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Issue congruence between voters and parties:
examining the democratic party mandate in Ireland
Rory Costello

Department of Politics and Public Administration, University of Limerick, Ireland, UK

ABSTRACT
Political parties often employ the rhetoric of electoral mandates, claiming that
the people who voted for them endorsed their policies. However, the level of
voter-party issue congruence may vary across parties, issues, and elections;
and the views of certain types of voters may be better represented by their
party than others. This paper puts forward a series of hypotheses to explain
variation in issue congruence, relating to how well-informed voters are about
party policy, the role of non-policy determinants of vote choice, and the
nature of policy competition between parties. The hypotheses are tested
using data from surveys of voters and parties conducted during the 2020
general election and the 2019 European Parliament election in Ireland.
Congruence is found to be higher when a party is particularly associated with
an issue. Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, for whom non-policy attributes play a
significant part in voters’ assessments, are found to have lower policy
congruence with their voters overall than other parties. While there is no
evidence that certain socio-demographic groups are systematically more or
less well represented by their parties across all policy areas, some gaps in
representation are identified, particularly in relation to so-called ‘cultural’ issues.

KEYWORDS Representation; issue congruence; party policy; elections; Ireland

Introduction

The idea that voters agree with the policies of the party they vote for is a
central feature of the responsible party model of representation (APSA,
1950; Dalton, 1985; Thomassen, 1994). However, it cannot simply be
assumed that a person who votes for a party endorses the entirety of that
party’s policy programme. First, voters may be poorly informed on policy
issues and party platforms. Second, there are many other factors that are
unrelated to policy that can shape vote choice, such as government perform-
ance, leadership evaluations, and candidate attributes. Third, while policy
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considerations are an important factor for many voters, they may struggle to
find a party that adequately represents their views across different policy
areas.

This paper examines the impact of these impediments to issue congruence
in the Irish context and investigates why some voters are close to the party
they vote for on policy matters and others are not. Does it depend on the
characteristics of the voter, such as education, age, or political interest? Do
the characteristics of the party matter, such as the distinction between
‘catch-all’ and programmatic parties? And does it vary depending on the
type of election (national or European)?

There are important normative reasons for examining the factors that
shape the level of issue congruence between voters and parties. The
notion of a party policy mandate assumes that a party’s voters support the
party’s policy platform (e.g. McDonald, Mendes, & Budge, 2004). Political
parties in Ireland (as elsewhere) routinely employ the rhetoric of electoral
mandates, claiming that the people who voted for them endorsed their pol-
icies. For example, after the 2020 Irish general election, Sinn Féin leader Mary
Lou McDonald stated that ‘Over half a million voters endorsed Sinn Féin’s
manifesto, including our plan for [Irish] unity’, while Green Party leader
Eamonn Ryan said that ‘We presented to the electorate a comprehensive
manifesto of policies and objectives to reshape our society and they gave
us an unprecedented mandate to implement those policies’ (Ferguson & Mor-
iarty, 2020; Green Party, 2020). Knowing the conditions under which congru-
ence tends to be high or low provides a way to evaluate parties’ claims to
hold a policy mandate. Explaining variation in issue congruence is also impor-
tant when it comes to assessing the quality of representation. If political
parties better represent the views of certain types of voters, this raises the
potential for inequalities in representation (e.g. Guntermann, Dassonneville,
& Miller, 2020; Lijphart, 1997; Walczak & Van der Brug, 2013).

A number of hypotheses to explain variation in issue congruence in Ireland
are developed and tested, using data on the policy positions of voters and
parties from surveys conducted at the time of the 2020 general election
and the 2019 European Parliament (EP) election. Ireland provides a difficult
test for hypotheses explaining issue congruence because it is a candidate-
centred system where the level of policy voting has generally been
assumed to be low by European standards (Carty, 1981; Marsh, Sinnott,
Garry, & Kennedy, 2008; Sinnott, 1995). While party competition and voting
behaviour in Ireland have arguably become more policy-focused in recent
years, candidate characteristics continue to play an important part in the
decision for many voters (Courtney & Weeks, 2018; Garry, 2018).

The paper is organised as follows. It begins by developing the main theor-
etical arguments and hypotheses to explain variation in issue congruence in
the Irish case. The subsequent sections introduce the data, explain how the
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variables are measured, and present the results of the analysis. The final
section concludes by reflecting on the implications of the findings for rep-
resentation and for the democratic party mandate in Ireland.

The determinants of issue congruence

The expectation that there will be a high level of issue congruence between
voters and parties derives from a Downsian spatial or ‘proximity’ model of
voting (Downs, 1957). As described by Lacy and Paolino (2010, p. 460), in
the proximity model ‘a voter’s utility for each candidate is inversely related
to the distance along [a] continuum between her and each candidate’s pre-
ferred policy on one or more issues’. In other words, voters are assumed to be
motivated by policy and will select the party or candidate that is closest to
them in the policy space.

However, not all voters are capable or willing to vote based on policy
proximity, and those that do are not guaranteed to find a party that rep-
resents their views well. In this section, a number of factors that are likely
to affect the level of issue congruence in the Irish case are considered.
These are grouped according to the level at which they apply: the individual
level, the party level, or the election level.

Individual level

One of the main criticisms levelled at the spatial model of voting is that it
demands too much from the ordinary voter. It is often claimed that many
voters are not knowledgeable enough about party positions to vote based
on policy proximity (e.g. Achen & Bartels, 2017; Campbell, Converse, Stokes,
& Miller, 1960; Somin, 1998). These criticisms point to information as a critical
factor determining the level of issue congruence, as voters will only vote for
parties they agree with when they actually know where the parties stand. It
can reasonably be assumed that more politically interested voters and more
highly educated voters will be better informed about party policy, and thus
more likely to vote based on policy proximity. Most previous research that
has studied issue congruence at the individual level in other contexts has
found this to be the case (Aaldering, 2017; Dolný & Baboš, 2015; Macdonald,
Rabinowitz, & Listhaug, 1995; McEvoy, 2012; Walczak & Van der Brug, 2013;
Walgrave & Lefevere, 2013; but see Belchior, 2013 for opposing findings).
The first hypothesis is therefore as follows:

H1: Issue congruence will be higher among more politically interested and
more highly educated voters.

