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Abstract. Who Governs matters greatly to welfare state policy. An almost complete neglect of the parliamentary opposition in the comparative political economy suggests that only office-holding matters, but we disagree. We argue that opposition parties of the Left constrain Right governments’ welfare state policies, while opposition parties of the Right have no similar effect on Left governments. This is the asymmetric opposition-government response mechanism. Through the compilation of an extensive dataset, we test the mechanism across 23 countries from 1980-2007, and find strong evidence for the existence of the mechanism. This demonstrates that parties matter to policy formation not only as yielders of office power, but as agenda-setters too.
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One of the most robust findings in political science is that who governs matters greatly for the generosity of citizens’ social rights (Korpi, 1989; Korpi and Palme, 2003; Allan and Scruggs, 2004; Finseraas and Vernby, 2011), public spending on social programs (Huber and Stephens, 2001; Tavares, 2004; Amable et al., 2006; Cusack et al., 2006; Jensen, 2014), and the amount of redistribution from the rich to the poor (Bradley et al., 2003; Iversen and Soskice, 2006, 2009). When the Left is in office, the welfare state expands and inequality decreases, while the opposite is the case when the Right is in office.

The literature has almost exclusively looked at the effect of office-holding; i.e., to what degree the government’s partisan composition influences public policy. Opposition parties have by and large been considered irrelevant exactly because they do not occupy government (Schmidt, 2010). Against this conventional wisdom, we argue that opposition parties often reduce the impact of policy-seeking, or ideologically motivated, governments. This success depends on the issue, though. For the welfare state, opposition parties of the Left constrain governments’ spending much better than opposition parties of the Right. This is the asymmetric opposition-government response mechanism. 
Our contribution is twofold. First, we outline the asymmetric opposition-government response mechanism, explaining its underlining rationale, and why it constitutes a significant advance on previous work. Second, we compile data for 23 Western democracies covering three decades in order to test the mechanism. The argument is tested in three steps. We show (1) that Left parties emphasize the welfare state issue more when in opposition than when in government, while the Right is unaffected by its opposition-government status; (2) Right governments refrain from welfare cutbacks in the event of Left opposition emphasis; and (3) no identical effect exists for Right oppositions on Left governments’ welfare spending.
The findings have important implications for our evaluation of the functioning of representative democracy, and for our understanding of how partisanship matters for public policy-making. Although parties fight hard to win office, we show that the policy rewards of office-holding vary systematically across Left and Right parties. The office-powers of Right governments are much more constrained than those of Left governments when it comes to the welfare state. We end the paper by discussing the advantages of Right opposition parties. Doing so, we draw the contours of a new research agenda on partisanship and public policy, which appreciates the power asymmetries of parties above and beyond mere office-holding.
Who Governs and the Welfare State 
The notion that the partisan composition of governments influences the scope of the welfare state dates back to the 1970s. Studying the first three to four decades after World War II, a number of authors showed how the Left has had a strong positive effect on the size of the welfare state. Where the Left held office for long periods, public spending on social programs tended to rise markedly compared to countries were the Right dominated (Stephens, 1979; Korpi, 1983; Hicks and Swank, 1984; Huber et al., 1993; Huber and Stephens, 2001). Similar findings have been reported for citizens’ social rights (Korpi, 1989) and income inequality (Bradley et al., 2003; Iversen and Soskice, 2006).  

The welfare state has undergone massive changes since the late 1970s and early 1980s (Pierson, 1998). Yet, the partisan composition of governments remains a key determinant of welfare effort even after the “Golden Age” of welfare expansion. Korpi and Palme (2003) and Allan and Scruggs (2004) show that replacement rates in case of unemployment, work accidents, and sickness decreased under Right rule from the mid-1970s until the early 2000s. Other studies find similar patterns for social spending (Tavares, 2004; Amable et al., 2006; Cusack et al., 2006). A general conclusion from more recent studies is that the proactive force today is Right governments trying to retrench and Left governments merely maintaining the status quo.

A common denominator of all the studies cited here, and many more besides, is that they look at the effect of the partisan composition of governments.
 This is hardly surprising. After all, governments normally reflect an electoral majority at the time of election. Indeed, the very rationale for having elections is to let the people decide who will govern during the coming electoral cycle. Knowing whether the partisan composition of governments matters is therefore a crucial question when we evaluate the state of democratic representation. Ample empirical evidence suggests that political action happens predominantly among the governing parties. Huber and Stephens (2001, p.55), for instance, find “cabinet share variables to be more powerful predictors of welfare state effort than the percentage of votes or seats, because cabinet share measures direct influence on policy.” 
Although the focus on governments is understandable, the overwhelming neglect of the opposition is striking. Authors adhering to the so-called power resource theory implicitly integrate the opposition into their arguments since the overall balance of power in society necessarily must be a function of the resources of each side (e.g., Korpi, 1983; Esping-Andersen, 1990). However, this sort of work very rarely explicitly studies the behavior and effect of the parliamentary opposition. One noticeable exception is Hicks and Swank (1992). They show that a strong opposition – measured as the average of vote share and parliamentary seats – constrains the actions of the government. Yet, while Hicks and Swank’s study is noteworthy, their focus on the strength of the opposition makes it unclear how different their perspective really is from the conventional one. If a government has only received a relatively small fraction of the votes and, consequently, only commands a slim parliamentary majority, or perhaps even a minority, the power that comes with office declines. As Pierson (1996, p.176) explains, governments generally need “electoral slack” to conduct controversial reforms like cutting back on the welfare state. Essentially, this has nothing to do with the opposition as opposition because only some have this impact, while many do not. The presence (or not) of electoral slack does not inform us about what parties more generally do when in opposition. What is the strategy of opposition parties? Nor does it tell us what consequence this strategy has for the policies governments try to implement.

