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Abstract

We argue that occupational unemployment rates, by informing perceptions
of economic insecurity, serve as a salient and powerful heuristic for aggregate
economic performance. Consequently, high and rising occupational
unemployment leads to negative evaluations of the economy and reduces
the probability of supporting the incumbent government. Simultaneously,
however, such changes shift support toward left-wing parties. Thus, economic
insecurity serves as a valence issue, but is also inherently a positional issue,
due to the distributional consequences of welfare policies. This brings
about a potential conflict as under left-wing incumbent governments the
economically insecure are cross-pressured, which increases their likelihood
of exiting the electoral arena completely. We test our hypotheses using
a Bayesian hierarchical multinomial model, with individual-level data from
43 elections in 21 countries. We find support for the hypothesized effects
of employment insecurity on voting behavior, with a follow-up analysis
supporting the posited informational mechanism.
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2 Comparative Political Studies

The Great Recession ended in June 2009, at least on average. While the
recovery has been rapid and robust at the top of the income distribution, the
middle and lower classes continue to struggle and fall further behind (Saez,
2013). These developments are not without consequences: Individuals in
middle- and low-income households are more worried about their future
financial situation, are less likely to be receiving good economic news, and
are more likely to support welfare policies that buffer the risk of economic
shocks (Hacker, Rehm, & Schlesinger, 2013; Pew Research Center, 2014).
Even though the Great Recession may have formally ended, many individu-
als, thus, continue to feel its effects.

Mainstream approaches to economic voting would have it that these dif-
ferences in economic experiences are inconsequential for how voters evalu-
ate the performance of the incumbent government. Voters are assumed to be
informed by sociotropic, rather than egocentric, evaluations of the econ-
omy, suggesting that the state of the aggregate economy matters more for
the voting calculus of individuals than the state of their household finances
(Kiewiet, 1983). While perceptions of the economy may differ systemati-
cally across individuals, based on factors such as partisanship and political
sophistication (Stevenson & Duch, 2013), the divergent economic experi-
ences of individuals at the top and bottom of the income distribution should
not affect evaluations of the incumbent government. Moreover, any effect
that such differences might have on support for welfare policies that buffer
the risk of economic shocks is assumed to be immaterial to the evaluation
of the incumbent.

In this article, we argue that such broad differences in economic experi-
ences do matter a great deal for how individuals evaluate the performance of
the incumbent government. Although we are not the first to make this argu-
ment (see, in particular, Lewis-Beck & Nadeau, 2011; Palmer & Whitten,
2011; Singer, 2011), we go beyond previous work in important aspects.
Echoing Hacker et al.’s (2013) sentiment, we argue that mainstream
approaches have relied on poorly conceptualized measures of people’s eco-
nomic experiences, overlooking in particular the role of powerful group-
based heuristics in shaping perceptions of the aggregate economy and, as
such, have not provided a full test of their effects on voting behavior. We
employ such a measure, building on recent work on the effects of economic
insecurity on policy preferences (Rehm, 2009) and well-being (De Witte,
2005), as well as recent work on the effects of “local,” or group-based, infor-
mation environments on economic voting, which highlight the importance of
heuristics, based on “similar others,” on perceptions of economic insecurity
and the aggregate economy (Ansolabehere, Meredith, & Snowberg, 2014). In
the simplest sense, we maintain that people experience different economies
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and that such experiences, by shaping the salient available information about
the economy, matter for their voting behavior.

We argue that the most important type of group-based information envi-
ronment, at least in terms of economic perceptions and judgments, is an indi-
vidual’s occupation. Occupational unemployment rates (OURs) provide a
salient cognitive heuristic, which strongly determine people’s subjective
employment insecurity, thus informing perceptions of the state of the aggre-
gate economy and the potential for personal unemployment. Consequently,
high and rising occupational unemployment leads to negative evaluations of
economic performance and reduces the probability of supporting the incum-
bent government, regardless of the actual state of the overall economy. As
such, employment insecurity is a valence issue, as voters prefer competent
parties able to address the issue of unemployment, and thus reduces the prob-
ability of supporting the incumbent government (Mughan & Lacy, 2002). At
the same time, however, high and rising occupational unemployment shifts
support toward left-wing parties, the traditional champions of welfare poli-
cies that buffer the risk of economic shocks. As such, employment insecurity
is a partisan issue, due to the distributional consequences of welfare policies
(Lewis-Beck & Nadeau, 2011; Wright, 2012).

In short, employment insecurity is an issue that combines aspects of the
performance-based, government accountability logic of economic voting
(e.g., Duch & Stevenson, 2008), with the issue-based, positional logic of vot-
ing for a party based on policy preferences (e.g., Wright, 2012). This dual
electoral nature of employment insecurity brings about a potential conflict.
Namely, under a left-wing incumbent government, economically insecure
individuals are cross-pressured: Higher employment insecurity pushes them
to punish the incumbent, while it pushes them to support left-wing parties,
which are one and the same in this scenario. Accordingly, we argue that high
and rising occupational unemployment increases the probability of elector-
ally supporting the opposition and that this effect will be largest for right-
wing incumbents as insecure individuals will, in a sense, have both a valence
and a positional reason to vote against right-wing incumbents.

At the same time, employment insecurity should affect the more funda-
mental decision of abstaining from voting, especially under left-wing
incumbents, as a poorly performing left-wing government will leave inse-
cure individuals ambivalent and alienated from the political process.
Consequently, occupationally insecure individuals will be more likely to
abstain, and if they do not abstain, more likely to vote for the opposition,
with the effects being magnified by a left-wing incumbent government and
a right-wing incumbent government, respectively. Our argument, thus, also
contributes to the growing work on the demobilizing effect of economic
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insecurity (Brooks, 2014), as well as the role of abstention in economic vot-
ing (Tillman, 2007; Weschle, 2014).

We test our hypotheses using a Bayesian hierarchical multinomial model-
ing approach, with individual-level data from 43 elections in 21 European
democracies from 1996 to 2013. We find robust support for our theory, in
particular the hypotheses that high occupational unemployment increasing
the probability of abstaining and rising occupational unemployment increases
the probability of voting for the opposition. Moreover, we find that left-wing
incumbent partisanship attenuates the effect of high occupational unemploy-
ment on opposition support, while right-wing incumbent partisanship attenu-
ates the effect of high occupational unemployment on the probability of
abstention, as we hypothesize. In a follow-up to the main analysis, we test the
mechanism connecting OURs with concerns about employment insecurity
and perceptions about national unemployment rates. We find that high OURs
are associated with high subjective employment insecurity and a systematic
overestimation of aggregate unemployment, as predicted by our theory.

Our findings demonstrate the importance of using better conceptualized
measures of salient economic experiences, such as group-based heuristics, to
properly evaluate the effects of the economy on voting behavior. We argue
that an individual’s occupation forms such a group-based information envi-
ronment and show that OURs affect perceptions of both employment insecu-
rity and the aggregate economy. In an uncertain world, where economic
experiences diverge, people’s local environments provide the salient infor-
mation that shapes their impressions and preferences, and few local economic
environments are as important as one’s workplace and occupational network
(Kitschelt & Rehm, 2014). We also emphasize the need to move beyond the
traditional assumptions of previous work on economic voting. This vibrant
and rich literature has mostly neglected the essential insight that economic
issues are often inherently partisan, which can have important implications
for the effects of the economy on voting behavior. This multidimensional
nature of much economic change, whereby a signal about the economic com-
petence of the incumbent government is produced at the same time that vot-
ers shift their issue position in reaction to new economic circumstances, is
exemplified by the fundamental issue of employment insecurity.

