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ABSTRACT. Issue competition theories posit that political parties have little incentive to emphasize the same issues, because they mostly benefit from emphasizing issues where they are viewed as more competent. In contrast, a number of empirical studies find considerable overlap in parties’ issues emphasis. Aiming to bridge this peculiar gap, this paper suggests that the development of exogenous problems is one factor that constrains parties’ incentives to talk past each other. Using comprehensive data on party attention to ten issues across six West European countries from approximately 1980 and onwards, the analysis shows that problems moderate the relationship between parties’ issue reputations and their issue emphases. When problems are moderate, parties selectively focus on different issues, but when problems become severe, parties across the board attend to an issue. That even includes parties that do now own the issue. These results have reassuring implications for parties’ responsiveness to societal problems that negatively affect the welfare of citizens. 
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The world is full of problems that elected politicians are expected to address and offer solutions to (Robertson 1976; Manin et al. 1999). Whether it is an economic crisis leading to soaring unemployment rates and stalling economic growth or climate change causing increasingly severe weather with more droughts and flooding, these problems constantly put parties under pressure to devote attention to them. Moreover, the severity of such problems varies across time and place. In some years, unemployment or immigration pressures, for example, are higher than in other years. 

The main argument of this paper is that the importance of these societal problems for political parties’ issue competition has received too limited theoretical attention from the literature on issue competition (Budge & Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996; Simon 2002). Political parties do not interact or compete in a vacuum. They compete in a world of opportunities and constraints imposed by problem developments in the world surrounding parties. The selective issue emphasis literature depicts a party competition where parties talk past each other because each party favors addressing issues on which it has a competence advantage in the eyes of voters, i.e. issue ownership (Carmines 1991; Riker 1996). Parties may have this incentive, and it may be strong, but the incentive is countered forcefully by the constraints imposed by the real world. A left-wing party, for example, may have a strategic (perhaps also a genuine) interest in talking about unemployment and avoiding talking about issues of crime. However, if the unemployment rate is low and crime rates are going up, it may be very difficult for a left-wing party to ignore the issue of crime.

Bringing real-world problems into the study of party issue competition holds the potential to bridge a curious gap in the literature between an elaborated theoretical argument for issue avoidance (Carmines 1991; Riker 1996; Simon 2002) and persistent empirical findings of a high degree of issue overlap (Sigelman & Buell 2004; Kaplan et al. 2006; Minozzi 2014; Dolezal et al. 2014; Meyer & Wagner 2016). This paper argues and shows that the severity of societal problems is central in linking these two scenarios. If a problem indicator shows that a problem is severe, then parties across the board attend to the problem. If the problem indicator shows relatively weak problem pressure, then parties have more leeway to emphasize the issue they prefer and we see much less issue overlap. 

Empirically, we offer a large-n test of the argument by analyzing the influence of problems on parties’ issue attention to ten issues (bankruptcies, crime, economic growth, economic inequality, global warming, government deficit, hospitals, immigration, inflation and unemployment) in six countries (Germany, France, the Netherlands, UK, Denmark and Sweden) between 1980 and 2015. The multi-country and multi-issue scope of this study makes it the most comprehensive study to date on the relationship between problems and the issue emphasis of parties. Previous studies have typically been single-country studies (Mortensen et al. 2022; Pardos-Prado & Sagarzazu 2019a; Seeberg 2022) or single-issue studies (Bremer 2018; Traber et al. 2019; Calca & Gross 2019) that most often focus only on economic issues, leaving aside questions about generalizability across different types of issues and institutional contexts.

SELECTIVE EMPHASIZING OR DIRECTLY CONFRONTING PROBLEMS 
The idea that parties compete by emphasizing certain issues rather than adopting different policy positions has existed for decades and is the founding idea of the theory of issue competition (Robertson 1976; Budge & Farlie 1983; Carmines 1991; Simon 2002; Green & Hobolt 2008). Following this idea, several studies have shown that parties tend to focus on different issues that are favorable to them. A favorable issue is typically understood as an issue that a political party “owns” in the sense that voters see it as most competent at handling the issue (Simon 2002; Petrocik et al. 2003; Green & Hobolt 2008; Budge 2015). Across countries and time, scholars have identified quite stable patterns of which issues the electorate sees political parties as most competent at handling (Seeberg 2016). In the issue competition literature, this has been the basis for categorizing issues as owned or non-owned. 

However, contrary to the founding idea of the issue competition theory, a number of studies have found a considerable overlap in political parties’ issue emphasis (Sigelman & Buell 2004; Kaplan et al. 2006; Sides 2006). Parties may prefer to emphasize owned issues, but the empirical fact is that they often engage with issues owned by their opponents. Thus, despite decades of research and plenty of empirical studies, scholars continue to disagree over an important question: do parties mostly focus on different favorable issues or do they mostly talk about the same issues? 

Studies have offered important insights on why parties do this. For instance, one line of research has focused on how issue competition unfolds between parties. These studies have shown that parties respond to the emphasis of other parties (Van de Wardt 2015), especially if they pose an electoral threat (Spoon et al. 2014) and are ideologically close (Vliegenthart et al. 2010; Green-Pedersen & Mortensen 2015; Meyer & Wagner 2016; Williams et al. 2016). Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2010) have developed this finding further and show that parties respond to the issues that are salient on the general ‘party system agenda’, which is also under influence by other parties and political actors. Political parties would prefer all other parties to focus on their favorable issues, but often they have to respond to the issues that the other parties emphasize. At the same time they try to influence the issue emphases of the other parties, the party-system agenda. While these studies acknowledge the fact that parties are not free to emphasize favorable issues, they still beg the question of why issues reach the top of the ‘party system agenda’ in the first place (see Spoon et al. 2014 for a similar argument). 