Issue Emphasis and Partisan Politics
In a nutshell, we argue that Left opposition parties will try to place the welfare state high on the political agenda and thereby block policy initiatives by Right governments. A majority of the public considers the Left highly trustworthy in most questions related to the welfare state. The Left “owns” the welfare state issue. The Left opposition can therefore frame reform proposals by the Right as dangerous to the interests of the median voter segment and, potentially, turn these pivotal voters against the incumbents. To Right governments in pursuit of cutbacks, few things are less welcome than a Left opposition talking about the welfare state. In the face of a vocal Left opposition, most Right governments will refrain from retrenchment in order to avoid an electoral backlash. In contrast, exactly because Right parties do not enjoy an issue ownership over the welfare state, they are unable to pressurize Left governments on this particular issue. This is why the opposition-government response mechanism is asymmetrical, benefitting Left opposition parties, but not Right ones on the welfare state issue.

The starting point of the argument is the Left’s well-established issue ownership of the welfare state (Budge and Farlie, 1983, pp.271-280; Petrocik, 1996, p.832; Belanger, 2003, p.540). As formulated by Petrocik (1996, p.826), an issue ownership generally entails “a reputation for policy and program interest, produced by a history of attention, initiative, and innovation toward problems [related to the issue], which leads voters to believe that one of the parties is more sincere and committed to do something.” An issue ownership has important electoral implications, and several studies document how voters tend to support the party they consider best at handling the issues of most importance to them (Belanger and Meguid, 2008; Van der Brug, 2009; Green and Jennings, 2011). 

Parties use their issue ownership strategically by striving to make their favorite issue(s) dominate the political agenda, so-called selective emphasis (Budge and Farlie, 1983). As Carmines (1991, p.75) puts it, “all successful politicians instinctively understand which issues benefit them and their party and which do not. The trick is to politicize the former and depoliticize the latter.” Since the Left owns the welfare state issue, this is an issue it is particularly happy to emphasize as it reminds the voters of reasons to prefer the Left over the Right. 

According to the logic of selective emphasis, the Left should devote a lot of attention to the welfare state issue. Research shows that the Left does so, but it is – despite the advantage it brings – not the only issue the Left emphasizes (Budge and Farlie, 1983; Petrocik, 1996; Sigelman and Buell, 2004; Meguid and Belanger, 2008). There are good reasons for that. For one thing, all parties have to respond to major societal events like 9/11 and the fall of the Lehmann Brothers. Such focusing events will inevitably demand the attention of all parties (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993, p.10; Birkland, 1998; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). Related, parties also have to respond to the autonomous agenda of the media. Parties may try to influence what the media reports on, but no single actor can control the media agenda. A party that only wants to talk about the welfare state may find itself without an audience if the media is preoccupied with other issues (Walgrave et al., 2008; Van Aelst and Walgrave, 2011). Finally, a party will often have to respond to the issues promoted by other parties. It may be tempting to ignore issues that are owned by competitors, but in reality this is impossible in democratic politics for actors that want to portray themselves as responsible (Damore, 2004; Sigelman and Buell, 2004; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2010). With such complexity in the formation of a party’s issue platform, it is no surprise that a complete theory of parties’ issue emphases has not yet been developed. Nevertheless, we can infer from these studies that the Left will try as far as possible to place the welfare state issue on the political agenda, and, on average, it ought to be successful doing so even if this will not be the only issue it addresses. 

The Left’s selective emphasis on the welfare state issue is of special importance when the Right occupies office. There are two interrelated reasons for this. First, while governments can pass legislation, an “opposition has only its words” (Klingemann et al., 1994, p.28). The only way an opposition can influence policy-making is to direct attention to particularly relevant areas and then hope that the government feels pressured enough to act in accordance with the opposition’s preferences. Hence, issue emphasis is an important political weapon in the arsenal of opposition parties. Second, a government has not only the opportunity, but also the responsibility to pass legislation. That is, whereas the opposition can more freely focus on the policy areas it wants to, governments are expected to deal with all manners of social problems (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2010; Baumgartner et al., 2011; Seeberg, 2013). In the era of permanent fiscal austerity (Pierson, 1998), not only a Right government but also a Left government has to accept that there are limits to the growth of the welfare state, or it will face electoral punishment for failing to properly manage the economy. Indeed, this is one important motive for the emergence of the so-called third way, prominent many places, but epitomized above all by Tony Blair’s New Labour. As a result, even a Left government has reasons not to emphasize the welfare state issue excessively in order not to raise expectations among the public (Ross, 2000; Green-Pedersen, 2002, pp.31-33).

To Right governments, a Left opposition talking about the welfare state is problematic because it makes retrenchment electorally dangerous. Many authors, including Weaver (1986), Pierson (1994, pp.19-24), and Hacker (2004), observe that retrenchment is most likely to be successful if voters either do not discover that cutbacks have been implemented or fail to comprehend who to blame for them. Armingeon and Giger (2008) show how incumbent governments are punished by the electorate for retrenchment only if the welfare state issue has been high on the political agenda during the election campaign. Of course, this is exactly what the Left opposition tries to ensure. By making the welfare state issue salient, the Left reduces the Right government’s opportunity to introduce retrenchment without being blamed. For a Right government which wants reelection, this entails that reform initiatives will have to be scaled down, withdrawn, or perhaps never proposed in the first place. Either way, welfare state retrenchment induced by the Right becomes less likely.

