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Abstract
Economic voting is multidimensional (covering valence, patrimony and positional 
dimensions), and a growing number of research contributions have explored the 
existence and strength of the effect of these dimensions on voting. However, we 
know comparatively little about the interplay between these dimensions. This article 
fills that void by focusing on how the interplay between the rise of income inequal-
ity (the valence dimension) and redistribution preferences (the positional dimen-
sion) influences support for incumbents. Using the Comparative Study of Electoral 
Systems (CSES) Modules 4 and 5, I find that preferences for income redistribution 
reduce the likelihood of voters supporting incumbent parties. Modest evidence dem-
onstrates that this relationship is stronger in countries where inequality increased to 
a greater degree between elections. Voters who want more redistribution tend to re-
elect left-wing governments and want to throw out right-wing incumbents. However, 
rise of inequality hurts both left-wing and right-wing incumbents.

Keywords Positional economic voting · Valence · Redistribution · Inequality · CSES

Introduction

The state of the economy can help us understand voting behavior and explain the 
election performance of incumbent parties. Scholars have found a strong, positive, 
consistent effect is produced by the economy on incumbent support (Duch and 
Stevenson 2008; Lewis-Beck 1988; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2007; Okolikj and 
Quinlan 2016). Testing the relationship between general economic performance, and 
voting for incumbents dominates economic voting research.
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Nevertheless, the premise that citizens, seeing the economy performing poorly, 
will tend to throw the rascals out, has been contested, as a normatively appealing but 
theoretically limiting finding (Hellwig 2012). Another important point of valence 
economic model criticism is partisan contamination bias, meaning that “inferences 
about the direction of causality between perceptions of the economy and party sup-
port remain questionable” (Anderson 2007; Bailey 2019; Evans and Andersen 2006, 
p. 194). Others have criticized the unidimensionality of economic voting, saying that 
researchers only focus on valence issues (Lewis-Beck et al. 2013).

In recent years two alternative strands of economic voting research have devel-
oped: patrimony and positional economic voting (Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2011). 
Patrimony is the dimension that goes beyond perceptions of the economy, and 
takes into consideration the assets voters hold and how they predict voting behavior 
(Nadeau et  al. 2009). Positional economics assume that voters’ positions on eco-
nomic policy issues shape their vote (Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2011; Lewis-Beck 
et al. 2013).

A review of the evolving literature1 reveals that researchers have mainly focused 
on showing that the effect of patrimony and positional economic voting exists and 
that it is unrelated to valence. Additionally, the positional economics research strand 
has focused on demonstrating that people who have preferences for leftist (or right-
ist) policies are more likely to vote for left (or right) parties as a consequence.

However, we know little about the interplay between these dimensions and 
whether positional economics can influence support for incumbents. Lewis-Beck 
et  al. (2013) showed that patrimony through the positional dimension affects the 
vote. But what is the role of the interplay between positional economics and valence 
on vote choice? Are we in danger of overlooking certain connections and find-
ings by treating these dimensions independently, without examining their relation-
ship? Stokes noted that “it is, of course, true that position-issues lurk behind many 
valence-issues” (1963, p. 373).

This article fills that void by looking at the interplay between valence and posi-
tional dynamics and its impact on the vote. For this, I take income inequality (as the 
valence dimension) and preferences for redistribution (as a positional issue). Das-
sonneville and Lewis-Beck (2020) show that inequality functions as a valence con-
dition at both the aggregate and the individual level. Preferences for redistribution 
are an issue that polarizes voters and one where we observe a significant degree of 
macroheterogeneity (Quinlan and Okolikj 2018). Thus, I take preferences for redis-
tribution as a positional economic issue that is activated, i.e., made more salient by 
rising inequality.

Apart from disentangling the relationship between the dimensions of the eco-
nomic vote, studying income inequality is particularly timely, given its rise world-
wide (Milanovic 2012). Previous research has shown the adverse consequences 

1 Some of the notable research contributions are: De Sio and Weber (2014), Hellwig and McAllister 
(2019), Lewis-Beck and Nadeau (2009), Lewis-Beck and Nadeau (2011), Lewis-Beck et  al. (2013), 
Nadeau et al. (2009), Nezi and Katsanidou (2014), Paparo and Lewis-Beck (2017), Quinlan and Okolikj 
(2018, 2019), Stubager et al. (2013), Talving (2017).
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inequality can have. It can negatively influence the state of democracy (Scheve and 
Stasavage 2017), economic mobility (Piketty and Saez 2014), political and civic par-
ticipation (Uslaner and Brown 2005), and even the stability of the economy (Stiglitz 
2012). Connecting inequality and redistribution preferences to vote decisions is the 
growing trend (Pontusson and Rueda 2010; Rueda and Stegmueller 2015). This 
paper contributes to the ongoing debates on this question by providing a compara-
tive analysis.

To address the research question, I use the Comparative Study of Electoral Sur-
veys (CSES) Module 4 (2018) and Module 5 Advance Release 2 (2020). Analy-
sis reveals that the effect of preferences for redistribution on incumbents’ support is 
stronger in countries with greater (and thus more obvious) increases in income ine-
quality. Furthermore, voters who want more redistribution tend to reelect left-wing 
incumbents and to replace right-wing ones. Rise of inequality hurts both left-wing 
and right-wing incumbents.

