.16; opp. +2.16), but it is the other
way around for social welfare policy (gov’t -1.48, opp. +0.61). (See appendix
tables 5.1 and 5.2.) Thus, the hypothesis is confirmed for a market economy
(H3 confirmed), but it is not for social welfare policy (H3 not confirmed).
Cumulated Output Loss until 2011 Q4 and Programmatic Change
We have assumed that the programmatic shifts of political parties are more
evident in countries that have been hit hard by the global recession: the greater
the impact of the recession, the greater the shifts in the emphasis of the two
policy positions (H4). Our indicator measuring the degree the recession has
affected a country is provided by du Plessis and Freytag.23 This indicator is
based on the gap between a country’s actual and potential real gross domestic
product (GDP). For every quarter since the start of the recession, the gap
between actual and potential real GDP is calculated and expressed as a percent
of the potential GDP. Subsequently, it is summed for all successive quarters.
Thus, the units of this index represent cumulated percentages. The figures
range from the lowest value of 35.10 in Australia to the highest value of 434.50
in Estonia (average 119.04).
The shift in emphasis on a market economy and the shift of emphasis on
social welfare policy are associated with cumulated output loss at the party
level. However, while the relationship is as expected for a market economy
(r=.167, sign. .041, n=150), it is the reverse for social welfare policy (r=
-.126, sign. .125, n=150) (see appendix table 6). The greater the impact of the
recession, the greater the shift toward an emphasis on a market economy, and,
the greater the impact of the recession, the lower the shift toward an emphasis
on social welfare policy. These results support our hypothesis (H4 confirmed)
for a market economy, but not for social welfare policy (H4 not confirmed).

23

Du Plessis and Freytag, “Indicators for Timing the Start of the Financial Crisis.”
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Time Constellation: The Time Distance from the Date of the Pre-Recession
Election to the Date of the Start of the Recession and Programmatic Change
With respect to the time constellation, we have assumed that the closer the
pre-recession election is to the start of the recession, the greater the shifts of
the emphasis in the two policy programs (H5). Our hypothesis is supported as
far as the shift toward a market economy is concerned (r = -.314, sign. .000,
n=150) (H5 confirmed); it is not supported regarding social welfare policy (r =
-.061, sign. .460, n=150) (H5 not confirmed). (See appendix table 7.)
In summary, all five bivariate relationships of change in emphasis on a
market economy and the independent variables confirm the expectations as
expressed in the hypotheses for a market economy; they do not regarding
social welfare policy.

Multivariate Analyses
The pattern of bivariate relationships may well change when the data are
submitted to multivariate analysis. We test the multivariate relations by
proposing (a) two standard regression models, and (b) four models with
interactions of party family and the parties’ role as government or opposition.
Change in emphasis on a market economy and change of emphasis on social
welfare policy are our dependent variables. The expectations for the effects of
the independent variables are the same for the two dependent variables.
As already stated above (see section, “The Effect of the Level of Emphasis
on a Market Economy and on Social Welfare Policy”), we have added
(a) the emphasis on a market economy at the pre-recession election (equation1)
and (b) the emphasis on social welfare policy at the pre-recession election
(equation 2) as control variables for “level” effects. We assume that the greater
the emphasis of either policy at the pre-recession election, the lower the rate of
change and the other way around (H6). Table 2 summarizes the variables used
in the multivariate regressions.
Explaining Change of Emphasis Concerning a Market Economy
We use cluster robust standard errors to account for heteroskedasticity at the
country level. We consider an independent variable to make a significant
contribution to the explanation of change if its estimate is significantly
different from zero with a p-value below 0.10. Applying this criterion to the
first standard regression with change of emphasis on a market economy as the
dependent variable, we find that four of the six independent variables included
make a significant contribution to the explanation of change when controlling
for the effects of all other variables.
First, there is the anticipated level effect of emphasis on a market economy.
The lower the emphasis in the pre-recession election program, the higher the
rate of change (H6 confirmed). Parties that paid less attention to a market
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Table 2. The Two Standard Regression Models:
Variables Included in the Multivariate Analyses
Variables
Dependent variables
Independent variables,
party level

Market economy

Change of emphasis on
market economy (percent
point difference), mean
1.77, min. -11.92, max.
17.67

Social welfare policy

Change of emphasis on
social welfare policy
(percent point difference),
mean -0.20, min. -26.92,
max. 31.91

Level, emphasis on social
Level, emphasis on market
welfare policy at preeconomy at pre-recession
recession election (mean
election (mean 7.43, min. 0,
18.47, min. 2.27, max.
max. 22.57)
51.59)