The level of knowledge a voter has about a party’s policy platform is also
likely to depend on their relationship with the party. A voter who has
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supported a party over a long period of time is likely to be more familiar with
the party’s broader policy platform, compared to a new supporter who may
be attracted to the party based on its position on a particular issue. To the
extent that voters are motivated by policy concerns, we can expect that
voters who stay with a party over multiple elections broadly accept the
party’s policy positions, whereas voters who switch between elections argu-
ably have not found a party that they are happy with.

Against this, it could be argued that long-term party supporters (or parti-
sans) tend to be motivated by a psychological identification with the party
rather than a rational assessment of the party’s policies (Campbell et al.,
1960, p. 121; Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2004). Issue voting, in this view,
is assumed to be a trait of non-partisan or independent voters (Dalton,
1984). However, even if this is true, there are reasons to believe that partisans
will espouse policy preferences that are in line with their party’s policies. This is
because partisanship is assumed to exert an influence on all other political
attitudes, including policy preferences. The direction of causation between
voter preferences and vote choice might therefore be different for partisans
and non-partisans: partisans may support the party first and adopt policy pre-
ferences that are in line with party policy, whereas non-partisansmay choose a
party based on their pre-existing policy preferences. However, the important
question for the present study is whether or not voters agree with their party,
not how this agreement came about. On balance, it seems more likely that
long-term party supporters (partisans) will be more congruent with their
party than one-time voters. The second hypothesis is therefore as follows:

H2: Issue congruence will be higher among voters who are long-term party
supporters.

Previous evidence on the relationship between partisanship and congru-
ence is mixed. Boonen, Pedersen, and Hooghe (2017) find lower levels of con-
gruence for partisans than non-partisans, while Singh (2010) finds the
opposite. In both studies, however, congruence is measured in terms of a
general left-right dimension rather than on specific issues. When it comes
to issue congruence, the greater familiarity of partisans with the party
policy programme may be important.

Even if voters are fully informed about party policies and vote based on
policy proximity a high level of issue congruence is not guaranteed,
because voters may find that no party offers a set of policy positions that
they agree with. The particular combination of policy positions that parties
put forward can never represent the full range of possible combinations.
Of course, certain combinations of policy preferences will be held by very
few people, such as favouring higher taxes for the wealthy while at the
same time supporting a lower minimum wage. But the less ideological struc-
ture there is to voters’ policy preferences – that is, the more idiosyncratic
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voters’ policy preferences are – the more difficult it is for parties to adequately
represent the range of opinions in the electorate (see Thomassen, 2012).

It is generally accepted that the issue-space in most contemporary
Western European countries can be summarised by two primary ideological
dimensions: an economic left-right dimension, covering issues such as taxa-
tion, pubic services, and state intervention in the economy; and a cultural
dimension (sometimes referred to as the Gal-Tan dimension, or the libertar-
ian-authoritarian dimension) that includes issues such as immigration,
gender equality, environmental issues, law and order, and minority rights
(Dalton, 2018; Inglehart, 1984; Kriesi et al., 2012; Van der Brug & Van
Spanje, 2009). However, as Thomassen (2012, p. 24) argues, these dimensions
are often correlated at the level of political parties, but this is not always the
case for voters. In Ireland, parties that are left-wing on the economic dimen-
sion (such as Labour, Sinn Féin, the Greens and Solidarity-People Before
Profit) tend to be broadly progressive on the cultural dimension, while
parties that are on the centre or centre-right of the economic dimension
(Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael) are quite centrist on many issues on the cultural
dimension (Costello, 2017). But this is not necessarily true for voters: for
example, there is no guarantee that an economically left-wing voter will be
progressive on social issues. Voters whose preferences do not conform to
an overarching left-right pattern will therefore struggle to find a party that
they can agree with across the issue spectrum. This suggests the following
hypothesis

H3: Issue congruence will be higher among voters whose issue preferences are
structured by a single left-right dimension.

A related problem is that Irish parties offer a more comprehensive range of
policy alternatives on the economic dimension than on the cultural dimen-
sion. In most European countries the poles of the cultural dimension have
been represented by radical right parties on one hand and left-libertarian
parties (such as Greens) on the other. Ireland is unusual among European
countries in not having a significant radical right party (O’Malley, 2008). Con-
sequently, all of the main parties in Ireland can be characterised as either pro-
gressive or moderate on the Gal-Tan dimension.1 This is evidenced by the fact
that the leaders of all of the main parties supported the legalisation of same-
sex marriage in the 2015 referendum and the liberalisation of abortion in the
2018 referendum, despite (respectively) 38% and 34% of voters opposing
these changes (Field, 2018; Murphy, 2016). The lack of diversity among
parties on the cultural dimension is reflected in expert surveys of party pos-
itions: the 2019 Chapel Hill expert survey shows a range of over 6 points on
the 11-point left-right economic scale among the main Irish parties, com-
pared to just 3.7 points on the 11-point Gal-Tan scale (Bakker et al., 2020).2
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This structure suggests that particular gaps in representation are likely to
occur in the Irish case when it comes to issues on the cultural dimension. Pre-
vious research has found that voters’ positions on the cultural dimension are
correlated with age, education, and geography. Younger, more educated and
urban voters are more likely to hold postmaterialist value orientations and
have progressive views on these issues (Dalton, 2018, pp. 53–54; Ford & Jen-
nings, 2020, pp. 301–307; Knutsen, 2018, chapter 4). These voters are there-
fore likely to be better represented by the main political parties than other
voters when it comes to issues related to the cultural dimension.

