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Abstract

Do post-communist voters punish all political parties equally? We argue that while there is strong evidence of
anti-incumbent bias among voters, not all parties are punished equally. Surprisingly, liberal parties, who were the
authors of the often painful economic reforms undertaken after 1989, are punished less by voters than other parties
once they govern. Even more surprisingly, populist parties, who are among the non-orthodox parties that benefit
from the anti-incumbent bias, are sanctioned the most heavily, especially when they govern. Voters thus punish
governing parties, but they distinguish between competitors, and appear to judge parties by the ambiguity of their
programs and their type. We examine the implications of our theory using data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey
as well as a new dataset on authoritarian successor parties.

The authors are grateful to Arturas Rozenas for comments. Ipek Cinar, Evgenia Olimpieva, Milena Ang, and Ben Gardner Gill
provided stellar research assistance. All mistakes are the authors’ responsibility.
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1 Introduction

Why are some parties punished more than others? Do voters reward ideological clarity, or do they simply

fault parties for being closely associated with unpopular policies? If populist and extremist parties have

gained increasing popularity on the strength of their critique of the political establishment, do voters

ever hold them accountable?

These questions are especially pertinent in newer democracies, where parties are more volatile and

voters less experienced, and where the institutions of electoral democracy are younger and less robust.

We examine these questions in the setting of post-communist democratic party competition. There, a

set of “liberal” political parties advanced a clear market and political reform agenda in the 1990s. Their

chief rivals were first the parties of the center-left, many of which were reformed communist successor

parties, and then the non-orthodox, (mostly) right-wing populist parties.1 These parties had different

commitments to programmatic competition: some had a clear policy agenda, while others relied on

ambiguous appeals.

After the collapse of communism in 1989, scholars worried that voters would punish the liberal parties

responsible for often-painful reforms, in a popular backlash against the authors of the market reforms

(Przeworski 1992, Baker & Greene 2011). Liberal parties, as the authors of painful market reforms, were

supposed to be the target of a furious electorate and the backlash of the perceived losers of these policies

(Przeworski 1992, Evans & Whitefield 1993, Kitschelt 1995, Bustikova 2014). Not surprisingly, many of the

liberal parties that initially anchored political competition were eventually swept off the scene, whether

the Freedom Union (UW) in Poland, the Civic Democratic Alliance (ODA) in the Czech Republic, or the

Free Democrats (SzDSz) in Hungary.

Subsequently, another worry was that the pattern of anti-incumbent voting privileged non-orthodox

parties, whether illiberal populists, right-wing and nativist extremists, or would-be nationalists. Here,

one mainstream option after another was tried by the voters, only to be subsequently rejected (Pop-

Eleches 2010). In another version of this logic, a mainstream elites consensus on the necessity of reform

dampened political debate and led to the rise and success of populist parties as the chief critics of this

establishment consensus (Grzymała-Busse & Innes 2003). Populist parties thus supplanted tradition-

ally, more ideologically-based rivals, as part of an anti-democratic backlash. Prominent examples here

include Poland and Hungary, where the populist PiS and Fidesz governments, respectively, have been

held responsible for dismantling institutions of liberal democracy such as independent judiciaries, free

media, and autonomous civil society in the name of national interest and eliminating the corruption of
1Parties classified as populist fulfill two criteria. First, these parties make explicit anti-elite establishment claims, characterizing the existing

political and economic elites as unresponsive and corrupt. Second, they claim to represent the “people” or “the nation,” rather than more specific
interest groups or sectors.This classification follows Mudde (2004), who defines populism as “an ideology that considers society to be ultimately
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be
an expression of the volonte generale (general will) of the people” (Mudde 2004, p.543)
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previous governments (Grzymala-Busse 2017.) What emerges from both of these accounts is that liberal

parties ought to be punished more heavily than others–and populist parties should reap the benefits of

party competition that punishes incumbents and their policy offers.

A cursory comparison of electoral results across the region2 appears to show exactly this conventional

wisdom. Figure 1 compares the relative vote gains and losses for different types of parties.3 It shows the

mean of the vote gain or loss over elections taking place between 1999 and 2017. It groups parties in

two ways. On the left, we separate populist, liberal and reformed successor communist parties, with the

category of “other” containing non-reformed successor communists and other parties. On the right, we

include all successor communists—whether reformed or not—in the same distinct category, alongside

populist, liberal and other parties.

At first glance, anxieties about populist gains are substantiated: populist parties gain from election

to election, and at higher rates than other parties. Liberal parties are punished more heavily, and the

ones to suffer the biggest losses are the former communist successor parties. The first column shows

the losses suffered by the reformed communist successor parties–the second compares the communist

successors, whether reinvented or not, to liberal, populist, and other parties. The conventional wisdom—

that populist parties are supplanting traditional ideological parties, and that their support is robust—

appears to be all too true.

Yet these results do not take into account three factors. The first of these is the experience of governance,

and whether parties that govern are more heavily punished or rewarded than those who do not. A second

factor is ideological clarity or ambiguity: the extent to which parties make electoral accountability possible

in the first place, by clearly profiling themselves. Finally, these simple means do not take into account

within-country variation in electoral performance, or how support changed over time.

Once we take these factors into account, however, a different picture emerges. Figure 2 shows the re-

sult of a simple mixed effects regression that takes into account programmatic clarity, incumbency, and

party type. The populist advantage disappears. Communist successors are heavily punished. Liberal

parties, in a striking contrast, fare far better. In fact, as the rest of this paper argues, liberal parties are pun-

ished far less than other governing parties–and populists are punished far more severely. Post-communist

voters, then, punish incumbents–but at different rates, with anti-establishment parties bearing the brunt

of their displeasure. These differential rates of punishment also help to explain why the populists move
2Parties included have run in elections at least twice in post-communist Europe between 1999 and 2017. The data come from the Chapel

Hill Expert Survey, which provides us with a panel of 320 parties from Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland,
Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia. Every three to four years, the survey asked experts to evaluate parties’ positions on a variety of issues, ranging
from general left-right, to platforms on nationalism, redistribution and socio-cultural values. We used expert evaluations to divide parties into
categories of liberal (one standard deviation to the right of the median on the general left-right dimension and above), center-right (between one
standard deviation above the median and median on general left-right dimension), center-left (between the median and one standard deviation
below the median on general left-right dimension), and extreme left (below one standard deviation below the median on the general left right
dimension). Because experts are country-specific, there is no way of ensuring that experts use thermometer scales in a way warranting meaningful
comparisons. Thus, each country’s group of liberal, center-right, center-left and extreme-left parties was calculated relative to the medians in
that country in that year. CHES skipped Croatia in all years but 2014 and Slovenia in 2002.