“Left” party family (1) “Left” party family (1) non-“left” party families (0) non-“left” party families (0)
“Right” party family (1) non-“right” party families

Independent variables,
country level

“Right” party family (1) non-“right” party families

Government parties (1) opposition parties (0)

Government parties (1) opposition parties (0)

Cumulative output loss,
additive percent index,
mean 120.74, min. 35.10,
max. 434.50

Cumulative output loss,
additive percent index,
mean 120.74, min. 35.10,
max. 434.50

Time distance between date
of pre-recession election
and date of start of the
recession, in days, mean
550.84, min. 9, max. 1630

Time distance between date
of pre-recession election
and date of start of the
recession, in days, mean
550.84, min. 9, max. 1630

economy before the recession responded to the recession by increasing the
emphasis on this policy.
We have expected party family to affect program change. Parties of the
“right” should have a higher probability to shift toward a greater emphasis on
a market economy than parties of the “left.” Regression coefficients show that
the shift toward a higher emphasis on a market economy is associated with
both the “left” and the “right” party families. However, the explanatory power
of the “right” parties is much greater than of the “left” parties. This result is in
support of our hypotheses (H1 and H2 confirmed).
Of the two country-level variables, time distance makes a significant
contribution. The shorter the distance of the pre-recession election to the
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start of the recession, the greater the rate of change of emphasis on a market
economy. This result was assumed by our hypothesis (H5 confirmed).
The role of parties as government or opposition and cumulative output
loss do not show the expected effects (H3 and H4 not confirmed). We will
come back to the effect of the role of parties as government or opposition when
discussing the interaction effects. It is, however, particularly interesting that a
significant effect of the magnitude of the recession’s impact on a country was
not found in the multivariate analysis, while the bivariate relationship shows
the expected association.
Explaining Change of Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy
Two independent variables make a significant contribution when it comes to
explaining change of emphasis on social welfare policy: the level of emphasis
on social welfare policy in the pre-recession election and “left” party family.
The lower the emphasis on social welfare policy in the pre-recession election,
the higher the rate of change (H6 confirmed). Party family behaves as expected:
the “left” party family predicts a greater shift toward an emphasis on social
welfare policy (H2 confirmed). All other remaining independent variables do
not meet the criterion of a robust standard error of .10.
We want to note that-as was the case with a market economy-cumulated
output loss does not make a significant contribution to the explanation of change
in emphasis on social welfare policy. Thus, in general, the party systems of the
countries under study have responded to the recession, notwithstanding the
magnitude of the impact of the recession.
The Interaction of Party Family and the Role of Parties as Government
or Opposition
The two standard regressions did not show significant effects for the
government-opposition variable. In this section, we discuss results of
the interaction of party family (“left” and “right”) and the role of parties
as government or opposition, controlling for the effects of the other four
independent variables.
We expect that government parties, both “left” and “right,” should show
lower rates of change than opposition parties for both dependent variables.
Government parties, it is argued, have reason to think that their policy programs
have been successful in the past. Opposition parties, in contrast, may decide to
change their policy programs to become more attractive. They may, however,
vary in the degree to which they change the emphases of the two policies. In
this case, parties of the “right” should show higher rates of change toward a
market economy, while parties of the “left” should show higher rates of change
toward social welfare policy (H7).
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-0.507

3.501

-0.919

0.002

-0.004

5.311

0.30

Emphasis market
economy/social
welfare policy at prerecession election

“Right” parties non-“right” parties
(1/0)

Gov’t - opp. (1/0)

Cumulative output
loss

Time distance: date of
pre-recession election
to the date of the start
of the recession (in
days)

Constant

R2

2.118

0.001

0.009

0.607

1.205

0.097

0.870

Robust standard
errors

Regression
coefficients

1.591

Market economy

Market economy

“Left” parties - non“left” parties (1/0)

Variables

0.018

0.006

0.789

0.141

0.007

0.000

0.078

Significance

Market economy

0.31

9.585

-0.002

-0.007

-0.647

-0.212

-0.502

4.124

Regression
coefficients

Social welfare policy

2.165

0.002

0.010

0.939

1.755

0.079

1.725

Robust standard
errors

Social welfare policy

Table 3. Multivariate Analysis: Regression of Change of Emphasis on Market Economy
and Change of Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy from Pre- to Post-Recession Election