H4: On issues related to the cultural dimension, issue congruence will be higher
among more highly educated, young, and urban voters.

Party level

The ability of voters to select parties based on policy proximity will depend
not only on the characteristics of the voter, but also on the clarity of the infor-
mation that parties provide. Voters can only vote based on policy proximity if
they know what a party’s position is. The more a party emphasises a particular
issue, the more voters are likely to know what the party’s position is and to
include this information in their assessment of the party. In particular, there
are instances where a party is so closely associated with a particular issue
that it is said to ‘own’ the issue (Petrocik, 1996; Walgrave, Tresch, & Lefevere,
2015). Such issues are likely to play a particularly important role in a voter’s
assessment of that party, leading to higher congruence.

H5: Issue congruence will be higher in relation to issues that a party owns.

In the Irish case, two cases of issue ownership stand out. Sinn Féin is clearly
associated with the issue of Irish unity, which is a defining issue for the party.
Similarly, the Green party can be said to own the environment issue. Evidence
for H5 will therefore be indicated by greater congruence for Sinn Féin on the
issue of Irish unity and the Green Party on the issue of the environment.

The previous hypotheses assume that voters want to vote based on policy
proximity but will not always be able to do so. However, not all voters are
motivated by the policy. A range of other factors, unrelated to policy, can
motivate vote choice. These include (among other things) government for-
mation, candidate attributes, party leadership, track-record, and perceptions
of competence. Parties vary in the extent to which they campaign on the
basis of policy or non-policy factors. Some parties may campaign on policy
and attract policy motivated voters, resulting in high levels of congruence;
while other parties may campaign on other factors and attract voters who
are less policy motivated, resulting in lower levels of congruence.

The distinction between catch-all and programmatic parties is relevant
here (Kirchheimer, 1966; Krouwel, 2003). Catch-all parties are characterised
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by a lack of ideological distinctiveness, ‘neither discernibly left-wing nor dis-
cernibly right-wing’, prone to shifting policy positions, and internally lacking
in policy cohesion (Mainwaring & McGraw, 2019, p. 677). All of these features
are likely to reduce the extent to which they attract voters based on policy
proximity and increase the importance of non-policy attributes such as gov-
erning credentials, candidates, and leadership. Past participation in govern-
ment, particularly in the outgoing government at the time of the election,
is another factor that is likely to increase the importance of non-policy con-
siderations in voters’ assessment of a party. When deciding whether or not
to vote for a governing party, voters are strongly influenced by their views
on how the government has performed and how well the economy is
doing (see Leyden & Lewis-Beck, 2017 for evidence in the Irish context).
This is often referred to as retrospective or ‘performance’ voting, as distinct
from prospective or ‘issue voting’ (e.g. Tillman, 2021, p. 63).

These considerations suggest that in the Irish case, issue congruence is
likely to be lower for Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil than for other parties. Both
parties are commonly categorised as ‘catch-all’ parties (e.g. Mainwaring &
McGraw, 2019, p. 683; Weeks, 2018, p. 116). Mainwaring and McGraw
(2019) find that these parties are more centrist and more flexible in terms
of the policy compared to other parties in Ireland, and also display internal
divergence among elected representatives across a range of policy issues.
Many observers have emphasised the lack of clear policy or ideological differ-
ence between Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil (e.g. Garry, 2018, p. 63; Weeks, 2018,
p. 113) and competition between them often focuses on other aspects such
as track-record, candidates, and leadership credentials. The fact that these
two parties regularly run multiple candidates in the same constituency
adds to the candidate-centred nature of their campaigns, because candidates
who are competing with other candidates from their party must do so on
non-policy grounds (Gallagher & Komito, 2018, p. 204). Furthermore, Fine
Gael and Fianna Fáil worked together in a ‘confidence and supply’ arrange-
ment for the outgoing government in 2020 and every previous government
had been led by one of these parties. Past performance is therefore likely to
have featured heavily in voters’ evaluations of these two parties, potentially
outweighing policy considerations.

H6: Issue congruence will be lower for Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael than for other
parties.

Election level

The importance of non-policy attributes in shaping vote choice also implies
that differences in congruence might be found for different types of elections.
In national parliamentary elections, voters are likely to consider not only
which party they are close to, but also what government is likely to form.

IRISH POLITICAL STUDIES 7



Parties in Ireland often state prior to an election who they are willing or
unwilling to go into government with, and questions of government for-
mation can form part of the campaign. For example, during the 2020
general election, Fine Gael ran an online advertisement with the caption
‘Vote Fianna Fáil, Get Sinn Féin?’, in an attempt to encourage Fianna Fáil sup-
porters to switch to them and thereby keep Sinn Féin out of office (McDer-
mott, 2020). While strategic voting is most commonly associated with
plurality electoral systems (Duverger, 1951), there is also evidence that
voters consider government formation when casting their ballot in pro-
portional systems, including in Ireland (Blais, Aldrich, Indridason, & Levine,
2006; Marsh, 2010).

In contrast, strategic voting is much less likely to occur in EP elections,
which do not produce a government. The literature on ‘second order’ elec-
tions argues that voters are more sincere in EP elections, choosing the
party that best reflects their views, compared to national elections, where
they behave more strategically (Hobolt & Spoon, 2012, p. 705; Reif &
Schmitt, 1980, p. 9). This line of reasoning implies the following hypothesis:

H7: Issue congruence will be higher in European Parliament elections than in
national elections.