In summary, there seems to be good reasons to take the Left opposition into account when analyzing Right governments’ influence on the welfare state. More explicitly, we propose that the Left will emphasize the welfare state issue more when it is in opposition than when it is in government (hypothesis 1). We also expect that as the Left opposition starts emphasizing the welfare state issue, the Right government will refrain from pursuing its preferred policy of cutbacks (hypothesis 2). By moving beyond the rather narrow focus of the literature on the government’s policy motivation, we gain a better understanding of the partisan politics of the welfare state. Right governments are not solely motivated by policy, as much of the existing literature seems to assume. When their reelection prospects are brought in jeopardy, Right governments are happy to backtrack.

Together the two hypotheses capture the asymmetrical opposition-government response mechanism. It is a response mechanism because the government responds to the opposition by changing its behavior. If the opposition remains silent, the government will act according to its own preferences; if the opposition does not remain silent, the government will not act according to its preferences. The mechanism is asymmetrical because we hypothesize that only the Left has this effect since only the Left has a reputational advantage on the welfare state issue. This entails that Right oppositions’ emphasis on the welfare state issue should not moderate Left governments’ action (hypothesis 3). In what follows, we will test each of these hypotheses in turn.
 

Right Governments and Left Welfare State Emphasis: Methods and Findings
As a first step in the quantitative test of the argument, we marshal data for 23 Western democracies
 from 1980 to 2007 on Left welfare state emphasis and the presence of Right governments. Left emphasis is measured through the Comparative Party Manifesto dataset, which is ideal because it was collected for the exact purpose of studying issue emphasis (Budge and Farlie, 1983).
 Welfare state emphasis is measured with two of the categories in the dataset. The first is social justice, which includes special protection for the underprivileged, need for fair distribution of resources, and removal of class barriers. The second category is welfare state expansion (both positive and negative emphasis), which includes emphasizing a need to introduce, maintain, or expand any social service or social security scheme.
 Conceptually, the two categories are clearly related and a factor analysis reveals that they form a single dimension, so we merge them into a single variable.
 

[Figure 1 about here]
The left-hand side of Figure 1 displays average Left emphasis when the Left holds office and when the Left is in opposition. It gives a clear impression of the relationship between opposition status and welfare state emphasis. The right-hand side displays the emphasis by the Right, but in this section we will only focus on the Left. When in government, Left welfare state emphasis sums up to 13.6 percent of the manifestos compared to 17 percent when in opposition. In other words, when the Left moves from government to opposition, it expands its welfare state emphasis by a sizable 25 percent. The difference between the two means are highly statistically significant (p = 0.005). 
Right Governments and Retrenchment: Methods
Having shown that Right governments induce Left opposition parties to emphasize the welfare state issue, we will now study what effect this emphasis has on the policies of Right governments. We expect that Left opposition emphasis will reduce the willingness of Right governments to retrench the welfare state. To test this proposition, we interact Left welfare state emphasis with Right cabinet share to see how the oft-found negative effect of Right cabinet share on the welfare state is moderated by Left emphasis. Right governments are measured as the percentage of cabinet seats held by members of Right parties. This is the standard measurement of partisan composition in comparative political economy. The data are obtained from the Comparative Political Dataset I collected by Armingeon et al. (2009).
 Table 1 displays a set of summary statistics and the coding details. To measure the welfare state, we rely on OECD’s data on total social spending as a percentage of the GDP. We choose this measurement because the Comparative Party Manifesto does not code in detail what particular social programs parties focus on. Since the measure of the welfare state ought to correspond with the measure of Left emphasis, total social spending essentially is the only valid variable available. The data cover 1980-2007.

[Table 1 about here]

A series of factors have been shown to influence social spending and should consequently be controlled for. The real economy will almost certainly have a large impact. As the economy grows weaker, those entitled to social benefits will start to queue, automatically increasing social spending. Unemployment and a rising share of elderly should therefore increase social spending. We also include a summary measures of the economic state of affairs, namely the cyclically adjusted budget deficit as a percentage of the GDP. This measure captures the accumulated fiscal pressure of a country. Trade openness has often been argued to affect social spending as well. Before the end of the “Golden Age” of welfare expansion, its effect was positive, but it has allegedly turned negative the past couple of decades as the speed and intensity of globalization augments (Busemeyer, 2009). Trade openness is measured as the sum of exports and imports as a percentage of the GDP. All five socio-economic variables come from OECD’s Stat.Extract. 

Since we argue that it is the status as opposition that drives the issue emphasis of the Left, a control for the strength of the Left opposition is necessary. In their study, Hicks and Swank (1992) measure Left party strength as the average of Left vote share and parliamentary seat share. Empirically, the vote and seat share correlate highly with a bivariate correlation of 0.95, but, principally, they capture different aspects of opposition strength. The latter component captures how weak the government is in parliament currently, while the former component captures voter preferences more broadly. In first-past-the-post electoral systems, the opposition may not have many parliamentary seats today, but still represent close to a majority of all voters. In this situation, a slight increase in vote share can dramatically increase the share of parliamentary seats of the Left. For this reason, both vote and seat share should be included, as done by Hicks and Swank. The data are from the Comparative Political Dataset I.

Right governments may also be constrained by the historical legacies of prolonged Left dominance. Cumulative Left cabinet share is considered one of the best predictors of social spending (Huber et al., 1993; Huber and Stephens, 2001), and Jensen (2010) shows that where the Left traditionally has been the ruling party, Right governments tend to be much more pro-welfare than elsewhere. To factor out the influence of such legacies, a variable measuring the cumulative Left cabinet share since 1960 is constructed based on the yearly cabinet shares reported in the Comparative Political Dataset I. This measure is used by Jensen and resembles those used by Huber et al. and Huber and Stephens.

