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The short-time dynamics of issue ownership and its
impact on the vote
Simon Lanz and Pascal Sciarini

Department of Political Science and International Relations, University of Geneva, Geneva,
Switzerland

ABSTRACT
This paper analyzes the short-term dynamics of issue ownership and its effect on
electoral choice. We hypothesize that voters who change their mind with regard
to the party they deem most competent to handle the top issue are more
probable to change their vote choice, than those who do not change their
evaluation of competence. Second, we claim that the impact of a change in
perception of party issue competence increases with the electoral strength of
the party benefiting from this change. The analysis is based on data from a
Rolling-Cross-Section with a panel component carried out in the 2011 Swiss
Election Study. The results show the expected effects of change in issue
competence assessment and the conditional role of party size.

1. Introduction

The issue-ownership literature has grown rapidly over the last decade. While
early contributions mainly attempted to explain party behavior, scholars
recently began to address the role of issue ownership in electoral decision
making (e.g. Bélanger and Meguid 2008; Green and Hobolt 2008; Johns 2011;
Lachat 2011, 2014; Pardos-Prado 2012; Walgrave, Lefevere, and Tresch 2012).
They find that voters evaluate parties based on their competence to handle
important issues. The recent literature has moreover recognized the dynamic
character of issue ownership, which has proven less stable than initially
assumed. However, the dynamic nature of issue ownership was mostly
explored at the aggregate level, and from a long-term perspective (e.g. Bélan-
ger 2003; Brasher 2009; Green and Jennings 2011, 2012). Studies looking at
short-term changes in perceptions of party issue competence on the individual
level are still scarce (but see Aalberg and Jenssen 2007; Kleinnijenhuis and
Walter 2014; Walgrave, Lefevere, and Nuytemans 2009). The question how
these changes influence the vote choice has received even less attention.
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This paper seeks to fill this gap by investigating the dynamics of issue own-
ership perceptions during an election campaign and the impact of such per-
ceptions on party preference. By issue ownership perceptions, we mean
voters’ evaluations of parties’ competence to handle important issues. This
definition includes issue salience and party issue competence as the two
main components of issue ownership (Pardos-Prado 2012). Our argument is
twofold. First, we claim that there is short-term instability in voters’ percep-
tions regarding issue competence. Those who change their mind with
respect to the most competent party to handle the most important issue
are more likely to change their party preference, than voters with stable
issue competence evaluations. Second, we argue that a party’s electoral
strength conditions the effect of a change in competence evaluation.
Voters who update their issue competence assessment in favor of a big
party are more likely to convert to another party, than voters who change
their assessment in favor of a small party.

We test our hypotheses on data from a rolling cross-section (RCS) with a
panel component that was carried out in the context of the 2011 Swiss
general election.1 In the last 40 days of the campaign, samples of 100
people were interviewed daily. Respondents further completed a second
interview after the election. As a country with a highly fragmented and polar-
ized party system, Switzerland lends itself well to test how perceived party
issue competence influences the vote choice. First, it has been argued that
issue ownership is not a very useful concept in multiparty systems, where it
is hard for parties to be considered competent to handle an issue by a
large share of voters (Kleinnijenhuis and Walter 2014). Second, in polarized
contexts voters tend to base their electoral choice more on their (perceived)
proximity with parties’ positions, than on their evaluation of party issue com-
petence (Green and Hobolt 2008). Switzerland is thus a hard case with respect
to the effects of issue ownership perceptions. If we find that the dynamics in
voters’ perceptions of issue competence influences the electoral behavior in
Switzerland, we can be confident that it will also play a role in other contexts.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: In Section 2, we
develop the theoretical argument and the hypotheses. Sections 3 and 4 lay
out our data and empirical model. This sets the stage for the empirical tests
in Section 5. In the conclusion, we highlight the scientific and political impli-
cations of our findings.

2. Theoretical framework

Issue ownership theory has a party-level and an individual-level component
(Bélanger and Meguid 2008; Walgrave, Lefevere, and Tresch 2014). As a
theory of party behavior it explains why political actors put forward certain
issues (Budge and Farlie 1983; Egan 2014; Green-Pedersen 2007; Hayes
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2005; Petrocik 1996; Petrocik, Benoit, and Hansen 2003). Parties attempt to
alter issue salience as part of their campaign strategy. They do so by empha-
sizing issues that are electorally advantageous to them, that is, issues on
which they hold a reputation of competence (Petrocik 1996). Issue ownership
is moreover a theory of political behavior, contending that voters evaluate
parties’ ability to solve the main problems of the day and use this as a criterion
when forming their decision. In short, individuals vote for the party they con-
sider most competent to solve an important issue.

The initial literature on issue ownership primarily dealt with the supply side
of the electoral process (Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996; Petrocik,
Benoit, and Hansen 2003). It was interested in the ability of political actors
to develop a reputation of interest in – and competence on – a specific
societal problem, that is, in “party issue competence” (Martinsson 2009,
114). Even though issue ownership was seen as key for the explanation of
party success, the relationship between issue ownership and electoral
choice was mainly regarded from an aggregate-level perspective.

More recent studies examined the relationship between issue ownership
and electoral choice (Bellucci 2006; van der Brug 2004; Clarke et al. 2004;
Green and Hobolt 2008; Johns 2011; Lachat 2011, 2014; Meyer and Mueller
2013; Nadeau et al. 2001; Pardos-Prado 2012; Walgrave, Lefevere, and
Tresch 2012). Most of these contributions find that citizens’ perceptions of
party issue competence have a strong impact on their vote choice. Bélanger
and Meguid (2008) moreover show that this impact is conditioned by issue
salience. The more important the issue at stake, the higher the impact of
issue competence evaluations.