In the next section, I consider the definition of valence and position issues and 
then focus on the economy. After that, I proceed to discuss the interplay between 
valence and positional dynamics and defend my choice of valence issue. Subse-
quently, I discuss the mechanism through which these are connected with voting 
for incumbents and devise several hypotheses. Then, I present the relevant data and 
methods to test these hypotheses, followed by the empirical findings. Finally, I dis-
cuss the findings and offer potential new research avenues.

Theoretical framework

Defining valence and positional issues

Stokes (1963) defines valence issues as “those that merely involve the linking of the 
parties with some condition that is positively or negatively valued by the electorate” 
(p. 373). Positional issues are “those that involve advocacy of government actions 
from a set of alternatives over which a distribution of voter preferences is defined” 
(Stokes 1963, p. 373).

However, it is not always easy to distinguish valence issues from positional ones. 
Two potential sources of confusion are (a) the focus of the policy and (b) the chang-
ing nature of the issues.

Fiorina (1981) argues that the distinction between valence and positional issues 
depends on the focus of the policy, and whether that focus is primarily on means 
or ends. This dividing line nicely highlights the nature of the issues. For valence 
issues, people want similar things, such as less terrorism, a good economy, or a good 
educational system. The means to achieve those ends can be very different. Making 
a distinction between these issues can be challenging for voters, as this contrast is 
often not clear even in party manifestos (Curini and Martelli 2015).

On the other hand, the nature of issues can also change. Change can happen over 
time or between contexts/countries. Divisive issues in one country can be utterly 
uncontroversial in others. Moreover, voters converge on positional issues, so these 
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issues over time change from positional into valence ones (Green 2007). The change 
in the other direction is also possible.

Stokes (1963) suggested that this matter should be settled empirically. Valence 
and positional issues have been studied extensively in terms of the economy. The 
following section provides an overview of both valence and positional economic 
issues in prominent empirical studies.

The economy as a valence and a positional issue

In terms of economic voting, valence has been traditionally understood as an evalu-
ation of a country’s economic performance. The key assumption is that all citizens 
want to reap the benefits of a good economy (Tillman 2008). A wealth of literature 
relies on this assumption and tests whether governments performed well, through 
the lenses of the state of the economy.2 Other valence issues include unemployment 
(Dassonneville and Lewis-Beck 2013); support for the welfare state (Blomqvist and 
Green-Pedersen 2004); or bailouts in crisis-affected countries (Magalhães 2012). 
Recently, Dassoneville and Lewis-Beck (2020) showed that income inequality is a 
new valence issue, a point to which I will return later.

Issue voting studies have a very long tradition in voting literature (Downs 1957; 
Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1989). Positional economic voting is an emerging strand 
of economic voting theory. The economy is becoming an increasingly positional 
issue, and voters have become more policy-oriented (Lewis-Beck and Costa Lobo 
2017). Among the positional economic issues, progressive taxation has been most 
widely tested in empirical models, both at the national level (Fraile and Lewis-Beck 
2013; Lewis-Beck et  al. 2013; Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2011) and comparatively 
(Paparo and Lewis-Beck 2017). Among other issues, in analyzing the Portugal 2011 
election, Costa Lobo (2013) uses four items about the role of the state in the econ-
omy. Nezi and Katsanidou (2014) analyze how differences in pro-bailout policies 
affect voters in Greece, showing that positional economic voting gains strength dur-
ing times of crisis. Talving (2017) confirms that particular finding utilizing fiscal 
austerity policies as an economic issue, in a comparative analysis at the European 
level. One of the most comprehensive tests of positional economic voting comes 
from Quinlan and Okolikj (2018), who used redistribution, welfare and defense 
spending as positional issues in their global analysis of the strength of positional 
economic voting. All of these authors find that positional economics, unrelated to 
valence, do contribute to explaining vote choice.

However, we know little about the interplay between these two dimensions of the 
economic vote, as previous research has not tackled these dynamics in detail.

2 Some of the notable contributions and reviews of the literature in the field are: Campbell et al. (1960), 
Duch and Stevenson (2008), Evans and Andersen (2006), Lewis-Beck (1988), Lewis-Beck and Steg-
maier (2018), Lewis‐Beck and Stegmaier (2007).
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The interplay between valence and positional economy dynamics

Following Stokes’ notion that position issues lurk behind valence ones (1963), I 
argue that these two strands should be related to each other in studies of economic 
voting. Valence can be interconnected with positional economics through several 
mechanisms. The two under consideration here are that: (a) Valence issues can make 
citizens prefer one policy option over other(s); and (b) valence can increase the sali-
ence of the position issues. To demonstrate these processes, let us turn our attention 
to the empirical world.