Religious parties, above all Christian Democrats, have been shown to promote welfare-friendly policies, at least historically (Huber et al., 1993; Kersbergen, 1995). The Christian Democratic parties have become more like regular Right parties during the past few decades, but we still need to take account of their presence. To do so, we construct a measure of Christian Democratic party strength in the same way we did for Left party strength; i.e., as the average of seat and vote share. By controlling for this factor, we ensure that the reason behind Right governments’ policy action is not related to these center-right religious parties. Data are from the Comparative Parties Dataset I. The Right’s welfare state emphasis should be included for the simple reason that if a Right government has promised to expand the welfare state, it will normally do so. Despite the popular notion that politicians break electoral pledges whenever they get the chance, there is in fact a positive relationship between what parties promise to do during election campaigns and what they do if they win office (Hofferbert and Budge, 1992). 

Real GDP growth is included to control for changes in the denominator of the dependent variable, which is measured as a percentage of the GDP. As the GDP grows, social spending as a percentage of the GDP automatically declines, making it necessary to factor out this inflationary element. Finally, a counter-variable, which is constructed as a linear, rising trend, is included to control for spurious correlations between the dependent variable and any similarly trended independent variables. The last three variables are not lagged by one year because it is their simultaneous effect on social spending that is important to control for. Because all regression estimates, as explained below, include fixed unit effects, there is no need to include separate controls for time-invariant factors like the constitutional structure or electoral rules (Kittel and Winner, 2005, p.272; Plümper et al., 2005, p.331). That said, it is possible to control for both of these factors without changing the results reported.
Turning to the statistical technique, De Boef and Keele (2008) recommend that political scientists analyzing data on several countries and long periods should employ general models where the dynamic structure of the data is not specified beforehand. We follow the advice by estimating an error correction model that is particularly helpful for our purpose. The reason is that error correction models are suitable for both stationary and integrated data, so “analysts need not enter debates about unit roots and cointegration to discuss long-run equilibria and rates of reequilibration” (De Boef and Keele, 2008, p.199). A Fischer unit-root test shows that the data on Left welfare state emphasis are stationary (inverse chi2 = 123.84; p < 0.000), but the data on social spending, which we turn to below, are not (inverse chi2 = 58.21; p = 0.107).
 By using an error correction model, we can rely on the same estimation strategy for both analyses, which is obviously preferable for reasons of comparability.
 

An error correction model takes the following form:

∆Yt = a0 + a1Yt-1 + β0∆Xt + β1Xt-1 + εt
The defining characteristic of the model is that it estimates changes in the dependent variable as a function of (a) the lagged level of the dependent variable, (b) the change in independent variables, and (c) the lagged level of the independent variables (plus an error term). The intuition behind the model is that changes in the independent variables constitute a shock to the equilibrium, which the dependent variable then will return to over a period of time defined by the size of the lagged level of the dependent variable. A particularly attractive feature of the error correction model, apart from its ability to handle both stationary and integrated data, is that it estimates both short-term and long-run effects. The short-term effect is captured by the change in the independent variable, or β0. The long-run effect is defined as the ratio between the coefficient of the lagged level of the independent variable of interest and the lagged dependent variable; that is, β1/α1. For our purpose the long-run effects are most relevant because these are the ones that have a lasting impact on the dependent variable (De Boef and Keele, 2008, p.191). 

Because of autocorrelation in the residuals (bivariate correlation between residuals at t and t-1 is 0.673; p < 0.000), the regression is estimated with an autoregressive AR1-term. A Hausman test indicates that the random effects estimator is biased and inconsistent (chi2 = 67.85; p < 0.000), so a set of country dummies are included in the regression. This effectively turns the reported regression into a within-country estimate (Kittel and Winner, 2005, p.272). Such a within-country, or temporal, estimate is desirable from a theoretical point of view because our argument contends that as the color of government changes, so will the issue emphasis of the Left. It is possible, however, to reproduce the results without the country dummies. Lastly, a modified Wald test reveals groupwise heteroskedasticity in the data (chi2 = 650.09; p < 0.000). To deal with this, we follow the recommendation of Beck and Katz (1995) and estimate the regression with panel-corrected standard errors.
Right Governments and Retrenchment: Findings
Table 2 presents the findings from the regression estimation. We are primarily interested in the lasting effects of changes in the independent variables. For presentational reasons, the short-term coefficients are therefore only reported as supplementary online files (Table S1 and S2). Note that the coefficient of the interaction term is insignificant. As Brambor et al. (2006, p.74) remind us this does not mean that there is no conditional effect: “it is perfectly possible for the marginal effect of X on Y to be significant for substantively relevant values of the modifying variable Z even if the coefficient on the interaction term is insignificant.” To gauge the conditional effect, we calculate the marginal effects of Right cabinet share on social spending at various levels of Left welfare state emphasis (ranging from 0 to 30 percent of the party manifestos devoted to the welfare state issue). The marginal effects are displayed in Figure 2 with the point estimates represented as a full line, while the associated confidence intervals are represented as dashed lines. One the vertical axis the regression coefficients are reported. When the confidence intervals includes zero on the vertical axis it therefore means that the effect of Right cabinet share is statistically indistinct from zero; or, in other words, has no effect.   

[Table 2 about here]