Scholars have also reflected on the contexts that are prone to voting based
on party issue competence. Green and Hobolt (2008) argue that issue ownership
voting is more likely when there is ideological convergence between parties. In
such a context, voters have hard times in differentiating parties based on policy
positions. They hence tend to rely on other criteria, such as their perception of
the party competence at handling political issues. By contrast, in polarized con-
texts parties differ more from each other in terms of political preferences and the
electoral choice is more likely to be driven by the proximity between voters and
parties on the most salient issues, than on parties’ issue competence reputation.
Other scholars disagree and claim that polarization reinforces the impact of
party issue competence evaluations (Lachat 2014; Pardos-Prado 2012). By
increasing voters’ awareness on all aspects of party competition, including
issue competence, polarization makes competence evaluations more accessible
and more influential as a decision making criterion.

In parallel, researchers have also paid more attention to the concept of issue
ownership itself, distinguishing between an associative and competence dimen-
sion of issue ownership (Kleinnijenhuis and Walter 2014; Lachat 2014; Martins-
son 2009; Tresch, Lefevere, and Walgrave 2013; Walgrave, Lefevere, and
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Tresch 2012, 2014). Competence issue ownership refers to voters’ perception
regarding a party’s competence to deal with an issue. Associative issue owner-
ship points to the spontaneous association between a party and an issue in the
minds of voters. The question which dimension is more relevant in a multiparty
system is disputed in the literature. On one hand, it has been argued that com-
petence issue ownership is a less useful concept in multiparty systems than
associative issue ownership (Kleinnijenhuis and Walter 2014, 3). In multiparty
systems, especially if they are highly fragmented, it is exceptional that a majority
of voters see one specific party as best able to deal with an issue. This will reduce
the importance of competence issue ownership and voters will hence rely more
on associative issue ownership. On the other hand, competence issue ownership
has a more direct effect on party choice than associative issue ownership (Lachat
2014; Tresch, Lefevere, and Walgrave 2013; Walgrave, Lefevere, and Tresch 2012,
2014). Merely recognizing that a party cares most about an issue (associative
dimension) will not necessarily result in a higher likelihood to vote for that
party. By contrast, if a voter considers a party most competent to solve an
issue, then she has a higher likelihood to cast a vote for that party. Lachat’s
(2014) findings confirm that party competence perception has a direct impact
on party choice, whereas associative issue ownership affects voting behavior
indirectly through proximity voting. Similarly, while Walgrave, Lefevere, and
Tresch (2012) find that both forms of issue ownership matter for the voters’
decision, party competence evaluation is more consequential. Finally, Green
and Hobolt (2008, 462) point out that the competence dimension and related
“handling notion” is “at the heart of the issue ownership theory”. We joint this
view and focus on competence issue ownership, to which, for reasons of simpli-
city, we will refer to as issue ownership.

Another open question concerns the dynamic character of issue owner-
ship. Traditional literature is premised on the long-term stability of issue own-
ership: “Perceptions of a party’s issue competence probably change very
slowly, when they change at all” (Petrocik 1996, 826). Issue ownership is per-
ceived as long-lasting property of political parties that develops as a result of
“a history of attention, initiative and innovations” (Petrocik 1996, 826). There-
fore, it is not likely to transform or to disappear overnight. However, issue
ownership has shown less stable than presumed, especially in multiparty
systems. Several studies highlighted these fluctuations and related drivers
of change, such as party’s communication strategies and platforms, govern-
ment performance or party system change (Bélanger 2003; Brasher 2009;
Green and Jennings 2011, 2012; Nadeau et al. 2001).

Voters’ evaluations of issue ownership may also display short-term instabil-
ity. Drawing on an experimental design Walgrave, Lefevere, and Nuytemans
(2009) find that news exposure leads to shifts in citizens perceptions of
parties’ issue competence. Likewise, Aalberg and Jenssen’s (2007) quasi exper-
iment shows that issue ownership is sensitive to television debates.
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Kleinnijenhuis and Walter (2014) confirm the impact of elections news on
associative issue ownership. More specifically, they find that instability in
voters’ spontaneous associations between issues and parties on the individual
level goes hand in hand with stability in associative issue ownership on the
aggregate level.

We contribute to this growing literature by exploring the short-term
dynamics of issue ownership. We ask to what extent the stability and
change in voters’ perception of parties’ issue competence affects the stability
of their electoral choice. This important question has, to our knowledge, not
been tackled so far. Our first hypothesis adapts the finding of recent cross-
section studies to a longitudinal design. It states that instability in voters’
assessment of party issue competence fosters instable party preferences.
More specifically, we assume that voters who change their evaluation of
issue competence2 during the election campaign are more likely to change
their party choice, than citizens who hold stable attitudes with respect to
parties’ issue competence (Hypothesis 1).

Going one step further, we hypothesize that a change in party issue compe-
tence evaluation does not have a standard effect across parties, but that this
effect is conditional on parties’ characteristics. Previous studies emphasize the
impact of party characteristics on the vote choice (Alvarez and Nagler 1998;
van der Eijk et al. 1996; Franklin and De Sio 2012; Gerber et al. 2014; Kriesi
and Sciarini 2004; Walczak and van der Brug 2012). With respect to party size,
Franklin and De Sio (2012) argue that large parties benefit from a premium, in
the sense that voters pay more attention to the attractions of parties with legis-
lative strength. Their argument builds on Downs (1957) claim that voters antici-
pate weights that parties will have in the legislative process. The more seats a
party controls in parliament the more it will be able to achieve its election prom-
ises. Therefore, voters take into account parties’ policy weight and use it as a cri-
terion when making their electoral choice.