3Please see section 4 for full coding of vote gains and losses.
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Figure 1: Average electoral losses and gains.

Figure 2: Average electoral losses and gains accounting for programmatic clarity, incumbency, and party type.

to transform the formal institutions of liberal democracy to their advantage once in office. Aware that

they are likely to be punished by voters, such parties may attempt to insulate themselves against electoral

punishment by tilting the playing field, rather than by winning over voters.

In the sections below, we first identify the kinds of party competitors in post-communist democracies,

and the party classifications that emerge. We then examine the competing explanations, which identify

anti-incumbent sentiment, ideological clarity, and elite policy consensus as the main explanations for the
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differential punishments of parties. Engaging theories of spatial competition and electoral accountability

to explain the patterns of competition in the relatively new post-communist democracies, we propose

several hypotheses about the value of ideological commitments. We then test these propositions using a

mixed effects model that captures the differences in electoral support across parties accounting for shared

countries and electoral terms. In addition to existing data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey, we use

two new datasets on populist and authoritarian successor parties.

2 Post-communist political parties

Broadly, we can identify three main types of political party competitors in post-communist party systems.

First, we have the liberal democratic parties, such as the UW in Poland, the SzDSz in Hungary or the

ODS and ODA in the Czech Republic. These are identified as the authors of the market reforms after the

collapse of communism, such as privatization, price and trade liberalization, and monetary and fiscal

reforms. They were led by the intellectual elites of the anti-communist opposition, and are known for

their cosmopolitan and consistently liberal societal views. They were the main parties to support, and in

many cases implement, a raft of pro-market policies in the early 1990s. Even as the reforms themselves

have been successful, their authors have not done well: many have disappeared by the 2000s, though

some, like the PO in Poland, emerged at that time. As a result, 15% of the parties in our data set are

liberal parties (19 out of 127.) The programs and policy offers of the liberal parties were the clearest: the

mean programmatic ambiguity score is the lowest among the party types, at 1.088 (the mean score for all

parties is 1.24, with a standard deviation of .51.) The correlation between programmatic ambiguity and

liberal party status is -.07 with a p value of .18.

Their main competitors were catch-all and center-left parties, either the reinvented communist succes-

sor parties, such as the MSzP in Hungary or the SLD in Poland, or resurrected social democratic parties,

such as the CSSD in the Czech Republic. These parties offered broad commitments to continuing market

reforms, but with less pain and with greater attention paid to its detrimental effects, such as poverty or

inequality.

A critical aspect of the communist successors has been their dramatic transformation: unlike the lib-

eral parties, for example, the communist successors underwent a radical change from being the parties of

authoritarian rule to parties of social democratic commitments (Ishiyama 1998, Ishiyama 2001, Mahr &

Nagle 1995, Bozoki & Ishiyama 2002, Orenstein 1998, Waller 1995, Ziblatt 1998, Pop-Eleches 1998). Other

mainstream parties, whether on the left or right, have not undergone such radical change over time:

instead, they remained largely consistent in their orientations.4

4A notable exception is Fidesz in Hungary and PiS in Poland. The former went from a liberal party to a conservative, nationalist and populist
party over the course of the 1990s (Kitschelt 1999, Nalepa 2010). The latter transformed itself from a post-dissident party closely aligned with PO,
whom it considered a potential government coalition partner to a party ideologically very close to Fidesz, in many ways following the Hungarian
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Figure 3: Party ambiguity scores by party type.

Where they had reinvented themselves, the communist successor parties pre-empted and “crowded

out” leftist competitors. They occupied the center-Left of the political spectrum, and precluded the rise of

an independent and powerful Social Democratic alternative (Grzymała-Busse 2006). Independent social

democrats could arise only where the communist parties failed to reinvent themselves, as in the Czech

Republic. Further, there were almost no credible far-left parties: over four decades of communist rule

largely eliminated this possibility.

Reinvented communist successor parties ran largely as catch-alls, relying on claims of managerial

competence and being better at implementing the reform program of the liberals. They were consider-

ably more ambiguous in their programmatic offers as a result. Their mean ambiguity score is 1.26, and

the correlation between programmatic ambiguity and successor party status is .01,with a p value of .85.

Successor parties are 29% of the parties in our dataset.

Finally, a wave of populist and non-orthodox parties emerged, ranging from ATAKA in Bulgaria to

ANO in the Czech Republic to Jobbik in Hungary. They are notable for their anti-establishment stance,

and their criticism of the existing democratic system as corrupt, collusive, and unable to represent the in-

terests of a broadly defined “people.” This critique is one that is shared more broadly by populist parties

across Europe, who claim to represent the pure and good people against a corrupt elite establishment

(Mudde 2014, Mudde & Kaltwasser 2012). Some of these parties had their roots in the center-right, but

broke away and transformed themselves into far more populist formations: two prominent examples are

Fidesz in Hungary and PiS in Poland. Beyond their criticism of the establishment, however, their pol-

party’s blueprint (Kovacs & Scheppele 2018, Scheppele 2018).
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icy offers were diffuse and their ideological commitments both varied and broad. These parties had the

most ambiguous programs, with a mean ambiguity score of 1.39 and a correlation between ambiguity

and populist party status of .15, p value of .004. Populist parties comprise 56% parties in our dataset.