The main argument of this paper is that the severity of societal problems offers an explanation that accounts for variation in the amount of issue overlap. Most studies have theorized about issue competition as though it takes place in a closed system isolated from the real world and its problems. There are, however, many problems, such as rising unemployment, crime or immigration that occur in unpredictable ways, which parties are expected to address. These problems constrain parties’ avoidance and engagement with issues. Recent studies have provided new evidence that the issue emphasis of parties does reflect whatever is going on in the real world (Mortensen et al. 2022; Seeberg 2022). For instance, studies have shown that parties adjust their emphasis to problems such as a struggling economy (Williams et al. 2016; Spoon et al. 2014; Bremer 2018; Borghetto & Russo 2018; Pardos-Prado & Sagarzazu 2019b; Traber et al. 2019; Calca and Gross 2019), social inequality (Tavits & Potter 2015) and rising numbers of immigrants (Green-Pedersen & Otjes 2017). However, despite the general recognition in the literature that the severity of societal problems matters (cf. Green-Pedersen 2019a) and despite the inclusion of problem related variables in most empirical models of issue competition, societal problems are de facto still mainly treated as ‘something to control for” (e.g. Spoon et al. 2014; Van de Wardt 2015; Klüver & Sagarzazu 2016; Abou-Chadi 2016). 

Although it may be tempting for parties to focus on owned issues and ignore non-owned issues, we argue that it is implausible that parties will avoid talking about the economy in times of economic crisis, the environment if there is a major oil leak, or health care when there is an epidemic, even if those issues are owned by their rivals. Parties will want to emphasize those rival issues where the political stakes of not engaging with them are high. The political gains or costs involved in this process of attention or ignorance could be significant electoral threats or rewards (Spoon et al. 2014; Meyer & Wagner 2016), but more fundamentally for a party it is about being politically relevant. If a party does not engage with a political issue, it loses the opportunity to influence how an issue is discussed while still perhaps having to address it later if attention from other parties continues. 

Information about problems may reach politicians from many different sources, such as the media, interest groups, or government agencies and one challenge in studying attentiveness to societal problems is that the concept of societal problems “spans a terrain between illusion and objective reality” (Robertson 1976, 4). We certainly acknowledge this challenge. Yet, it should not be exaggerated. Systematically measured problem indicators have proliferated in modern democracies (Davis et al., 2012; Kelley & Simmons 2015), and politicians themselves cite problem indicators as one of their primary sources of information (Liu et al. 2010; Kingdon 1984). 

Problem indicators attract attention in politics because they provide simple, reliable and easily available information, which reduces politicians’ burden of processing the vast amount of (sometimes dubious) information that characterizes modern society (Davis et al. 2012). Moreover, problem indicators appear transparent and impartial and lend scientific authority (Stone 1997), which makes them the perfect ammunition for parties who want to justify attention to an issue and set the ‘party system agenda’. The power of indicators in politics is illustrated by plenty of empirical research, which shows that indicators tend to generate a lot of media attention (Dixon et al. 2013), that citizens use them to evaluate the performance of incumbents (Soroka 2012; Soroka et al. 2015) and that they can have a strong impact on policies (Kelley & Simmons 2015; Doshi et al. 2019). 

To illustrate our expectation that problem indicators constrain parties’ issue strategies, Figure 1 graphs the expected levels of issue attention for parties with and without ownership at varying levels of problem severity. When problem indicators show that problems are moderate, parties without issue ownership will demonstrate little interest in talking about an issue. Doing so is unlikely to have negative electoral consequences and such issues will primarily receive attention from parties that own them. As illustrated by Figure 1, there is thus likely to be a large difference in attention between parties with and without issue ownership. 

Ignoring an issue, however, will prove a difficult and dangerous strategy when problem indicators deteriorate, considering that parties have to show that they care about societal problems if they want to be considered a serious candidate for government. Moreover, parties without issue ownership must expect that opposing parties with issue ownership will try to capitalize on a problem by politicizing it. If backed by powerful problem indicators that merit attention, such an offensive strategy can prove difficult to ignore by parties who are already on their heels on an issue. Hence, as Budge and Farlie (1983) themselves hinted, the ‘state of the world’ simply makes some issues unavoidable. If it seems inevitable that a problem, whether it is environmental pollution or an economic crisis, will make it onto the ‘party system agenda’, parties are likely to decide that the best strategy is to confront these problems head on and talk about the issue since disregarding it will preclude any influence over how a problem is framed in terms of causes and solutions (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010). 

[Figure 1]

Parties that enjoy ownership over an issue may see severe problems as an opportunity to increase the saliency of an issue. However, since attention is scarce (Jones and Baumgartner 2005), these parties also have to balance their wish to draw greater attention to owned issues with the pressure to attend to other salient issues of the day to avoid being deemed incompetent on those issues. Considering that parties are likely already devoting a sizeable share of their attention to owned issues, there is simply less room for these parties to increase their focus on the issue at hand. As illustrated by Figure 1, parties without issue ownership are, paradoxically, likely to be the ones that respond most strongly to signals from problem indicators, slowly closing the gap with their rival and increasing the issue overlap between them. This is summarized in the following key hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Greater problem severity increases the issue overlap of political parties with and without issue ownership.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA
Examining the hypothesis derived above is challenging in terms of the data required. Time series with standardized measures of problem severity and parties’ issue emphasis are needed to assess the relationship between problems and parties’ issue emphasis. Moreover, to fill the void created by the single-issue or single-country character of previous studies, this data should preferably cover multiple countries and issues. To meet these requirements, we rely on a new dataset that includes measures of party attention to ten issues. To measure party attention we use party election manifestos covering six Western European countries over more than three decades from 1980-2015.