Based on this argument, we claim that citizenswho change their competence
evaluation in favor of a large party are more likely to convert, than voters who
change their competence assessment in favor of a small party (Hypothesis 2).
Voters can be more confident that large parties will be able to implement a
policy change or at least to influence a new policy. Therefore, the effect of a
change in perceptions of parties’ issue competence should be stronger if the
party carries a lot of electoralweight. By contrast, if votersupdate their evaluation
of competence by turning to a small party, they cannot be certain if this partywill
be able influence a policy change. This reduces the probability of conversion.3

3. Data and operationalization

We test our hypotheses with data from the 2011 Swiss general election. Swit-
zerland has a highly fragmented and polarized multiparty system. The party
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system has profoundly transformed during the last two decades as a result of
the rise of the Swiss People’s Party. This growth came at the expense of the
two moderate right parties, the Radical Democratic Party and the Christian
Democratic Party and coincided with a change in profile, from a moderate
right party, to a populist right party centering on immigration, asylum and
European integration (Kriesi et al. 2005; Varone et al. 2014). The Social Demo-
cratic Party is the second largest party and the main left-wing party with a pol-
itical agenda dominated by social issues and the welfare state (Nicolet and
Sciarini 2010). While the four largest parties are all members of the federal
government, they nevertheless strongly differ from each other ideologically.
According to a study covering 30 countries, Switzerland has the most polar-
ized party system in Europe (Ladner et al. 2010, 84).

The 2011 Swiss election study included an RCS with panel component. RCS
consist of a series of cross-sections over a specific period in time (Johnston
and Brady 2002). The Swiss RCS is based on 100 interviews per day over a
period of 40 days prior to the national election. The total number of interviews
is 4002. The data set includes a pre-election (t1) and a post-election panel (t2).
Participants of the RCS study who had not already voted at the time of the first
interview where again contacted after the election.4 742 persons already
voted and are therefore excluded from the analysis. Among the remaining
persons, only 75% (2434) could be reached for a follow-up interview. We
further exclude respondents who did not mention a most important
problem (MIP; 83), those who did not see any party as competent to solve
the problem (550), those who did not express a party choice all along (202),
and those with missing values one of the independent variables (20). Our
main focus lies on conversion. We therefore drop voters who were undecided
at t1 but turned out (activation) and voters who had a party preference but
eventually abstained (demobilization). This leaves us with a sample of 1185
citizens,

The outcome variable conversion distinguishes voters who convert from
one party to another from voters with stable party preferences at t1 and at
t2. We include the four main parties mentioned previously plus the Greens,
the Liberal Greens and the Bourgeois Democratic Party. Empirically, we
observe 32 out of 42 possible forms of conversion. Slightly less than one
third of voters converted to another party during the campaign (28%, see
the appendix). Most voters convert to ideologically close parties. However,
unexpected conversions such as switching from the left to the right camp
also took place.

The main input variable perception of party issue competence is measured in
two steps. Survey participants were first asked to name the MIP the country is
currently facing. We recoded these answers into eight categories: immigra-
tion, economy, environment, welfare state, education, international affairs,
and public sector. The categories are based on Lutz (2012) and capture 92%

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES 217

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 d

e 
G

en
èv

e]
 a

t 2
1:

24
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 



of all problems mentioned. The remaining answers are labeled as “other pro-
blems”. In a second step, respondents were asked to name the party that, in
their view, was most competent to solve this problem.

By comparing answers from the first panel wave with the second panel
wave we identify individuals who change their mind about the MIP and
about the most competent party to handle that issue. That the competence
question was only asked for the MIP is a limitation, since this prevents us
from measuring the relative competence of multiple parties for a given
respondent. This said, focusing on the MIP ensures that we measure party
issue competence only for highly salient issues. As Bélanger and Meguid
(2008) demonstrated, the effect of issue ownership on vote choice is premised
on the salience of the issue in question. In that sense, “the fact that respon-
dents (… ) were asked to identify the best party only on the issue they
found to be most important reflects the natural connection between the
two concepts” (Bélanger and Meguid 2008, 479). Even though the MIP is fre-
quently used in research, some take a critical stand on this question. Jennings
and Wlezien (2011) argue that it captures what is on people’s mind, rather
than the salience of an issue (see also Wlezien 2005). We agree that the sal-
ience component of the question is ambiguous. However, given that we are
studying individual level effects, an individual’s perception of salience is argu-
ably more relevant to explain her behavior than what is “politically relevant”
(Jennings and Wlezien 2011, 547).

Party size (or party strength) is based on the share of votes the seven largest
parties received in the last national election of 2007.5 Since individuals are
nested in party size we introduce this variable on the context level in our hier-
archical model.

Party identification and political sophistication are likely to influence party
competence perceptions. On the one hand, wemust be sure that voters’ assess-
ments of issue competence are not mere artifacts of their party identification.
As any work on issue voting, we possibly face problems of endogeneity (i.e.
competence evaluations and party choice are but two dimensions of party pre-
ference) and direction of causality (i.e. the direction does not run from party
issue competence to party choice, but from party choice to party issue compe-
tence). Controlling for party identification will help to cope with the problem of
endogeneity. An interaction term between party identification and competence
change will moreover test whether competence change has the same effect
among party identifiers and apartisans. On the other hand, politically sophisti-
cated voters generally have more stable attitudes than unsophisticated voters
(Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Zaller 1992). We hence expect that political experts
are less sensitive to altering competence perceptions than political novices.
We measure party identification with a standard question asking respondents
whether they feel close to a party or not. Political sophistication is based on
three factual questions about Swiss politics.6
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4. Empirical model

Due to the binary outcome variable we run a logit random intercept multilevel
model to test the first hypothesis. Individuals are grouped in the party they
consider most competent at t2. The model is specified as follows:

Pr(yv = 1)