Income inequality is correlated with preferences for redistribution. Voluminous 
literature on political economy has shown that inequality has a significant effect on 
actual levels of redistribution (McCarty and Pontusson 2011) as well as support for 
redistribution (Alt and Iversen 2017). Traditional models of political economy state 
that preferences for redistribution depend on an individual’s income. The seminal 
work in the field provides the most simplistic version of this logic. In it, Meltzer 
and Richard (1981) claimed that all individuals who have an above-median income 
in society want less redistribution, and those who have an income lower than the 
median want more. Their model implies that there will be more redistribution in 
unequal societies, because a low median income relative to the society’s income 
mean is a sign of significant inequality (Lind 2005).

The more inequality there is, the more salient the topic of inequality and redis-
tribution becomes (Milanovic and Roemer 2016), and saliency exerts a particu-
lar effect on policy responsiveness (Franklin and Wlezien 1997). Lax and Phillips 
showed that when an issue is not salient it is hard to expect that it will turn into 
policy (2009). As argued above, income inequality became more salient over time. 
Here, I argue that rise of income inequality has become a valence issue, which I 
defend in the following section.

Rise of income inequality as a valence issue

This section aims to provide evidence that inequality should be treated as a valence 
issue. Backing for that view lies in (a) previous research findings; (b) citizens’ pre-
vailing view that differences in income are too large; and (c) the attitudes of differ-
ent groups toward income inequality.

First, Dassonneville and Lewis-Beck (2020) find that across time and space, on 
a sample of 318 elections in 37 countries from 1963 up to 2017, support for incum-
bents is influenced by economic growth (positive effect) as well as income inequal-
ity (negative effect). Furthermore, they find that both left- and right-wing incum-
bents are held accountable and have worse electoral results when the inequality is on 
the rise. From this compelling evidence, they conclude that income inequality does 
not function as a positional issue, but rather as a valence one.

Secondly, the majority of citizens think that differences in income are too 
large in their country. On a sample of 41 countries that participated in the Inter-
national Social Survey Programme (ISSP) module on Social Inequality from 
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2009, we can see some country variation on the issue. However, in all countries, 
above 50% of the population agree/strongly agree that differences in income 
are too large in their country (ISSP 2019). Further, on a total sample, a very 
high percentage, 83.5%, of respondents share this view. While historically, some 
countries were known and strong advocates of market-oriented policies which 
generated higher inequality (USA or UK, to name a few), this seems to be slowly 
changing for some of them. It would not be a first time, nor a first issues which 
converted from positional to valence. The graph shows the mean value per coun-
try on a 5-point scale and illustrates the previous point (Fig. 1).

Finally, inequality affects citizens from all walks of life. Poor people and the 
middle class are affected because inequality reduces economic mobility. But 
richer groups in society are also negatively influenced by the rising income ine-
quality. Namely, Rehm et al. (2012) showed that inequality presents a consider-
able risk for wealthier citizens too, as economic disadvantage (a key problem of 
low-income people) and economic insecurity (a significant risk for people with 
higher incomes) are correlated. Furthermore, Rueda and Stegmueller (2016), 
analyzing the USA, found that affluent individuals are more supportive of redis-
tribution in states with greater inequality.

I argue that inequality should be treated as a valence issue, but the policies 
intended to deal with it are positional. In the following section, I develop a 
model combining inequality, preferences regarding redistribution, and support 
for incumbents.

Fig. 1  Differences in income are too large, mean by country. Source: Ganzeboom 2015
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Inequality, redistribution and support for incumbents

This section develops a model showing how inequality and redistribution, affect-
ing one another, has the ability to predict vote for incumbents. Here I build on the 
previous sections and connect the three concepts into a single model.

Extensive literature, with a good proportion of it coming from economic vot-
ing studies, clearly shows that valence as an element influences political attitudes 
and voting (Clarke et  al. 2015; Lewis-Beck et  al. 2013; Lewis-Beck and Steg-
maier 2000). These are issues where parties want to convince voters of their com-
petence (Tillman 2008). Or, as Clarke et al. put it, “in the realm of valence poli-
tics, it is not ‘what’, but rather ‘who’, and ‘how’ that matters” (2011, p. 238).

The “who” part of the quote refers to—which party? However, I focus on 
incumbency, because governments are the actors that are held responsible for 
adopting and implementing policies (Leon 2011). Thus, I expect incumbents to 
be rewarded (or alternatively punished) for the policies they (fail to) implement.

When voters differ on the means (the “how”) used to achieve a set goal, they 
differ on policies. Political economy literature shows that the greater the level of 
inequality is, the more redistribution people want (Lind 2005). Following this, I 
assume that voters hold governments accountable for fighting inequality and for 
implementing redistributive policies (Iversen 2011; Lind 2005). Thus, the effect 
of redistribution preferences should be reflected in government support, and 
because inequality makes redistribution more salient, I expect the impact of redis-
tribution preferences on incumbent support to be stronger, where income inequal-
ity is greater (H1). (Fig. 2).

Not all governments will be evaluated in the same way by voters. Typically 
left (or right) leaning voters expect the parties they vote for to provide left (right) 
policies. If they fail to do so, there is often a perception that they should be pun-
ished. Here, the mixture of traditional incumbency-oriented economic voting 
with the partisan theory of economic voting comes into play. Powell and Whit-
ten found evidence that voters actually hold governments to different standards 
depending on their own ideological preferences (1993).