The countries under study are Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom. This selection of countries offers much institutional variation. The six countries represent different political systems, including single-party majority governments and multi-party majority or minority governments and a semi-presidential system (France). These differences in political systems across the six countries increases the generalizability of our empirical results in the sense that they reassure us that the results are not limited to a particular political system, like minority governments.  

Furthermore, the use of party manifestoes could be argued to provide a hard test of our argument of problem responsiveness since party manifestos is the data source that issue competition scholars have deemed most relevant to test the selective issue emphasis hypothesis (Robertson 1976; Budge & Farlie 1983; Budge 2015). Party manifestos are an unconstrained communication channel for parties, the content of which they are free to determine. Manifestos hold the additional advantage that they enable for comparisons of parties with and without issue ownership at the same point in time. 

Measuring issue attention
The Comparative Manifesto Project’s (CMP) dataset is one of the most often-used measures of issue attention (Greene 2015; Tavits & Potter 2015), but its issue categories are often too general to have confidence in the relevance of problem indicators. It is, for instance, difficult to find a problem indicator that represents the problem development on issue categories such as ‘multiculturalism’ (607 and 608) or the ‘free market economy’ (401). The aggregate character of most CMP issue categories means that many problems normally considered important in politics, including immigration and unemployment, do not match any issue categories. To measure parties’ issue attention, we instead use the Comparative Agenda Project’s (CAP) classification of the party manifestos into issue categories. With more than 200 different issue categories, the CAP dataset contains a very detailed coding of issues.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  The coding units are natural sentences (Denmark and Germany), quasi-sentences (France, the UK, and Sweden), and paragraphs (the Netherlands). See Green-Pedersen (2019b) for detailed information on the data.] 


We analyze attention to ten issues: hospitals, global warming, immigration, economic inequality, economic growth, government deficit, unemployment, crime, inflation and bankruptcies. Previous studies on problems and issue competition have focused on a few, primarily economic issues (e.g. Greene 2015; Borghetto & Russo 2018; Traber et al. 2019; Pardos-Prado & Sagarzazu 2019a; 2019b). The limitation of concentrating only on economic issues is that parties’ issue ownership tends to be weaker and more volatile on economic issues relative to the stable nature of the phenomenon on other issues such as crime or global warming (Petrocik 1996; Seeberg 2016). Furthermore, the diverse nature of the issues covered in this paper ensures generalizability to most types of issues. Both economic and non-economic issues are included. Some of the ten issues, such as inflation and hospitals, affect a large number of people, while others, such as crime and immigration, affect few. Some, such as economic inequality, are disagreed upon, i.e. positional issues, and others, such as unemployment, are widely agreed upon, i.e. valence issues. Some are highly visible in people’s everyday lives, such as inflation, while few have direct experience with crime and bankruptcies. We see this as a strength of our analysis in the sense that we avoid that it only applies to a certain type of issues. In total, the ten issues included in this study take up close to a third of parties’ issue attention as measured by the party manifestos.

For each issue, we have identified relevant indicators of problem severity as presented in Table 1. We collected indicators that can reasonably be expected to represent the problem development on the relevant issue areas. The indicators are not perfect mirrors of actual societal problems, but they are probably the closest we can get to systematic measures that are available and comparable across countries and time. On some issues like inflation or unemployment, standard indicators exist, while on others like hospitals or immigration, other relevant indicators exist, but are not necessarily available for the years and countries where we have data on party attention. Most of the indicators are similar to those used by other studies within the literature (Traber et al. 2019; Seeberg 2020; Pardos-Prado & Sagarzazu 2019b; Seeberg 2022). It might be that the public and the political parties due to sensational media stories are more concerned with the issue area such as crime or immigration than the statistical indicators actually give reason to. Yet, this only works against finding support for our argument that politicians generally across issues and time respond specifically to indicators (we leave media coverage and public concern for other studies). All of our indicators have been collected from international organizations such as the OECD or EUROSTAT. To ensure comparability across the indicators, we standardize them by dividing the yearly values with each indicator’s standard deviation. Higher values represent higher levels of problem severity.

[Table 1]

Measuring issue ownership and overlap 
To be able to categorize issues into owned or non-owned by a party, we draw on Seeberg’s (2016) study of national election studies and their measures of issue-ownership. We thus categorize crime, immigration, economic growth, government deficit, bankruptcies and inflation as issues owned by rightist parties, and hospitals, global warming, inequality and unemployment as issues owned by leftist parties. These are all issues with relatively clear left or right issue ownership, which should enhance the likelihood of finding differences between parties with and without issue ownership. We consider liberal, conservative, Christian democratic, agrarian and extreme right parties as rightist parties, and social democratic, green and socialist/communist parties as leftist parties, based on CMP’s coding of party families. 

Preferably, a continuous measure of parties’ issue ownership would have been used, because it could account for the fact that the relative advantage that parties enjoy to some extent varies across issues and countries and changes over time. Since few surveys include measures of parties’ issue ownership across countries, issues and time, however, this was not feasible for a time-series cross-sectional analysis. Moreover, measuring parties’ issue ownership using a dichotomous variable by party bloc reflects the fact that issue ownership tends to be relatively stable over time as well as across political blocs (Seeberg 2016). 

When measuring the issue overlap of parties with and without issue ownership on each issue, we focus on a party’s percentage attention to each issue. To calculate the measure, we divide the number of sentences devoted to an issue by the total number of sentences in a manifesto. The effect of the issue ownership variable represents the difference in percentage attention to an issue between parties with and without issue ownership. To illustrate, consider a two-party system where Party A with issue ownership devotes 12 percent attention to an issue, while Party B without issue ownership devotes 8 percent attention to the issue. In this scenario, the effect of issue ownership equals PIO – PNON-IO = 12 – 8 = 4 percentage points. 