= logit−1(b0 + b1comv + b2mipv + b3comv ∗mipv + b4pidv

+ b5comv ∗pidv + b6sopv + b7comv ∗ so pv + g xTv + mp[v]),

where voter v’s probability to convert during the campaign is determined
by individual factors. b0 is the intercept, com measures the stability of issue
competence evaluation, mip informs if the voter changed her perception of
the most pressing issue between t1 and t2. The interaction between MIP
change and competence change (com*mip) tests if effects of issue compe-
tence perceptions are conditioned by a change in MIP. The model moreover
contains party identification (pid), political sophistication (sop) and their inter-
actions with issue competence change (com∗pid, com∗sop). X is a matrix for
the following control variables, which we include in the estimations but do
not show in the tables: time is the number of days between the first interview
and the election. The socio-demographic variables sex, age, level of education,
residence, language, and religious affiliation are informative of the electoral
choice in Switzerland (e.g. Kriesi et al. 2005; Nicolet and Sciarini 2010). mp[v]
covers context-dependent differences, that is, the differences between the
random intercepts for each party and the global estimate b0.

The second hypothesis posits that the effect of a change in issue compe-
tence evaluation is conditioned by the electoral strength of the party con-
sidered most competent. The model is specified as follows:

Pr(yvp = 1)

= logit−1(b0 + b1comv + b2mipv + b3comv ∗mipv + b4 pidv

+ b5sopv + b6seip[v] + b7comv ∗ seip[v] + g xTv + mp[v]),

where citizens v’s probability to convert to another party is a function of indi-
vidual and contextual factors. The individual level variables are the same as in
the previous equation.7 On the contextual level we introduce party size and
the cross-level interaction between party seize and competence change
sei, and com*sei.

5. Results

The purpose of the paper is to assess to what extent a change of party issue
competence perceptions, influences the stability of party choice. Throughout
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the election campaign, the economy and the immigration dominated the
voters’ agenda. Figure 1 shows how ownership of these issues evolved
during the campaign, by aggregating voters’ perceptions regarding the
most competent party. We focus on the two largest parties, the Swiss
People’s Party and the Social Democratic Party. Given the small number of
interviews carried out each day, the sampling error is too large if we aggregate
responses on a daily basis. Therefore, we use a centered moving mean, which
averages the figures for a particular day and those for the three prior and
three subsequent days (Kenski 2006).

The left panel of Figure 1 demonstrates that neither the Swiss People’s
Party nor the Social Democratic Party owns the economy. The inclusion of
other parties would not modify the picture, as none of them are seen as par-
ticularly competent to handle this issue. By contrast, more than 40% consider
the Swiss People’s Party most competent on immigration. Figure 1 under-
scores the stability of issue ownership and is in line with the argument that
ownership is a long-term achievement. However, as the bulk of the literature,
this analysis is based on aggregated data. Therefore it cannot capture changes
in party issue competence evaluations on the individual level. To get an accu-
rate view of the dynamics among voters, we must move to individual level
analysis.

Table 1 reports stability and change of individual perceptions regarding
the MIP and party issue competence. Almost two thirds of the voters

Figure 1. Issue ownership over time.

Table 1. MIP changes and party issue competence changes.
MIP

Stability (%) Change (%)

Competence Stability 25 13
Change 26 36

Note: N = 1185.
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changed their assessment of the party most competent to handle the MIP
between the two panel waves (second row). The high frequency of compe-
tence change on the individual level contrasts with the stability of aggregate
issue ownership observed in Figure 1. Among those who changed their mind
about the most competent party, a majority also switched the MIP. In this case
we cannot speak of instability in party issue competence evaluation. If the MIP
changes between the two interviews, then it may be consistent to also change
the evaluation of the most competent party.8 More important to our present
purpose is the sizeable minority of voters (26% of the sample) who named the
same most pressing issue in both panel waves, but changed their evaluation
of the most competent party on that issue.9 This result shows that instability in
party issue competence perception is a widespread phenomenon, which
offers fertile ground for an examination of how this instability affects the
vote choice.

The first model of Table 2 estimates the impact of competence change on
the probability to convert. The positive coefficient in the first row indicates
that voters who change their perception of party issue competence are signifi-
cantly more likely to convert, than voters with stable opinions about issue
handling competence. Moreover, the interaction term between MIP change
and competence change is not significant, which means that a change in
party issue competence evaluation is conducive to conversion among
voters who changed the MIP and voters who did not. Model 1 further
shows that the separate effect of MIP change is not significant, which suggests
that changing one’s issue priority does not prompt conversion.

To assess the magnitude of the effect, we estimate first differences (King,
Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000). This is done in four steps: First, we set all

Table 2. The determinants of conversion (multilevel logistic regression).
Model 1 Model 2

Coef. SE Coef. SE

Fixed effects
Competence change (no) 0.592 0.191** 0.838 0.369*
MIP change (no) −0.292 0.255 −0.391 0.265
Party identification (no) −0.737 0.243**
Political sophistication 0.790 0.423
MIP change*comp. change 0.067 0.301 0.165 0.310
Comp. change*party identification 0.229 0.291
Comp. change*polit. sophistication −0.726 0.450
Constant −0.658 0.318** −0.770 0.431
Random effects
Individual level variance 1.000 1.000
Context level variance 0.011 0.009
Number of observations (parties) 1185 (7) 1185 (7)
AIC 1403.2 1370.1

Notes: Reference categories in parentheses; control variables not displayed.
**p < .01
*p < .05.
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input variables to their median (Ms) and calculate the probability of a change
in party choice Ẽ(Ys). The standard voter is a 36–45-year-old protestant female
with a vocational training. She lives in a German speaking and urban region
and was first interviewed 20 days prior to the election. The variable of interest
(party issue competence evaluation) is fixed on “no change”. In a second step
we set the values of the independent variable on their ending point (Me) and
approximate Ẽ(Ye). In our case this means fixing competence change on “yes”.
Third, we estimate the difference between these two expected values (Ẽ(Ys)
and Ẽ(Ye)). Finally, by repeating this algorithm 1500 times we compute the
first difference. Based on the standard error we calculate the 95% confidence
interval. In short, first differences show how much the probability of conver-
sion varies as a function of a change in the independent variable.