Literature Review

Our argument integrates and extends the literatures on economic voting and
the effects of economic insecurity on policy preferences and political partici-
pation, which all too often fail to speak to each other, despite their obvious
connection.! We build on three important insights from these literatures: that
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voters use group-based heuristics to form evaluations of the performance of
the economy, that concerns about unemployment are an especially salient
consideration in evaluations of the economy, and that employment insecurity
not only affects economic evaluations, but also support for welfare policies
that buffer the risk of economic shocks. Our primary theoretical contribution
to the literature involves synthesizing the implication of these arguments to
better understand the effects of the economy on voting behavior. Below, we
discuss how our argument relates to the extant literature.

The Basis of Economic Evaluations

In mainstream accounts of economic voting, individuals are assumed to be
motivated by sociotropic, rather than egocentric (“pocketbook”), evaluations
of economic performance. In other words, the state of the aggregate economy
is assumed to matter more for the voting calculus of individuals than the state
of their household finances (Evans & Andersen, 2006; Kiewiet, 1983). The
dominant theoretical justification for this assumption centers on the appropri-
ateness of each as a basis for evaluating the performance of the incumbent:
Voters are assumed to hold the government responsible for the state of the
overall economy, but attribute responsibility for household finances to more
localized factors and, as such, the latter should not inform their judgments of
government performance (Kinder & Kiewiet, 1981).

Collectively, individuals are fairly good at sensing the very broad objec-
tive state of the economy (Erikson, MacKuen, & Stimson, 2000). Individually,
however, perceptions of economic performance often differ radically, even
though people are nominally exposed to the same aggregate economy (Duch,
Palmer, & Anderson, 2000). This is perhaps unsurprising: Individuals have
limited incentives to acquire detailed information about the performance of
political candidates (Downs, 1957) and, as such, can be expected to act as
“cognitive misers” (Fiske & Taylor, 2013), relying on heuristics when evalu-
ating the performance of the incumbent government. Any systematic differ-
ences across individuals in the informational heuristics they use to make
sense of the economy will affect observed differences in economic percep-
tions, explaining how perceptions can vary within the same economy
(Stevenson & Duch, 2013).

The sources of such heuristics are often attributed to cognitive or motiva-
tional factors, rather than people’s own economic environment.? An alterna-
tive perspective, however, emphasizes the role played by local economic
environments, which people interact with more directly than the aggregate
economy. Books and Prysby (1999), for example, demonstrate how the fear
of unemployment is shaped more by direct, personal experiences with
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unemployment than by national or state unemployment levels, while
Newman, Velez, Hartman, and Bankert (2015) show that the local economic
context can have a strong impact on perceptions of the overall performance
of the economy.

Related to this work is the argument that group-based heuristics provide
an important source of economic evaluations, distinct from both egocentric
and sociotropic considerations (Brady & Sniderman, 1985; Merola &
Helgason, 2016), and can independently affect voting behavior (Mutz &
Mondak, 1997). More recently, Ansolabehere et al. (2014) develop this
account by emphasizing the importance of information gained from the
“mecro-economy,” a level somewhere between the aggregate and household
economy, composed of “similar others,” on dimensions such as location,
race, education, and gender. Importantly, the authors show how negative
mecro-economic conditions lead to negative evaluations of the aggregate
economy and, in turn, less support for the incumbent, regardless of the actual
performance of the economy.?

While the suggestion that individuals use group-based heuristics to make
sense of political issues is well taken, we believe greater attention should be
given to understanding the specific groups that form the basis for such heu-
ristics. Conover (1985), providing a rare example, finds that, in general, a
majority of individuals identify, first and foremost, with their economic
group. Once we narrow the issue under consideration to economic perfor-
mance, it seems even more pertinent to consider groups related to an indi-
vidual’s economic position, rather than demographic characteristics, such as
age and gender, as the basis for group-based heuristics. Occupation may
form such a critical group-based information environment as it occupies a
central role in people’s social network and has been shown to strongly affect
people’s political preferences, social values, and personality (Kitschelt &
Rehm, 2014).

The Political Relevance of Employment Insecurity and
Unemployment

The state of the economy can be evaluated based on a number of dimensions.
In poor economic conditions, stagnant growth, high inflation, and high unem-
ployment each play a prominent role in the media, but the detrimental effects
of high unemployment is the factor with which people most easily relate to
on a personal level, not least because it is often directly experienced by
friends, family members, and neighbors (Conover, Feldman, & Knight,
1986). These factors contribute to making employment insecurity, that is, the
concern over becoming unemployed, an especially salient consideration in



Helgason and Mérola 7

evaluations of the economy and, by extension, the performance of the incum-
bent government (Kiewiet & Udell, 1998).

Not only have concerns over unemployment been theorized to affect sup-
port for the incumbent, but also the more fundamental decision of whether
to turn out to vote in the first place. Whereas some consider economic hard-
ship a force for mobilization, based on the idea that economic difficulties
push people to participate in the political realm to voice their grievances
(Burden & Wichowsky, 2014), others view it as an impetus for political
withdrawal, as economic hardships foster a preoccupation with personal
problems that reduce the time and attention paid to the secondary concern of
politics (Tillman, 2007). Most importantly, the specific hardship of eco-
nomic insecurity has clearly been tied to greater electoral abstention (Brooks,
2014; Mughan & Lacy, 2002).

In each of these theories, both changes in and /evels of employment inse-
curity may matter although for different reasons. On one hand, research on
economic voting has tended to emphasize the importance of changes in eco-
nomic conditions as a signal of incumbent competence (Duch & Stevenson,
2010). Whether an economy is improving or deteriorating can be expected to
provide credible information about the government’s ability to manage the
economy. This view corresponds with recent behavioral research, which
finds that people form judgments about social outcomes primarily by com-
paring situations against each other (Mussweiler, 2003). This implies that
whether an individual experiences employment insecurity depends, to a large
extent, on his or her reference point, with personal change from the recent
past being a critical benchmark (De Witte, 2005).

On the contrary, the literature on employment insecurity often conceptu-
alizes its effect in absolute terms, as /evels of insecurity (e.g., Mughan &
Lacy, 2002; Rehm, 2009). As such, insecurity is conceived of as a persis-
tently negative outcome, which individuals might blame the incumbent gov-
ernment for not improving. However, such attributions of responsibility
clearly provide a less direct signal about economic performance. After all,
an individual might experience persistently high levels of employment inse-
curity, yet such a situation does not necessarily reflect on the ability of the
current government to tackle the problem. This does not mean that people
might still not blame the government for failing to reduce levels of insecu-
rity, but it does make it less likely.

Whether the focus is on changes in or levels of insecurity, however, unem-
ployment is conceptualized as a valence issue. That is to say, while the
salience of unemployment may differ across individuals (Palmer & Whitten,
2011), for example, due to variation in employment insecurity (Singer, 2011),
voters are assumed to have a common preference for low unemployment.
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They are also assumed to have a desire to elect the political actor most likely
to reduce unemployment, with changes in unemployment under the incum-
bent serving as a signal of his or her competence. Importantly, this conceptu-
alization disregards the distributional conflict inherent to most policy issues
and, in particular, the prospect of unemployment. Thus, concerns about
unemployment are not assumed to have implications for policy or partisan
preferences, above and beyond their effects on incumbent support or the deci-
sion to turn out to vote.

Positional and Partisan Aspects of Employment Insecurity and
Unemployment

Just as unemployment can be framed in terms of a valence issue, it can also
be framed as a positional issue, where voters have distinct preferences based
on their ideology or economic interests (Lewis-Beck & Nadeau, 2011).
Indeed, a growing literature on the determinants of redistributive preferences
starkly demonstrates the importance of employment insecurity on policy
preferences. Hacker et al. (2013), for example, show how insecure individu-
als are more concerned about their future financial position and more sup-
portive of welfare policies that buffer the risk of economic shocks. Their
work supports previous research, which suggests various factors that lead
individuals to become more economically insecure and, in turn, more sup-
portive of the welfare state (Rehm, 2009; Walter, 2010).