To increase confidence in the results, we also present results using Kaplan et al.’s (2006) oft-used measure of percentage issue overlap. We opt not to use this measure for the main analysis, because it only accounts for similarity and does not show whether parties with issue ownership actually devote more attention to an issue than parties without issue ownership.

Deciding on the right time-distance between problems and party attention (the ‘lag-structure’) is tricky. We value a setup that is as realistic for as many of our issue-areas as possible. For most of our issue-areas, our problem-indicator is an annual average of monthly or quarterly observations. This means that the parties most likely access and adjust to these indicators as they are published. We expect the parties to be aware of developments in standard indicators such as economic indicators, crime, and immigration, especially in an election year. Thus, since party manifestos are mostly crafted in the year preceding an election, we use the problem indicator in the same year and therefore enter the problem indicator to the model at time t0. Take GDP, immigration numbers, unemployment, and inflation as examples. Parties, as well as experts, journalists, and the general public, usually have good and updated knowledge about how these problems develop, which means that a lag of one year might miss the target. The question about lag structure may also involve the question about reverse causality, but since it is difficult to imagine how a party manifesto may have an immediate and short term influence on the problem indicators included in this study, this concern does not weight against our non-lagged model in this case. Reassuringly, however, we can reproduce our results if the problem variable instead enters the model at t-1 (see Appendix D, Table A8). It should be noted that the time period for the analysis varies due to data availability on the indicators (details in Appendix E). In total, the data covers 59 parties over 58 elections (nested in the ten issues in the six countries), yielding 3037 observations.

Control variables
We include two control variables. First, we control for whether a party is in opposition (1) or government (0). Whereas the government has access to legislate, this power also comes with a responsibility that constrains them: voters expect them to attend to and deliver solutions to problems (Green-Pedersen & Mortensen 2010; Seeberg 2013). Opposition parties experience less pressure to respond to all kinds of problems, because they are not held responsible for problems in the same way as government parties are (Green-Pedersen & Mortensen 2010; Seeberg 2013; 2018). For parties’ position in government or opposition, we rely on data gathered by Schumacher et al. (2015) with some recent updates. Second, we include a variable that accounts for the change in a party’s vote share at the previous election. The incentive to engage with non-owned issues when problems are severe is likely to be stronger for parties that occupy a losing position in the party system, because they stand to gain more from the introduction of a new issue on the party system agenda (Carmines and Stimson 1986; De Vries & Hobolt 2012; Spoon et al. 2014). On the other hand, parties that enjoy wide popular support and have already successfully established themselves as leaders in the party system may be more hesitant to update their issue focus.

Estimation strategy
With repeated observation of parties at elections nested in issues and countries, the data used to test the theoretical argument has both a cross-sectional and a time dimension. To account for all country- and issue-invariant factors such as problem characteristics and political institutions that may affect responsiveness to problem indicators, we estimate fixed effects with panels across issues and countries. Since parties’ issue emphasis is measured repeatedly, the model also needs to account for problems with serially correlated errors. The unbalanced data structure with irregular and relatively short time intervals makes the inclusion of a lagged dependent variable unfeasible (the Beck and Katz standard; see also Wawro 2002).[footnoteRef:2] Moreover, using a lagged dependent variable would reduce the N significantly, since all the first observations for each party would be lost. Instead, we follow the recommendation of Plümper et al. (2005) and rely on a Prais-Winsten transformation (AR1) for OLS to correct for serial correlation in the error terms between elections. Through this transformation, this method is able to use the first observation in the time-series, and the Prais-Winsten transformation has been used frequently in the party competition literature (Schumacher et al. 2013; Spoon et al. 2014; Dassonneville 2018; Green & Jennings 2019). As recommended by Beck and Katz (1995), we estimate a common rho for all panels. To control for panel heteroscedasticity and contemporaneous correlations in the error terms, we estimate the model with panel-corrected standard errors. Results are similar if we use traditional OLS regression with robust standard errors clustered on parties (see Appendix D, Table A10). We can also use a multilevel model, which also takes variation at the party, country, issue level into account, without changing the results. Yet, without the Prais-Winsten transformation, a lagged dependent variable would be needed here. However, a lagged dependent variable introduces bias to the estimates, and especially so in our case due to our unbalanced data structure with multiple panels (parties on issues in countries) with short time series (Wawro 2002). If we reduce our data by 90% to include only panels with longer time intervals (10 or more observations), we can include a lagged dependent variable and come close to conventional levels of statistical significance in our main model. Yet, it is a high price to remove 90 percent of our observations and it heavily compromises on the width in terms of data of our analysis. Thus, we opt for the OLS regression with the Prais-Winsten transformation. [2:  The average number of time observations in our party-country-issue panels is 7 with a standard deviation of 3, see also Appendix E. ] 


RESULTS
Figure 2 shows the average attention that parties with and without issue ownership devote to each issue summarized across countries and years. Since the figure does not account for the panel-data structure of the data, the purpose of the figure is only to provide an impression of the aggregate patterns. The results corroborate the repeated findings in the party issue competition literature: Parties with issue ownership devote more attention to the issue than parties without issue ownership. The difference is most pronounced for global warming, crime, immigration and economic inequality, whereas it is smaller for bankruptcies and government deficit. Although these findings support issue ownership theory, they do not provide unambiguous support. For most of the issues, parties actually devote a sizeable amount of attention to non-owned issues, which suggests that parties do engage with rival issues. For economic growth, hospitals and inflation, parties without issue ownership even devoted more attention to the issues than parties with issue ownership. 