[Figure 2 about here]
It turns out that Left emphasis has a substantial moderating effect on the influence of Right cabinet share on social spending. In a situation with no Left emphasis, there is a highly significant negative effect. With a move from 0 to 100 percent Right cabinet members, this amounts to a 1.5 percentage point decrease in social spending.
 With average social spending at 20.3 percent of the GDP, this is a substantial effect, although clearly other factors are important as well. With increasing Left emphasis, the negative effect of Right cabinet share gradually declines.
 When around 19 percent of the manifestos are dedicated to the welfare state issue, the confidence interval spans the horizontal zero-line in Figure 2 indicating that the effect is no longer statistically different from zero. In other words, the negative effect disappears. Since 25 percent of all Left manifestos dedicate that much attention to the issue, this is a very substantial conditional factor. 
We argue that Left emphasis varies in and out of office together with a host of mostly unpredictable events, including reform proposals, which the Right is unable to keep non-salient. If, however, reform proposals fail to gain the attention of the Left, cutbacks in social spending become possible. An important implication of the argument is that it is not changes in social spending per se (the dependent variable) that cause changes in Left emphasis (the moderator). If this was the case, the empirics might be marred by problems of endogeneity. Reassuringly, regressing Left emphasis on social spending, using the same setup as in Table 2, yields an association that is insignificant (β = 0.075; p = 0.256).
Looking at the controls, we see that Left party strength and cumulative Left cabinet share are both positively correlated with social spending, while Right issue emphasis is negatively correlated. The economic variables work as expected, too. Rising unemployment and a greater proportion of elderly in society both increase social spending, while budget deficit and economic openness reduces it. GDP growth reduces social spending because it increases the denominator while the counter-variable captures a general tendency for social spending to rise. 

[Figure 3 about here]
To give a better sense of the size of the negative effect of Right governments, Figure 3 compares the long-run effect of the three political control variables to the effect of the main explanatory variable, Right government. We compare the effect of a one standard deviation change on each of the variables. For Right government, we show the effect when the Left devotes zero and 30 percent of its manifestos to the welfare state issue, respectively. With no Left emphasis, a one standard deviation increase in Right cabinet share leads to a -0.57 percentage point change in social spending. With a large Left emphasis (that is, 30 percent devoted), the effect declines to -0.22 and becomes insignificant. With no Left emphasis, Right office-holding has almost twice the effect of Right’s own welfare state emphasis (-0.34). Left party strength (1.08) and cumulative Left cabinet share (1.74) have bigger effects, but this is hardly surprising. Left party strength capture the ability (or not) of a government to get its legislation passed in parliament, while cumulative Left cabinet share captures many different aspects relating to institutionalized legacies, including vested interests and public attitudes. Summing up, the substantial conclusion is that Right incumbency matters roughly as much for social spending as other well-known political factors, but only in the absence of a vocal Left opposition.

Asymmetry in Government Responses
Finally, as stated in our hypothesis three, we need to ascertain that the opposition-government response mechanism is not symmetrical so that Right oppositions have the same constraining effect on Left governments’ actions as Left oppositions have on Right governments’ actions. Testing this is important because we argue that the Left is special compared to all other political actors on the welfare state because the public trusts the Left to genuinely care about the welfare state. Since the Right has much less credibility in these matters, Right welfare state emphasis should have no moderating effect on Left governments’ social spending behavior.

A first implication of the asymmetrical response is that Right parties on average simply talk less about the welfare state than the Left. Returning to Figure 1 above, this expectation is corroborated. The left-hand-side of the Figure displays the emphasis of the Left to facilitate comparison. The right-hand-side displays the emphasis of the Right. It is evident that the average level of emphasis is much lower for the Right than for the Left (7.5 versus 15.3 percent, respectively). The difference between the two means is highly statistically significant (p < 0.000). Next, we want to test whether the response of Left governments is different from the response of Right governments. To test this, we run a regression identical to the one reported in Table 2, but with Left cabinet share interacted with Right welfare state emphasis. We change the two controls which previously were meant to capture Right governments’ issue emphasis and Left party strength, so that they now capture Left governments’ issue emphasis and Right party strength, respectively. Otherwise, everything is identical to the last analysis. 

[Table 3 about here]

[Figure 4 about here]

Table 3 presents the regression estimation while Figure 4 displays the marginal effects. Focusing on the marginal effects plot, we see that Right welfare state emphasis does not moderate Left governments’ effect on social spending.
 Additionally, in line with existing research such as Korpi and Palme (2003) and Allan and Scruggs (2004), we see that Left governments on average have no effect on the size of the welfare state (see also note 11). After the end of the “Golden Age” of welfare expansion in the late 1970s, Left governments mostly just maintain the status quo.
Conclusion
There is little doubt that political parties fight hard to win office and that the partisan composition of governments influences the welfare state. Being in opposition is almost always unwanted. That said, it is striking how office-holding by Right parties carries much smaller policy rewards than is often thought. Right governments’ actions are to a high degree constrained by the amount of emphasis the Left opposition puts on the welfare state issue. Yet, far from this being a conclusion of how partisanship does not matter, it is the exact opposite. Partisanship matters in a double sense because parties are motivated partly by their ideological preferences for more or less social spending, and partly by their desire to gain or remain in office. Clearly, for the Left, opposition policy- and office-seeking behavior does not have to conflict. By demanding generous welfare, it pleases its voters and squeezes the government. For Right governments, policy-seeking is mostly viable when the opposition ignores the welfare state issue. When the issue is pushed on the political agenda, office-seeking trumps policy-seeking, and the Right refrains from implementing cutbacks.  

The welfare state is the prime mechanism of redistribution from the rich to the poor (Bradley et al., 2003). As such, the substantial implications of our findings are wide-ranging. Yet, the asymmetric opposition-government response mechanism is not exclusive to the welfare state policy area. The underlining rationale of our argument can travel to many other policy areas as well, but with important modifications in who holds the upper hand. The driving force of the asymmetric response mechanism is that one or a few political actors have a reputational advantage compared to other actors. Often the Right is seen as “owning” the issues of law and order, international conflict, taxation, and the economy more broadly. If so, tables may turn, with Right opposition parties being able to pressurize Left governments – above and beyond the main effects we have documented in this paper. Indeed, on the welfare domain examined in this paper, it might be that Right oppositions are able to curb Left governments’ intentions to widen social rights by emphasizing the fiscal problems that may follow. In that way, the Right impacts the Left government through one of the issues, it owns.
Yet, understanding other policy areas in isolation is only the first step in what we see as a new research agenda on partisanship and public policy-making. If all governments have some issues that they “own” and some that they do not, then a multi-dimensional political space emerges that systematically breaks with the standard assumption in policy analysis of uniformity in bargaining power across dimensions (e.g., Tsebelis, 2002). What happens, for instance, when the Right tries to bring the issue of taxation up on the agenda as a way to pressurize the Left, while the Left stresses the welfare state? That is, in a situation when different dimensions are not only characterized by different actor preferences, but by different agenda-setting resources too. We have provided the analytical tools to begin comprehending this complexity in public policy-making, and we hope that future work will expand on it.