While such research is motivated both in terms of changes in and levels of
insecurity, the latter is likely to play a stronger part in shaping policy prefer-
ences. After all, policy preferences—much like political ideology—are slow
to change, generally exhibiting stability even under changing conditions
(Sears & Funk, 1999). Thus, economic insecurity might have long-term
effects on individual’s social values and deeper policy preferences, as is the
case with employment insecurity specifically (Kitschelt & Rehm, 2014). Of
course, economic perceptions are filtered through such longer term disposi-
tions (Evans & Andersen, 2006), but there is a limit to the amount of informa-
tion that might be altered through such a “perceptual screen” (Duch &
Stevenson, 2010). As such, levels of employment insecurity should be more
closely associated with policy preferences than changes in insecurity, given
that the former are more likely to reflect long-term exposure to insecurity.

Whether one considers their historical roots (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967) or
track record while in office (Hibbs, 1977), left-wing parties are generally con-
sidered the champions of the welfare state and should, thus, be particularly
appealing to positional (or partisan) voters concerned about unemployment
(Rehm, 2011; Wright, 2012). As such, support for left-wing parties should rise
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with increasing concerns about unemployment, regardless of whether a left-
wing incumbent government is in office or not (Swank, 1993).

As Powell and Whitten (1993) find, however, this tendency might make
voters hold left-wing governments to a higher standard on employment per-
formance than right-wing governments, meaning that left-wing incumbents
who preside over rising unemployment will fare worse in elections than
right-wing incumbents who see the same rise in unemployment. Such find-
ings suggest that unemployment may be a partisan valence issue, whereby
only left-wing incumbents are punished for high unemployment. Yet, Powell
and Whitten’s account disregards the positional effects of unemployment as
voters in their perspective do not become more supportive of left-wing par-
ties in the context of high unemployment. As we discuss below, we believe
both positional and valence perspectives should be combined in the same
framework. Thus, growing concerns about unemployment should increase
support for left-wing parties and decrease support for the incumbent, imply-
ing that neither left-wing parties nor opposition parties will unequivocally
benefit electorally from rising employment insecurity.

Such an account is consistent with recent cross-national evidence indicat-
ing that both right-wing and left-wing incumbents lose votes when presiding
over growing unemployment (Dassonneville & Lewis-Beck, 2013). While
this runs counter to older cross-national evidence finding that only left-wing
incumbents are punished for higher unemployment (Powell & Whitten, 1993;
Whitten & Palmer, 1999),4 it is likely that unemployment has gained greater
importance across incumbent partisanship as partisan identities have weak-
ened in recent decades among advanced industrial democracies (Kayser &
Wilezien, 2011).5 As voters become more willing to punish their party when-
ever they oversee poor economic performance, even on indicators not tradi-
tionally associated with their party, unemployment becomes an important
measure of economic governance even for right-wing incumbents.®

The Effects of Employment Insecurity on Voting
Behavior

We base our theory on the preceding discussion. We assume that economic
performance figures prominently in the electoral calculus of individuals and
that employment insecurity forms an especially salient consideration in eval-
uations of the economy. In addition, we assume that individuals’ vote choice
is also shaped by their partisan, or policy, preferences, which are similarly
shaped by economic conditions. Given the cognitive constraints faced by
individuals, we assume they use informational shortcuts when forming opin-
ions about the economy and that their occupation forms a relevant basis for
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such heuristics. Thus, OURs will inform perceptions of the state of the aggre-
gate economy, as well as the potential for personal unemployment.

Assuming that individuals attribute, at least partly, responsibility for their
economic situation to the government, variation in employment insecurity
will have implications for an individual’s support of the incumbent govern-
ment. Any employment insecurity attributed to the action or inaction of the
government will reduce the probability of electorally supporting the incum-
bent and increase the probability of supporting the opposition. As such local
economic perceptions form a critical group-based cue about the nature of the
overall economy, it should affect incumbent support regardless of other eco-
nomic indicators. That said, as changes in employment insecurity provide a
better signal of the competence of the incumbent than levels of employment
insecurity, changes should be more likely to affect incumbent support, com-
pared with levels of insecurity.

Hypothesis 1: Rising and, to a lesser extent, high employment insecurity
increases the probability of voting for the opposition.

While exposure to unemployment risk will push some individuals to pre-
fer the opposition to the incumbent, it also has the potential to affect the more
fundamental calculus of whether to vote at all for other individuals. In the
present case, we argue that employment insecurity propels voters not only to
choose to vote for the opposition, but also to exit the electoral arena alto-
gether. As recent studies focusing on economic insecurity (Brooks, 2014) and
employment insecurity (Mughan & Lacy, 2002) demonstrate, insecurity is
associated with lower resources for electoral participation. People feel over-
whelmed and stressed, and more willing to invest their spare time to directly
insure against the possible loss of income in the future. Reducing the anxiety
associated with insecurity becomes a greater concern and priority than stay-
ing informed and active in politics.

Although it is clear that employment insecurity should produce greater
electoral abstention, we expect this effect to be stronger for high levels of
employment insecurity than large increases in employment insecurity, as
levels of insecurity reflect a long-term exposure to insecurity, while changes
in insecurity are inherently short- to medium-term effects. Even though
short-term exposure to greater employment insecurity can negatively affect
mental and physical health, as well as general well-being, the long-term
effects are at a different order of magnitude (Sverke, Hellgren, & Nswall,
2002). This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: High and, to a lesser extent, rising employment insecurity
increases the probability of electoral abstention.
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Thus, all else equal, we argue that employment insecurity increases the
probability of voting for the opposition, as well as increasing the probability
of abstaining. However, these effects are not unconditional. As mentioned
previously, employment insecurity and the prospect of unemployment have
a distinct positional effect on preference, in addition to the valence effects
outlined above. Economically insecure individuals are more supportive of
government redistribution through the provision of social insurance and, as
such, one can expect them to be more supportive of parties that advocate for
welfare policies that buffer the risk of economic shocks, regardless of the
partisanship of the incumbent.

This brings about a potential conflict. Namely, under a left-wing incum-
bent government, individuals insecure about their employment are cross-
pressured: greater employment insecurity pushes them to punish the
incumbent, while it pushes them to support left-wing parties, who are one and
the same in this scenario. In this case, these cross-pressures would attenuate
the negative effects of insecurity on support for the incumbent. Conversely,
the clearest case of reinforcing pressures is for individuals with large employ-
ment insecurity under right-wing governments. In a sense, they have both a
valence and a positional reason to vote against the incumbent—thus, the
effects of employment insecurity on opposition support should be larger
under right-wing governments. We expect this conditional effect to be stron-
ger under high levels of employment insecurity than under large increases of
employment insecurity as the former is likely to produce a stronger partisan
effect. This leads to the following contextual hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: The effects of employment insecurity on opposition sup-
port will be larger under right-wing incumbent governments, in particular
for high employment insecurity.

What then of the occurrence of employment insecurity under a left-wing
government? We argue that an “incompetent left” has a different effect on the
behavior of insecure individuals than an “incompetent right.” While the latter
enhances the support for the opposition, the former increases the likelihood
that voters prefer abstention to voting for any of the suboptimal candidates.
As individuals insecure about their employment are both unhappy with the
incumbent and in need of a credible left-wing policy alternative to alleviate
their insecurity, they are likely to feel alienated or indifferent toward the
political system, two important drivers of political dissatisfaction (Smets &
Van Ham, 2013; Weschle, 2014). On one hand, individuals might feel that the
entire political system has failed to provide for them as even a left-wing
incumbent government—the supposed champion of the poor and insecure—
has failed to provide greater employment security. It is only logical for some
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individuals to lose faith in the political system if the only politicians talking
up their problems do not deliver on their promises (e.g., Brody & Page,
1973). Alternatively, people might simply believe that all candidates are too
similar and not worth their time as apparently none of the political parties are
able or willing to provide greater employment security. The result is dissatis-
faction with the political system, which leads to growing rates of abstention,
instead of the transfer of votes to the right-of-center opposition.” As levels of
employment insecurity are more likely to shift voters to the political left, such
dissatisfaction should be strongest when faced with larger employment inse-
curity compared with faster growing employment insecurity.