3 Theories of party competition and punishment

Three main explanations can account for patterns of electoral punishment of political parties in these

newer, post-communist democracies.

The first set of explanations for differential voter punishment focus on electoral accountability, and the

fulfillment of party mandates once in office. Here, institutions, voter limitations, and political parties

themselves have limited electoral accountability in post-communist democracies. First, institutional ar-

rangements such as majoritarian electoral systems or an established set of political party competitors

tend to clarify policy responsibility and make it easier for voters to hold their elected officials responsible

(Powell 2000). In the new post-communist democracies, proportional representation and a shifting set

of competitors dilute the clarity of responsibility.5

Nonetheless, there are suggestions that post-communist voters can exert pressure on political par-

ties to keep programmatic promises in specific areas (such as welfare and education (Kostadinova &

Kostadinova 2016). Voters may also hold incumbents accountable by using their ideological distance to

the communist regime as a proxy for their likely policy stances (Lipsmeyer 2009). In other settings, voters

were shown to be more likely to punish corrupt officials where they have more information (Winters &

Weitz-Shapiro 2013). Yet relying on voter information to provide accountability is a tenuous bet. Voters

even in established democracies are often myopic, ignorant, and unable to parse policy effects (Achen &

Bartels 2002, Healy & Malhotra 2009, Bechtel & Hainmueller 2011, Fowler & Hall 2017). They frequently

rely on heuristics and shortcuts (Lupia 1994, Lupia & McCubbins 1998) that may lead them astray (Healy

& Malhotra 2013). Where voters are uncertain about their ability to evaluate policy, they are less likely

to punish incumbents (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling 2011)6. Not surprisingly, (Roberts 2009) ex-

amined the link between the programmatic focus of post-communist parties and policy promises, and

found little evidence of broad policy promises kept.

Electoral accountability is further hampered where party programs tend to converge, and govern-

ment policies do not markedly differ. In post-communist democracies, a considerable consensus existed

among mainstream parties regarding the need for economic reforms, however painful. As Tavits and

Letki note, even Left governing parties in post-communist countries tended to adhere to fiscal austerity
5But see the most recent work on consequences of PR systems on policy and party organization from (Cheibub & Nalepa 2020).
6Another strand of the literature identifies the specific conditions under which voters can be quite sophisticated, given the setting of bench-

marks by the media (Kayser & Peress 2012), comparing the variance in performance across countries (Duch & Stevenson 2010), and comparing
across time, with unexpected economic shifts having a larger effect (Whitten & Palmer 1999). Democratic media here play a considerable role in
transmitting the critical information (Hetherington 1996, Gasper & Reeves 2011)
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and tighter budgets, as analyses of political, budgetary, and economic data from the 1990-2004 period

suggest (Tavits & Letki 2009, 561). A similar elite consensus dominated the process of accession to the

European Union (Grzymała-Busse & Innes 2003). Finally, transitional justice was meted out by both

post-communist successors and liberal democratic parties alike (Nalepa 2010). In many ways, governing

parties were thus equally “centrist” in their appeals, and so they should have been equally punished by

voters who perceive centrism as ambiguity, and moderate programs as uncertain ones (Ezrow, Homola

& Tavits 2014).

One result of the disappointment with mainstream politicians and their lack of accountability in the

post-communist setting has been a pattern of anti-incumbent bias. Voters tried, and rejected, one main-

stream option after another. They eventually began to choose non-orthodox parties: populist, illiberal,

and extreme (Pop-Eleches 2010). These parties capitalized on the perception that politics were rigged to

benefit the elites who had little incentive to be responsive to the needs of everyday people. They were

often the only critics of market reforms, EU accession, or transitional justice arrangements. As a result,

the voters reject the incumbents–and support instead populist and illiberal parties.

Voters thus punish the governing parties, thanks both to disappointment with unmet promises and

the appeal of novel competitors, who appear with each election. Such disappointment can lead to en-

dogenous failure to discriminate—“all the politicians are crooks”—and to politicians subsequently re-

sponding by serving themselves rather than the electorate, eventually even leading to the collapse of

democracy (Svolik 2013). The very high electoral volatility that pervaded post-communist societies is

both a symptom and a cause of anti-incumbent voting. The problem is exacerbated by the parties’ own

inexperience, and the lack of organizational resources with which to conduct campaigns and a convinc-

ing language to address the people. Such factors should lead to all governing parties being punished

more or less equally, with populist parties suffering the least.

A second set of accounts focuses on programmatic clarity, or conversely, ambiguity. A considerable

literature has examined the costs and benefits of such ambiguity (Alesina & Cukierman 1990, Aragones &

Neeman 2000, Callander & Wilson 2008, Meirowitz 2005). Several scholars see the clarity of political party

programs as critical to reducing voters’ uncertainty about the parties (Alvarez & Nagler 1998, Alvarez,

Nagler & Bowler 2000, Schofield 2004). In this set of explanations, political parties take clear positions,

and the closer they are to the pivotal voter, the greater the electoral payoff. In SMD contexts, this will be

the median. In electoral systems boasting multimember districts, pinning down this equilibrium may be

more complicated, even with a homogeneous electorate (Enelow & Hinich 1984, Lin, Enelow & Dorussen

1999). Office seeking behavior in this context of overall uncertainty makes it harder for parties to maintain

a distinctive brand (Lupu 2013), the greater the electoral payoff. Yet when voters reward clarity and

consistency while punishing diffusion (Ezrow et al. 2014) diffuse and/or centrist policies may lead voters
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to abandon political parties in favor of ones with narrower and clearer policies (Downs 1957, Powell 2000).

In contrast, another set of explanations argues that there may be electoral reasons why politicians

remain deliberately vague (Bartels 1986) or avoid divisive issues (?) Tomz and Van Houweling, for ex-

ample, find that candidate programmatic ambiguity may attract some voters: those who are co-partisans

and those who are uncertain, and can be a winning strategy electorally (Page 1976, ?) Parties may also

attempt to either “own” issues by introducing them to political competition, or selectively emphasize and

de-emphasize their positions, in effect blurring rather than taking positions (Meguid 2005, Rovny 2013,

Petrocik 1996). Such strategic emphasis and ambiguity allows parties to emphasize those issues they feel

would benefit them electorally while avoiding taking a stance on those where voters are further away

from the party (Rovny 2013). Ambiguity can thus insulate politicians from voter backlash.