Alternatively, variation in congruence between different types of elections
might simply reflect differences in issue salience. As discussed previously,
voters may agree with different parties on different issues. Policy motivated
voters might select a party based on proximity on the most relevant issues
to that election – what Hobolt and Spoon (2012) refer to as ‘arena-specific
voting’. This possibility has been neglected in previous research on issue con-
gruence, presumably due to a lack of comparable data (i.e. the positions of
voters and parties on the same sets of issues across different types of elec-
tions). While a wide range of policy issues are relevant in national parliamen-
tary elections, arguably this is not the case in EP elections. The European
Parliament has little or no control over issues such as income tax, spending
on public services such as healthcare and housing, law and order, or other
issues that are under the exclusive control of national parliaments. Some
issues, such as the environment and agriculture, do have a European dimen-
sion; but arguably the most salient issues in the EP election concern the scope
of European integration, and previous research has found that attitudes
towards the EU are an important factor in vote choice in these elections
(De Vries, van der Brug, van Egmond, & van der Eijk, 2011; Hobolt & Spoon,
2012). This final hypothesis is therefore as follows:

H8: On issues related to European integration, issue congruence will be higher
in European Parliament elections than in national elections.
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Data

To measure issue congruence between voters and parties, data are required
on the policy preferences of voters and the policy positions of parties across a
range of issues. This paper employs data from an online Voting Advice Appli-
cation (VAA) called Which Candidate (www.whichcandidate.ie) (hereafter WC)
which has been run for elections in Ireland for a number of years. In advance
of each election, a survey is sent to the policy directors of each political party
and to individual election candidates, with questions on a wide range of
policy issues. The policy issues are selected by a team of experts in Irish poli-
tics and are designed to cover all of the most salient policy issues for party
competition in Ireland at that time. For approximately two weeks before
the election, the VAA is open to the public. Voters are invited to answer
the same set of policy questions that were put to the parties, plus additional
questions on vote intention, political orientation, interest in politics, and
demographic characteristics. They are then shown their policy ‘match’ with
the parties and candidates. The primary focus here is on the WC data from
the 2020 general election. When testing H7 and H8, data are also used
from the 2019 European Parliament election. For both elections, the vast
majority of survey responses came during the final two days before the
closing of polling.

There are a number of advantages to using VAAs such as WC when study-
ing issue congruence. Firstly, it facilitates a direct comparison of voters and
parties or candidates using the exact same policy questions. Second, VAAs
generally include a broader range of policy items than are found in most
other voter surveys (the 2020 WC general election survey included a total of
27 policy questions). Third, VAAs such as WC capture the positions that
parties themselves are willing to endorse publicly, and as such can be taken
as the parties’ actual policy positions as opposed to politicians’ private prefer-
ences (as is the case with anonymous surveys of candidates) or second-hand
estimates of party positions (as is the case with expert surveys). Forth, VAAs
often achieve an extremely large number of voter responses (the 2020 WC
survey includes 88 thousand respondents who answered both the policy
questions and the optional questions on vote intention and demographics).
This makes it possible to study the characteristics of issue congruence in
detail even for small parties, which is often not possible with traditional
surveys.3 A growing number of studies therefore use VAAs to study the
policy preferences of party supporters and congruence between voters and
parties (e.g. Costello, Toshkov, Bos, & Krouwel, 2021; Walgrave & Lefevere,
2013; Wheatley, Carman, Mendez, & Mitchell, 2014; Wheatley & Mendez, 2021).

There is one major shortcoming with these types of data, which is the
fact that the voter survey is not a probability sample but an opt-in
sample, and VAA users are not representative of the wider population of
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voters. For instance, the is an overrepresentation of young voters and voters
who are not very interested in politics in WC voter surveys.4 However, so
long as the VAA voter sample is sufficiently large and diverse (which is
the case here), there are a variety of techniques available to minimise
these biases (e.g. Wheatley et al 2019; Costello, 2017). The approach
adopted in this study is to use the exit poll as benchmark surveys to
weight the WC data, using a process known as ‘coarsened exact matching’
(Blackwell, Iacus, King, & Porro, 2009).5 Each respondent in both the WC
survey and the exit poll is categorised according to five variables: age,
gender, region, education, and party of first preference vote (vote intention
in the case of WC respondents, and reported vote in the case of the exit
poll). For each category of the respondent (e.g. women from Munster
aged between 35 and 44 with a university degree who voted for Sinn
Féin), a weight is created representing the prevalence of that category in
the exit poll. Following weighting, the WC sample is unbiased with regard
to the five matching variables.

It is still possible that there are other biases in the WC sample (but see the
appendix in Costello [2017] for validity tests using WC data). For instance,
policy congruence may be higher in the WC sample than in the population
as a whole because respondents might be more motivated by policy or it
may be lower than in the population as a whole because WC respondents
are late deciders and less politically informed. It is important to note,
however, that the primary focus of the present paper is not the level of
policy congruence, but rather the factors that explain variation in policy con-
gruence. There is no reason to expect that the biases driving the selection of
respondents vary systematically depending on the independent variables
identified in the hypotheses above.