A related aspect that we have mostly neglected (though not statically) is that of cross-country variation in the ability of opposition parties to affect governments. Institutions related to the electoral system and division of executive powers may influence the government-opposition game. Yet, how this more exactly will materialize, is far from straightforward. One may imagine that the opposition will be most aggressive in Majoritarian systems like the British where there is no other way of influencing policy than via vocal signaling. Yet, here governments, on the other hand, often command a great majority of seats making them much less vulnerable to attacks. In countries with minority governments and many parties in the parliament, the likelihood of someone in the government’s camp caving in to the attacks from the opposition is bigger, ceteris paribus. And what about situations where government authority is divided between several branches? Certainly, while we now know that oppositions matter, we know very little about how they matter. 
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Table 1. Overview of Variables
	Name
	Measurement
	Source
	Mean value
	Standard deviation

	Right cabinet share
	Share of cabinet members from Right parties
	Comparative Political Dataset I
	38.6
	38.5

	Left cabinet share
	do.
	do.
	35.2
	38.1

	Left welfare state emphasis
	Percentage of party manifesto devoted to the welfare state issue by Left parties
	Comparative Party Manifesto Project
	13.8
	7.9

	Right welfare state emphasis
	do.
	do.
	8.4
	9.6

	Cumulative Left cabinet share
	Cumulated Left cabinet share from 1960 till year of observation
	Comparative Political Dataset I
	10.2
	7.5

	Left party strength
	Average of the Left’s vote and parliementary seat share
	do.
	35.5
	14.3

	Christian Democratic Party strength 
	do.
	do.
	11.9
	14.7

	Right party strenght 
	do.
	do.
	38.4
	22.8

	Unemployment rate
	Percentage of civilian labor force unemployed
	OECD Stat.Extract
	6.9
	4.0

	Proportion of elderly


	Percentage of population aged 65 or more
	do.
	14.1
	2.3

	Trade openness
	Sum of exports and imports as a percentage of the GDP
	do.
	73.5
	45

	GDP growth
	Real GDP growth
	do.
	2.7
	2.1

	Adjusted budget deficit
	Cycilically adjusted budget deficit as a percentage of the GDP
	do.
	-.1
	2.9


Table 2. Right Governments and Social Spending
	
	Regression coefficientsa

	Right cabinet share


	-0.010***
(0.003)

	Left emphasis


	0.005
(0.013)

	Right cabinet share × Left emphasis


	0.000
(0.000)

	Lagged dependent variable


	-0.683***
(0.030)

	Left party strength


	0.052***
(0.009)

	Cumulative Left cabinet share


	0.154***
(0.026)

	Right welfare state emphasis


	-0.027**
(0.014)

	Christian Democratic party strength 


	-0.019
(0.014)

	Unemployment rate


	0.202***
(0.025)

	Proportion of elderly


	0.177***
(0.059)

	Trade openness


	-0.020***
(0.006)

	Adjusted deficit


	-0.199***
(0.024)

	GDP growth


	-0.189***
(0.026)

	Counter


	0.101***
(0.018)

	Constant
	-196.522***
(35.303)

	R2
	0.419

	Common rho
	0.383


Note: The regression is estimated with an autoregressive AR1-term and includes year dummies and country dummies. Short-term coefficients not reported (see Table A1 in the Appendix). 499 observations across 23 countries. a Panel-corrected standard errors.
Table 3. Left Governments and Social Spending

	
	Regression coefficientsa

	Left cabinet share


	0.001
(0.002)

	Right emphasis


	-0.000
(0.016)

	Left cabinet share × Right emphasis


	-0.000
(0.000)

	Lagged dependent variable


	-0.656***
(0.031)

	Cumulative Right cabinet share


	-0.000
(0.000)

	Right party strength


	0.004
(0.008)

	Left welfare state emphasis


	0.011
(0.011)

	Christian Democratic party strength 


	0.024*
(0.014)

	Unemployment rate


	0.209***
(0.027)

	Proportion of elderly


	0.202***
(0.070)

	Trade openness


	-0.020***
(0.006)

	Adjusted deficit


	-0.190***
(0.026)

	GDP growth


	-0.169***
(0.026)

	Counter
	0.154***
(0.019)

	Constant
	-298.206***
(37.442)

	R2
	0.418

	Common rho
	0.383


Note: The regression is estimated with an autoregressive AR1-term and includes year dummies and country dummies. Short-term coefficients not reported (see Table A2 in the Appendix). 499 observations across 23 countries. a Panel-corrected standard errors.