The third account focuses on the consistency of political parties over time, and how belying campaign

promises can punish political parties. Politicians can thus promise one thing in electoral campaigns and

deliver another, in the hopes of these inconsistent policies increasing voter utility and thus avoiding elec-

toral punishment (Przeworski, Stokes & Manin 1999). If voters reward parties that are consistent over

time, populist parties may be punished more severely than others precisely because they belie the one

central element of their platforms: their anti-establishment stance. If populist parties claim to represent

the “pure” people against the “corrupt” elite establishment, then entering government means both be-

coming the very establishment elites that they had earlier denounced, and betraying the “people.” In

short, populist parties may be punished for their hypocrisy by voters who care about clarity of policy

programs. Populist parties may benefit from the elite consensus and the mainstream parties’ perceived

ineffectiveness: but once they enter government, they will be punished for not changing what the pop-

ulists themselves consider corrupt and illegitimate institutions.

Similarly, if this set of propositions is true, then the former authoritarian successors get punished

unusually harshly: after all, they set the standard for competence and probity, and successfully ran on

these valence issues rather than on clear policy platforms. Their subsequent downfall from power has

been attributed to their failure to uphold these ideals (Grzymala-Busse 2017). Where the successor parties

had reinvented themselves by committing themselves to democracy, changing their names and symbols,

and shedding much of their organizational ballast, they were by far the most experienced political actors

in the country, and these valence claims were credible and made them successful competitors in the

1990s. If programmatic ambiguity and hypocrisy in office is punished, however, they should suffer the

same fate as the populists. If this is the case, we should see liberal governing parties punished relatively

less–their pro-market policies may have been painful, but they were clear, and consistent with the parties’

electoral promises.

Our central proposition is that voters prefer “honest politicians,” who articulate clear programmatic
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commitments and retain them. It is the betrayal of the party’s programmatic identity above all else that

drives electoral punishment as a result.7 Even if their government policies have painful effects, the per-

ceived clarity, consistency and truthfulness of a political party will insulate it, if imperfectly, from elec-

toral punishment. Parties that set up a set of standards only to betray it, parties that switch their policy

offerings, and parties that are diffuse and ambiguous, in contrast, will be punished more heavily.

The above discussion the following expectations:

(1) All governing parties will be punished electorally. (Electoral accountability hypothesis)

(2) Parties espousing programmatic clarity will be especially punished. For example, liberal governing

parties will be punished as the authors and symbols of painful economic reforms. (Programmatic clarity

hypothesis)

(2b) Parties espousing programmatic ambiguity will be especially punished, irrespective of type. (Pro-

grammatic ambiguity hypothesis)

(3) Parties espousing programmatic inconsistency will be especially punished. (Inconsistency hypoth-

esis)

4 Data and Measurement

In order to evaluate these hypotheses we have combined data from three sources. First, as we mention

in the introduction, we use the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) database (Bakker, De Vries, Edwards,

Hooghe, Jolly, Marks, Polk, Rovny, Steenbergen & Vachudova 2015). These surveys provide us not only

with expert evaluations of a number of parties in our region of interest, but also with vote shares of

parties in the elections closest to the time the survey was conducted and information on the role these

parties played in government. The five surveys were carried out in four year intervals,8 which is the

average length of an electoral term in the parliamentary regimes.

Our dependent variable is the change in voteshare from cycle to cycle. We subtract the current vote-

share from the voteshare in the next cycle: vt+1− vt. This measure—“deltavote”—captures how popular

the party is during the current cycle, depending its type (something that does not change over time), the

clarity of its programatic message (ambiguity), and on whether it is in the opposition or in government

(in the latter case we will also differentiate between being a senior and junior member of the ruling coali-

tion).9 In addition, since a number of post-communist parties appeared after the first CHES survey took
7This notion is similar to the idea of voters selecting “good” types when elections have little ability to induce politicians to do what the

voters want, rather than expecting politicians to consistently implement the policies they promised during the campaign (Fearon 1999, Duch &
Stevenson 2008). We remain agnostic, however, regarding the reasons for this voter preference.

8The only exception is the 2017 “flash survey”, which was carried out in only a subset of the countries, excluding Romania, Bulgaria and
Slovenia, Lithuania or Latvia

9Another way to measure deltavote is to subtract the lagged vote share of a party from its current voteshare: vt − vt−1, where t stands for
electoral cycle and not actual calendar year. This captures retrospective voting. Unfortunately, this measure would prevent us from assessing the
growth in popularity of parties while in government, because all parties that get into government, especially as the senior coalition partner, must
experience a boost in voteshare.
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place or expired before the last CHES survey was held, the measure has to account for party “births”

and “deaths.” A plausible and consistent way to resolve this is to assign deltavote the score −vt when

the party in question secures insufficient voteshare to be recorded in the next CHES survey and a score

of vt + 1 when a party that did not exist in t appears at t+ 1.10

CHES also includes an ordinal measure of government participation. The variable “government”

(party, year) assumes 0 when the party is not in government that year, 1 if the party is a junior member of

the cabinet coalition (i.e., does not have a Prime Minister in the cabinet) and 2 if it is the Prime Minister’s

party. We recoded this variable to create three dummy variables: “in government,” “senior coalition

partner” and “junior coalition partner.”