While the WC survey covered all of the parties contesting the elections, the
present paper focuses on the main parties: Fine Gael, Fianna Fáil, Sinn Féin,
Green Party, Labour Party, Social Democrats, People Before Profit (PBP), and
Solidarity (While PBP and Solidarity are generally treated as one party, they
are registered as separate parties and provided separate sets of answers to
the WC survey.). As the focus is on voter-party congruence, independent can-
didates and groupings of independents (such as Independents 4 Change) are
excluded. The sample size varies somewhat between policy areas, as not all
respondents answered questions on every policy area. When restricting the
WC voter sample to respondents who indicated a first preference vote inten-
tion for one of these parties (thereby excluding undecided voters and voters
for independents and other parties), and respondents who were matched
with respondents from the exit poll for the purposes of weighting, the
sample size ranges from 40,291 on the issue of Irish unity to 54,392 on the
issue of housing.6
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Measurement

Each of the policy items in the WC survey has three answer categories. The
items are either policy statements (e.g. ‘A rent freeze should be introduced
across the country’ to which the answer categories are ‘Agree’/‘Neither agree
nor disagree’/‘Disagree’), or questions about policy (e.g. ‘Should taxes on
high earners be increased or decreased?’, with the answer options being
‘Increased’/‘Stay the same’/‘Decreased’). The full list of policy items is included
in the appendix. The policy items in the 2020 WC survey can be grouped into
seven policy areas: tax (5 items); housing (4 items); environment (4 items); immi-
gration (3 items); EU (2 items); morality/religion (2 items); Irish unity (2 items).7

The dependent variable is the policy distance between each voter and
the party they intended to give their first preference to at the time of the
survey. This is measured and analysed separately for each policy area. The
focus is therefore on variation in congruence between individuals on a
given policy area. Comparing congruence across policy areas is potentially
problematic, as it will be influenced by question wording. To measure
policy distance, I simply calculate the absolute difference between the pos-
ition of the voter and the party on each item and then take the average of
this across all items in a given policy area. To ease interpretation of the
results, this distance variable is rescaled so that it ranges from a minimum
of zero (indicating perfect agreement) to a maximum of 10 (indicating
perfect disagreement).8

The independent variables are measured as follows. Political interest (H1)
indicates whether a respondent is ‘very interested’ (1) or ‘somewhat inter-
ested’/’not very interested’ (0) in politics. Education (H1 and H4) distinguishes
respondents who have a university degree (1) from those who do not (0). Age
(H4) is measured by dummy variables representing the categories 18–34; 35–
54; and over 55. City (H4) distinguishes residents of a city from residents of
towns or rural areas. Long-term party support (H2) is captured using the vari-
able Past vote, which identifies whether or not the respondent gave their first
preference to the same party in the 2016 general election. Dummy variables
for parties and a variable distinguishing between EP and national elections
are used to test H5-H8.

To measure the extent to which voters’ issue preferences conform to an
ideological structure (H3), I examine the pattern of responses to the various
policy items in the survey using factor analysis. A single-factor solution is esti-
mated for respondents’ positions across six of the seven policy areas (Irish
unity is excluded as it does not have a clear relation to the main ideological
dimension). The factor loadings are all in the anticipated direction, indicating
that the factor captures a left/liberal versus right/conservative dimension.9

The variable Ideological structure measures how well this factor fits for each
individual.10

IRISH POLITICAL STUDIES 11



Results

Descriptive results

Figure 1 summarises the dependent variable (policy distance) for each policy
area separately and for all issues together, broken down by party. The variable
is measured on a 0–10 scale, as described above. Scores above 5 can be inter-
preted as a poor level of congruence, as this indicates that on average across

Figure 1. Average distance between voters and their party, by policy area. Note: whis-
kers represent 95% confidence intervals.
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all items in that policy area a majority of voters took a different position from
that of their party. Scores between 2.5 and 5 indicate a moderate level of con-
gruence: for example, if voters were evenly split between the position
favoured by their party and the other alternatives on a particular question,
the score would fall within this range.11 Scores below 2.5 represent a high
level of congruence, as in this case a majority of voters agree with the position
of their party on average.

These descriptive results suggest that the overall level of congruence is
moderate-to-good for most parties on most issues, although it should be
stressed again that the focus of this paper is on variation in congruence
and it cannot be ruled out that biases remain in the overall level of congru-
ence (even after data weighting). The case of Solidarity and PBP on the issue
of the EU stands out for the high level of incongruence. Further analysis
reveals that respondents who supported these parties are less Eurosceptic
than the parties themselves. There is a similarly high level of incongruence
for Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael on the issue of Irish unity. For instance, the
majority of voters for both parties believe that reunification would cause
more problems than it would solve, while the parties disagree with this. On
the issue of immigration, Sinn Féin and Fianna Fáil are the most incongruent
with their voters. Both of these parties, along with Fine Gael, adopted a mod-
erately pro-immigration position (and less pro-immigration compared to the
other parties), and in both cases, more of the party’s voters disagreed on the
anti-immigration side than the pro-immigration side. In the case of Sinn Féin,
these findings confirm previous research that has found the party to be more
progressive on the immigration issue than its support base (O’Malley, 2008).

The highest levels of congruence are found for the progressive-left parties
(Green, Solidarity, PBP, Social Democrats) on morality/religious issues (abor-
tion and the influence of the Church). Fianna Fáil voters, in particular, are
much less congruent with their party on morality/religious issues with
more Fianna Fáil voters disagreeing with the party positions in the liberal
direction than the conservative direction (the party took an intermediate pos-
ition on both issues in this category). There is a high level of congruence and
very little variation across parties on the Tax domain, which is not surprising
given that economic issues are an important policy concern for all parties.

Figure 1 provides initial support for the party-level hypotheses. In line with
H5, congruence is higher for parties that are particularly associated with an
issue, namely the Green Party on the environment and Sinn Féin on the
issue of Irish unity. In line with H6, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael are further
from their voters than other parties on average. This is particularly evident
on the issue of housing, on morality issues and on the question of Irish
unity. In contrast, EU issues stand out as an area where Fine Gael is closer
to its voters than most other parties. Further tests of these and the other
hypotheses are provided in the next section.
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Analysis of voter-party distance

Table 1 presents the results of a regression analysis, where the dependent vari-
able is the average distance between a voter and the party s/he voted for in a
given policy area. The same model is applied separately to each of the seven
policy areas using data from the 2020 election, and these results make up
the first seven columns in Table 1. The final two columns apply a modified
model to the pooled data from the 2020 general election and the 2019 EP elec-
tion. The independent variables are grouped into individual-level factors (relat-
ing to H1–H4, plus a control for gender), party-level factors (relating to H5 and
H6), and election-level factors (relating to H7 and H8). The number of obser-
vations here are slightly lower than used in the descriptive analysis, because
the variable Ideological structure can only be measured when the respondent
answers questions across all six policy areas included in that measure.