The cleavage between left and right is easy to recognize in the economy, as 
most are aware of what the relevant position issues are concerning the economy 
advocated by the left and by right-wing parties, respectively (Dassonneville and 
Lewis-Beck 2013). Redistribution is one of those issues, “the core issue of con-
tention between parties of the Left and Right” (Pontusson and Rueda 2010, p. 
674).

Fig. 2  Hypothesis 1
Preferences for 

Redistribution

Incumbent 

support

Income 

inequality

H1 +
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From the extant positional economic voting literature, we know that the different 
ideological orientations of incumbents mediate the role of citizens’ position on spe-
cific economic issues. Thus, I expect that voters who want more redistribution will 
reward and re-elect left-wing incumbents (H2a) and will punish and throw out right-
wing governments (H2b) (Fig. 3).

The remaining question is what kind of influence the change in inequality pro-
duces in terms of these links?

For right-wing incumbents, the answer seems to be straight-forward. We should 
expect that (a) people who want more redistribution will tend to punish and replace 
right-wing incumbents; and (b) that rising inequality will make the impact of prefer-
ences for redistribution on vote choice stronger. Hence, I assume that the negative 
effect of preferences for redistribution on right-wing incumbents will be stronger in 
countries with a greater rise in income inequality (H3a).

On the other hand, left-wing incumbents are expected to gain support from those 
who favor redistributive policies. The question then arises as to what kind of effect 
rising inequality will actually have. Dassoneville and Lewis-Beck (2013) showed 
that left-wing governments are more severely punished in periods of rising unem-
ployment, meaning that the role of positional economics is dependent on valence. 
Left-wing parties are typically seen as the owners of this issue and the parties most 
capable of tackling problems related to levels of unemployment. The same argument 
can be made for redistribution. Thus, my assumption is that left-wing incumbents 
will be punished by voters who want more redistribution when inequality is on the 
rise (H3b) (Fig. 4).

Fig. 3  Hypothesis 2

Preferences for 
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+

-
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Right-wing 
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Fig. 4  Hypothesis 3
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Data and methods

To test the above set assumptions, I use the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 
(CSES) Module 4 Full Release (2018) and Module 5 Advance Release 2 (2020). 
First, I subset the data to all available democracies in the dataset (based on Freedom 
House Rating, all countries that score 2.5 or lower or a Freedom House scale), since 
in non-democratic regimes, incumbents tend to perform better than economic condi-
tions warrant. Second, I exclude studies for which data are missing on some crucial 
variables or for which there are substantive reasons for excluding them.3 After that, 
I am left with the 42 studies from 33 countries.4 Due to unit non-response, there are 
35,864 respondents in the main models.

Since I am testing the interplay of economic vote dimensions and the role posi-
tional dimension (taking stances on positional economic issues) have on govern-
ments’ electoral fortunes, I take the same approach as the vast majority of economic 
voting research, which tests the reward-punishment mechanism. Thus, the dependent 
variable is support for incumbents, coded 1—voted for the outgoing government; 
0—other. This goes in line with previous findings, as literature shows that voters 
perceive electoral contention in terms of winners and losers and more concretely in 
or out of the governing role (Anderson et al. 2005; Stiers et al. 2018). Further, Stiers 
et al. (2018) find evidence that voters perceive the party that won the most votes as 
clear election winners. These parties, though not always, tend to be the ones that 
hold the position of Prime minister. Thus, as part of the robustness checks, I also 
run the same models, with dependent variable coded 1—voted for the party of the 
Prime minister; 0—other, to account for the effects of inclusion/exclusion of minor 
coalition partners. Results do not change much with different specification of the 
dependent variable.5

3 The following election studies are dropped from the analysis:

• From CSES Module 4: Greece (2012) because the government at the time of election was care-
taker, and all its members were independents; Latvia (2011) as data on redistribution preferences 
are missing for that study; Romania (2014) because study relates to presidential election, and 
incumbents could not be ascertained and linked to the party, since President Basescu technically 
ran on a Democrat Liberal Party (PDL) ticket in 2009, but Romanian presidents cannot be legally 
a member of a party and Basescu was also closer to the People’s Movement Party (PMP); Peru 
(2016) as incumbents did not field the candidate for the 2016 elections; Taiwan (2012) because 
left–right is not relevant in Taiwan (Jou 2010); Switzerland (2011) due to the consociational nature 
of their government, making it impossible to distinguish between incumbents and opposition. Thus, 
due to the consociational system, the expectation is that the reward-punishment mechanism will not 
operate in conventional fashion; and South Korea (2012) because of the missing data on several 
explanatory variables used in the model.

• From CSES Module 5: Greece (2015) and Ireland (2016) because these two studies were fielded 
as pre-test and have different redistribution items in the study, thus missing data for the key explan-
atory variable; and Australia (2019) and two Iceland (2016, 2017) studies because of the missing 
data on several explanatory variables used in the model.