We additionally rely on CHES for our measure of programmatic clarity/ambiguity, making use of

experts’ placement scores for parties on a general ‘left-right” dimension, on an economic left-right, and

on a traditional versus modern values scale, known as “GALTAN.” 11 Previous work 12 used the degree

of disagreement or the variance across expert respondents as a measure of programatic clarity. If experts

vary greatly in their perception of a party’s policy position, the party is unlikely to have maintained a

consistent policy reputation, whether due to diversity in membership, inconsistent policy positioning, or

non-programmatic linkages with voters. If, on the other hand, a party is more programmatic—composed

of members with a consistent vision for their policy positions—we may expect less variance in how ex-

perts perceive their location. The problem, however, occurs when evaluating parties at extreme ends of

the issue dimension, because experts “have less room” to disagree about parties. This is bound to appear

particularly problematic in the case of parties that on any particular issue dimension are either extreme

left or extreme right, which in Eastern Europe constitute a significant share of the parties competing in

elections between 1999 and 2017. To resolve this problem, we rely on work and code of Arturas Rozenas

(Rozenas 2013). Rozenas proposes a Bayesian model where policy positions are treated as probability

distributions over a policy space. Expert evaluations are then defined as random draws from those distri-

butions. He measures ideological ambiguity as the dispersion of the latent probability distribution from

estimating a cross-classified random-effects model. Patterns of non-responses are used in this model as

additional source of information on ideological ambiguity, thus sidestepping the ceiling and floor effects

associated with extreme parties mentioned above. Using this approach, we created ambiguity scores

based on the three expert placement questions described above: general left right, economic left- right

and GALTAN13. The greater the score, the more ambiguous the party program. In our sample, the scores
10In most instances this happens when the party indeed ceases to exist, but in some instances it is possible that the loss of voteshare was so

drastic that the party in question failed to secure a legislative seat and, consequently, CHES stopped surveying experts about that party
11Specifically, GALTAN represents “Green, Alternative, Liberal,” that is parties which “typically support more expansive personal freedoms—

greater civil liberties, same-sex marriage, a greater role for citizens in governing, etc. Conversely, parties on the “Traditional, Authoritarian,
Nationalism” end of the spectrum typically reject these ideas, favoring instead law and order, tradition, and the belief that the government
should be a strong moral authority, etc” (Bakker et al. 2015).

12See (Carroll & Nalepa 2017)
13It would have been possible to create scores for all the issue dimensions included in CHES but these three are the only ones that were

consistently asked from 2002 to 2017
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range from .42 to 3.1, with a mean score is 1.25, with a standard deviation of .51. In the models below,

we use the general left-right ambiguity score.14

Finally, CHES is also the basis of our classification of parties into several types. First, we created a

category of liberal parties by finding for each country, for each survey year, the parties placed, on aver-

age, more than one standard deviation to the right of the mean on the economic left-right dimension.

Ideological categories of center-right and center-left were defined by identifying parties within one stan-

dard deviation of the mean on the right and left, respectively, with extreme left as the remaining category.

These ideological categories are jointly exhaustive and mutually exclusive dummy variables. This coding

scheme captures the already-identified differences in party stances and matches popularly held beliefs

and intuitions (Kitschelt 1995).

The next data source we use is the Authoritarian Successor Parties (ASP) database, which identifies

key characteristics of successor authoritarian parties for 81 countries in the world. In this paper we limit

ourselves to 12 post-communist countries. Within successor parties, we distinguish the category of “Re-

formed Successor”, which refers to reinvented successor communist parties. In the regressions below we

use the dummy variable for reinvented parties, Reformer, but the appendix contains the final regressions

for the broader category of all successor parties, “Successor.”

Finally, in order to classify parties as non-successor populist, we classify parties as populist or not

based on Mudde’s criteria of anti-elite establishment stances and popular representation (see footnote

1) (?). Using this categorization allows us to examine the effect of party ambiguity on party success

independently of their classification into liberal and populist or other categorizations. Note that the

categories of populist and successor are mutually exclusive, but not exhaustive, while the category of

reformers is a subset of the successors. At the same time, the classification of parties into ideological types

of liberal, center right, center left and extreme left are exhaustive and mutually exclusive, by construction.

Summary statistics of all the dependent and independent variables are provided in Table 3 of the

Appendix.

5 The Statistical Models

Our key independent variables—government participation, ambiguity, and party type— are party-level

attributes, which can potentially change each year the survey is conducted. Since ideological party types

(liberal, center-left, extreme left and center right) are calculated on the basis of the position of each party

relative to how many standard deviations it is removed from the country-year’s median, the party type

of a given party can change across time. However our classification of parties as populist or as successor

autocrats does not change over time. Our dependent variable, the change in vote share from one election
14The appendix provides the final regressions with alternative economic left right and GALTAN as a robustness checks, however.
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Table 1: Predictors of Increasing Vote share: Ambiguity, Government Participation, and Party Type

(1) (2) (3) (4)
in government -5.279∗∗∗ -5.603∗∗∗

(0.951) (1.001)
l-r ambiguity -1.006 -1.372 -1.116

(0.942) (0.937) (0.976)
senior coalition partner -5.228∗∗∗ -5.339∗∗∗

(0.942) (0.932)
junior coalition partner -5.677∗∗∗ -5.655∗∗∗

(1.590) (1.575)
liberal 3.342∗ 1.661

(1.430) (1.578)
center left 3.348∗∗ 3.417∗∗

(1.265) (1.274)
center right 1.460 1.196

(1.217) (1.218)
liberal in government 5.361∗

(2.606)
constant -4.519 -0.106 -1.725 -2.358

(2.928) (1.371) (1.555) (1.595)
var(year) 8.028868 4.241286 4.191523 6.349547

( 4.288216 ) (2.627536 ) ( 2.521349 ) (3.017248 )
var(country) 94.6317 1.23e-13 1.32e-12 1.80e-21

(53.91775) ( .) ( 1.55e-11) (.)
var(Residual) 54.47457 52.44016 50.8685 50.97789

( 4.759133 ) ( 4.571471 ) (4.424125) (4.436464)
N 308 304 304 304
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

to the next, is similarly measured at the party-year level.

In light of this, we decided to estimate our statistical models using multilevel regression. In this

case, estimation using ordinary least squares regression (OLS) would risk biased and inefficient results

because characteristics of parties within the same country are unlikely to be independent of each other.15.