Turning first to the voter-level variables, H1 concerns the effect of political
interest and education. In line with the hypothesis, the coefficient for Political
interest is negative and significant for nearly all policy areas (the exception
being morality issues). The magnitude of the effect is modest: for
example, on the issue of Irish unity the distance between parties and their
voters is reduced by on average 0.5 points for politically interested voters,
with distance measured on a scale from 0 to 10. Higher levels of education
are also associated with smaller distances between voters and their party,
but again the effects are relatively small for most policy areas. A similar
picture emerges with respect to the second hypothesis. People who pre-
viously voted for the same party are significantly more congruent with the
party across all but one policy area (immigration), but the size of the coeffi-
cient never goes above 0.6.

Ideological structure has a slightly bigger effect on policy distance. On six
of the seven policy areas, this variable has a significant negative effect on dis-
tance, meaning greater ideological structure in respondents’ attitudes is
associated with smaller policy distances. The biggest effect is found in
relation to morality issues, where the top 5% of respondents in terms of ideo-
logical structure are on average 1.27 points away from their party, while the
bottom 5% are on average 3.95 points distant from their party.12 These rep-
resent substantial differences. It is not surprising that the biggest effects for
this variable are found in relation to more marginal policies areas such as
morality issues and immigration. These issues tend not to be central to
vote choice for many people, so the extent to which voters are congruent
with their party depends to a considerable extent on whether their attitudes
are structured along broad left-liberal/right-conservative lines.

There is also some support for the argument that on ‘cultural’ issues, con-
gruence is higher for young, educated, and urban voters. There are no signifi-
cant differences between urban and rural voters when it comes to economic
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Table 1. Analysis of distance between voters and parties for each issue.
General election EP & general election

Tax Housing Morality EU Immigration Environment Irish unity Non-EU EU

Individual level
Political interest −0.06* −0.47* 0.02 −0.11* −0.49* −0.25* −0.51* −0.21* −0.16*

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
Degree 0.06* −0.01 −0.05 −0.13* −0.57* −0.18* −0.31* −0.28* −0.24*

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
Past vote −0.16* −0.24* −0.11* −0.28* 0.01 −0.13* −0.51* 0.02 −0.61*

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
Ideological structure −0.04* −0.04* −0.29* 0.02* −0.16* −0.02* −0.03*

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
Age: 35–54 0.03 0.12* 0.18* −0.03 0.11* 0.03 0.14* 0.34* −0.17*

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.04)
Age: over 55 0.08* 0.10* 0.41* 0.17* 0.04 0.05 0.11 0.63* −0.25*

(0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.02) (0.04)
City −0.03 −0.05 −0.19* −0.15* −0.06* −0.07* 0.04 −0.21* −0.11*

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
Male 0.09* −0.02 −0.20* −0.06 0.01 0.02 −0.26* -.072* −0.11*

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
Party level (ref: FG)
FF 0.36* 0.53* 1.59* 0.75* 0.13* −0.72* 0.04

(0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
SF 0.01 −1.75* −0.85* 0.85* 0.34* −0.23* −2.81*

(0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Lab 0.28* −0.05 −0.47* 0.88* −0.25* −0.68* −1.97*

(0.03) (0.05) (0.06) (0.07) (0.05) (0.05) (0.07)
Green −0.05 −0.76* −0.82* −0.43* 0.25* −1.40* −2.06*

(0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06)
SD 0.53* −1.41* −1.03* 0.26* −0.40* −0.51* −0.74*

(0.04) (0.06) (0.07) (0.09) (0.06) (0.05) (0.09)

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.
General election EP & general election

Tax Housing Morality EU Immigration Environment Irish unity Non-EU EU

Sol/PBP −0.13* −2.15* −1.40* 2.60* 0.05 −0.74* −1.50*
(0.04) (0.06) (0.07) (0.08) (0.06) (0.05) (0.08)

Election level
EP election 0.01 −0.34*

(0.02) (0.03)

Constant 2.06* 3.85* 1.10* 3.32* 2.59* 4.44* 5.97* 2.86 4.62*
(0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.02) (0.04)

Adj. R2 0.04 0.22 0.31 0.06 0.12 0.20 0.07 0.03 0.02
N 31,423 31,423 31,423 31,423 31,423 30,004 31,423 63,812 50,882

Note: Standard errors in brackets.
*p < .01.
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issues (tax and housing), but urban voters are significantly closer to their
party than rural voters when it comes to morality issues, the EU, immigration
and the environment. As previously mentioned, more highly educated voters
are generally more congruent with their party, but this effect is stronger for
issues related to the cultural dimension, such as immigration, than for econ-
omic issues. The pattern for age is less clear-cut. In line with expectations,
voters in the 35–54 and the over 55 age brackets are significantly further
from their party than younger voters (the reference category) on morality
issues. The over 55 age group is also significantly further from their party
than young voters on the issue of the EU. However, young voters are also
more congruent with their party on economic issues, in particular housing.
While not predicted by the theoretical discussion, it is perhaps not surprising
that young voters are more congruent with their party on the housing issue,
given that the housing crisis which dominated the election predominantly
affected this group.