4 See Appendix 2 for more details on the election studies included, year of election, party of prime min-
ister, coding of incumbent parties, and MARPOR/CSES classification of left–right incumbents.
5 For full models with different dependent variable specification (vote for the party of prime minister) 
please see Appendix 4.
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For redistribution preferences, I take the typical survey item, whether respond-
ents agree with the statement, “the government should take measures to reduce dif-
ferences in income levels.” The variable responses range on a 5-point scale from 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Assessment of the economy over the previous twelve months prior to the elections 
is also included as part of the model. Respondents evaluated the economy using the 
5-point scale, ranging from “the economy is much worse than it was 12 months ago” 
to “the economy is significantly better than it was 12 months ago.”

To address “concerns that partisan and/or ideological bias may pollute economic 
positions and perceptions” (Quinlan and Okolikj 2018), I include ideology and party 
identification as part of the model. For ideology, I take respondents’ self-placement 
on an ideological scale from 0 (left) to 10 (right). The variable is first multiplied 
by − 1 (then + 1 added) if the government is left-wing (Nadeau et  al. 2013). Party 
identification is coded as binary, with 1 representing respondents’ identification with 
the incumbent party; 0 others.

The usual suspects, socio-demographic variables, also form part of the model: 
gender, age (mean-centered), education and income. A dummy indicator for union 
membership is added, given the interconnection between membership of unions and 
voting for left-wing parties, as well as redistribution preferences.

In relation to context, I use the change in inequality (GINI), the difference 
between the level of inequality in an election year and the level in the year of the 
previous election. There are three reasons for taking this measure, rather than just 
the simple level of inequality. First, I argue that it is not inequality itself that is prob-
lematic, but rather the rise of inequality. The second and third reasons explain the 
way the variable is constructed. I take changes of inequality between two elections 
to account for the rise/decrease of inequality levels in the whole governments’ term, 
even though these terms are not always of the same duration. Finally, inequality is 
something that changes slowly over time. Taking only the most recent years into 
account (i.e., the election year and the year immediately before) would give us a var-
iable with minimal variation. Thus, I take the change in the period between the two 
elections. During that period, two-thirds of the countries in the analysis witnessed a 
rise in inequality (Fig. 5).

To tackle the traditional economic macro-indicators and in an attempt to disen-
tangle the rise in inequality from other economic problems, I control for—GDP 
growth (annual) and the change in unemployment (for the election year minus the 
year before). This approach avoids the problem of collinearity (Nedau et al. 2013).6

A dummy indicator for left-wing governments is included. The distinction 
between left-wing and right-wing governments is based on the ideology of the party 
of the Prime minister. Hellwig showed that “voters assign most, if not all, credit 
or blame for economic performance to this party, even in cases of coalition gov-
ernments” (2012). Parties are classified on a left–right scale using MARPOR data7 
(2020). Additionally, instead of dummy classification, I have used MARPOR’s rile 

6 Data come from the World Bank.
7 Appendix 2 lists incumbent parties, as well as the MARPOR/CSES classification.
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score (2020) for a party of Prime minister, to classify countries in the analysis, as 
a robustness check. I take this approach, acknowledging that binary classification 
potentially hides party differences within these two broad groups. Effect for the 
interaction between redistribution preferences and MARPOR’s rile scale remains in 
the expected direction and statistically positive. Results are presented in Appendix 
5.

Because of the structure of the dataset, to avoid the violation of the independence 
of observations, and due to the binary dependent variable, I fit a multilevel logit 
model,8 with several interactions to test the effect of redistribution preferences and 
levels of inequality changes, and redistribution preferences and indicator for left-
wing incumbents. I add random slope for redistribution preferences, as lower-level 
variable in the interaction, following Heisig and Schaeffer (2019).

Analysis

First, it is worth mentioning that the empirical models provide evidence in support 
of a long-lasting incumbency-oriented hypothesis about the relationship between 
the perception of the economy and support for incumbents. Respondents who 

Fig. 5  Change in inequality between elections

8 Fitting a baseline model with a varying intercept on a dummy variable, showed ICC was 0.18, meaning 
that, aside from theoretical issues, there were also statistical reasons to model the vote using multilevel 
logistic regression.
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Table 1  Multi-level logistic regression models—vote for incumbents

Vote for incumbents Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Redistribution preferences − 0.571*** 0.242 − 0.974*** − 0.113
(0.164) (0.418) (0.188) (0.425)

State of economy 1.436*** 1.432*** 1.432*** 1.426***
(0.0639) (0.0639) (0.0636) (0.0637)

Party ID 3.113*** 3.111*** 3.109*** 3.108***
(0.0441) (0.0441) (0.0441) (0.0441)

Ideology 1.524*** 1.528*** 1.516*** 1.523***
(0.0609) (0.0609) (0.0606) (0.0608)

Income − 0.0992* − 0.0997* − 0.0920* − 0.0927*
(0.0444) (0.0444) (0.0444) (0.0444)

Union membership − 0.00102 − 0.000316 − 0.00528 − 0.00465
(0.0393) (0.0393) (0.0393) (0.0392)