Figure 2 presents first differences and their 95% confidence intervals. Each
marker shows the effect of a change in issue competence perception on the
probability to convert. For example, the top marker is based on model 1 and
indicates how much the probability to convert increases if a voter with stable
opinions on the MIP changes her evaluation of the party deemed most com-
petent to handle that issue.

The number in parentheses indicates the probability of conversion for a
voter with stable perceptions regarding the most competent party (e.g.
21% if that voter additionally has stable opinions regarding the MIP). For
this voter, a change in party issue competence evaluation increases the

Figure 2. Effect of competence change. Notes: Percentages in parentheses indicate the
probability to convert if the standard voter does not change her issue competence evalu-
ation. Reading example: If a voter with party identification changes her perception of
competence, the probability that she converts to another party increases by 20 percen-
tage points (from 21% to 41%).
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probability to convert to another party by 11 percentage points. The confi-
dence interval does not include zero (horizontal line), which means that the
first difference is significant on a 5% level. In line with our first hypothesis
then, a change in voters’ perceptions of party issue competence fosters con-
version. The second marker from top shows that the effect of competence
change is slightly stronger for voters who changed the MIP.

In model 2 we test the robustness of this finding by introducing party
identification and political sophistication. Our first hypothesis holds up well
to a more demanding test controlling for party identification (Figure 2, third
and fourth marker from top). Unsurprisingly, the probability of conversion is
smaller among voters who identify with a party (16%), than among voters
without party identification (28%). However, the effect of a change in issue
competence attribution is large regardless of whether citizens identify with
a party. This result confirms that issue ownership is more than a mere
expression of partisanship (Stubager and Slothuus 2013).

The interaction between competence change and political sophistication is
negative, which suggests that the effect of a change in issue ownership per-
ception is stronger for voters with low political knowledge, than for voters
with high political knowledge. The first differences (Figure 2, fifth and sixth
marker from top) show that competence change increases the probability
of conversion among voters with little political knowledge. By contrast,
among political experts the effect of a change in party issue competence
evaluation on change in party preference is still positive, but small and not sig-
nificant. Note that knowledgeable persons who hold stable issue ownership
perceptions have a high probability of conversion (35%). This reduces the

Table 3. The determinants of conversion (multilevel logistic regression).
Model 3

Coef. SE

Fixed effects
Competence change (no) 0.048 0.290
MIP change (no) −0.364 0.265
Party identification (no) −0.578 0.139**
Political sophistication 0.265 0.232
Party size −0.028 0.013
MIP change*comp. change 0.137 0.310
Comp. change*party size 0.030 0.015*
Constant 0.074 0.414
Random effects
Individual level variance 1.000
Context level variance 0.003
Number of observations (parties) 1185 (7)
AIC 1367.6

Notes: Reference categories in parentheses; control variables not displayed
**p < .01
*p < .05.

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES 223

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 d

e 
G

en
èv

e]
 a

t 2
1:

24
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 



probability that changing the mind with respect to party issue competence
might additionally foster conversion.10

We now turn to the second hypothesis. The model in Table 3 estimates
whether party strength moderates the effects of competence change. Follow-
ing our hypothesis, voters who change their perceptions in favor of a large
party are more likely to convert, than voters who change their competence
perceptions and turn to a small party that is unlikely to influence policy
change. Model 3 support this claim. The positive interaction term between
competence change and party size shows that the effect of updating one’s
perceptions about party issue competence increases with party size.

The effects are visualized in Figure 3. If a voter changes her party issue com-
petence evaluation in favor of a small party, her probability to convert does
not increase compared to a voter who did not change the competence evalu-
ation. By contrast, if a change in competence evaluation favors a large party,
the probability of conversion increases by 19 percentage points. As Figure 3
shows, the effect of competence change is significant if the person turns to
a medium sized party. These findings support our second hypothesis.
Voters who update their party issue competence are more probable to use
this as a choice criterion if the party is electorally strong. That is, if that
party can exert a credible influence on policy outputs.

Figure 3. Effect of competence change with varying party size. Notes: Percentages in
parentheses indicate the probability to convert if the standard voter does not change
her issue competence evaluation. Low party size indicates the vote share of the smallest
party in parliament (1.4%). Medium party size is the average vote share (11.7%). Large
party size represents the party with the largest vote share (28.9%). Reading example:
If a voter with party identification changes her perception of competence in favor of a
large party, the probability that she converts increases by 19 percentage points (from
29% to 48%).
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We estimated variations of the hierarchical model to test the robustness of
the results. First, we added interaction terms between competence change
and the two variables knowledge and party identification. This has no
impact on the moderating effect of party size. Second, to make sure that
the findings are not sensitive to MIP change, we estimated a model including
a three way interaction between MIP change, competence change and party
size (Table A2 in the appendix). Figure A1 in the appendix shows that the
moderating effect is even more pronounced for voters who did not change
the MIP. Third, we used different measures for party size. The results are
robust if we use seat shares in parliament instead of vote shares. Moreover,
the findings hold if we group the parties into four categories (from very
small to very large). This indicates that the moderating effect of party size per-
sists, even when we relax the assumption that voters are informed about the
exact vote share of each party.

6. Conclusion

The weakening of traditional ties to parties, together with the professionaliza-
tion of campaign activities and empowerment of the mass media, have
increased the influence of short-term, issue-related factors on electoral
choice. So far, studies exploring the dynamic nature of issue ownership
have mainly done so at the aggregate level and from a long-term perspective.
Moreover, studies investigating the relationship between issue ownership and
vote choice have only offered a static view based on cross-section data. Our
paper contributes to the burgeoning literature on the short-term dynamics
of issue ownership, by analyzing how the instability of voters’ evaluations of
party issue competence affects the vote choice.