Figure 1. Mean Welfare State Emphasis for the Left and Right in Government and Opposition
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Note: “Left government” is measured as a cabinet share of Left parties of 100 percent; “Left opposition” is measured as a cabinet share of Left parties of zero. A similar coding rule applies for the Right. 
Figure 2. The marginal effects of Right governments at various levels of Left emphasis
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Note: The horizontal axis represents the percentage of Left manifestos dedicated to the welfare state issue. The vertical axis represents the estimated coefficient of Right governments on social spending as a percentage of the GDP. The full line represents the marginal coefficients at various levels of Left emphasis and the dashed lines represent the associated 99 percent confidence intervals. The marginal effects are based on Table 1. 
Figure 3. The Effect of a Standard Deviation Change on Social Spending
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Note: Bars represent the coefficient size from a 1 standard deviation change in the corresponding independent variable on social spending. Black bars indicate that the coefficient is statistically significant (p-value < .01), while grey bars indicate that it is insignificant. The x-axis is percentage point change in social spending as a percentage of the GDP. Low Left emphasis = zero percent of manifestos devoted to the welfare issue; High Left emphasis = 30 percent is devoted.
Figure 4. The marginal effects of Right governments at various levels of Left emphasis
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Note: The horizontal axis represents the percentage of Right manifestos dedicated to the welfare state issue. The vertical axis represents the estimated coefficient of Left governments on social spending as a percentage of the GDP. The full line represents the marginal coefficients at various levels of Right emphasis and the dashed lines represent the associated 99 percent confidence intervals. The marginal effects are based on Table 2. 
Table S1. Conditional Effect of Right Cabinet Share on Social Spending. Full model for Table 1

	
	Regression coefficientsa

	Right cabinet share


	-0.010***
(0.003)

	Δ Right cabinet share


	-0.006**
(0.003)

	Left emphasis


	0.005
(0.013)

	Δ Left emphasis


	-0.014
(0.018)

	Right cabinet share × Left emphasis


	0.000
(0.000)

	Δ Right cabinet share × Left emphasis


	0.000**
(0.000)

	Lagged dependent variable


	-0.683***
(0.030)

	Left party strength


	0.052***
(0.009)

	Δ Left party strength


	0.036***
(0.008)

	Cumulative Left cabinet share


	0.154***
(0.026)

	Δ Cumulative Left cabinet share


	-1.183***
(0.214)

	Right welfare state emphasis


	-0.027**
(0.014)

	Δ Right welfare state emphasis


	-0.026
(0.021)

	Christian Democratic party strength 


	-0.019
(0.014)

	Δ  Christian Democratic party strength


	-0.020
(0.016)

	Unemployment rate


	0.202***
(0.025)

	Δ Unemployment rate


	0.273***
(0.049)

	Proportion of elderly


	0.177***
(0.059)

	Δ Proportion of elderly


	-0.209
(0.160)

	Trade openness


	-0.020***
(0.006)

	Δ Trade openness


	0.003
(0.008)

	Adjusted deficit


	-0.199***
(0.024)

	∆ Adjusted deficit 


	-0.128***
(0.022)

	GDP growth


	-0.189***
(0.026)

	Counter


	0.101***
(0.018)

	Constant
	-196.522***
(35.303)

	R2
	0.419

	Common rho
	0.383


Note: The regression is estimated with an autoregressive AR1-term and includes year dummies and country dummies. 499 observations across 23 countries. a Panel-corrected standard errors.

Table S2. Conditional Effect of Left Cabinet Share on Social Spending. Full Model for Table 2 

	
	Regression coefficientsa

	Left cabinet share


	0.001
(0.002)

	Δ Left cabinet share


	0.001
(0.002)

	Right emphasis


	-0.000
(0.016)

	Δ Right emphasis


	0.009
(0.028)

	Left cabinet share × Right emphasis


	-0.000
(0.000)

	Δ Left cabinet share × Right emphasis


	-0.001***
(0.000)

	Lagged dependent variable


	-0.656***
(0.031)

	Cumulative Right cabinet shareb

	-0.000
(0.000)

	Right party strength


	0.004
(0.008)

	Δ Right party strength


	-0.003
(0.007)

	Left welfare state emphasis


	0.011
(0.011)

	Δ Left welfare state emphasis


	0.012
(0.013)

	Christian Democratic party strength 


	0.024*
(0.014)

	Δ  Christian Democratic party strength


	-0.003
(0.015)

	Unemployment rate


	0.209***
(0.027)

	Δ Unemployment rate


	0.265***
(0.051)

	Proportion of elderly


	0.202***
(0.070)

	Δ Proportion of elderly


	-0.283
(0.197)

	Trade openness


	-0.020***
(0.006)

	Δ Trade openness


	-0.000
(0.008)

	Adjusted deficit


	-0.190***
(0.026)

	∆ Adjusted deficit 


	-0.121***
(0.024)

	GDP growth


	-0.169***
(0.026)

	Counter


	0.154***
(0.019)

	Constant


	-298.206***
(37.442)

	R2
	0.418

	Common rho
	0.383


Note: The regression is estimated with an autoregressive AR1-term and includes year dummies and country dummies. 499 observations across 23 countries. a Panel-corrected standard errors. b∆ cumulative Right cabinet share is omitted from the estimation because of perfect co-variation with the yearly Left cabinet share variable.

ONLINE APPENDIX 
VALIDITY OF THE COMPARATIVE PARTY MANIFESTO DATA

In this appendix, we want to discuss the validity of the Comparative Party Manifesto (CPM) data. We use CPM as a proxy for party issue emphasis both in and between election years. This is the best available proxy covering a wide set of Western democracies. Here we explain why the CPM is valid for our purpose, using detailed and hand-coded data on parliamentary activities between elections. The data comes from the Danish agenda setting study (www.agendasetting.dk) and has kindly been made available to us for this appendix. It consists of Danish parliamentarians’ questions relating to the welfare state issue to the relevant ministers. Having their MPs asking questions in Parliament to the minister is the conventional way for parties to highlight issues of interest to them (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010). It is recorded at monthly intervals over several decades and therefore gives us an unprecedented insight into issue emphasis between elections. We construct three time series measuring various aspects of the welfare state issue – health, labor market, and social policy – beginning in 1973 and ending 30 years later (when the data series stop). Periods with Right governments are marked with grey, while periods with white represent Left governments (see Figure A1). 