Male − 0.209*** − 0.209*** − 0.209*** − 0.209***
(0.0281) (0.0281) (0.0281) (0.0281)

Age − 0.00405*** − 0.00391*** − 0.00374*** − 0.00363***
(0.000883) (0.000880) (0.000871) (0.000875)

Education − 0.186*** − 0.192*** − 0.201*** − 0.206***
(0.0455) (0.0456) (0.0453) (0.0454)

Δ Gini − 0.318 0.631 − 1.304*** − 0.252
(0.699) (0.699) (0.288) (0.604)

Left government − 0.506 − 0.502 − 1.029*** − 0.970***
(0.274) (0.261) (0.251) (0.247)

GDP growth 1.045 0.973 − 0.427 − 0.219
(0.782) (0.722) (0.322) (0.339)

Δ Unemployment 0.139 0.159 1.344*** 1.075*
(0.686) (0.671) (0.381) (0.525)

Redistribution × Δ Gini − 1.545* − 1.538*
(0.724) (0.694)

Redistribution × Left gov 1.303*** 1.123***
(0.270) (0.277)

Constant − 2.096** − 2.524*** − 0.963*** − 1.499***
(0.736) (0.650) (0.233) (0.448)

Random effects and slopes
Redistribution preferences 1.244*** 1.161*** 1.006*** 0.963***

(0.283) (0.255) (0.245) (0.234)
Election study 0.863*** 0.830*** 0.902*** 0.804***

(0.201) (0.184) (0.191) (0.181)
AIC 32,291.2 32,279.9 32,245.8 32,251.5
BIC 32,427.0 32,424.1 32,390.1 32,404.2
Ll − 16,129.6 − 16,122.9 − 16,105.9 − 16,107.7
M & Z-Pseudo R2 0.5282 0.5285 0.5277 0.5276
Observations 35,864 35,864 35,864 35,864
Number of election studies 42 42 42 42
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considered the economy to be better than it was year ago, were more likely to vote 
for incumbents (Table 1).

The main independent variable in the model, redistribution preferences, is con-
nected with support for incumbents. The more a voter wants redistribution, the less 
likely they are to support incumbents. To further explore the relationship between 
redistribution preferences and incumbents support, and to make better sense of the 
logit coefficient, I have calculated the expected change in incumbents’ vote share 
if preferences for redistribution were to change by one standard deviation. Since 
the distribution of the dichotomous dependent variable is 0.6 (0) and 0.4 (1), I used 
a linear probability estimate with OLS to calculate the vote share by multiplying 
the regression coefficient by the variable mean absolute deviation (Lewis-Beck and 
Quinlan 2019). With an increase in redistribution preferences of one standard devia-
tion, incumbent vote share is expected to decrease by 6.4%.

The effect of the interaction between redistribution preferences and the change 
in Gini is in the expected direction. Voters who prefer more redistribution tend to 
punish governments more in countries that experience a greater rise in inequality. 
The effect provides evidence for H1. Additionally, the coefficient for preferences for 
redistribution in Model 2, after including the interaction, is positive and significant. 
This coefficient (Brambor et al. 2006) indicates that voters who want more redistri-
bution are more likely to reelect incumbents in countries which have low scores on 
the variable changes of inequality (so the countries where inequality levels reduced 
or stayed the same in-between election years).

For the substantive effect, I follow Williams (2012) and examine the marginal 
effect of the variable of interest at representative values of the other variable. Thus, I 
plot the effect of redistribution preferences over the change in inequality.

Figure 6 reveals weak substantive evidence for H1. The marginal effect of redis-
tribution preferences slightly changes with a rise in inequality, but the change of the 
interaction effect is in the expected direction. However, the effects are small and the 
confidence intervals large, thus there is not insufficient evidence to substantiate H1.

Model 3 shows that voters who want more redistribution, in a country with left-
wing incumbents, are more likely to reelect them (H2a), and voters wanting more 
redistribution in countries with right-wing incumbents are more likely to support 
the opposition (H2b). To allow readers to more intuitively grasp the meaning behind 
this interaction, I have recalculated the same model (Model 3), with the rescaled var-
iable9 included in the interaction, so that it is easier to present the marginal effects at 
the two levels of the left-wing government dummy (Williams 2012) (Fig. 7).

Table 1  (continued)
Standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Source: CSES Module 4 (2018) & 
CSES Module 5 (2020)

9 Preferences for redistribution have been rescaled to three-category variable merging categories some-
what and strongly disagree into one, and somewhat/strongly agree into another category. “Neither agree 
nor disagree” remains the middle category.
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The graph shows that voters align with what parties usually stand for. Those 
who want more redistribution tend to vote for left-wing governments and punish 
the right-wing ones.

Fig. 6  Average marginal effect of redistribution over the change of inequality with a 95% CI

Fig. 7  Marginal effect of preferences for redistribution over the government’s ideology with a 95% CI
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For H3a and H3b, I present marginal effect of redistribution preferences (for 
respondents who want more redistribution on the same, above-mentioned, three-cat-
egory redistribution variable) over different values of inequality changes in between 
elections, separately for left-wing incumbents and right-wing incumbents. The 
results are in the following figure (Fig. 8).