We first find that short-term changes in perception of issue salience, party
issue competence, or both are frequent on the individual level. Even among
citizens who do not change their opinion on the MIP, a sizeable minority
changes their mind regarding the most competent party to solve that
problem. While existing studies – and our own data – emphasize the stability
of issue ownership on the aggregate level, our analysis shows that it goes
hand in hand with instability on the individual level.

Second, the empirical tests support our hypothesis that instability in voters’
perception of parties’ issue competence during election campaign is condu-
cive to instability in party choice. Voters who change their perception regard-
ing the party most competent at handling the most important issue are more
probable to convert, whereas voters who do not change their competence
assessment show higher stability in party choice. These findings also hold
when controlling for party identification. This suggests that issue ownership
voting is not a mere artifact of partisan affinities, and that it adds up to
classic socio-demographic or attitudinal determinants of electoral choice.
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While we cannot be sure that this control is enough to solve the problem of
endogeneity faced by any study of issue voting, it nevertheless increases our
confidence in our findings. Further, we find that updating one’s perceptions
with respect to party issue competence increases the probability of conver-
sion among voters with low political knowledge, but not among voters with
high political knowledge. The latter display a high propensity to convert in
any case, that is, regardless of whether they changed their mind with
respect to the most competent party or not.

Third, our results support for our second hypothesis that the effects of a
change in issue ownership perceptions are conditioned by party size. More
specifically, we find that a change in competence evaluation is more probable
to result in conversion if the party benefiting from the change is large. This
indicates that voters care about the influence that parties will have on
policy formulation, and takes this criterion into account when making their
electoral choice. This result is in line with the literature emphasizing the
importance of party characteristics. It contributes to this literature by specify-
ing the micro-mechanisms through which party size is likely to matter. More
specifically, it suggests that party strength does not necessarily have an influ-
ence per se, but exerts its effects indirectly, by conditioning the impact of
issue ownership perceptions on the vote choice.

Our results also speak to classic studies of issue ownership. According to
this literature, competing parties influence the vote choice by emphasizing
issues on which they have a comparative advantage, that is, by increasing
the salience of issues they own. This claim rests on the assumption that
voting based on perceived party issue competence depends on issue salience
and, therefore, that a change in electoral choice mainly arises from a change
in issue salience. However, our individual-level analysis tells a different story.
We find that stability and change in MIP has no significant independent effect
on party choice and that a change in electoral choice mainly stems from a
change in voters’ perceptions of party issue competence.

In addition to its scientific implications, this finding also has practical impli-
cations. First, it confirms that parties that are able to influence voters’ percep-
tions with respect to issue ownership may get short-term electoral gains.
Second, it suggests that the main gains that a party may expect do not
depend on its ability to alter the salience of issue in the eyes of voters, but
on its ability to increase its issue competence reputation. Of course, these con-
clusions remain provisory, as they rely on a single country study. In future
work we would like to test this model on elections in other political contexts.
However, the fact that our results hold in a country with a highly fragmented
and highly polarized party system suggests that they have a broader validity.
Another limitation of our study lies in the resort to the MIP and most compe-
tent party, which prevents us from measuring the relative issue competence
of several parties. Finally, in this paper we focus on the competence
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dimension of issue ownership, and could thus not compare this effect with
that of associative issue ownership. Combining both dimensions and compar-
ing their respective contribution to stability and change in party choice would
be an additional step forwards.

Notes

1. The Swiss Foundation for Research in Social Sciences carried out the survey. The
data are available on www.forscenter.ch/de/our-surveys/selects/.

2. For simplicity, we use the terms “change in party issue competence evaluation”,
“change in competence evaluation” and “competence change” interchangeably.

3. Hypothesis 2 is premised on the assumption that voters are aware of how electoral
strength is distributed across parties. This is a reasonable assumption in the Swiss
context, where citizens are certainly aware of parties’ electoral strength, at least in
terms of rank ordering, and arguably also in terms of vote share and party size.

4. Citizens receive their voting documents two to three weeks prior the election and
can vote by mail.

5. Swiss People’s Party (28.9%), Radical Democratic Party (15.8%), Christian Demo-
cratic Party (14.5%), Social Democratic Party (19.5%), Green Party (9.8%), Liberal
Green Party (1.4%), Bourgeois Democratic Party (0%) – this party was founded
during the 2007–2011 legislature and was competing for the first time in 2011.

6. The questions asked concerned (1) the number of parties represented in the
Federal Council, (2) the name of the President of the Confederation, and (3) the
number of signatures required to launch a popular initiative. Respondents
receive 1 point for each correct answer. We then rescaled the variable so it
ranges between 0 (low sophistication) to 1 (high sophistication).

7. We exclude the interaction terms from the random-intercept estimation since they
do not change the model fit nor the effect of competence change.

8. For example, if a voter changes the MIP from immigration to environment, a
change in party competence evaluation from the Swiss People’s Party (on immi-
gration) to the Social Democratic Party (on the environment) would not corre-
spond to instability in terms of party competence perceptions.

9. Note that unstable party competence evaluations are observed for all types of
issues. Among those who changed the party issue competence (but not the
MIP), 41% mentioned the economy as the MIP, 23% immigration, 21% environ-
ment and 11% the welfare state.

10. We estimated a variation of the model using a more detailed categorization of the
outcome variable. In addition to conversion, we took into account two other forms
of change, namely mobilization (voters who were undecided at t1 but eventually
turned out) and demobilization (voters who had a party preference at t1 but
abstained). The results are in line with those presented in Table 2. In addition to
increasing the probability to convert, competence change increases the prob-
ability to mobilize or demobilize. However, due to the low number of cases the
effects on mobilization and demobilization are not statically significant.