Analyzing the data in Figure A1, it is important to know that parties do not ask question when they themselves are in government. This is why we do not disaggregate the data according to party color. When the Right is in government, virtually all questions are asked by the Left, and vice versa. However, this means that we can directly observe the shifts in welfare state emphasis and attribute this to the actions of the opposition in any given period.

Figure A1: Welfare state emphasis in the Danish Parliament, 1973-2002.
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Note: Periods marked with grey are governed by Right governments; periods with white are governed by Left governments. Welfare state issue emphasis is measured as questions to the minister on health (black line), the labor market (dotted line), and social policy (grey line). Monthly observations. Percentage of all questions.

Figure A2: Left welfare state emphasis in CPM, 1973-2008
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Note: The y-axis measure the percentage of all quasi-sentences in the party manifestos (i.e., the basic measurment unit in the dataset) of Left parties devoted to the welfare state issue. On the x-axis are noted what parties were in government during certain time periods.

Looking at the questions to the ministers on the three welfare state issues, a very clear tendency transpires: the issue emphasis is much, much more prominent when the Right is in government than when the Left is. Since government parties do not ask questions to the ministers, it can be inferred that these dynamics is almost exclusively caused by the actions of the Left.

Figure A3: Right welfare state emphasis in CPM, 1973-2008
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Note: The y-axis measure the percentage of all quasi-sentences in the party manifestos (i.e., the basic measurment unit in the dataset) of Right parties devoted to the welfare state issue. On the x-axis are noted what parties were in government during certain time periods. 

For comparison, we produce a graph based on the CPM data measuring Left party welfare state emphasis (Figure A2) and Right welfare state emphasis (Figure A3), covering the same period although ending later because data are available for longer. This is the data used in the manuscript, but in Figure A2 and A3 only data for Denmark are presented.

Comparing Figure A1 with Figure A2, one finds identical patterns. This is very important information. Between elections the welfare state issue is highly salient when the Left is in opposition, but not when it is in government – and the CPM data is able to pick this up. At the same time, it is evident that the CPM data for Right parties (Figure A3) vary much less and less systematic. This corroborates the observation that the temporal variation in emphasis is mostly driven by the Left. All in all, this indicates strongly that the CPM data are valid for our purpose. 

It is, finally, also noteworthy that the emphasis of the Left fluctuates greatly over time within periods of Right government, as can be observed in Figure A1. That is, the high averages consist of multiple peaks and lows. This is exactly what the literature on parties’ issue strategies leads us to expect, as explained above. The Left cannot maintain a uniformly high level of welfare state issue emphasis even if it wanted to.

� The paper has been presented at the Department of Political Science and Government at Aarhus University, the Annual Meeting of the Danish Political Science Association in 2012, the Annual Meeting of the European Political Science Association in 2013, and the Council of Europeanists’ Annual Meeting in 2013. We have received many helpful comments during these presentations as well as from a long list of colleagues, including Marius Busemeyer, Julian Garritzmann, Christoffer Green-Pedersen, Tim Hicks, and Henning Finseraas. We want to thank them all for taking the time to read the paper. We would also like to thank both the reviewers and the editor at Socio-Economic Review for valuable comments. 


� For reviews supporting this conclusion, see Schmidt (1996, 2010) and Imbeau et al. (2001).


� In this article we do not go further into the complicated questions of electoral rules and party systems more broadly. Clearly, one may expect the electoral rules and party system setup to influence how, more exactly, an opposition can act vis-à-vis a government. We leave the question aside. The reason is that there are multitudes of ways one could imagine these institutions to matter: Is there proportional representation or not? Does the government command a majority of seat in parliament or not? Is it a multiparty government or not? In the context of this article we cannot properly deal with these. Instead, we include a set of country dummies that capture these sorts of unique country characteristics (cf. the methodological discussion below). We have also estimated the reported models with various controls like effective number of parties and electoral rules, which, however, by some authors are also argued to affect the composition of governments and, thus, our main explanatory variable (meaning that they, strictly speaking, should not be included in the models). At any rate, while we do not develop a theory about how these institutions matter, we make sure that they do not affect our statistical results in an unwarranted way. 


� Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States.


� In the Online Appendix, we discuss the validity of the data for measuring between-election issue emphasis in detail. Put against monthly data from the Danish parliament, we conclude that the Comparative Party Manifesto data is indeed valid in the present context.


� For a coding scheme, see � HYPERLINK "https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/" �https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/�, the webpage of the Comparative Party Manifesto.


� We used a Principal Component Analysis for the exercise. This yielded a one component solution with an Eigenvalue of 1.53. 


� The results are insensitive to the exact choice of measurement. Using the so-called Schmidt Index – where government composition is measured using five categories ranging from Left hegemony, over balance of power between Left and Right, to Right hegemony – yields identical results. 


� One year lags were used for this computation, but the conclusion is insensitive to the exact setup of the test.


� In addition, recent sophisticated analyses of issue emphasis rely on error corrections models, so choosing this estimation technique maximizes comparability with these studies (cf. e.g. Jennings and John, 2009).


� (0.010/0.683) x 100 ≈ 1.5.


� We focus strictly on the full interaction model rather than the average, or unconditional effects. As Brambor et al. (2006, p.73) note, “it makes little sense to talk about the unconditional or average effect of X on Y when you have a conditional hypothesis.” However, we would like to stress that we are able to reproduce the standard findings of the literature, namely that there is an average negative effect of Right governments (β = -0.007; p = 0.003), but an insignificant effect of Left governments (β = -0.003; p = 0.110) 


� The confidence interval is much wider above the 15 percent level in this marginal effects plot than in the one reported in Figure 2. The reason is that there are much fewer observations for Right emphasis above this level than for Left emphasis. This is a function of the fact that the Right talks less about the welfare state when in opposition than the Left does.
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