As we can see from both the models and the plotted effects, there is modest sup-
port for H3a and H3b. Both left-wing and right-wing incumbents are punished by 
voters who want more redistribution in countries that have experienced a rise in 
income inequality. However, the effects are not that pronounced.

I conclude by summarizing and discussing these findings and their implications.

Discussion

The economy is still a strong predictor of vote choice. The effect of the evaluation 
of the economy is one of the strongest predictors of the level of vote for incumbents 
across the countries in the analysis. Is there anything left for economic issues in 
this equation? Positional economic voting research, we might argue, is sometimes 
trapped into showing the tautological relationship between the variables and the ide-
ological leanings of political parties. I take a different approach, trying to show how 

Fig. 8  Marginal effect of preferences for redistribution over the change of inequality with a 95% CI, for 
left-wing and right-wing governments
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taking a position on economic issues affects performance evaluation conditional on 
the incumbents’ ideology.

Voters care about redistribution; models provide evidence that preferences for 
redistribution influence both vote choice and support for incumbents. Additionally, 
I find very modest support that the effect of preferences for redistribution is stronger 
in countries where inequality increased more significantly between elections. Fur-
ther disentangling this relationship with vote could provide more robust findings. 
This modest finding for H1 in this paper, and potentially similar more robust find-
ings in the future, could be expected and explained by the fact that in the period 
after the Global Financial Crisis, inequality increased worldwide, which made redis-
tribution more salient as an issue.

The effect of redistribution interacting with an indicator for left-wing gov-
ernments showed that voters cast their votes in accordance with the longstanding 
positions of the parties and vote for those who are close to their ideological posi-
tion (Ferland and Dassonneville 2019). “In general, the `partisan theory’ of politi-
cal competition assumes that left-wing parties represent lower-income voters and 
right-wing parties, high-income voters. Hence, if a leftist government is in power, 
it should opt for higher spending on items which redistribute to the poor” (Borck 
2007). Borck’s explanation seems to capture the essence of the effect—those who 
want more redistribution, tend to keep left-wing incumbents and remove right-wing 
ones. In this case, voters opt not to sanction, but to choose based on competency 
(Hellwig 2012).

Further exploring the role of inequality in the relationship between preferences 
for redistribution and vote for left-wing and right-wing incumbents highlighted 
the fact that voters who want more redistribution punish both types of incumbent 
when income inequality is on the rise. However, the effect, across different levels of 
increases in inequality, is slightly more pronounced for left-wing governments. The 
strength of these effects is modest.

The analysis provides very modest support (at best) for the view that changes 
in inequality negatively influence support for incumbents. It seems that inequality 
influences attitudes (such as preferences for redistribution), which further affect 
incumbent support. Scholars trying to tie inequality to government support should 
be aware of two further issues: (a) The relationship should be tested against the 
change in inequality, rather than actual levels of inequality; and (b) the period for 
capturing the change in inequality should be longer, not just focused on the change 
in the previous year.

Unfortunately, the data do not provide us with the measure of perceived inequal-
ity, nor any indication of how much blame citizens place on government for rising 
inequality. Who citizens actually blame for rising inequality would be an interesting 
research question but is not in the scope of this article. Here, I make the argument 
that inequality indirectly affects incumbents through preferences for redistribution.

Future research on the topic should consider panel data (when possible) in 
an attempt to better understand the dynamics of changes in both inequality and 
redistribution preferences over time. Potential fertile ground for the next step in 
this direction would be to include, not just income inequality, but also wealth ine-
quality, since research shows that wealth inequality is even more pronounced than 
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income inequality (Alvaredo et al. 2017). Researchers could explore the mecha-
nisms between vote choice and wealth inequality and the policies that combat 
wealth inequality. Further, talking about the theoretical foundations of this paper, 
future research should explore the role of patrimony, the third dimension of eco-
nomic vote, as Lewis-Beck et al. (2013) scratched the surface of that topic.

Lastly, this research could be an added argument in the very heated discussion 
about the “crises of the left,” especially in Europe and the future of left-wing 
parties more generally, since it shows that they are still winning on one of their 
traditional stronghold issues—preferences for redistribution.

Appendix

Appendix 1

See Fig. 9.

Appendix 2

See Table 2.

Fig. 9  Redistribution preferences across election studies in the sample
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Appendix 3

See Fig. 10.

Appendix 4

See Table 3.

Fig. 10  Marginal effect of opposing redistribution over the government’s ideology with a 95% CI

Table 3  Multi-level logistic regression models—vote for party of Prime minister

Vote for party of PM Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Redistribution preferences − 0.241* 0.438 − 0.948*** − 0.890
(0.049) (0.391) (0.169) (0.457)

State of economy 1.680*** 1.682*** 1.669*** 1.668***
(0.0620) (0.0620) (0.0621) (0.0621)

Party ID 2.164*** 2.164*** 2.167*** 2.167***
(0.0318) (0.0318) (0.0318) (0.0318)

Ideology 1.705*** 1.704*** 1.703*** 1.702***
(0.0596) (0.0596) (0.0596) (0.0596)

Income 0.202*** 0.203*** 0.201*** 0.202***
(0.0423) (0.0423) (0.0423) (0.0423)

Union membership 0.0742 0.0752* 0.0707 0.0706
(0.0381) (0.0381) (0.0381) (0.0381)
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Appendix 5

See Table 4.