[Figure 2]

The issues that parties have devoted attention to have varied considerably over the years across all countries. There is little doubt that the development of societal problems has contributed to this variation. Some examples from our dataset illustrate this. In 2007, prior to the economic crisis, Danish parties on average devoted 2.9 percent of their attention to economic growth. In 2011, following the most severe economic crisis since the Great Recession, this share had increased to 8.5 percent. Similarly, British parties paid no attention to immigration in their 2010 manifestos. Five years and a major immigration crisis later, the number had increased to 3.0 percent. To further illustrate this, Table 2 shows the average level of issue attention by issue ownership and levels of problem severity. The table shows that the amount of attention to an issue clearly rises with increased problem severity. At the same time, the difference in issue attention between the issue-owner and the non-owner diminishes during increased problem severity. 

[Tables 2-3]

Although illustrative, these descriptive results only provide tentative evidence in support of our argument, since they do not consider whether parties actually emphasized the same issues during the same campaigns. Next, we therefore turn towards the quantitative analysis of the relationship between the explanatory variables and parties’ issue emphasis. Model 1 in Table 3 estimates the relationship between parties’ issue ownership and their issue attention. Parties with issue ownership on average devote 0.7 percent more attention to an issue than parties without issue ownership. Since the average level of party attention to an issue in the data is 3.1 percent, this is a sizeable difference. In addition, Model 1 also shows a statistically significant effect of problem indicators on parties’ issue attention. When problem indicators increase by one standard deviation, the model predicts a 0.5 percent increase in attention. Information about problems thus exerts an influence on the issues that parties emphasize. 

Turning to the test of the key hypothesis, Model 2 in Table 3 introduces the interaction term between issue ownership and the problem indicators. The negative interaction term (p-value: 0.007) suggests that increasing problem severity reduces the difference in attention between parties with and without issue ownership. To illustrate, Figure 3 plots the marginal effect of issue ownership across low and high levels of problem severity. The figure shows that when problem severity is low, there is a large and statistically significant difference in attention between parties with and without issue ownership. However, when problems become severe, this difference becomes smaller. When problems are approximately 1.5 standard deviations above their mean, the difference is no longer statistically significant. This increase on the standardized problem indicators approximately equals the increase in the unemployment rate that Denmark experienced from 3.8 percent in 2007 to 7.6 percent in 2011 during the recent economic crisis, or Sweden’s increase in the number of asylum seekers per 10,000 citizens from 27 in 2006 to 77 in 2014. Moreover, it is worth noting that Figure 3 shows that when problem severity is highest, there is no difference between parties with and without issue ownership. As can be seen from Figure 4, which plots the predicted levels of attention at increasing levels of problem severity, the increased overlap is caused by a stronger responsiveness amongst parties without issue ownership catching up to issue owners (the grey line is steeper than the black line). The similarity to the expected patterns outlined in Figure 1 is striking. What the results suggest is that information about a problem forces parties to confront each other on an issue, leading to completely overlapping issue profiles.  
[Figures 3-4]

Additional results reported in the Appendix show that this interaction effect does not vary in a substantive way depending on a party’s electoral gains or losses at the previous election and a party’s position in opposition or government. Including a control variable for whether a party is a niche party or not also does not alter the results. Furthermore, using the alternative measure by Kaplan et al. (2006) does not change the conclusions. Additional analysis where we drop one issue at a time shows that the results are not driven by one or a few issues. Moreover, leaving out countries with similar party systems at the same time does not indicate that the results are driven by certain party systems. If problems enter the model at t-1 rather than t, the results remain unaffected. Results are also similar if we use traditional OLS regression with robust standard errors clustered on parties. Finally, we reran the analysis excluding Christian democratic parties, and this did not change our result. This robustness test is relevant because in countries where they are strong, Christian democratic parties are often pivot parties that enter government with parties both to the right and to the left. This could make the assignment of issue ownership based on a stable rightist bloc affiliation problematic.

In sum, the analysis provides clear evidence that we have to take into account both issue ownership and societal problems if we want to understand how issue competition unfolds. While parties are relatively free to focus on the different issues that each one favors when there is no problem pressure, problems such as an economic crisis or immigration make these issues unavoidable even for parties that otherwise tend to ignore them. This is probably also why we have seen that center-right parties devoted more attention to the environment at European elections following the extreme drought in 2018, even though the environment mostly received attention from leftist parties previously. It is also why we have seen that center-left parties in many countries felt required to discuss immigration policies following the immigration crisis in 2015, even though the issue has otherwise been dominated by rightist parties.  
CONCLUSION
A constitutive component of representative democracy is that politicians mitigate the harmful effect of problems on citizens’ welfare by responding and offering solutions to them (Robertson 1976; Manin et al. 1999). In this paper, we have investigated how problems affect the issues that political parties emphasize. This question has been examined in an empirical setup that creates fertile conditions for findings that parties focus on their owned issues and not societal problems. Our setup relies on data on party attention from party manifestos, which are freely determined by each political party, and by focusing on ten issues that all have a relatively clear issue ownership. The setup covers six countries over more than three decades, making it one of the most comprehensive studies within the issue competition literature in terms of the number of countries, issues and years covered. 

The empirical analysis supports the argument that negative problem developments incentivize parties to talk more about the same issues rather than sticking to favored issues. This finding bridges the gap between, on the one hand, the theoretical argument derived from the issue competition literature, that parties talk past each other, and on the other hand the consistent empirical findings of a substantial degree of issue overlap across political parties with different issue ownership. 

While this paper has shed important light on how problems constrain issue competition, there is much that we still do not know about the impact of problems on issue competition. One unexplored question is whether some parties will not respond to increased problem-severity on a non-owned issue because they feel certain that their core electorate does not consider the issue relevant. Parties’ issue strategies have been shown to be targeted towards specific groups of voters, not the whole electorate (Baumann et al. 2021). Still, the idea of a party system agenda, which this paper builds on, would imply that the room for political parties to simply avoid issues where problem indicators show that problems get markedly worse is in fact limited.