Hypothesis 4: The effects of employment insecurity on electoral absten-
tion will be larger under left-wing incumbent governments, in particular
for high employment insecurity.

In sum, we expect rising (and, less so, high) employment insecurity to
increase the probability of voting for the opposition regardless of the parti-
sanship of the incumbent government, but that the effect will be stronger
under right-wing incumbents. Furthermore, we expect high (and, less so,
rising) employment insecurity to increase the probability of abstaining
from voting regardless of the partisanship of the incumbent government,
but that the effect will be stronger under left-wing incumbents. Both of
these conditional effects should be stronger under high levels of employ-
ment insecurity as the partisan effect is stronger under more long-term
exposure to insecurity. Figure 1 illustrates the four hypotheses, highlighting
the moderating effect of incumbent partisanship on the relationship between
employment insecurity and voting for the opposition, abstaining, and, ulti-
mately, voting for the incumbent. As can be seen, we remain agnostic as to
whether a right-wing incumbent suffers more due to strong employment
insecurity than a left-wing incumbent. Instead, incumbent partisanship con-
ditions how the incumbent loses support.

Data and Method

To test these hypotheses, we require individual-level data on voting behavior
and employment insecurity under different political settings. In particular, we
require a large number of national-level elections under both left-wing and
right-wing governments. As elections and government turnover in any single
country occur infrequently, this requires us to employ a cross-national
approach, with multiple elections in multiple countries allowing us to prop-
erly test the hypotheses. The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES)
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Vote for Incumbent Vote for Opposition Abstain from Voting

Probability

Employment Insecurity

— Left-Wing Incumbent = = Right-Wing Incumbent

Figure I. Graphical summary of hypotheses.

provides the basis for such a data set, with surveys of nationally representa-
tive samples of eligible voters after general elections in a large number of
countries, as well as measures of a number of relevant individual and contex-
tual factors. In our main analysis, we end up with a sample of 28,299 indi-
viduals across 43 elections in 21 countries.?

The dependent variable used in the analysis is the respondent’s self-
reported voting behavior in the preceding lower house election. The CSES
data set records the party voted for by respondents who turned out to vote.
Separately, the data set also provides information on which party (or parties)
formed the incumbent government at the time of election. Combining the
information from these two measures, we code responses into the three cat-
egories of “Abstained,” “Voted for an incumbent government party,” and
“Voted for an opposition party.”

To capture our main independent variable, employment insecurity, we
use the unemployment rate in respondent’s main occupation, reflecting the
heuristical basis of its perceptions.'? We use a measure compiled by Rehm
(2009), which captures OURs by gender, and are calculated as the share of
the unemployed workforce in each of the nine International Standard
Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88) professional categories, sepa-
rately for each gender, using yearly data from the International Labour
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Office’s (ILO) Database on Labour Statistics and the European Union’s
Labour Force Survey.!! To capture the separate effects of both high and ris-
ing employment insecurity, two measures are used: a measure of the level
of occupational unemployment in the year of an election and a measure of
the change in occupational unemployment in the year prior to an election.
As our primary interest is in the within-country effects of occupational
unemployment and how contextual country-election factors, such as gov-
ernment partisanship, condition the effects of occupational unemployment,
we group-mean center occupational unemployment (along with all other
Level 1 predictors discussed below) at the country-election level. This also
enables us to estimate the effect of relative levels and changes in employ-
ment insecurity on voting behavior, with the country-election aggregate
mean serving as the benchmark, following the important work on bench-
marking (Kayser & Peress, 2012).

The measure of incumbent government partisanship was derived from
an indicator included in the CSES data set on the “ideological family” of
each political party, as determined by country experts. Based on the indi-
cator, parties were classified as right-wing (0), left-wing (1), or other
(0.5).12 The partisanship of the incumbent government was then calculated
as the weighted (by cabinet seats) average of the score for each party hold-
ing a cabinet seat in government. The final scale ranges continuously from
0 (all cabinet seats held by right-wing parties) to 1 (all cabinet seats held
by left-wing parties).

We included several other explanatory variables in the analysis. At the
individual level, we control for respondent’s age, age-squared, gender,
education, household income, political left-right ideology, as well as
whether he or she is a union member or unemployed.!3 At the national
level, we control for several alternative hypotheses. To account for the
potential importance of aggregate economic conditions, as well as a poten-
tial confounder on the effect of employment insecurity, we include a mea-
sure of economic growth and aggregate unemployment rates.!* The
inclusion of the latter measure also allows us to directly compare the rela-
tive importance of aggregate and individual-level measures of unemploy-
ment and employment insecurity.

Finally, we also control for the vote share of the incumbent parties and
voter turnout in the previous election. These last two measures control for a
host of unobserved cross-national contextual differences, thus giving us more
confidence in the results from our cross-national variables, while also ensur-
ing our analysis controls for baseline levels of turnout and incumbent sup-
port. The online appendix contains descriptive statistics and sources for all
variables included in the main analysis.
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Estimation

We model the data using Bayesian hierarchical multinomial regression
(Gelman & Hill, 2007; Jackman, 2009; Kruschke, 2014).!5 Each respondent
i in the data reported one of J = 3 vote choices: voting for the incumbent, vot-
ing for the opposition, or abstaining. Furthermore, each respondent i is nested
within country-election s, and we expect that systematic country-election dif-
ferences affect voting behavior.

We estimate variations on the following baseline two-level model:

exp (By0 +B 1 OUR,, +PB,;OUR xW k+B , X, )
=3

exp(Br&O +Br10URz’s +Br20URis XVVsk+BrZXiZ)
{B230:|NN {Yzo +V oW }Q]
Biso Y30 V3 W

2
o), o
11 12
Q= { ) }
W Oy

Without some restrictions, the parameters of the model are unidentified.
We follow standard procedure and set one of the three choices as a baseline
category, by restricting all coefficients to be equal to 0 for that choice. In our
case, voting for the incumbent, j = 1, serves as the baseline, with other coef-
ficients being interpreted with respect to that baseline. The probability of
respondent 7 in country-election s choosing j is a function of the following
components.

Pr(yis =j):

~

r=

1. The choice-specific random intercept B, which represents the prob-
ability that an “average” respondent in country-election s chooses ;.
The two random intercepts—one for the probability of voting for the
opposition, B, and one for the probability of abstaining, ,,,—are,
in turn, a function of country-election predictors v, +7v,, W, and
Y30 T V3:Wy» respectively, with K indexing the number of country-
election predictor variables. We allow the random intercepts, 3,,, and
B0, to be correlated.

2. The choice-specific effect of OUR;, B;,. In several specifications, we
employ a cross-level interaction of OUR,, with a Level 2 covariate to
examine if the effects of employment insecurity are modified by con-
textual factors (e.g., government partisanship). B, represents the
choice-specific effect of such interactions. Due to the limited number
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of higher level units, we assume the effect of OUR;, is fixed (as
opposed to random) across country elections, conditional on contex-
tual factors.

3. B, which represents a matrix of Z choice-specific unmodeled coeffi-
cients multiplied by individual characteristics.

Following Jackman (2009), we specify independent normal priors for
each of the B and y parameters and an inverse Wishart prior for the covariance
matrix, Q. The priors are noninformative.!6

We run three chains of a Gibbs sampler for a total of 90,000 iterations,
discarding the first 10,000 iterations of each chain as burn-in, and thinning
the remaining chains by a factor of 2. The resulting 40,000 iterations form the
sample that we base our inferences on. Diagnostics based on Gelman and
Rubin (1992) and Cowles and Carlin (1996) suggest that the chains mix well
and show no sign of nonconvergence.