A multilevel approach will structure the variation in the dependent variable according to year-level and

country-level characteristics, and correctly estimates the standard errors. The unit of analysis in our

model is a country-party-year, spanning every fourth or third year beginning in 2002 until 2017 in Post-

Communist Europe.

In our first regression—Model (1) of Table 1—we show the relationship between government partici-

pation and increases in voteshare. In the most simple bi-variate regression (with hierarchically structured

errors), the relationship between being in government and voteshare is negative indicating an incum-

bency disadvantage in our set of countries. This is consistent with our electoral accountability hypothesis

as well as other findings from weak party systems and new democracies (Klašnja 2015, Klašnja 2016). The

next model, (2), introduces a variable to test in addition effects of ambiguity on voteshare, corresponding
15An alternative way of dealing with data of similar structure to ours would be fixed effects or clustered standard errors, but a hierarchical

model does everything these kinds of models would without sacrificing degrees of freedom
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to our programmatic ambiguity and programmatic clarity hypotheses. It indicates that increased ambi-

guity decreases vote share, as we hypothesized, but the effect is not significant. However, participation

in government still has a negative effect on vote share. Both senior and junior coalition members are

punished, but junior partners more so: being in government without making all key decisions is more

hurtful for one’s vote share than having the Prime Ministership.

The next model, ((3), examines whether the incumbency disadvantage is not simply driven by the type

of party that is in government. If most of the governments are liberal and those parties govern poorly,

the incumbency disadvantage could be driven entirely by the ideological profile of the rulers. This test

taps into our programmatic consistency hypothesis. We continue to uses the distinction between junior

and senior coalition partners alongside ambiguity as a predictor of vote share change, but additionally

include the mutually exclusive (and exhaustive after including the extreme left) ideological party types:

liberal, center left and center right parties.16 The coefficients on junior and senior partner are very stable

and virtually unchanged, but it appears that being a liberal and center left party somewhat offsets the

incumbency disadvantage, roughly by 60 %.

The last model, (4), offers a direct test of the inconsistency hypothesis by including an interaction

term between government presence and liberalism to uncover if parties in government are punished

specifically when they are liberal. Results indicate that being a liberal party in government helps parties

gain more votes relative to other parties, completely compensating for the vote share lost from being in

government. Because the significance of this total effect cannot be read from the table, it is easiest to see

the effect of being liberal when in government from the plot of marginal effects below. 17 The plot in the

top right corner of Figure ?? shows how being in government affect change in vote share for non liberals.

Next, continuing to explore our inconsistency hypothesis, we examine the effects of being in govern-

ment for populist and successor communist parties. Recall, that according to this hypothesis, if these

parties enter government they should be especially punished, as a result of belying their earlier promises

of anti-establishment critiques and claims of managerial competence, respectively. The first of the four

models includes the categories of center left, center right, liberal and populist parties as independent

variables. According to results in the model (5) of Table 2, containing just party types with the addition

of the populist category, populists are not punished significantly more than non-populists. Ambiguity

continues to be insignificant, while serving in government continues to be detrimental for voteshares.

Interestingly, in this model, the category of “liberals” appears to have a marginally significant (at the 10

% level) positive effect on vote share relative to non-liberals and the category of center-left has a positive

effect on vote share. In light of our discussion in section 2, the significance of this coefficient suggests that

reformed communist parties may actually be gaining votes, as the center-left is exactly the ideological
16Extreme left serves as the residual category.
17Note, this plot was prepared on the basis the regression which results are reported in column (4)

14



Table 2: Predictors of Increasing Voteshare: Populists and Successor Communists in Government

(5) (6) (7) (8)
l-r ambiguity -1.031 -1.089 -1.184 -1.284

(0.997) (0.986) (0.984) (0.960)
in government -4.849∗∗∗ -5.055∗∗∗ -4.465∗∗∗ -3.767∗∗∗

(0.931) (1.046) (0.923) (1.082)
liberal 3.294∗ 1.575 1.940 0.451

(1.514) (1.647) (1.547) (1.653)
center left 3.399∗∗ 3.449∗∗ 2.287 2.311

(1.286) (1.271) (1.311) (1.286)
center right 1.252 1.356 -0.160 -0.0863

(1.234) (1.220) (1.291) (1.266)
Populist -0.686 0.543 -0.825 0.661

(1.128) (1.289) (1.110) (1.260)
Populists in government -4.685 -5.497∗

(2.557) (2.505)
Liberals in government 6.597∗ 5.784∗

(2.681) (2.623)
Reformed Communists -6.274∗∗ -1.630

(1.962) (2.687)
Reformed Communists in government -8.956∗

(3.670)
constant 2.235 -2.553 3.376 -1.250

(2.038) (1.595) (2.038) (1.621)
var(country). 8.72e-12 2.27e-10 5.44e-20 3.46e-19

(1.31e-10) (.) (1.85e-18 ) (5.01e-18 )
var(year) -6.696095 6.590775 6.627883 6.083595

(3.131117) (3.049193 ) (4.015476) (3.062884)
var(Residual) 51.48189 50.19852 49.728 47.72374

(4.479717) (4.369188) (10.08305) (4.341551)

lnsig e 1.971∗∗∗ 1.958∗∗∗ 1.953∗∗∗ 1.933∗∗∗
(0.0435) (0.0435) (0.101) (0.0455)

N 304 304 304 304
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

15



Figure 4: Marginal Effects of being in government on Voteshare by category of party
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(b) Populists
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space these parties would occupy. However, after including the category of reformed communists (in

the “Reformer” model) we see that being a reformed communist reduces the share of votes relative to all

other parties by over 6%, on average.

Finally, we examine the participation of reformed communists and populists in government. The

results from these models are reported in columns (6) and (7) Model (6) indicates that liberals in gov-

ernment do considerably better than populists in government. Indeed liberals get rewarded for being in

government, while populists are punished and so are reformed successors. These conditional effects are

best captured and compared in figure ?? above. Whereas government participation is costly for populists,

successors, but especially reformers, liberals stand to benefit as indicated by the upward sloping curve

for liberals and downward sloping curves for the other three.