Further research might also explore how parties respond to problems. Parties may respond to the same problem but do so in very different ways by offering different policy positions or by trying to reframe the issue, for instance by simply shifting attention from one implication of a problem to another. Right-wing parties may prefer to discuss private health care solutions in response to increasing waiting lists, whereas left-wing parties will emphasize the need for increased capacity within the public health sector. In this way, parties may discuss the same issue but may not talk about exactly the same things. Following studies of change in party positions (e.g., Abou-Chadi et al. 2020; Calca & Gross 2019), another possibility, however, is that the rising overlap in attention is accompanied with increasing similarity in party positions as the non-issue owner moves its position closer to that of the issue-owner. For instance that left-wing mainstream parties move their position on immigration closer to the mainstream right when problem pressure on immigration increased in the past two decades (Bale et al. 2010). 

No matter the need for further research, it is good news for representative democracy that parties engage with problems when they deteriorate, whether they hold issue-ownership or not. Instead of ignoring disadvantageous problems, parties from across the political spectrum attend to the problems. Moreover, the fact that parties are willing to talk about rival issues also has positive consequences for voters’ ability to make informed electoral decisions, which to some extent requires that parties talk about the same issues. If not, then citizens may not be able to compare parties’ different solutions to problems and to select the one that is closest to their preferences (Sigelman & Buell 2004; Kaplan et al. 2006).     
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Table 1 Issues, indicators and issue attention
	Issue
	Indicator
	Attention (percent)

	Bankruptcies
	Bankruptcies
	2.5

	Crime
	Crime rate per 1.000.000
	4.7

	Economic Growth
	GDP growth
	4.0

	Economic Inequality
	Gini-coefficient
	3.9

	Global Warming
	CO2 emission per capita
	5.2

	Government Deficit
	Government deficit
	1.7

	Hospitals
	Number of hospital beds relative to the share of elderly 65+
	0.8

	Immigration
	Asylum-seekers per 10.000
	3.4

	Inflation
	Inflation rate
	0.4

	Unemployment
	Unemployment rate
	3.7


Sources: OECD, EUROSTAT, World Inequality Database and Armingeon (2021).


Table 2 Issue attention and overlap across the issues
	
	Issue attention if party is:
	

	Problem severity
	Non-owner
	Issue owner
	Difference

	0.0-0.2 (Low)
	2.3
	3.0
	0.7

	0.2-0.4
	2.9
	3.6
	0.7

	0.4-0.6 (Medium)
	3.1
	3.8
	0.7

	0.6-0.8
	2.8
	3.1
	0.3

	0.8-1.0 (High)
	3.3
	3.6
	0.3






Table 3. The effect of problems and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention
	
	(1)
	(2)

	
	Model 1
	Model 2

	Problems
	0.534***
	0.692***

	
	(0.100)
	(0.102)

	
	
	

	Issue ownership
	0.746***
	0.742***

	
	(0.095)
	(0.092)

	
	
	

	Vote share changet-1
	-0.006
	-0.006

	
	(0.010)
	(0.010)

	
	
	

	In opposition
	-0.062
	-0.049

	
	(0.127)
	(0.123)

	
	
	

	Issue ownership X Problems
	
	-0.301**

	
	
	(0.099)

	
	
	

	Constant
	3.027***
	3.028***

	
	(0.439)
	(0.440)

	Rho
	0.253
	0.200

	R2
	0.258
	0.261

	N
	3037
	3037


Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.




Figure 1 Illustration of the relationship between problems and parties’ issue attention
[image: ]
Note: IO (Non IO) refers to the party with(out) an issue ownership on the issue. 



Figure 2 Issue attention across the issues
[image: ]
Note: IO (Non IO) refers to the party with(out) an issue ownership on the issue.



Figure 3 The effect of problems on differences in issue attention between parties with and without issue ownership 
[image: ]
Note: Estimated average marginal effects and 95% confidence intervals obtained from estimates in Model 2 in Table 3.




Figure 4 The effect of problems on issue attention for parties with and without issue ownership  
[image: ]
Note: Estimated average level of attention and 95% confidence intervals obtained from estimates in Model 2 in Table 3. IO (Non IO) refers to the party with(out) an issue ownership on the issue. 

Appendix
Appendix A
To test the robustness of the results, we explore whether a party’s position in government or opposition and change in vote share at the previous election influence the interaction of problem indicators and parties’ issue ownership. To this end, we have included three-way interaction terms with each of these variables. We also tried to include a control variable for the type of party (niche or mainstream) in the main model. We follow standard practice and code Christian democratic, conservative, social democratic, and liberal families as mainstream parties (Adams et al. 2006). Results are shown below in Tables A1-A3. Across the models, the negative interaction term remains substantively the same. Hence, the results show that the effect does not vary depending on a party’s position in opposition or government. Nor do they change when controlling for a party’s gain or loss in vote share at the previous election. Thus, the results suggest that problems lead to more overlapping issue attention for both opposition and government parties as well as niche and mainstream parties. 


Table A.1 The effect of problems and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention for parties that gained and lost vote shares at the previous election
	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	A. Problems
	0.693***

	
	(0.102)

	
	

	B. Issue ownership
	0.737***

	
	(0.092)

	
	

	C. Vote share changet-1
	-0.014

	
	(0.013)

	
	

	In opposition
	-0.049

	
	(0.123)

	
	

	A X B
	-0.297**

	
	(0.103)

	
	

	A X C
	0.013

	
	(0.016)

	
	

	B X C
	0.016

	
	(0.022)

	
	

	A X B X C
	-0.022

	
	(0.023)

	
	

	Constant
	3.024***

	
	(0.446)

	Rho
	0.229

	R2
	0.261

	N
	3037


Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.