Empirical Analysis

The main results of the analysis are presented in Table 1. The first column
contains the results from a baseline specification using both the level and
change of occupational unemployment (OUR) to capture employment inse-
curity, but without contextual variables allowed to shape these effects. The
second column, however, provides the results from a model where incumbent
partisanship is interacted with both OUR level and OUR change, thus allow-
ing it to condition the effects of both variables on voting behavior. These two
models directly test the four hypotheses outlined earlier although graphical
exploration of the interaction terms are necessary to interpret their effects.

Overall, the results in Table 1 are supportive of the hypotheses being
tested. In model 1, we see that changes in occupational unemployment
increase the probability of individuals voting for the opposition compared
with the incumbent. Meanwhile, higher national unemployment rates are also
associated with a higher proportion of voters supporting the opposition com-
pared with the incumbent. These are standard economic voting effects,
whereby voters punish the incumbent for poor performance. Importantly, for
our purposes, the measure for changes in occupational unemployment is sub-
stantively significant, even when controlling for the state of the aggregate
economy. This provides evidence in favor of Hypothesis 1, which suggested
that rising employment insecurity, in particular, should reduce the probability
of voting for the incumbent, regardless of the actual state of the aggregate
economy. The measure for level of occupational unemployment does not
reach significance although the coefficient is correctly signed.
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Table I. Hierarchical Multinomial Regression Models of Voting Behavior.

Variable Model | Model 2
Opposition vote results
Intercept equation, P,
Intercept 0.34 (0.09)* 0.34 (0.09)*
Unemployment rate (%) 0.25 (0.10)* 0.24 (0.10)*
Economic growth (%) 0.02 (0.09) -0.01 (0.09)
Incumbent partisanship -0.15 (0.09)
Incumbent last vote share (%) -0.46 (0.09)* -0.49 (0.08)*
OUR equations, B, and f3,,
OUR level 0.03 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)
OUR level % Incumbent partisanship -0.04 (0.01)*
OUR A 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)*
OUR A % Incumbent partisanship 0.02 (0.02)
Abstain results
Intercept equation, P35
Intercept -1.00 (0.12)* -1.01 (0.12)*
Unemployment rate (%) 0.38 (0.12)* 0.38 (0.12)*
Economic growth (%) 0.05 (0.12) 0.07 (0.12)
Incumbent partisanship 0.12 (0.12)
Last turnout (%) -0.68 (0.10)* -0.70 (0.10)*
OUR equations (5, and B,
OUR level 0.14 (0.02)* 0.15 (0.02)*
OUR level % Incumbent partisanship 0.00 (0.02)
OUR A -0.01 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
OUR A % Incumbent partisanship 0.03 (0.02)
Variance components
Opposition vote, ®,, 0.58 (0.29)* 0.56 (0.28)*
Abstain, ®,, 0.74 (0.37)* 0.75 (0.37)*
Correlation, p 0.55 (0.12)* 0.62 (0.10)*

Posterior means and posterior standard deviations (in parentheses) shown, based on 40,000
Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) samples. N = 28,299 (respondents); ] = 43 (country
elections). Voting for an incumbent party is the baseline outcome. Control variables not
reported: Age, age-squared, gender, education, income, left-right ideology, union membership,
and an indicator for unemployment (see the online appendix for full results). OUR =

occupational unemployment rate.

*Signifies that the 95% highest density interval (HDI) does not include 0.

Model 1 also provides evidence for the effects of employment insecurity
on turnout, with levels of and changes in occupational unemployment dis-
playing divergent effects on the decision to abstain. Thus, while proximate
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Figure 2. Predicted changes in voting behavior under high or rising occupational

unemployment.

The figure is based on results from Model | in Table |. The upper row shows the estimated
effects of the level of occupational unemployment (OUR Level), while the lower row shows
the estimated effects of yearly changes in occupational unemployment (OUR Change). The
columns show, respectively, changes in the predicted probability of voting for an incumbent
party, an opposition party, and abstaining from voting, when OUR (separately for level and
change) moves from its lowest value to its highest value. Positive values indicate a higher
probability of a specific vote choice. All other variables are held at their mean. Also, 95%
highest density intervals are shown. OUR = occupational unemployment rate.

changes in employment insecurity have little discernible effects, the level of
employment insecurity has large and robust effects. These results strongly
suggest, at least when it comes to employment insecurity, that prolonged eco-
nomic vulnerability results in a greater preoccupation with personal matters
and decreases the time afforded to politics, perhaps as a result of the reduced
well-being and motivation produced by exposure to anxiety over a long
period of time. Overall, the evidence supports Hypothesis 2.

Figure 2 shows the substantive effects of these results on voting behavior.
In the case of occupational unemployment levels (top row), a shift from the
lowest to the highest value recorded in the data set is associated with a 12%
lower probability of voting for the incumbent, a 4% lower probability of
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voting for the opposition, and a 15% higher probability of abstaining. Thus,
the figure clearly illustrates the demobilizing effects of high occupational
unemployment. For changes in occupational unemployment, the results are
more in line with standard results from the economic voting literature—thus,
shifting from the minimum to the maximum increase in occupational unem-
ployment in the data set is associated with an 8% lower probability of sup-
porting the incumbent, 4% lower probability of abstaining, and a 12% higher
probability of voting for the opposition. These results confirm that there are
important differences in the short-term and long-term effects of employment
insecurity, with the short-term effects being more in line with a standard
valence effect, while the long-term effects are more in line with a strong
demobilizing effect.

Model 2 sheds more light on these results, as it relaxes the assumption that
the effects of employment insecurity are unaffected by the partisanship of the
incumbent government. Considering first the effects of the level of occupa-
tional unemployment, we see that they differ significantly based on the parti-
san identity of the incumbent—thus, higher employment insecurity is
associated with a lower likelihood of voting for the opposition, relative to the
incumbent, under more left-wing incumbents. Relative changes in occupa-
tional unemployment, however, do not exert varying effects across incum-
bent partisanship on the likelihood of voting for the incumbent. The
partisanship effect of changes in occupational unemployment is very small
indeed, it would seem.

Figure 3 presents these results graphically. The subfigures capture the
marginal effect, at various values of levels and change in occupational
unemployment, of shifting from a right-wing incumbent government to a
left-wing incumbent government. Thus, the figure allows us to discern
how incumbent partisanship conditions the effects of employment insecurity.!”
Comparing the probability of voting for the opposition and abstaining
from voting at different levels of occupational unemployment is particu-
larly telling (upper row, two rightmost figures). At low levels of occupa-
tional unemployment (left side of figures), government partisanship has
negligible conditioning effects on the relationship between vote choice
and employment insecurity—the marginal change in voting behavior is
essentially 0. However, at high levels of occupational unemployment, the
economically insecure respond in markedly different ways, based on the
partisan identity of the incumbent. Namely, under a left-wing incumbent,
they are more likely to abstain from voting altogether and less likely to
support the opposition.

These results confirm the findings in Model 1 and provide strong support
for our positional account. Voters facing high levels of occupational
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Figure 3. Marginal effect of government partisanship on voting behavior under
high or rising occupational unemployment.

The figure is based on results from Model 2 in Table |. Each subfigure shows the difference

in the effects of OUR (Level or Change) on voting behavior under left-wing incumbent
governments, on one hand, and right-wing incumbent governments, on the other hand. Positive
values indicate a higher probability of a specific vote choice under left-wing incumbents, as
compared with right-wing incumbents. All other variables are held at their mean. Also, 95%
highest density intervals are shown. OUR = occupational unemployment rate.

unemployment are more likely to abstain under a left-wing government than
a right-wing government, thus providing support for Hypothesis 4.18
Conversely, under the same conditions of high occupational unemployment,
voters are much more likely to vote for the opposition under a right-wing
government than a left-wing government. Thus, the partisanship of the
incumbent matters greatly for the voting behavior observed, because of how
occupational unemployment makes voters more insecure, and thus more sup-
portive of left-wing parties.!® This can somewhat also be seen using the
change in occupational unemployment measure as voters are weakly more
likely to abstain as occupational unemployment increases under a left-wing
government than under a right-wing government. Hypotheses 3 and 4 are,
thus, mostly supported in this analysis.
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The online appendix provides results for several robustness checks, which
vary important aspects of the two models. For Model 1, we do not find evi-
dence that the effects of employment insecurity are conditioned by respon-
dents” household income, education, or left-right ideology (Table A4), nor that
the effects on opposition support are conditioned by national unemployment
or economic growth (Table AS). Table A5 does suggest, however, that the
effects of high employment insecurity on abstention are conditioned by these
two factors, with both high national unemployment and high economic growth
reducing the effect. These results provide additional evidence for the impor-
tance of relative levels of employment insecurity, as the overall economy pro-
vides a contextual benchmark, which changes the nature of the local heuristic
information available through occupations.?® Finally, separately adding a mea-
sure for either clarity of responsibility or the net unemployment replacement
rate (NURR) does not affect the results substantively (Table A6). This sug-
gests that our results, in this case, are not driven by underlying institutional
differences, including variations in the social safety net.