So far, the results are in line with the individual-level hypotheses, but the
magnitude of the effects is not always large. Somewhat larger effects are
found in relation to the party-level variables. For example, on the issue of
Irish unity, Sinn Féin is 2.81 points closer to their voters on average compared
to Fine Gael (the reference category). Overall, the results for the party-level
variables are in line with the hypotheses. Congruence is higher for parties
that ‘own’ an issue (Sinn Féin on Irish unity, and the Greens on the environ-
ment), in line with H5. Consistent with H6, congruence is lower on most issues
for the two catch-all, government-oriented parties (Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael).
This is indicated by the negative coefficients for most other parties on most
issues (meaning that they are closer to their voters compared to Fine Gael).
The differences between parties are not due to the demographic profile of
their voters, such as education or age, which are controlled for here.
Rather, it would seem that the nature of the parties’ appeal is different:
some parties appeal to voters on policy grounds, resulting in high policy con-
gruence, while others attract voters at least partly based on non-policy factors
such as governing credentials and candidate attributes.

The final two columns in Table 1 analyse pooled data from the 2020
general election and the 2019 EP election. Seven policy questions were
asked in both surveys: two related to the EU and five related to other
issues (the full set of questions are reported in the appendix).13 The first of
these two columns analyses the average distance between voters and their
party across the five non-EU issues (to test H7), while the second analyses
average distances for the two EU issues (H8). It is not possible to include
the variable Ideological structure here, due to the absence of a common set
of questions across all policy domains for the two elections. Dummy variables
for parties are omitted because they would likely obscure the relationship
between the type of election and congruence.14
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The results support H8 but not H7. There is no difference in average congru-
ence between the general election and the EP election for non-EU issues (as
shown by the coefficient for the variable EP election). For EU issues, in contrast,
the coefficient for the variable EP election is negative and significant, indicating
that voters aremore likely to select a party that they agree with on EU issues in
EP elections than in national elections. The size of this effect ismodest (indicat-
ing a .34 decrease in the voter-party distance on EU issues in EP elections).
However, additional analyses show that the effect is larger when it comes to
parties that are more critical of the EU, namely Solidarity-People Before
Profit and Sinn Féin, where congruence on EU issues increased by .51 and
.79 points respectively in the EP election.15 This evidence in favour of arena-
specific votingmaybeoneof the reasonswhy therewas such adramatic differ-
ence in the performance of Sinn Féin across the two elections (the party
received 11.7% of the first-preference vote share in the EP election and
24.5% in the general election eight months later). Sinn Féin is the only large
party that is traditionally critical of the EU, which puts it out of step with the
vast majority of Irish voters on this issue (e.g. European Movement Ireland,
2019). Some pro-EU voters may be more willing to vote for Sinn Féin in a
general election, where EU issues are peripheral, than in an EP election.

Conclusion

This paper has sought to explain variation in the extent to which Irish voters
agree with the policy positions of the party they vote for, focusing on the
2020 general election and the 2019 European Parliament election. The
findings point to three important determinants of issue congruence. First,
congruence depends on knowledge and information. More politically inter-
ested voters and long-term party supporters, who are more likely to be
knowledgeable about party policy, were found to be more congruent with
their party on average. Related to this, voters are more likely to be in agree-
ment with the party they vote for on issues where the party’s position is well
known. This is shown by the higher congruence for the Green Party on the
environment and Sinn Féin on Irish unity.

The second set of findings relates to the fact that not all voters care equally
about policy proximity. Some voters may prioritise other, non-policy con-
siderations when evaluating parties. It was argued that this is particularly
likely when it comes to catch-all parties and parties that have recently partici-
pated in government. The results confirm that in the Irish case, Fianna Fáil
and Fine Gael – the two parties that most closely fit the ‘catch-all’ designation
and who worked together under a confidence and supply arrangement for
the outgoing government – were associated with lower levels of issue con-
gruence on average. However, there was no evidence that issue congruence
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is higher overall in European Parliament elections (where government for-
mation is not at stake) than in general elections.

The third set of findings concerns the availability of policy alternatives.
Many voters are unable to find a party that they agree with on all policy
areas. Congruence tends to be lower among older, less educated and rural
voters on policy areas linked to the cultural dimension, reflecting the lack
of policy alternatives on this dimension. Likewise, voters whose policy prefer-
ences do not fit into a clear left/right ideological framework are less likely to
find a party that reflects their views across different issues, so congruence
tends to be lower for these individuals. The finding that congruence is
higher on EU issues in European Parliament elections also relates to this:
voters will agree with a party on some issues but not others and choose
parties based on their positions on the more salient issues for that election.

The question of issue congruence is important when assessing both the
quality of representation and the notion of party policy mandates. In terms
of representation, no socio-demographic groups were found to be systema-
tically more or less well represented across all policy areas. For instance, while
on issues related to the cultural dimension congruence was higher for more
educated, younger, and urban voters, the effects of these variables were small
on issues related to the economy. Despite some literature suggesting that
men are likely to be better represented than women in terms of party
policy positions (e.g. Dassonneville, Nugent, Hooghe, & Lau, 2020), there
was no consistent effect for gender across policy domains.

As for party policy mandates, the findings are mixed. As mentioned in the
introduction, party leaders sometimes speak as though everyone who voted
for the party endorsed all of the party’s policies. This is clearly not the case:
there is great variation across issues and across parties in the level of congru-
ence, and in some instances, a majority of voters were found to disagree with
the position of their party. While claims by party leaders to hold a mandate
from their voters are credible when it comes to core issues for a party,
voters often disagree with their party when it comes to other issues. Fortu-
nately, parties tend to secure ministerial portfolios and have the greatest
policy impact in areas that are linked to their core policy focus (Bäck,
Debus, & Dumont, 2011; Klingemann, Hofferbert, & Budge, 1994). Lower con-
gruence in policy areas that are not central to a party’s agenda is arguably less
troubling from a democratic perspective.