Table A.2 The effect of problems and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention for government and opposition parties
	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	A. Problems
	0.734***

	
	(0.183)

	
	

	B. Issue ownership
	0.548*

	
	(0.239)

	
	

	C. In opposition
	-0.189

	
	(0.173)

	
	

	Vote share changet-1
	-0.007

	
	(0.010)

	
	

	A X B
	-0.494+

	
	(0.205)

	
	

	A X C
	-0.060

	
	(0.192)

	
	

	B X C
	0.268

	
	(0.305)

	
	

	A X B X C
	0.273

	
	(0.281)

	
	

	Constant
	3.127***

	
	(0.429)

	Rho
	0.194

	R2
	0.262

	N
	3037


Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Table A.3 The effect of problems and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention while controlling for mainstream and niche parties status
	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	Problems
	0.694***

	
	(0.102)

	
	

	Issue ownership
	0.731***

	
	(0.093)

	
	

	Niche party
	-0.120

	
	(0.098)

	
	

	Vote share changet-1
	-0.005

	
	(0.010)

	
	

	In opposition
	-0.006

	
	(0.131)

	
	

	Issue ownership X Problems
	-0.305**

	
	(0.103)

	
	

	Constant
	2.997***

	
	(0.481)

	Rho
	0.221

	R2
	0.261

	N
	3037


Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.


Appendix B
We also consider the differences in issue attention between parties with and without issue ownership relative to the total amount of attention that parties devote to an issue in a year using Kaplan et al.’s (2006) measure. To create a measure that reflects overlap rather than non-overlap, this number is then subtracted from 1 and multiplied by 100 so that it varies from 0 to 100: (1 – |(PIO – PNON-IO)/(PIO+PNON-IO)|)*100. Illustrated with the two-party example in the main text, the issue overlap between the two parties amounts to (1 – | (12 – 8) / (12 + 8) |)*100 = 80, which means that there is an 80 percent overlap. To calculate the measure, we take the average level of attention to an issue for parties with and without issue ownership and calculate the overlap in a given country-issue-year. Because the denominator would be zero in years where not a single party mentions an issue, we exclude those years. 16 country-issue-year observations out of 508 are excluded as a result of this. 
We opt not to use this measure for the main analysis, because it only accounts for similarity and does not show whether parties with issue ownership actually devote more attention to an issue than parties without issue ownership. It may be that Party B without issue ownership devotes 12 percent and Party A with issue ownership only devotes 8 percent, contrary to issue ownership theory’s expectation. This will also appear as an 80 percent overlap, whereas it will come up as -4 if looking at the difference in percentage attention. Another concern with Kaplan’s measure is that it is highly sensitive when parties devote little attention to an issue, because small (and unsubstantial) absolute differences in attention become inflated when one divides these by the total amount of attention to an issue. A final related challenge with Kaplan’s measure that is worth mentioning is that it is sensitive to years with zero attention from parties. For instance, if both parties in a two-party system devote zero attention to an issue, the issue overlap is 100 percent. Yet if one of the parties devotes 0.1 percent attention while the other continues to ignore the issue, the overlap drops to 0 percent.
To illustrate the difference between the measure that we use and Kaplan et al.’s measure, Table 1 presents five different scenarios with different levels of party attention to an issue. 

Table A.4 Comparing issue attention of parties with and without issue ownership
	
	Party A
(PIO )
	Party B
(PNON-IO)
	Absolute difference
(PIO – PNON-IO)
	Percentage overlap
(1 – |(PIO – PNON-IO)/(PIO+PNON-IO)|)*100

	Scenario 1
	0.3
	0.8
	-0.5
	54.6

	Scenario 2
	0.8
	0.3
	0.5
	54.6

	Scenario 3
	2.0
	1.0
	1.0
	66.7

	Scenario 4
	3.0
	2.0
	1.0
	80.0

	Scenario 5
	5.5
	4.0
	1.5
	84.2



Based on this alternative measure, we then run a bivariate Prais-Winsten regression where we predict the amount of issue overlap with the problem indicators. As in Table 4, we include fixed effects with country-issue panels and panel-corrected standard errors. Figure 5 plots the predicted percentage overlap at different levels of problem severity. The model predicts that the average issue overlap on an issue is 67 percent, which suggests that issue overlap is the rule rather than the exception. Furthermore, there is quite a lot of variation in amount of overlap depending on exogenous shifts in problems. The strong and statistically significant coefficient (b = 4.524, p = 0.006) suggests that parties’ issue profiles become 4.5 percentage points more similar when problem severity increases by one standard deviation. The model predicts that the overlap varies from 55 when a problem is least severe to 84 percent when it is most severe. As an example, Denmark’s rise in the unemployment rate from 2007 to 2011 led to 8 percentage points more overlap in the issue emphasis of parties with issue ownership (leftist parties) and without (rightist parties). 


Table A.5 Bivariate relationship between problems and percentage issue overlap 

	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	Problems
	4.524**

	
	(1.640)

	
	

	Constant
	86.000***

	
	(5.085)

	Rho
	-0.021

	R2
	0.356

	N
	492


Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Figure A.1 The effect of problems on the percentage issue overlap of parties with and without issue ownership 
 [image: ]
Note: Estimated average marginal effects and 95% confidence intervals obtained from estimates in Model 1 in Table A.5.


Appendix C
We also examined the robustness of the results in several ways in addition to the test already outlined. First, to assess whether a few issues drive the results, we reran the analysis, dropping one issue at a time. The main results remain substantially unchanged (see Table A6). Table A.6 shows that the statistical significance decreases and becomes statistically insignificant when excluding global warming. As evident from the estimations (see the table’s note), the exclusion of global warming leaves room for another issue (crime) to shape the results. Leaving out crime provides a statistically significant result.