Table 3  (continued)

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
Source: CSES Module 4 (2018) & CSES Module 5 (2020)

Vote for party of PM Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Male − 0.165*** − 0.165*** − 0.164*** − 0.164***
(0.0267) (0.0267) (0.0267) (0.0267)

Age − 0.00818*** − 0.00818*** − 0.00820*** − 0.00820***
(0.000830) (0.000830) (0.000829) (0.000829)

Education 0.0187 0.0152 0.0204 0.0206
(0.0437) (0.0436) (0.0437) (0.0437)

Δ Gini − 1.233 − 0.406 0.427 0.527
(0.884) (0.775) (0.838) (0.801)

Left government − 0.190 − 0.193 − 0.877** − 0.893**
(0.287) (0.197) (0.308) (0.299)

GDP growth − 0.133 − 0.442 − 0.0474 0.0791
(0.398) (0.357) (0.862) (0.760)

Δ Unemployment 0.731 0.638 0.0287 − 0.144
(0.519) (0.487) (0.694) (0.526)

Redistribution × Δ Gini − 1.273** − 0.115
(0.105) (0.743)

Redistribution × Left gov 1.419*** 1.435***
(0.269) (0.282)

Constant − 2.672*** − 2.946*** − 2.897*** − 2.942***
(0.658) (0.491) (0.630) (0.596)

Random effects and slopes
Redistribution preferences 1.224*** 1.130*** 0.750*** 0.803***

(0.240) (0.216) (0.210) (0.216)
Election Study 1.338*** 1.232*** 1.009*** 0.953***

(0.271) (0.244) (0.245) (0.217)
AIC 36,276.8 36,255.5 36,278.6 36,271.4
BIC 36,415.7 36,403.0 36,426.1 36,427.6
ll − 18,122.4 − 18,110.8 − 18,122.3 − 18,117.7
M & Z-Pseudo R2 0.4678 0.4682 0.4668 0.4669
Observations 43,401 43,401 43,401 43,401
Number of election studies 42 42 42 42
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Table 4  Multi-level logistic regression models—vote for outgoing incumbents and MARPOR rile scale 
used as predictor

Vote for incumbents Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Redistribution preferences − 0.694*** 0.100 − 0.808*** − 0.0578
(0.203) (0.685) (0.204) (0.626)

State of economy 1.662*** 1.662*** 1.664*** 1.663***
(0.0727) (0.0729) (0.0729) (0.0729)

Party ID 3.327*** 3.326*** 3.326*** 3.326***
(0.0490) (0.0490) (0.0490) (0.0490)

Ideology 0.915*** 0.915*** 0.910*** 0.910***
(0.0686) (0.0686) (0.0687) (0.0687)

Income 0.0951 0.0949 0.0956 0.0951
(0.0492) (0.0492) (0.0492) (0.0492)

Union membership − 0.0721 − 0.0725 − 0.0731 − 0.0730
(0.0424) (0.0424) (0.0424) (0.0423)

Male − 0.219*** − 0.219*** − 0.219*** − 0.219***
(0.0311) (0.0311) (0.0311) (0.0311)

Age − 0.00610*** − 0.00610*** − 0.00609*** − 0.00608***
(0.000971) (0.000971) (0.000971) (0.000971)

Education − 0.153** − 0.155** − 0.153** − 0.154**
(0.0501) (0.0501) (0.0501) (0.0501)

Δ Gini 0.877 1.103 0.539 1.479
(0.720) (1.051) (0.729) (0.917)

MARPOR RILE scale 0.00723 0.0105 0.0186 0.0145
(0.00824) (0.0114) (0.00999) (0.0105)

GDP growth 0.397 0.0273 0.698 0.736
(0.808) (0.774) (1.079) (0.516)

Δ Unemployment − 0.229 − 0.460 − 0.589 − 0.546
(0.807) (0.836) (0.798) (0.748)

Redistribution × Δ Gini − 1.396 − 1.375
(1.156) (1.074)

Redistribution × RILE − 0.0248* − 0.0303**
(0.0119) (0.0116)

Constant − 2.224*** − 1.978* − 1.878** − 2.388***
(0.426) (0.777) (0.645) (0.628)

Random effects and slopes
Redistribution preferences 1.939*** 1.855*** 1.772*** 1.721***

(0.420) (0.429) (0.398) (0.390)
Election Study 1.382*** 1.332*** 1.280*** 1.255***

(0.308) (0.311) (0.293) (0.284)
AIC 26,592.7 26,602.4 26,599.1 26,589.7
BIC 26,725.9 26,743.9 26,740.5 26,739.4
Ll − 13,280.4 − 13,284.2 − 13,282.5 − 13,276.8
M & Z-Pseudo R2 0.5515 0.5513 0.5501 0.5504
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