
 

Swing voters hold more sway over candidates
on economic issues
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University of Illinois economics professors Stefan Krasa and Mattias Polborn
(pictured) have published a paper on a theory of candidate competition that
accounts for the influence of both economic and cultural issues on individual
voting behavior. Credit: L. Brian Stauffer

New research from two University of Illinois economics professors who
study election trends analyzes how polarization on social issues affects
competing candidates' economic platforms.

In the paper, co-authors Stefan Krasa and Mattias Polborn develop a
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theory of candidate competition that accounts for the influence of both
economic and cultural issues on individual voting behavior.

"Many pundits and academics have argued that political polarization,
particularly on social and cultural issues, has increased in the U.S.," said
Polborn, also a professor of political science at Illinois. "With this paper,
we analyze how that polarization influences the political jockeying
between candidates on economic and cultural issues."

The researchers test their theory using what they term a "differentiated
candidates framework" in which two office-motivated candidates differ
in their ideological position and choose a level of government spending
and implied taxes to maximize their vote share.

"In competition models, the candidates compete for moderate voters in
the middle that they both want to win over because, typically, whoever
wins the most swing voters also wins the election," Krasa said.

Vote-maximizing politicians have a clear incentive to cater to the
interests of these "swing voters" – that is, voters who are virtually
indifferent between the rival candidates – rather than the electorate in
general, the authors say.

"Competing is really simple according to the standard 'median voter
theorem' – candidates should propose the policy preferred by the voter
with the median economic preferences," Polborn said. "But in reality,
voters care about both the cultural and economic positions of competing
candidates, and modeling this and the interaction between cultural
polarization and economic policies is the main innovation of our model."

In most previous studies, it was assumed that voters were one-
dimensional blocs of liberals, moderates and conservatives. But in their
analysis, Krasa and Polborn found that candidates are really competing
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not just for one type of swing voter, but rather for many different types.

"A swing voter might be someone who is socially conservative and
economically liberal, or vice versa," Polborn said. "Social conservatives
who happen to be sufficiently keen on government spending may vote
for the Democrat, and social liberals who are sufficiently opposed to
high taxation may vote for the Republican. Or you could be moderate
for one or both of the issues."

In the paper, Krasa and Polborn also analyze changes in the parties'
cultural positions as well as in the distribution of cultural preferences
that affect the candidates' equilibrium economic policies.

They show that if the Democratic position on social issues becomes
more extreme, then both Republicans and Democrats will adopt a more
liberal economic policy. In contrast, if the voters' average preferences
for these social issues become more liberal, then both parties become
more economically conservative.

Candidates will always fight tooth-and-nail to win over swing voters, but
with a continuum of swing voters with different cultural and economic
preferences, rather than a single, monolithic swing voter bloc, crafting a
policy that appeals to them economically is a lot less straightforward,
Krasa said.

"For example, a candidate who proposes a more expansive economic
policy gains votes among economically liberal swing voters, but loses
some economically conservative swing voters," he said.

  More information: The paper was published in the journal American
Economic Review. The article, "Social Ideology and Taxes in a
Differentiated Candidates Framework," is available online.
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