Acknowledgment

The authors would like to thank Anke Tresch, Simon Hug, Alexandra Feddersen, Deana
Gariup, the participants of the seminar at the Department of Political Science and

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES 227

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 d

e 
G

en
èv

e]
 a

t 2
1:

24
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 

www.forscenter.ch/de/our-surveys/selects/


International Relations at the University of Geneva, and the anonymous reviewers for
their insightful comments.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Notes on contributor

Simon Lanz is a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Geneva. His research focuses on
the role of issue and party evaluations in the decision making process.

Pascal Sciarini is Professor of Swiss and Comparative politics at the University of
Geneva, Switzerland. His main research topics are decision-making processes, direct
democracy, Europeanization and political behavior. He is co-editor of the Handbook
of Swiss politics, Zurich: NZZ Libro (2014). His most recent book, which he co-authored
with Manuel Fischer and Denise Traber, is Political Decision-making in Switzerland: The
consensus model under pressure, Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave Macmillan (2015).

References

Aalberg, T., and A. T. Jenssen. 2007. “Do Television Debates in Multiparty Systems Affect
Viewers? A Quasiexperimental Study with First-Time Voters.” Scandinavian Political
Studies 30 (1): 115–135.

Alvarez, M., and J. Nagler. 1998. “When Politics and Models Collide: Estimating Models
of Multiparty Elections.” American Journal of Political Science 42 (1): 55–96.

Bélanger, É. 2003. “Issue Ownership by Canadian Political Parties 1953–2001.” Canadian
Journal of Political Science 36 (3): 539–558.

Bélanger, É., and B. Meguid. 2008. “Issue Salience, Issue Ownership, and Issue-Based
Vote Choice.” Electoral Studies 27 (3): 477–491.

Bellucci, P. 2006. “Tracing the Cognitive and Affective Roots of ‘Party Competence’: Italy
and Britain, 2001.” Electoral Studies 25 (3): 548–569.

Brasher, H. 2009. “The Dynamic Character of Political Party Evaluations.” Party Politics 15
(1): 69–92.

vander Brug,W. 2004. “IssueOwnership andPartyChoice.” Electoral Studies23 (2): 209–233.
Budge, I., and D. Farlie. 1983. Explaining and Oredicting Elections: Issue Effects and Party

Strategies in Twenty-Three Democracies. London: Allen and Unwin.
Clarke, H., D. Sanders, M. Stewart, and P. Whiteley. 2004. “Electoral choice in 2001.” In

Political Choice in Britain, edited by H. Clarke, D. Sanders, M. Stewart, and P. Whiteley,
79–129. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Downs, A. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper.
Eagly, A., and S. Chaiken. 1993. The Psychology of Attitudes. San Diego: Harcourt.
Egan, P. 2014. Partisan Priorities. How Issue Ownership Drives and Disorts American

Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
van der Eijk, C., W. van der Brug, M. Kroh, and M. Franklin. 1996. “Rethinking the

Dependent Variable in Voting Behavior: On the Measurement and Analysis of
Electoral Utilities.” Electoral Studies 25 (3): 424–447.

Franklin,M., and L.DeSio. 2012. “PartyMatters: TheSurprisingRoleofPartyCharacteristics
in Conditioning the Bases of Electoral Support in Europe.” Paper prepared for presen-
tation at the American Political Science Association annual meeting, August.

228 S. LANZ AND P. SCIARINI

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 d

e 
G

en
èv

e]
 a

t 2
1:

24
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 



Gerber, D., S. Nicolet and P. Sciarini. 2014. “Voters are not Fools, or are they? Party
Profile, Political Sophistication and Party Choice.” European Political Science Review
7 (1): 145–165.

Green, J., and S. Hobolt. 2008. “Owning the Issue Agenda: Party Strategies and Vote
Choices in British Elections.” Electoral Studies 27 (3): 460–476.

Green, J., and W. Jennings. 2011. “Valence as Macro-Competence: An Analysis of Mood
in Party Competence Evaluations in Great Britain.” British Journal of Political Science
42 (2): 311–343.

Green, J., and W. Jennings. 2012. “The Dynamics of Issue Competence and Vote for
Parties in and out of Power. An Analysis of Valence in Britain, 1979–1997.”
European Journal of Political Research 51 (4): 469–503.

Green-Pedersen, C. 2007. “The Growing Importance of Issue Competition: The
Changing Nature of Party Competition in Western Europe.” Political Studies 55 (3):
607–628.

Hayes, D. 2005. “Candidate Qualities Through a Partisan Lens: A Theory of Trait
Ownership.” American Journal of Political Science 49 (4): 908–923.

Jennings, W., and Wlezien C. 2011. Distinguishing Between Most Important Problems
and Issues? Public Opinion Quarterly 75 (3): 545–555.

Johns, R. 2011. “Credit Where It’s Due? Valence Politics, Attributions of Responsibility,
and Multi-Level Elections.” Political Behavior 33 (1): 53–77.

Johnston, R., and H. Brady. 2002. “The Rolling Cross-Section Design.” Electoral Studies 21
(2): 283–295.

Kenski, K. 2006. “Visualizing Data Across the Campaign.” In Capturing Campaign
Dynamics, 2000 and 2004: the National Annenberg Election Survey, edited by D.
Romer, K. Kenski, K. Winneg, C. Adasiewicz, and K. Jamieson, 104–120.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania.

King, G., M. Tomz, and J. Wittenberg. 2000. “Making the Most of Statistical Analyses:
Improving Interpretation and Presentation.” American Journal of Political Science
44 (2): 347–361.