0.000

0.329

0.447

0.496

0.905

0.000

0.024

Significance

Social welfare policy

Change of Emphasis on a Market Economy: The Interaction of Party Family
and the Role of Parties as Government or Opposition
“Left” government parties predict a higher rate of change in the emphasis on a
market economy than “right” government parties. The reverse is true for “left”
and “right” parties in opposition. And, while the “right” government parties are
more moderate, this is not the case for “left” government parties. Thus, as far
as a market economy is concerned, results for the “right” party family support
the assumption of H7 (H7 confirmed for “right” parties).
It is interesting to see that “left” government parties shift more strongly
toward a greater emphasis on a market economy than “right” government
parties. Taking into account the different levels of emphasis on a market
economy in the pre-recession election, we observe that “right” governments
start from a higher level of emphasis on a market economy in the pre-recession
election (9.2 percent) than “left” governments (7.2 percent), which might
explain the change in pattern. Nevertheless, for the “left” party family, our
hypothesis of the moderating effect when occupying the government does not
hold (H7 not confirmed).
Change of Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy: The Interaction of Party Family
and the Role of Parties as Government or Opposition
Our expectations for the interaction effects of party family and the parties’ role
as government or opposition should also hold for change of emphasis on social
welfare policy. However, only one of the interaction effects is significant.
“Left” opposition parties show a strong positive effect on change of emphasis
on social welfare policy (H7 not confirmed).

Conclusions
Political parties are expected to respond to severe issues such as the global
recession. In this analysis, we have asked whether such a response was visible
in the election programs after the recession had hit a given country. To find
out empirically, we compared the election programs issued by 150 political
parties in the pre- and post-recession elections in thirty countries. We have
observed programmatic change in two policy areas which were expected to
change most. Many observers have predicted a general shift of economic
policy toward a greater emphasis on a market economy. In this case, political
parties would argue that a market economy provides the best instruments
to tackle the negative effects of the recession and turn the economy around.
Other experts assumed a general shift toward a greater emphasis on social
welfare politics. In this case, political parties would argue that social welfare
policy must be improved to compensate for the negative effects of the global
recession. Empirical results support the proposition that-across the boardpolitical parties have increased their emphasis on a market economy. Levels
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Table 4.1. Multivariate Analysis Change of Emphasis on a Market Economy:
Interaction of “Left” Party Family and Government-Opposition Parties
Market
economy

Market
economy

Social welfare
policy

Social welfare
policy

Margin

Significance

Margin

Significance

1 1
“Left” partiesgov’t

3.869

0.001

1.978

0.340

1 0
“Left” partiesopposition

2.476

0.015

2.566

0.077

0 1
Non-“left”
parties-gov’t

-0.407

0.710

-2.214

0.119

0 0
Non-“left”
partiesopposition

1.963

0.004

-1.529

0.175

Variables

Table 4.2. Multivariate Analysis Change of Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy:
Interaction of “Right” Party Family and Government-Opposition Parties
Market
economy