For Model 2, our results remain substantively unchanged when we use an
alternative measure of incumbent government partisanship (Table A7) and
when we split the sample into pre- and post-2008 (Table A9). However, when
we split the sample into Eastern and Western Europe (Table A8), the results
differ significantly between the two subsamples. While the results remain
substantively unchanged (and even stronger, in some cases) for the Western
European subsample, there are virtually no discernible conditioning effects
of partisanship in the Eastern European subsample. This is perhaps unsurpris-
ing, as our theory is based on traditional partisan theory, which might not
apply equally in postcommunist Europe (Tavits & Letki, 2009).

Exploring the Mechanism

The previous analysis has shown that unemployment in an individual’s occu-
pation is associated with a greater tendency to support opposition parties,
rather than incumbent parties, and a higher probability of abstaining from
voting. Importantly, the question still remains: Are these findings driven by
the informational heuristic suggested in the theoretical section or an alterna-
tive mechanism?

Our claim, in short, is that voters perceive different economies, based in
large part on the group-based information heuristic of occupational unem-
ployment. We agree with Stevenson and Duch (2013) that people vary in
their perception of the “true” economy, but we emphasize how this percep-
tion is strongly driven by their experiences in the workplace and the labor
market. This implies that a higher level of occupational unemployment
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should increase the tendency of people to overestimate the aggregate level of
unemployment in the economy and, equally, to have less accurate perceptions
of aggregate unemployment levels. Following the logic of an informational
heuristic, more economically insecure voters should thus have a different set
of beliefs about the level of unemployment, resulting from the different infor-
mational shortcuts that they use (McGraw, 2003). Moreover, greater occupa-
tional unemployment should also be associated with greater subjective
insecurity, thus confirming the validity of our measure of employment inse-
curity. Although we distinguish between the effects of changes in, and levels
of, employment insecurity, our argument assumes that both types of local
economic conditions function as heuristics, which implies that people will be
just as likely to overestimate the true level of national unemployment under
high levels or large increases in employment insecurity.

The main alternative explanation for our primary results is that individuals
employed in occupations with a high or growing unemployment rate are sim-
ply more concerned about unemployment, and while their perceptions of
unemployment levels, and economic performance more broadly, might be
similar to those less insecure, they are more likely to react to the same indica-
tors through their voting behavior (e.g., Powell & Whitten, 1993). In other
words, the insecure would have the same perceptions and beliefs as the
secure, only that the former would place greater weight on employment inse-
curity in their voting calculus. Recent work on the “salience” of the economy
(Fossati, 2014; Singer, 2013), for example, implicitly assumes that voters
perceive the same economic performance, but that their personal circum-
stances lead them to attach a greater weight to economic conditions in deter-
mining their voting behavior.

Unfortunately, the CSES data set employed in the main analysis does not
offer specific measures of these intervening factors, which could be used to
test the posited mechanism directly. Instead, we turn to the European Social
Survey (ESS, 2008), which provides a battery of questions related to the sub-
ject of unemployment and employment insecurity. In particular, the survey
gauged individual’s perception of the national unemployment rate, with a
question asking how many working age individuals (out of 100) in their
country he or she believed were currently unemployed and looking for work,
with respondent’s answers given on a 11-point scale. To estimate the accu-
racy of the respondent’s perceptions, we recoded the actual unemployment
rate to match the 11-point scale of his or her perceptions, with the absolute
difference between the measures serving as our operationalization of respon-
dent’s accuracy about national unemployment. We reverse code the variable,
such that higher values imply greater accuracy in perceptions. In addition,
respondents were asked how likely they thought that they would become
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unemployed for at least 4 consecutive weeks in the next 12 months after the
survey, with answers ranging from not at all likely to very likely.

We limit the sample to employed respondent and end up with a sample of
14,191 respondents in 22 European countries, surveyed between 2008 and
2010. In estimating the effect of occupational unemployment on these three
measures, we included controls for respondents’ age, age-squared, household
income, education, political left-right ideology, as well as dummies for
respondents who are female or union members. Moreover, to control for het-
erogeneity in respondents’ political sophistication, we create an additive
index based on their self-reported interest in politics, their belief that politics
is too complicated to understand, and their difficulty in making up their mind
about political issues (o =.79). We also include country-level measures of the
aggregate unemployment rate and economic growth. As before, all the Level
1 variables were mean-centered at the country level, such that the results can
be interpreted as within-country effects. Finally, we include random inter-
cepts at the country level, to allow for unobserved correlation between
respondents living within the same country. Descriptive statistics of all vari-
ables are included in the online appendix.

We model the data using Bayesian hierarchical linear regression, with
each respondent 7 nested within country s. We estimate the following baseline
random intercept model for each of the three different outcomes:

Vis NN(ﬁs0+BlOURis+ﬁZXiZ’Gi)
B ~ N(vo+7,07)

Thus, the outcome is a function of a random country-level effect, ,, mod-
eled without country-level predictors W, as well as f,, the coefficient of
OUR,, and a matrix of unmodeled coefficients, ., multiplied by individual
characteristics. We specify independent normal priors for each of the param-
eters and uniform priors for the variance components. The priors are nonin-
formative and do not affect the results of the analysis, following the same
sensitivity tests as in the primary analysis. We again run three chains of a
Gibbs sampler for a total of 90,000 iterations, discarding the first 10,000
iterations of each chain as burn-in, and thinning the remaining chains by a
factor of 2. The resulting 40,000 iterations form the sample on which we base
our inferences. Diagnostics again suggest that the chains mix well and show
no sign of nonconvergence.

Table 2 reports the results, which support the mechanism posited in this
article. Model 3 demonstrates that individuals suffering from greater occu-
pational unemployment, both as an overall level and as a change from the
previous year, do indeed feel more insecure about their employment,
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Table 2. Mixed Effects Models of Economic Perceptions.

Variable Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Intercept equation, B,
Intercept 2.94 (0.19)* 6.30 (0.69)* 5.51 (0.63)*
Unemployment rate (%) 0.04 (0.02) 0.37 (0.10)* 0.15 (0.09)
Economic growth (%) 0.52 (2.30) -6.38 (9.01) 3.46 (7.99)
Unmodeled coefficients
OUR level 0.02 (0.00)* 0.04 (0.01)* -0.04 (0.01)*
OUR A 0.02 (0.01)* -0.03 (0.02) 0.05 (0.02)*
Age -0.03 (0.00)* -0.07 (0.01)* 0.07 (0.01)*
Age squared 0.00 (0.00)* 0.00 (0.00)* 0.00 (0.00)*
Female -0.04 (0.02)* 0.62 (0.04)* -0.58 (0.04)*
Education -0.01 (0.00)* -0.08 (0.01)* 0.08 (0.01)*
Household income -0.05 (0.00)* -0.11 (0.01)* 0.10 (0.01)*
Union member 0.00 (0.02) 0.11 (0.05)* -0.11 (0.05)*
Political ideology -0.01 (0.00)* -0.02 (0.01)* 0.02 (0.01)
Political sophistication -0.01 (0.00)* -0.12 (0.01)* 0.11 (0.01)*
Variance components
Country variance, G- 0.25 (0.05)* 1.01 (0.18)* 0.89 (0.16)*
Residual, cs; 0.86 (0.01)* 2.37 (0.01)* 2.26 (0.01)*

Posterior means and posterior standard deviations (in parentheses) shown, based on

40,000 Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) samples. N = 13,909 (respondents), | = 22
(countries). Model 3 dependent variable (DV): Likelihood of becoming unemployed in next 12
months. Model 4 DV: Perception of national unemployment rate. Model 5 DV: Accuracy of
perceptions. OUR = occupational unemployment rate.

