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Background 

 

There is a substantial and important literature on the different issue profiles, agendas, 

and strengths of political parties in campaigns (Petrocik 1996), manifestos (e.g. Budge & 

Hofferbert 1990; Klingemann et al. 1994; Budge et al. 2001; MacDonald & Budge 2005; 

Grossback et al. 2006) and party positions (Adams 2001; Adams et al. 2005; Green 

2007). Such studies find that parties tend to mark out distinct issue agendas for political 

competition. This has consequences both for electoral outcomes and for the governing 

mandates of election winners.  The interplay of party and issue competition is central to 

understanding modern politics.   

 

In contrast, the literature on policy agendas (e.g. www.comparativeagendas.org), which 

form the basis of the ESF project The Politics of Attention: Western European Politics in 

Times of Change, considers how patterns of issue attention are affected by institutions, 

issue definitions, and selective attention (e.g. Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Jones and 

Baumgartner 2005). Theories of punctuated equilibrium argue that the combination of 

“friction” in institutions with a dominant issue definition induces extended periods of 

policy incrementalism interspersed with sudden and dramatic policy shifts as pressure 

exceeds the threshold required for change. Most studies of policy agendas tend to focus 

on governing institutions, leaving party politics to one side or adding political parties as 

an exogenous influence on the agenda rather than as an integral part of policy dynamics. 

It is therefore arguable that the theoretical and empirical treatment of political parties 

could be better developed in analysis of the content and dynamics of policy agendas. For 

example, this might offer possible explanations of how and why the policy agenda reacts 

to public opinion and how policy-makers seek to shape political attention. The proposed 

workshop therefore aims to enrich the study of policy agendas and party positions by 

engagement of these two literatures, drawing upon theoretical synergies and reflecting 

upon the growing number of datasets available to scholars for research.   

 

The analysis of party agendas using data from the Comparative Manifestos Project is a 

long-running research programme originating from the seminal work of Ian Budge, 

Michael McDonald and Hans-Dieter Klingemann (Klingemann et al. 1994), which 

culminated in a large scale longitudinal comparative analysis of policy preferences of 

political parties in the post-war era (Budge et al. 2001). Existing work on parties and 

policy agendas suggests that party positions have become increasingly complex over 

time (Green-Pedersen 2007) and exhibit punctuated dynamics of attention (Walgrave 

and Nuytemans 2009). The decline of cleavage-based politics (e.g. Franklin et al. 1992) 

presents an opportune time to bring together researchers specialising in political parties 

– and the analysis of party positions – and researchers working on policy agendas – of 

governments, opposition parties and other political institutions 

(www.comparativeagendas.org).  

 



This workshop will provide an opportunity for researchers to present recent work and 

exchange ideas on theory, measurement and analysis of political parties and policy 

agendas. It will compare and contrast the theoretical approaches of agenda-based and 

spatial models of politics, and associated questions of measurement, data collection, and 

analysis. That is, what synergies might be found in considering the issue-based and left-

right dimensions? What sort of overlap is there between particular issues and left-right 

positions. 

 

The programme will attempt to advance understanding of questions such as:  

 

• What theoretical differences are there between the study of political parties 

and policy agendas? What possible synergies are there between these 

approaches? 

 

• What difficulties do researchers encounter in measurement of policy topics 

and left-right positions?  

 

• Do parties matter in the composition of policy agendas? 

 

• Is it possible to analyse agendas data with a spatial model so that parties 

choose both a space on the left right scale and an item on the policy agenda? 

 

• Does the policy agendas approach offer new data or measures (e.g. agenda 

diversity) that might be used in the study of political parties? 

 

• Is there future scope for a research agenda of comparative work on political 

parties and policy agendas? 

 

 

Provisional programme/agenda of the activity 

  

Day 1 

 

Session 1:  2-5pm 

 

The State of the Art in Research on Party Positions and Policy Agendas 

 

Introductions & Welcome to Manchester 

 

-The Comparative Agendas Project: An Introduction 

 

-Political Parties and Party Positions: 

 

-Comparative Manifestos Project  

 

- Measuring and Analysing Party Positions 

 

Reception sponsored by the Democracy, Elections and Parties Network and Politics: 6-

7pm 

 

Dinner in Manchester City Centre 7.30pm 

 

Day 2 



 

Session 2: 

 

Research on Agendas and Party Positions   9-10.45am 

 

- Series of 4-6 papers with empirical research on policy agendas and party positions  

 

- Abstracts to be submitted by February 2010. 