Market
economy

Social welfare
policy

Social welfare
policy

Margin

Significance

Margin

Significance

1 1
“Right”
parties-gov’t

2.267

0.040

-0.228

0.868

1 0
“Right”
partiesopposition

4.786

0.000

-0.424

0.782

0 1
Non-“right”
parties-gov’t

0.762

0.335

-1.080

0.529

0 0
Non-“right”
partiesopposition

0.105

0.826

0.363

0.746

Variables
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of emphasis on social welfare policy did not change from the pre- to postrecession elections.
We have selected party family membership, the role of parties as
government or opposition, the magnitude of the impact of the recession (the
county’s cumulated output loss), the time distance of the date of the prerecession election and the start of the recession, and the level of the dependent
variable in the pre-recession election to predict the rates of change in the
emphasis on a market economy and the emphasis on social welfare policy.
Change of Emphasis on a Market Economy
Multivariate regression analysis confirmed the importance of the level of
emphasis on a market economy in the pre-recession election, membership of
party family, and time distance as predictors of change of emphasis on a market
economy. The effect of the level of emphasis on a market economy in the prerecession election is negative: the higher the level of emphasis on a market
economy in the pre-recession election, the lower the rate of change. This is as
hypothesized. It is interesting that both “left” and “right” party families predict
higher rates of change toward a market economy. We did not expect this for
the “left” party family. Time distance is negatively related as expected: the
closer the time distance of the date of the pre-recession election to the start of
the recession, the higher the rate of change. We were surprised that cumulated
output loss did not significantly predict an increase of emphasis on a market
economy, and, as it turned out, it did not predict an increase in emphasis on
social welfare policy either. This finding deserves further attention. The role
of parties as government or opposition did not show a significant relation to
the rate of change regarding a market economy in the standard regression
equation. Considering the interactions of party families and the role of parties
as government and opposition, it came as a surprise (again running counter
to our expectations) that “left” government parties turned out to be the best
predictors of a growing change of emphasis on a market economy.
Change of Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy
On average, we did not observe sizeable changes in emphasis on social welfare
policy from the pre- to the post-recession election. Thus, it does not come as a
surprise that most of the relations between the dependent and the independent
variables in the standard multivariate regression were not significant. The two
exceptions are the level of emphasis on social welfare policy in the pre-recession
election and the parties’ membership in the “left” party family. The effect of
the level variable mirrors the one regarding a market economy: the higher the
level of emphasis on social welfare policy in the pre-recession election, the
lower the rate of change. The effect of “left” party family membership is as
expected. “Left” party family membership predicts a higher rate of change
toward emphasis on social welfare policy. As far as change of emphasis on
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social welfare policy is concerned, none of the marginal effects reaches the
level of significance.
In summary, what was the programmatic response of the political parties
to the global recession? Did they increase their emphases on a market economy
or on social welfare policy? Plausible arguments have been presented for both
positions. Our empirical findings offer a clear answer to this question. In their
programmatic response after the global recession, the 150 political parties
in the thirty countries under study, on average, shifted toward emphasis on
a market economy as a policy to tackle the problems of the global recession.
While occupying a high degree of emphasis in the programs of the pre- and
post-recession elections, the social welfare policy positions did not change
as a result of the impact of the global recession. This is a clear indication
of the predominance of the political parties’ economic frame of reference to
programmatically react to the issues related to the global recession.
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Appendix
Appendix Table 1. The Pattern of Number of Parties Represented
in Both the Pre- and the Post-Recession Parliaments
Number of Parties

Number of Countries

3

4

2

3

4

8

5

4

6

2

7

3

8

3

9

0

10

1

11

1

Appendix Table 2. Party Family and Method of Classification

Party family

Socialists

Social Democrats
Greens

“Left” parties
Liberals

Agreement of
supranational
organizational
membership
and expert
evaluation

Expert
classification:
no supranational
organizational
membership

12

2

28
11

3

1

Expert
classification:
Disagreement
of supranational
organizational
membership
and expert
evaluation

Final
classification

-

31

1

15

-

12

(58)

17

3

2

16

4

6

Nationalists

4

5

1

Ethnic-regional

-

5

8

13

25

25

150

Centrists

Conservatives

“Right” parties
Agrarians

Single-issue
Total

12

-

100

-

1

1

7

-

-

22
19

26

(67)
10
1

1
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Appendix Table 3.1. Emphasis on Market Economy
in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections
Pre-recession election

Post-recession election

Change

Mean
7.43

9.20

1.77

Std. dev.
4.62

5.30

5.21

N

150

150

150

Appendix Table 3.2. Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy
in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections
Pre-recession election

Post-recession election

Change

Mean

Std. dev.

18.27

8.90

18.47
-0.20

9.43

8.12
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N

150

150
150
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8.13

7.61

6.52

4.91

1.61

7.43

5.85

8.42

9.36

5.87

Nationalists

Agrarians

Ethnic-regionals

Single-issue

Total

“Left” parties

Non-“left” parties

“Right” parties

Non-“right” parties

8.82

Liberals (R)

10.70

6.73

Social Democrats (L)

Conservatives (R)

4.87

Greens (L)

Centrists (R)

4.83

Pre-recession
election

Socialists (L)

Party family

3.93

4.71

4.87

3.72

4.62

2.47

6.20

5.66

4.26

3.49

3.91

2.19

4.01

Std. dev.

7.42

11.41

10.14

7.72

9.20

3.18

7.73

5.25

5.93

13.25

9.81

10.63

0.11

5.63

6.50

Post-recession
election

4.45

5.47

5.52

5.52

5.30

4.26

3.99

6.19

4.13

5.17

4.49

3.47

4.89

Std. dev.

+1.55

+2.05

+1.71

+1.86

+1.77

+1.57

+2.82

-1.27

-1.68

+2.54

+1.67

+1.80

+2.38

+0.76

+1.67

Change

Appendix Table 4.1. Emphasis on a Market Economy
in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections by Party Family

4.65

5.86

5.70

5.70

5.21

4.92

5.30

7.31

5.15

4.60

4.70

2.59

4.84

Std. dev.