Table A.6 Excluding issues one by one
	Issue excluded
	β (Problems X Issue Ownership)
	Standard error
	p-value

	Bankruptcies
	-0.299
	0.101
	0.007

	Global Warming
	-0.181
	0.114
	0.113A

	Crime
	-0.377
	0.104
	0.000

	Government Deficit
	-0.328
	0.111
	0.003

	Economic Growth
	-0.304
	0.113
	0.007

	Hospitals
	-0.319
	0.112
	0.004

	Immigration
	-0.282
	0.106
	0.008

	Inflation
	-0.301
	0.104
	0.004

	Inequality
	-0.294
	0.110
	0.007

	Unemployment
	-0.314
	0.117
	0.007


Note: Estimates of models analogous to Model 2 of Table 3 in the manuscript. Only estimates for the interaction term are presented here.
A If crime is also excluded the coefficient turns statistically significant. 

Second, another concern may be that the findings are driven by certain party systems that exhibit a particularly strong problem responsiveness. We tested this by leaving out countries with similar party systems at the same time, distinguishing between two-party systems with majority governments (the UK and France), multi-party with majority governments (the Netherlands and Germany), and multi-party systems with minority governments (Denmark and Sweden). Another factor which makes the Netherlands and Germany stand out from the other party systems is the presence of strong Christian democratic parties. In these countries, government formation often pivots around Christian democratic parties that enter government with parties both to the left and the right. Results are shown in Table A8. 
Table A.7 shows that the statistical significance decreases and becomes statistically insignificant when excluding Denmark and Sweden (multi-party systems with minority governments). As evident from the estimations (see the table’s note), the exclusion of Denmark and Sweden leaves room for other countries (the UK) to shape the results. Leaving out the UK provides a statistically significant result.

Table A.7 Excluding party systems one by one
	Party system excluded
	β (Problems X Issue Ownership)
	Standard error
	p-value

	Germany and the Netherlands
	-0.363
	0.129
	0.005

	France and the UK
	-0.306
	0.120
	0.011

	Denmark and Sweden
	-0.183
	0.126
	0.146A


Note: Estimates of models are analogous to Model 2 of Table 3 in the manuscript. Only estimates for the interaction term are presented here.
A If the UK is also excluded the coefficient turns statistically significant. 

Dropping the United Kingdom and France or the Netherlands and Germany does not affect the main results in Table 3. If we leave out Denmark and Sweden, the interaction term drops below conventional levels of statistical significance (p = 0.154), but the coefficient remains negative and substantial (b = -0.180). The smaller number of observations in this analysis can explain some of the reduction in statistical significance, but the fact that the results are strongest in multi-party systems with minority governments also makes sense theoretically. In these countries, there is a need for and tradition of compromise, which means that party competition is likely to be less intense, especially compared to two-party systems where parties directly oppose each other and where competition over votes is likely to be fiercer (Klüver & Sagarzazu 2016; Müller & Strøm 2000). Parties in multi-party systems with minority governments may therefore be more comfortable and willing to engage with each other’s issues when they are the salient issues of the day. 
Third, we reran the analysis excluding Christian democratic parties. Christian democratic parties are coded as having ownership over rightist issues, but this could be problematic because some welfare issues, especially those that connect to the family, may belong to Christian democratic parties (Van Kersbergen 1995; Seeberg 2016). Moreover, in countries where they are strong, Christian democratic parties are often pivot parties that enter government with parties both to the right and the left, which could make the assignment of issue ownership based on a stable rightist bloc affiliation problematic. However, excluding Christian democratic parties does not alter the results (see Table A9).



Appendix D
Table A.8 The effect of problems (at t-1) and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention
	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	Problemst-1
	0.683***

	
	(0.106)

	
	

	Issue ownership
	0.749***

	
	(0.093)

	
	

	Vote share changet-1
	-0.007

	
	(0.010)

	
	

	In opposition
	-0.042

	
	(0.127)

	
	

	Issue ownership X Problemst-1
	-0.194+

	
	(0.104)

	
	

	Constant
	3.028***

	
	(0.440)

	Rho
	0.188

	R2
	0.262

	N
	3037


Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.


Table A.9 The effect of problems and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention without Christian democratic parties
	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	Problems
	0.710***

	
	(0.113)

	
	

	Issue ownership
	0.792***

	
	(0.087)

	
	

	Vote share changet-1
	-0.015

	
	(0.010)

	
	

	In opposition
	-0.057

	
	(0.123)

	
	

	Issue ownership X Problems
	-0.288**

	
	(0.099)

	
	

	Constant
	2.941***

	
	(0.494)

	Rho
	0.198

	R2
	0.280

	N
	2627


[bookmark: _Hlk107144588]Note: Results from Prais-Winsten regression models with panel-corrected standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.


Table A.10 The effect of problems and issue ownership on parties’ issue attention using OLS regression with robust standard errors clustered by parties
	
	(1)

	
	Model 1

	Problems
	0.686***

	
	(0.098)

	
	

	Issue ownership
	0.728***

	
	(0.160)

	
	

	Vote share changet-1
	-0.001

	
	(0.011)

	
	

	In opposition
	0.016

	
	(0.079)

	
	

	Issue ownership X Problems
	-0.291+

	
	(0.160)

	
	

	Constant
	3.018***

	
	(0.295)

	Rho
	0.091

	R2
	0.263

	N
	3037


Note: Results from OLS regression models with cluster robust standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for each issue by country included but not shown here. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.



Appendix E

Figure A.2 Problems and issue attention in Sweden
[image: ]


Figure A.3 Problems and issue attention in Denmark
[image: ]

Figure A.4 Problems and issue attention in The Netherlands
[image: ]


Figure A.5 Problems and issue attention in France
[image: ]



Figure A.6 Problems and issue attention in Germany
[image: ]


Figure A.7 Problems and issue attention in The UK
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