Kleinnijenhuis, J., and A. Walter. 2014. “News, Discussion, and Associative Issue
Ownership: Instability at the Micro Level Versus Stability at the Macro Level.” The
International Journal of Press/Politics 19 (2): 226–245.

Kriesi, H., R. Lachat, S. Bornschier, and M. Helbling. 2005. Der Aufstieg der SVP. Zürich:
NZZ Verlag.

Kriesi, H., and P. Sciarini. 2004. “The Impact of Issue Preferences on the Voting Choices
in the Swiss Federal Elections 1999.” British Journal of Political Science 34: 725–759.

Lachat, R. 2011. “Electoral Competitiveness and Issue Voting.” Political Behavior 33 (4):
645–663.

Lachat, R. 2014. “Issue Ownership and the Vote. The Effects of Associative and
Competence Ownership on Issue Voting.” Swiss Political Science Review 20 (4),
727–740.

Ladner, A., G. Felder, S. Gerber, and J. Fivaz. 2010. Die Politische Positionierung der
Europäischen Parteien im Vergleich. Lausanne: Cahier de l’IDHEAP Nr. 252.

Lutz, G. 2012. Eidgenössische Wahlen 2011. Wahlteilnahme und Wahlentscheid.
Lausanne: FORS.

Martinsson, J. 2009. Economic Voting and Issue Ownership. An Integrative Approach.
Gothenburg: University of Gothenburg.

Meyer T., and Mueller, W. 2013. “The Issue Agenda, Party Competence and Popularity:
An Empirical Analysis of Austria 1989–2004.” Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and
Parties 23 (4): 484–500.

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES 229

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 d

e 
G

en
èv

e]
 a

t 2
1:

24
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 



Nadeau, R., A. Blais, E. Gidengil, and N. Nevitte. 2001. “Perceptions of Party Competence
in the 1997 Election.” In Party Politics in Canada, edited by H. Thorburn, and A.
Whitehorn, 413–430. Toronto: Prentice-Hall.

Nicolet, S., and P. Sciarini. 2010. Le destin électoral de la gauche: le vote socialiste et vert
en Suisse. Chêne-Bourg: Georg.

Pardos-Prado, S. 2012. “Valence Beyond Consensus. Party Competence and Policy
Dispersion From A Comparative Perspective.” Electoral Studies 31 (2): 342–352.

Petrocik, J. 1996. “Issue Ownership in Presidential Elections, with a 1980 Case Study.”
American Journal of Political Science 40 (3): 825–850.

Petrocik, J., W. Benoit, and G. Hansen. 2003. “Issue Ownership and Presidential
Campaigning, 1952–2000.” Political Science Quarterly 118 (4): 599–626.

Stubager, R., and R. Slothuus. 2013. “What are the Sources of Political Parties’ Issue
Ownership? Testing Four Explanations at the Individual Level.” Political Behavior
35 (3): 567–588.

Tresch, A., J. Lefevere, and S. Walgrave. 2013. “‘Steal Me if You Can!’: The Impact of
Campaign Messages on Associative Issue Ownership.” Party Politics 21 (2): 198–208.

Varone, F., Engeli, I., Sciarini, P. and Gava, R. 2014. “Agenda-Setting and Direct
Democracy: The Rise of the Swiss People’s Party.” In Agenda Setting, Policies, and
Political Systems. A Comparative Approach, edited by C. Green-Pedersen and S.
Walgrave, 105–122. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Walczak, Agnieszka, and Wouter van der Brug. 2012. “The Electoral Trade-Off: How
Issues and Ideology Affect Party Preference Formation in Europe.” Journal of
Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 22 (3): 245–268.

Walgrave, S., J. Lefevere, and M. Nuytemans. 2009. “Issue Ownership Stability and
Change: How Political Parties Claim and Maintain Issues Through Media
Appearances.” Political Communication 26 (2): 153–172.

Walgrave, S., J. Lefevere, and A. Tresch. 2012. “The Associative Dimension of Issue
Ownership.” Public Opinion Quarterly 76 (4): 771–782.

Walgrave, S., J. Lefevere, and A. Tresch. 2014. “The Limits of Issue Ownership Dynamics:
The Constraining Effect of Party Preferences.” Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and
Parties 24 (1): 1–19.

Wlezien, C. 2005. “On the Salience of Political Issues: The Problem with ‘Most Important
Problem’.” Electoral Studies 24 (4): 555–579.

Zaller, J. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Appendix

Figure A1. Effect of competence change with varying party size and MIP
change.

Table A1. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Percent N

Electoral behavior
• Stability (reinforcement) 72 873
• Conversion 28 312
Total 100 1185
Competence assignment
• Stability 38 453

(Continued )
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Table A1. (Continued).
Variable Percent N

• Change 62 732
Total 100 1185
MIP
• Stability 51 604
• Change 49 581
Total 100 1185
Party identification
• No identification 46 540
• Identification 54 645
Total 100 1185
Knowledge
• Low 11 125
• Medium low 31 372
• Medium high 39 465
• High 19 223
Total 100 1185

Table A2. The determinants of conversion with three-way interaction (mul-
tilevel logistic regression).

A2

Coef. SE

Fixed effects
Competence change (no) −0.041 0.330
MIP change (no) −0.419 0.514
Party identification (no) −0.575 0.139**
Political sophistication 0.259 0.139
Party size −0.029 0.015
Comp. change*MIP change 0.312 0.556
Comp. change*party size 0.040 0.020*
MIP change*party size 0.003 0.027
Comp. change*party size*MIP change −0.018 0.032
Constant −0.046 0.435
Random effects
Individual level variance 1.000
Context level variance 0.003
Number of observations (parties) 1185 (7)
AIC 1370.8

Notes: Reference categories in parentheses; control variables not displayed.
**p < .01
*p < .05.
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