 

- 10 minute presentations, 30 minutes for Q&A session  

 

Session 3:  11-1pm 

 

Methodological Approaches to Analysis of Parties and Policy Agendas 

 

- Series of 4 papers with methodological/measurement orientation 

 

-  Policy & Issue Coding: quasi-sentences, single/double coding and all that  

 

- Spatial models 

 

- Comparative Design & Analysis 

 

- Statistical Methods (e.g. leptokurtosis) 

 

-Automated Coding  

 

 -Text Tools 

 

 -Word Scores  

 

 

Session 4 – Future Synergies of the Party Position and Policy Agendas Approaches?  

 

Brief one-hour open session on future directions of research on party positions and 

policy agendas. 

 

- The Comparative Agendas Project and Comparative Manifestos Project: possible data 

combinations?  

 

-Comparative Design & Analysis  

 

 

References  

Adams, James. 2001. Party Competition and Responsible Party Government: A Theory of 

Spatial Competition Based upon Insights from Behavioral Voting Research. Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press. 

Adams, James, Samuel Merrill, and Bernard Grofman. 2005. A Unified Theory of Party 

Competition: A Cross-National Analysis Integrating Spatial and Behavioral Factors. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



Baumgartner, Frank R., and Bryan Jones. 1993. Agendas and Instability in American 

Politics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Breeman, Gerard, David Lowery, Caelesta Poppelaars, Sandra L. Resodihardjo, Arco 

Timmermans and Jouke de Vries. 2009. “Political Attention in a Coalition System: 

Analyzing Queen’s Speeches in the Netherlands 1945-2007.” Acta Politica 44(1): 1-27.  

Budge, Ian, Hans-Dieter Klingeman, Andrea Volkens, Judith Bara & Eric Tanenbaum. 

2001. Mapping Policy Preferences. Estimates for Parties, Electors, and Governments 1945-

1998. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Budge, Ian, and Richard I Hofferbert. 1990. “Mandates and Policy Outputs: U.S. Party 

platforms and Federal Expenditures.” American Political Science Review 84(1): 111-132. 

Budge, Ian, and Richard I. Hofferbert. 1992. “The Party Mandate and the Westminster 

Model: Party Programmes and Government Spending in Britain, 1948-1985.” British 

Journal of Political Science 22(2): 151-182. 

Green, Jane. 2007 . “When Voters and Parties Agree: Valence Issues and Party 

Competition.” Political Studies 55(3): 629-655. 

Green-Pedersen, Christoffer. 2007. “The Growing Importance of Issue Competition: The 

Changing Nature of Party Competition in Western Europe.” Political Studies 55(3): 607-

628. 

Grossback, David, David Peterson, and James Stimson. 2006. Mandate Politics. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hobolt, Sara B., and Robert Klemmensen. 2005. “Responsive Government? Public 

Opinion and Government Policy Preferences in Britain and Denmark.” Political Studies 

53(2): 379-402. 

Hobolt, Sara B., and Robert Klemmensen. 2008. “Government Responsiveness and 

Political Competition in Comparative Perspective.” Comparative Political Studies 41(3): 

309-337. 

Jones, Bryan D., and Frank R. Baumgartner. 2005. The Politics of Attention: How 

Government Prioritizes Problems. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Klingemann, Hans-Dieter, Richard I. Hofferbert and Ian Budge. 1994. Parties, Policies and 

Democracy. Boulder: Westview Press. 

McDonald, Michael D., and Ian Budge. 2005. Elections, Parties, Democracy. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Walgrave, Stefaan, and Michiel Nuytemans. 2009. Friction and Party Manifesto Change 

in 25 countries (1945-1998). American Journal of Political Science 53 (1): 190-206. 

 

 

 

 

 