*Signifies that the 95% highest density interval (HDI) does not include 0.

reporting a significantly greater likelihood of becoming unemployed in the
next 12 months. This is clear evidence that these objective measures are con-
nected to subjective experiences, hence validating our previous inferences.
More importantly, Model 4 indicates that greater levels of occupational
unemployment result in higher perceptions of national unemployment rates.
Thus, beliefs about unemployment vary systematically with occupational
unemployment. As Model 5 shows, such beliefs are not necessarily more
accurate with regard to the overall level of unemployment in the country. In
fact, we see that as levels of occupational unemployment increase, individu-
als become /ess accurate in their perceptions of national unemployment
rates, consistent with the bias introduced from anchoring on an occupational
unemployment heuristic.

On the contrary, large increases in occupational unemployment are asso-
ciated with a more accurate perception, which is not consistent with an
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information shortcut explanation. This raises the possibility that changes in
employment insecurity might have a motivational effect, as individuals pre-
sumably become more interested in learning about aggregate economic
conditions. It is possible that short-term increases in employment insecurity
are more closely associated with anxiety and worry (e.g., De Witte, 2005),
reactions that are known to trigger greater information search and learning
(Valentino, Banks, Hutchings, & Davis, 2009). It is unclear what else might
lead voters to perceive levels of aggregate unemployment more accurately
following stronger increases in employment insecurity.

Either way, both of these accounts imply that people are perceiving differ-
ent economies (either due to dissimilar heuristics, or desires for further infor-
mation) as perceptions vary systematically based on both types of employment
insecurity. As voters are boundedly rational and live in different information
environments, the salient heuristics and cues available to them, such as occu-
pational unemployment, are likely to play an important role in how they form
an understanding of economic performance (e.g., Newman et al., 2015). This
can be contrasted with the salience and weights argument provided by Fossati
(2014), which cannot account for voter’s different levels of knowledge about
the economy across varying levels of economic insecurity. Ultimately, such
variation in information sets results in different conclusions about the incum-
bent’s economic performance and the voter’s need for social insurance, as
well as their general ability and desire to participate in politics.

Conclusion

The literature on economic voting suggests that individuals reward and
punish incumbent governments based on their evaluation of aggregate eco-
nomic performance. Yet, people have fundamentally different experiences
of the economy, providing them with dissimilar perceptions of the economy
(Ansolabehere et al., 2014; Stevenson & Duch, 2013). An important predic-
tor of such experiences, we argue and show, is people’s occupation and, in
particular, the employment insecurity they experience in their profession.
Occupational unemployment has been shown to affect policy and partisan
preferences (Mughan & Lacy, 2002; Rehm, 2011), yet unemployment to
date has either been conceptualized as a purely positional issue (Wright,
2012), or as a valence issue important only to some subgroups (Powell &
Whitten, 1993).

We challenge these accounts by offering a theory of how high (and ris-
ing) occupational unemployment, by informing perceptions of employment
insecurity, affects both the propensity of individuals to vote for incumbent
government parties and left-wing parties, as well as their likelihood of
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abstaining from the ballot box altogether. We argue that employment inse-
curity is both a valence and a positional issue, and contains a powerful
demobilizing effect. By doing so, we also heed the call of both Hacker et al.
(2013), who argue for more careful theorizing about the mechanisms link-
ing personal economic experiences with voting behavior, and Lewis-Beck
and Nadeau (2011), who emphasize the importance of accounting for posi-
tional effects on economic voting.

More specifically, we find robust support for the hypothesis that employ-
ment insecurity increases the probability of voting for opposition parties and
that this effect is mitigated by the incumbency of a left-wing government.
While voters suffering from high employment insecurity might be less likely
to vote for the opposition under a left-wing incumbent, they are also more
likely to abstain from the election completely. Thus, left-wing incumbents are
punished, albeit in a less direct way. The electoral effects might be compa-
rable on aggregate, but the voting behavior is quite different, as are the impli-
cations for democratic accountability and party strategies.

This helps us better understand the question of the electoral cost for left-
wing governments under periods of high unemployment. Consistent with
previous work, we find that left incumbents do lose votes whenever presiding
over high and growing unemployment (Palmer & Whitten, 2011) but not for
the reasons previously assumed. Instead of left voters turning toward the
opposition, our results highlight the important role of abstention as a way for
left voters to express their disapproval or disillusionment with the incumbent.
This provides a clear explanation for the finding that decreases in turnout
tend to affect left parties the most (Pacek & Radcliff, 1995). However, further
work is clearly needed to reconcile the conflicting evidence in the literature
on the effect of unemployment on support for right-wing incumbents (e.g.,
Dassonneville & Lewis-Beck, 2013; Palmer & Whitten, 2011). While our
results point to the potential importance of analyzing the effect of local unem-
ployment within countries, instead of the traditional aggregate analysis, it is
also possible that recent decades have seen unemployment take on a more
important role in economic voting, even among less typical leftist voters.?!

The empirical analysis also supports our expectation about the difference
between levels of employment insecurity, which captures long-term effects
on political values and preferences, and changes in employment insecurity,
which shapes short-term impressions about the economic competence of
incumbents. The latter is clearly associated with a stronger punishment of
incumbents, regardless of their partisanship. The former, meanwhile, is
strongly conditioned on the partisanship of the incumbent, while also produc-
ing a demobilization effect. This evidence indicates the importance of under-
standing the temporal effects of economic factors, while also emphasizing



Helgason and Mérola 27

the critical need to integrate both turnout and vote choice when evaluating the
effects of the economy on political outcomes.

In addition, however, the results raise important questions about the differ-
ential effects of these various economic experiences on people’s motivation to
acquire economic information. Although both measures of employment inse-
curity produce a greater feeling of insecurity, their effect on general economic
beliefs seems to diverge, as increases in employment insecurity result in more
accurate perceptions of national unemployment rates, the opposite effect of
higher levels of employment insecurity. As scholars increasingly turn their
attention to understanding economic perceptions, these results underscore the
need to investigate the structural factors shaping people’s desire to learn about
the economy and update their perceptions, as opposed to simply using available
heuristics or party cues. As it is clear that voters are neither perfectly informed
about economic conditions, nor completely blinded by partisan biases, it is
imperative to understand the scope conditions under which either end of this
continuum dominates individual judgments about the economy.

All told, this article presents evidence for the theory that occupational
unemployment serves as an informational heuristic for voters making up
their mind about the state of the economy and individual insecurity. By utiliz-
ing a salient and influential group-based heuristic, we provide a clear mea-
sure of people’s unique economic experience, which should be most likely to
connect objective economic conditions with voting behavior. After all,
although people tend to be misinformed or unaware about distant economic
factors, such as most national indicators of the economy, they do tend to be
fairly accurate at understanding and perceiving economic factors that are
directly and closely relevant to them (Ansolabehere et al., 2014). As such, in
contrast to previous work detailing the moderating effect of economic inse-
curity, we demonstrate the mediational effect of employment insecurity on
the relationship between objective economic conditions and economic vot-
ing. Although voters are limited in their ability and desire to hold accurate
views about the national economy, the evidence presented here shows that
they respond systematically to local economic heuristics, both by updating
their perceptions about the economy, and through their voting behavior.
While we provide additional evidence suggesting that the OUR drives per-
ceptions of the national economy, an important next step is confirming that
changes in OURs precede both changes in perceptions of the economy and
vote choice, for example, with individual-level panel data. Such findings
would solidify the fundamental importance of occupations in the formation
of political preferences (Kitschelt & Rehm, 2014).