Taken together, these results suggest that populists and successor communists are indeed severely

punished, but only if they are in government. In contrast, the liberals’ participation in government is

rewarded.

One criticism that may be launched against our interpretation of these results is that especially af-

ter 2010, liberal parties were considerably outnumbered in our dataset by populists. In light of this, we

conducted robustness checks, wherein we extended our dataset back to 1990 with the following quali-

fications. Since we do not have expert placement information (this is only provided in CHES) we were
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not able to calculate ambiguity scores or to provide time-specific categories of parties based on those

expert placements. We thus omit programmatic ambiguity as an independent variable (since it was not

significant in any of our previous models and we have no way of calculating it. Furthermore, we extend

the party categorizations for parties in 2002 back to 1990 for as long as those parties exist. This second

decision is justified by the fact that even though parties may change their ideological categories and in-

deed this was widely documented in the context of East Central Europe (Kitschelt 1999), such changes

only happen away from liberalism and not towards liberalism. This tendency, if introducing bias to our

robustness tests, would bias against our results. Our results survive this robustness test. 18

6 Conclusion

In short, post-communist voters punish governing parties. Incumbents tend to suffer electorally. Yet pop-

ulist and communist successor governing parties are especially likely to be punished. Anti-incumbent

bias can lead to the rise of non-orthodox opportunistic parties, but its effects may be self-limiting.

Three implications follow. First, regarding electoral accountability, we find that voters punish pop-

ulists and reward a closer mapping between promises and implementation of policy. They are able to

do so even in an environment where the clarity of responsibility is relatively low: in parliamentary pro-

portional representation systems.19 When parties win elections and enter government with ambiguous

programs, they are punished by voters.

Second, the pessimistic arguments about electoral accountability tend to assume that voters cannot

distinguish between politicians who implement and enforce painful reforms, and those who will not.

Our findings require a revision of this implicit assumption: even in relatively young and inexperienced

democracies, voters can and do punish “unreliable” incumbents. In keeping with the prediction that

voters hold policy-switchers to a higher performance standard (Manin, Przeworski & Susan 1999, 117),

we find that voters were less likely to punish politicians who offered clear policy platforms, even if these

policies were painful economic reforms. Liberal parties tend to do better than the others in office because

they are clearly committed to markets and cosmopolitan norms, and do not change their offer. Nor do

they set up standards for themselves that they are unable to meet: unlike the populists, they do not claim

to represent the nation or the “better sort” of citizens, and unlike the communist successors, they do

not advertise themselves as unusually competent or effective. Instead of running on identity or valence

issues, they tend to offer clear-cut policy alternatives–and it appears the voters reward them for it.20

18See appendix for details.
19Previous research has argued that separation of powers with single member districts allows the greatest clarity of responsibility and account-

ability ((Powell 2000), see also (Kselmann 2019) on OLPR and CLPR systems and (Persson, Roland & Tabellini 1997, Hellwig & Samuels 2007) on
separation of powers and presidential systems.)

20At the same time, we know that it is not simply consistency or clarity of the programmatic message below. Ambiguity or consistency
over time alone are not responsible for changes in vote share in a significant way. Hence, it appears to be the clear liberal message that keeps
incumbents from losing votes at the same rate as populist incumbents.
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For this same reason, we can better understand the fate of the communist successor parties, which

ran as catch-all parties largely on valence issues of competence and probity. These parties enjoyed their

greatest success in the second and third rounds of elections in the 1990s–only to collapse in the mid to

late 2000s. Here, if our account is correct, the lack of a clear programmatic offer beyond managerial

competence meant that voters punished these parties. In effect, even as the parties claimed to be “better

managers,” the voters eventually rebelled and asked, “better managers of what, exactly?” This account

of electoral punishment is consistent with other findings regarding the successor parties’s downfall (?)

Our third contribution is to the study of populism and democratic backsliding (Mudde & Kaltwasser

2012, ?). While populist, anti-establishment reform, and non-orthodox parties can initially win elections

on the basis of their criticism of establishment parties and their policies, they, too, are subject to the

same relentless logic of anti-incumbent bias. Prominent and successful populist parties, such as Fidesz

in Hungary (elected into office in 2010 and re-elected in 2014 and 2018) tend to blind us to a broader

electoral logic of punishing populist incumbents. If anything, populist parties are actually punished more

than either liberal or communist successor parties. Why might this be the case? First, populist parties

tend to offer a criticism of past government policies, without necessarily articulating clear alternatives.

The Polish PiS, for example, offered a “good change” as its 2015 electoral slogan: and once in office, its one

clear policy innovation has been a child benefit. Beyond that, the party’s rule remains controversial, as

it appears to erode the formal institutions of liberal democracy without a justification beyond its disdain

for past political practice. Second, precisely because they criticize the establishment, these parties are

punished for in effect becoming the very establishment they criticized. PiS and Fidesz have consistently

pursued redistributive policies that directly benefit their voters, inoculating themselves against this effect.

As a final note, the electoral punishment of populists by voters may be both a symptom and a cause of

the anti-democratic leanings of many populist parties. It is a symptom, because these parties tend to dis-

miss the “elite establishment” of government as corrupt and hostile to the interests of the nation—and

once the populists themselves become the elite establishment, voters take them seriously and punish

them accordingly. But the electoral penalties imposed on the populists also help to explain why once

elected, populists become skeptical of future elections, and try to lock in their incumbency through the

takeover of courts and electoral commissions, gerrymandering and changes in electoral laws, and even

new constitutional guarantees of their future participation in government. We suggest one mechanism

by which populist incumbents are frequently associated with the kind of erosion of formal institutions

of liberal democracy, such as free and fair elections or independent courts, that we see in Poland, Hun-

gary, Turkey, or the Philippines. Specifically, once populist incumbents realize that elections are likely to

punish them, they may try to lock in the benefits of incumbency and insulate themselves from electoral

punishment by skewing the playing field in their favor. Thus, voters discriminate among parties–but the
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populists who initially benefit from the electoral punishment of other parties may preclude such electoral

punishment in the future.
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Table 3: Summary statistics for all dependent and independent variables