Notes

1. The are some minor parties that are an exception to this, such as the Irish
Freedom Party and the National Party. However, while these parties did
contest the 2020 election, they were extremely peripheral and did not represent
a visible or credible choice for most voters.
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2. This is based on the seven main Irish parties that are included in the present
study as described in the Data section.

3. While VAAs are a tool to help undecided voters, they also include large numbers
of respondents who already have voting preferences. (Voters who did not know
who they intended to give their first preference to at the time of the survey are
excluded in the present paper). There are a number of reasons why these voters
would use a VAA such as Which Candidate: they may have decided on their first
preference, but not their subsequent preferences; or they may simply want to
find out more about how their own policy views compare with the policy pos-
itions of the party they support.

4. For example, 28% of respondents in the 2020 Which Candidate voter survey
reported that they were very interested in politics, compared to 48% of respon-
dents in the UCD/Ireland Thinks 2020 election survey. The underrepresentation
of politically interested voters reflects the fact that the site provides an infor-
mation shortcut for voters, and so is of more benefit for people who do not
follow politics closely. This is also reflected in the fact that the majority of
respondents used the site during either the day of or the day before the elec-
tion, suggesting that they were late deciders.

5. The 2020 exit poll was conducted by Ipsos MRBI on behalf of RTÉ, The Irish Times,
TG4 and UCD, and has a representative sample of 5,376 voters. When using the
2019 WC data, the weights are calculated using the 2019 exit poll, conducted by
RED C for RTÉ andTG4 and has a representative sample of 3,016 voters.

6. The sample size for the 2019 WC data is 14,349.
7. This is a total of 22 items. Five other items were also included in the WC survey

relating to stand-alone issues (e.g. the proposed boycott of Israeli goods from
the occupied territories), and these are not included in this study.

8. An alternative approach would be to use a dichotomous measure of policy
agreement for each item and take the average across items in a given policy
area. This alternative approach involves discarding some information, but it
yields very similar results to those reported below.

9. The predicted positions based on the retained factor are also strongly corre-
lated with respondents’ left-right self-placements (r = .51).

10. This is based on the sum of squared residuals. The higher the sum of squared
residuals, the greater the deviations between predicted and actual values.
This measure is then reversed so that higher scores indicate greater ideological
consistency.

11. What exactly the score would be would depend on the position of the party. If
the party took an intermediate position, then an even distribution of voters
across the three answer categories would result in an average distance score
of 3.3. If a party took a position on either extreme, then an even distribution
of voters across the three alternatives would yield an average score of 5.

12. These figures are marginal effects calculated while controlling for other vari-
ables in the model.

13. In some cases, the wording of the question changed slightly in the two surveys.
See the appendix for details.

14. This is because the difference in congruence between elections will be partly
driven by the differences in congruence for particular parties.

15. These results are based on a model that includes an interaction between parties
and election type.
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Appendix: List of policy items used from the which candidate
surveys in 2020 and 2019

Policy area Policy items 2020 Policy items 2019
EU European integration has gone too far

– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree
(Identical)

Ireland should cooperate with other EU
member states on defence
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

(Identical)

Morality/
religious

The liberalisation of abortion in Ireland has
gone too far
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

(Identical)

The Church has too much control over Irish
schools and hospitals
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

A lot more religious-run schools
should become multi-

denominational
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree;

Disagree
Tax When there is scope for tax cuts or public

spending increases, what should be done?
– Significant increase in spending on public
services; Some tax cuts and some increases in
spending on public services; Significant tax
cuts

Increases in public spending should
be prioritised over tax cuts

– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree;
Disagree

Should taxes on lower earners (below €35,000)
be increased or decreased?
– Increase; Stay the same; Decrease

-

(Continued )
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Continued.
Policy area Policy items 2020 Policy items 2019

Should taxes on middle earners (€35,000–
€70,000) be increased or decreased?
– Increase; Stay the same; Decrease

-

Should corporation taxes be increased or
decreased?
– Increase; Stay the same; Decrease

-

Should taxes on high earners (over €70,000) be
increased or decreased?
– Increase; Stay the same; Decrease

-

Environment Should carbon taxes be increased?
– Increased significantly (reaching €80 per
tonne by 2020); increased at a more
moderate rate; no increases

Increases to carbon tax should be
opposed

– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree;
Disagree

What should the focus be for investment in
transport?
– Continue to prioritise investment in roads;
Spread resources evenly between roads and
public transport/cycle lanes; Cut spending on
roads and invest significantly in public
transport and cycle lanes

-

New petrol and diesel vehicles should be
banned in the next ten years
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

There should there be a tax on greenhouse gas
emissions from agriculture

Irish unity A referendum on Irish unity should be held
during the lifetime of the next government
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

In the wake of Brexit, a referendum
should be held on Irish unity

– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree;
Disagree

The reunification of Ireland would create more
problems than it would solve
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

Housing Should the local property tax rates be increased
or decreased?
– Increase; Stay the same; Decrease

-

A rent freeze should be introduced across the
country
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

-

Much more resources should be directed to
building local authority housing, even if that
means cutting back in other areas or raising
taxes
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

-

The best solution to the housing crisis is to
incentivise more building by private
developers
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

-

Immigration Should immigration into Ireland be made more
restrictive or less restrictive?
– Less restrictive; Stay the same; More
restrictive

-

Small towns and villages should not be forced
to accommodate asylum seekers
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

-

More resources should be given to improving
conditions for asylum seekers
– Agree; Neither agree nor disagree; Disagree

-
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