As is becomes clear that we should avoid assuming that voters experi-
ence and perceive the same economy, or that economic information only
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has a valence or positional effect, or even that voting behavior can be ana-
lyzed by excluding abstention without distorting conclusions, the impetus
is on advancing a more complete understanding of economic voting, inte-
grating recent insights. The goal should be to understand complex ques-
tions, such as how voters form opinions about the economy under various
circumstances, what factors produce stronger valence or positional effects,
and exactly how the decision to abstain electorally relates to economic con-
ditions and incumbent performance. This article takes a step in that direc-
tion although it also raises additional questions for future research. Next
steps could include comparisons of different information heuristics (such as
local geographic vs. group-based heuristics), analyzing the potential mod-
erating effect of alternative left parties or populist protest parties, under-
standing how incumbent partisanship moderates the effect of local economic
insecurity differently from other economic indicators, as well as a fuller
analysis of the connection between economic information heuristics and
egocentric and sociotropic economic evaluations. It is time that we start
taking seriously individual economic experiences, as well as the multifac-
eted nature of economic signals, as they have important consequences for
incumbent support and political participation.
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Notes

1. See Anderson (2007) and Healy and Malhotra (2013) for recent reviews of the
literature on economic voting, and Alesina and Giuliano (2011) for a recent
review of the determinants of redistributive preferences.

2. Hetherington (1996), for example, highlights the role played by media exposure,
and Holbrook and Garand (1996) demonstrate how differences in political inter-
ests, as well as political sophistication, can alter perceptions of the economy (see
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also Gomez & Wilson, 2006). The most important “perceptual screen” is gener-
ally considered to be political partisanship, with partisans viewing the state of the
economy more favorably when their party is in office (Bartels, 2002).

3. Note that such “mecro-economic” information can both serve self-interested vot-
ers in their pursuit of voting for the party that best serves their personal ends and
other-regarding voters in their pursuit of voting for the party that best serves
society.

4. But see Carlsen (2000) for conflicting earlier evidence.

5. An important exception to this is the work by Palmer and Whitten (2011), who
find an asymmetric unemployment effect using recent U.K. data. The divergent
empirical results clearly deserve further inquiry, as we discuss at the end.

6. It is also possible that inflation has lost much of its importance as an indicator
of economic performance among advanced industrial democracies, following
recent decades of uniformly low inflation, in particular as it compares with the
large cross-national and temporal variation on unemployment.

7. Itis true that there might be cases of left-wing parties in opposition to a left-wing
incumbent government, especially in multiparty systems. Such parties could
potentially garner more votes from economically insecure voters unhappy with
the incumbent, thus nullifying the posited mechanism. However, according to
the theory, such parties should not play a critical role as an “incompetent left”
would alienate the economically insecure, disillusioned by the false promises of
their supposed allies, thus resulting in an aversion to the entire political establish-
ment. Such alienation should be fairly sticky, given the difficulty of reestablish-
ing political trust once it is lost (Levi & Stoker, 2000). Even if some voters might
be persuaded by the promises of smaller parties, it is well known that smaller
fringe parties are often avoided for strategic reasons (Cox, 1997). In any case,
the presence of opposition left-wing parties should attenuate the posited effects
and, thus, militate against finding support for the theory.

8. We included election studies from Modules 1, 2, 3, and 4 of the Comparative
Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) in our analysis (www.cses.org). We limit the
sample to individuals in the labor market, as well as countries that are widely
accepted as modern democracies. Due to the limited coverage of our measure of
economic insecurity, we only include European countries. As our theory is based
on traditional partisan theory, it might not apply equally in Western Europe and
postcommunist Europe (Tavits & Letki, 2009)—we account for this possibil-
ity by splitting the sample by subregion in the online appendix. See the online
appendix for a full list of elections included in the analysis.

9. In cases where no information was provided on the composition of the incum-
bent government, we consulted the Database of Political Institutions (Beck et al.,
2001) and the European Election Database, (Norwegian Centre for Research
Data, 2015). Note that no distinction is made between voting for the party of the
chief executive or other coalition parties in multiparty governments. Although
this has the potential to be consequential for analyses of incumbent voting, Duch
and Stevenson (2008, p. 58) find that it rarely is in practice.
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10.

11.

12.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Unemployed individuals are categorized by their last occupation before becom-
ing unemployed.

Using the 1-digit International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO)
classification is fairly coarse, classifying individuals into nine broad occupa-
tional categories. We believe a more fine-grained measure, for example, the 43
2-digit classification would be more appropriate given the basis of our argument,
but we lack both theoretical guidance on the most salient level of occupational
identification, as well as more fine-grained measures of occupational unemploy-
ment rates, making the discussion a moot point. On the upside, including fewer
occupational groups has the advantage of yielding more precise estimates, which
reduces the potential measurement error problem.

This follows the approach taken by Beck et al. (2001). Parties classified as com-
munist, socialist, social democratic, or other left-wing family were coded as
left-wing. Parties classified as conservative, Christian democratic, or other right-
wing family were coded as right-wing. All other parties were coded as other.

In Table A10, in the online appendix, we exclude clear-cut positional variables
(household income, left-right ideology, and union membership) from the model
specification.

We excluded another commonly used measure of economic performance—infla-
tion—as it provides little variation in our sample and, given our small sample of
Level 2 units, we prioritized the inclusion of controls that we have theoretical
reasons to suspect might alter the relationship between economic insecurity and
vote choice, which is not the case for inflation.

See Stegmueller (2013) for a large-scale Monte Carlo simulation study demon-
strating the superiority of a Bayesian approach over maximum likelihood estima-
tion, when few Level 2 units are available, as is usually the case in the analysis
of political behavior across country elections.

We tested two alternative specifications for the priors. First, following Gelman
(2006), a uniform distribution was specified on the standard deviation of the
various priors. Second, the variance of the priors was doubled. In both cases, the
results of the analysis remained unchanged.

Figure 3 reports the effect of a shift from a right-wing to a left-wing incumbent
government on voting behavior as we are ultimately interested in the marginal
effect of government partisanship. For completeness, however, a figure showing
the absolute probability of each vote choice separately for right-wing and left-
wing incumbent governments is shown in the supporting information.

At first glance, the results for Model 2 seem to be at odds with the results shown
in the figure, particularly for the interaction effect between government parti-
sanship and the level of occupational unemployment (Occupational unemploy-
ment rate [OUR] level x Incumbent partisanship) on abstention. However, it
should be stressed that the coefficient in the table shows the relative marginal
effect of the interaction term on abstention in comparison with the baseline cat-
egory (voting for incumbent). The figure, however, shows the absolute marginal
effect, which also takes into account the effect on the third category (voting for
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the opposition). The apparent discrepancy would vanish if the third category
would be set as the baseline category. As we are ultimately more interested in
the absolute effect, it is necessary to interpret the results based on the figure,
rather than the table.

19. As noted before, the presence of alternative left parties would undermine this
effect, as people would simply vote for smaller left parties instead of abstaining.
The fact that we find a strong support indicates that our contextual hypothesis
holds even in the potential presence of alternative left-wing parties.

20. In fact, economic growth, when added additively as a control, is consistently
insignificant. This indicates that while it shapes the effect of employment inse-
curity, its independent effect is dominated by that of insecurity. This is consistent
with the close association between economic growth and unemployment rates,
and the critical importance of unemployment in evaluations of economic perfor-
mance in more recent years (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2000).

21. Asnoted before, this could be either a reflection of decreasing partisan affiliation
or simply a reaction to the decreased importance given to inflation in the West in
recent years.
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