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
consistency 199 .5798059 .4804448 0 2.4
ambiguity 361 1.242215 .5122457 .4176462 3.064138
government 361 .3453125 .4517225 0 1
Liberal 361 .159375 .3665987 0 1
Center left 361 .296875 .4575965 0 1
Center right 361 .378125 .4856785 0 1
Successor 361 .10625 .30864 0 1
Populist 361 .196875 .3982598 0 1
deltavote 308 -2.609955 8.417324 -45.35 21.5

A Appendix

Tables 3 below provides summary statistics for all dependent and independent variable used. Table 4

provides data on how many parties of a given type (liberal, reformer, successor, or populist) are there in

every year of the CHES survey. Complementing that table is figure ??, which provides voteshares over

time by each party category. Combined, these data indicate that communist successor parties as well

as reformed communists are becoming rare and attracting fewer votes. Liberal parties after a decline in

the region are enjoying somewhat of a comeback, while populists seem to be consistently able to attract

votes. At the same time, as out analysis indicates, it is rather a panopoly of new populist parties rather

than the same organizations.

In table 6 below, we reran our regressions using instead of reformed successors of the communist

party, simply successor communists to see if perhaps it was not the phenomenon of being a reformed

communist but simply the fact of being a successor communist party that is driving the effect of unpop-

ularity in government. We find (from models reported as “Successor1” and “Successor2”) that being a

communist successor does in deed lower voteshare overall, but particular being a successor incumbent.

Successor communists lower their voteshares after serving in government even more than populists and

the result for successors is significant at the 5 % level. The next two models reported in this table contain

the results from running our regressions with a measure of programmatic consistency over time. The

first, which we call “retrospective consistency” is measured as average expert left-right placement on in

year t minus the average expert left right placement in year t-1, for each party. The second is a measure,

which we call “prospective consistency,” interprets programmatic consistency in year t as the party’s av-

erage expert placement on the “left-right” dimension in year t+1 minus the average expert placement on

the “left-right” dimension in year t. Although only correlated with ambiguity at .1, these measures are

not significant predictors of voteshare either.

Finally graphs 6, ??, 8, and 9 below show histograms of parties on two policies dimensions (general

left-right and GALTAM) comparing new parties to old parties, where old parties are defined as parties
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Table 4: Party Types across 5 CHES surveys

party type 2012 2006 2010 2014 2017
reformed (%) .053 .057 .053 .0241 0.049
reformed (number) 4 4 4 5 2
liberal (%) 0.137 0.192 0.166 0.097 0.190
liberal (number— 10 14 13 14 8
successor (%) 0.126 0.135 .101 0.073 0.07
successor (number) 10 10 8 7 3
populist (%) 0.151 0.20 0.218 0.283 0.166
populist(number) 11 15 17 20 7
Totals 79 74 79 96 43

Figure 5: Voteshares over time by category of party
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Table 5: Bivariate correlations for all dependent and independent variables

deltavote Liberal Center left Center right Successor Amb government
Liberal 0.0420 1.0000
Center left 0.1314 -0.2985 1.0000
Center right -0.0691 -0.3316 -0.4921 1.0000
Successor -0.1492 -0.0948 -0.0088 -0.2509 1.0000
Programmatic -0.0707 0.1336 0.0713 -0.0101 0.0366 1.0000
Government -0.3101 -0.0171 -0.0021 0.0676 -0.0257 -0.0531 1.0000
Populist 0.0937 0.3298 -0.0591 -0.0535 -0.0730 0.1857 -0.0410
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Table 6: Robustness checks: successors and consistency over time

Successor 1 Successor 2 retros. consistency prosp. consistency
ambiguity -0.864 -1.153 -1.059 -0.730

(0.999) (0.964) (1.104) (1.530)
gov -4.707∗∗∗ -3.503∗∗ -4.387∗∗∗ -3.573∗

(0.925) (1.117) (1.231) (1.535)
liberal 2.136 0.577 0.791 1.579

(1.593) (1.687) (1.996) (2.297)
center left 2.422 2.448 4.654∗∗ 4.235∗

(1.353) (1.324) (1.521) (1.795)
lr centright -0.00839 0.0235 3.426∗ 1.370

(1.357) (1.329) (1.568) (1.797)
successor -3.159∗ -0.0124 0.611 1.786

(1.479) (1.764) (1.940) 2.090)

Populists -0.757 0.714 3.061∗ -0.297
(1.118) (1.265) (1.461) (1.696)

liberals in government 5.656∗ 8.567∗∗ 4.317
(2.638) (2.720) (3.633)

successors in government -8.349∗∗ -5.489 -8.993∗
(3.572) (2.963) (3.572)

Populists in government -5.788∗ -9.124∗∗∗ -3.431
(2.524) (2.691) (3.569)

prospective consistency -0.953
(0.980)

retrospective consistency -0.567
(1.195)

Constant 3.157 -1.596 -1.302 -3.820
(2.075) (1.631) (1.796) (2.413)

var(country) 4.02e-12 6.21e-19 1.08e-16 1.21e-12
(.) (.) (1.76e-15) (2.01e-11 )

var(year) 7.228205 5.900081 3.92e-14 8.210683
( 3.20624 ) (2.872237) ( 3.20e-13 ) (4.658118 )

var(Residual) 50.40121 48.28419 41.489 46.34047
(4.388462) (4.210063 ) (4.212135) (6.887332)

N 304 304 195 166
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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Figure 6: General Left-Right position among new parties
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that have a defined deltavote and new parties as those that do not. The goal was to show that these two

sets of parties are not markedly different on key policy dimensions.
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Figure 7: General Left-Right position among old parties
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Figure 8: GALTAN position among new parties
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Figure 9: GALTAN position among old parties
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