83

67

92

58

150

1

13

1

10

26

19

22

31

12

15

N
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15.04

15.79

3.45

18.47

23.18

15.49

16.05

20.42

Agrarians

Ethnic-regional

Single-issue

Total

Left” parties

Non-“left” parties

“Right” parties

Non-“right” parties

16.59

Centrists (R)

14.11

17.86

Liberals (R)

12.67

23.63

Social Democrats (L)

Nationalists

19.55

Greens (L)

Conservatives (R)

25.17

Pre-recession
election

Socialists (L)

Party family

10.19

7.82

7.96

9.72

9.43

9.23

7.16

8.29

8.30

6.57

10.77

6.25

9.47

Std. dev.

20.70

15.26

15.15

23.22

18.27

4.36

16.19

18.19

13.83

14.21

17.01

14.98

22.25

20.14

27.70

Post-recession
election

9.00

7.85

7.72

8.44

8.90

5.97

9.26

7.71

9.41

6.54

8.57

4.79

9.12

Std. dev.

+0.28

-0.79

-0.35

+0.04

-0.20

+0.91

+0.40

+3.15

+1.16

+0.10

+0.42

-2.88

-1.38

+0.59

+2.53

Change

Appendix Table 4.2. Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy
in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections by Party Family

8.66

7.42

7.41

9.20

8.12

7.40

8.51

9.52

5.45

5.70

10.43

6.39

8.23

Std. dev.

83

67

92

58

150

1

13

1

10

26

19

22

31

12

15

N
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.014			
.864			

Change

.443			
-.305
.006			 .000
.023			
-.066
.777			 .425

Social welfare policy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

Change

(r)
(sign.)

.398			
-.231
.000			 .004

Social welfare policy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

“right” vs. non-“right”

“left” vs. non-“left”

“Left”-“right” associations (n=150)

.048
.556

-.223			
.375
.006			.000

Market economy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)
(r)
(sign.)

-.272			
.376
.001			.000

Market economy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

“right” vs. non-“right”

“left” vs. non-“left”

“Left”-“right” associations (n=150)
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6.91

7.43

Opposition parties

Total

4.62

4.77

4.29

Std. dev.

9.20

9.07

9.42

Post-recession
election

5.30

5.55

4.92

Std. dev.

+1.77

+2.16

+1.16

Change

5.21

5.27

5.10

Std. dev.

19.86

17.59

18.47

Opposition parties

Total

Pre-recession
election

Gov’t parties

Gov’t and opposition at prerecession election

9.43

9.84

8.66

Std. dev.

18.27

18.20

18.38

Post-recession
election

8.90

9.09

8.67

Std. dev.

-0.20

+0.61

-1.48

Change

8.12

8.16

7.96

Std. dev.

Appendix Table 5.2. Emphasis on Social Welfare Policy in the Pre- and Post-Recession
Elections by Pre-Recession Election Government and Opposition Parties

8.26

Pre-recession
election

Gov’t parties

Gov’t and opposition at prerecession election

Appendix Table 5.1. Emphasis on Market Economy in the Pre- and Post-Recession Elections
by Pre-Recession Election Government and Opposition Parties

150

92

58

N

150

02

58

N
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.143
.083
.032
.697
-.094
.253

Market economy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

Market economy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

Change

.117
.153
.010
.905
-.126
.126

Social welfare policy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

Social welfare policy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

Change

(r)
(sign.)

Gov’t-opp.

Gov’t-opposition associations (n=150)

(r)
(sign.)

Gov’t-opp.

Gov’t-opposition associations (n=150)

Appendix Table 6. Cumulated Output Loss until 2011 Q4
Cumulated output loss

Mean

Std. dev.

Minimum

Maximum

N

120.74

74.97

35.10

434.50

30

Cumulated output loss associations (n=150)

Cumulated output loss

Market economy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

-.200
.014

Market economy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

-.010
.900

Change

.167
.041

(r)
(sign.)

Cumulated output loss associations (n=150)

Cumulated output loss

Social welfare policy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

.102
.216

Social welfare policy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

-.007
.932

Change

-.126
.125

(r)
(sign.)
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Appendix Table 7. Time Constellations:
Time Distance of Date of Pre-Recession Election to Start of the Recession
(in days)
Time distance

Mean

Std. dev.

Minimum

Maximum

N

550.84

379.31

9

1630

31

Time distance associations (n=150)

Time distance

Market economy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

.164
.045

Market economy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

-.166
.043

Change

-.314
.000

(r)
(sign.)

Time distance associations (n=150)

Time distance

Social welfare policy pre-recession election (r)
(sign.)

.028
.736

Social welfare policy post-recession election (r)
(sign.)

-.026
.752

Change

-.061
.460

(r)
(sign.)
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