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‘It’s the economy, stupid’: when new politics
parties take on old politics issues

Jae-Jae Spoona and Christopher J. Williamsb

aDepartment of Political Science, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA, USA; bSchool
of Public Affairs, University of Arkansas at Little Rock, Little Rock, AR, USA

ABSTRACT
Green parties have been quintessential issue owners since their founding. In
recent national and European elections, however, these parties have begun
to emphasize additional issues. This article seeks to understand when the
greens expand their issue focus to talk about economic issues. It develops a
theory of issue expansion which posits that the greens’ issue expansion is
related to both party competition and economic context. In particular, it pos-
its that the size of the radical-left party and the rate of unemployment influ-
ence the degree to which green parties focus on the economy in their
election manifestos. It then tests the theory on a dataset of European green
parties which have run in national elections between 1981 and 2017 in 14
West and East European countries. The findings have important implications
for understanding party competition in general and the issue evolution of
new politics parties more specifically.

KEYWORDS Green parties; issue expansion; radical-left; environmental policy

We want to build a social Europe with a sustainable economy and tax
justice. Everyone in Europe should have the right to a decent income and
basic public services. We need to reform the economic system so that it
works for the people and respects planetary boundaries. A Green New Deal
would channel billions into sustainable investments and innovation.

– European Green Party Manifesto, 2019 European Elections

European green parties have been the quintessential post-materialist or
left-libertarian parties (Inglehart 1997; Kitschelt 1988). Formed largely in
the 1970s out of ‘new politics’ social movements, green parties initially
won seats in parliament with their mantra ‘neither left, nor right, but
ahead’. Seeing both left-wing and right-wing as part of the ‘old politics’
system that they shunned, they largely stayed out of governing coalitions.
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Eventually, however, these exclusively policy-seeking parties recognized
that real political influence would require compromise, running joint can-
didates, and entering into coalitions with the major left-wing parties in
their countries. Green parties have participated in governing coalitions in
Germany, Belgium, Finland, Sweden, Italy and through pre-election coali-
tions, have run joint candidates with the Socialist Party in France (Golder
2006; Spoon 2011).

Green parties have also been the archetypical associative issue owner
(Walgrave et al. 2012); they have been associated more than anything as
the owner of the environmental issue. For most green parties, however,
the environment was only part of a larger bundle of issues on which they
focused, which were commonly referred to as ‘ecology’ or a broader green
agenda. This green agenda typically included social justice, egalitarianism,
decentralization, non-violence, and a pro-Europe stance (e.g. Bomberg
2002; Bomberg and Carter 2006; Burchell 2002; Shull 1999; Spoon 2011;
van Haute 2016). Importantly, as green parties’ relationship with other
parties in the party system has evolved, so has their focus on other issues.
Green parties have expanded their issue focus to include issues such as
the economy (see the 2019 manifesto above).

In this article, we seek to understand when green parties take on new
issues, specifically economic issues, by developing a theory of issue expan-
sion. We argue, and find, that green parties will continue to focus on
core environmental issues in response to the electoral success of radical-
left parties and rising unemployment, as the ‘old politics’ space on the left
side of the ideological spectrum will already be occupied. However, when
the radical-left is not as electorally successful and unemployment is high,
the greens will see an opportunity to step into the radical-left’s ‘old polit-
ics’ shoes and expand their issue focus by emphasizing economic issues.
Building on Spoon (2011), we show that green parties balance their desire
for votes and policy through their decision to (not) expand their issue
emphasis. In short, green parties engage in issue expansion when there is
an opportunity for vote maximization (see Downs 1957). To empirically
test our expectations, we have assembled a dataset of European green par-
ties which have run in national elections between 1981 and 2017 in 14
West and East European countries and use data from the Manifesto
Project to examine environmental and economic issue emphasis.

This study provides important insight into the circumstances under
which green parties expand their issue emphasis, which is particularly
relevant at the current time, given the rise of green parties as viable elect-
oral alternatives across Europe. Importantly, the underlying theoretical
argument is also generalizable to other challenger parties (Hobolt and de
Vries 2015).
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The article proceeds as follows. In the next section, we develop our
theory about green party strategy and present our hypotheses. Then, we
present our data and methods that we use to test our hypotheses. The
final section discusses the implications of our findings for understanding
party competition in general and the issue evolution of new politics par-
ties more specifically.

Strategic issue expansion: party competition and
economic context

Scholars have typically characterized green parties as reactive. In other
words, their electoral success has been limited by the electoral rules and
the strategies of larger parties. Restrictive electoral rules make it difficult
for smaller parties, like the greens, to win more than a handful of parlia-
mentary seats (Cox 1997; Duverger 1954). Thus, greens have seen more
electoral success in the highly permissive Dutch PR system and less suc-
cess in the constrained British SMD system. Larger or catch-all party
(Kirchheimer 1990) behavior has, moreover, established major hurdles for
smaller parties. When major parties use an accommodative strategy
(Meguid 2005), for example, and steal the issues of smaller parties, it can
be difficult for the smaller party to distinguish itself.1

A second stream of research has argued that small parties can be more
proactive. Spoon (2011) has demonstrated that green parties have agency
over their electoral success. They choose where to position themselves
ideologically to maximize vote share. Positioning themselves either too
close or too far from their major center-left rival results in reduced vote
share. Thus, identifying the optimal distance can result in optimal vote
share. Henceroth and Jensen (2018) make a similar argument regarding
regional parties and their mainstream rival in their respective regions.
Hobolt and de Vries (2015), moreover, posit that parties, such as the
greens, which are challenger parties, have the ability to be issue entrepre-
neurs and bring new issues to the table. As they are often not governing
parties, greens have the ability to be more responsive and flexible in the
issue positions they take and the issues they emphasize (see also Kl€uver
and Spoon 2016).

Building on this second stream of research, we argue that challenger
parties, generally, and green parties, specifically, are strategic political
actors. Although largely policy-seeking at their founding, green parties
have evolved to focus on both maximizing their votes (Downs 1957;
Przeworski and Sprague 1986; Strøm 1990) and their influence over policy
(Wittman 1983). They thus recognize when there is an opportunity that
may benefit their goals. This suggests that challenger parties may both be
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able to, and seek to, expand the issue areas on which they focus so as to
increase vote totals.

Considering green parties specifically, the space to the left of the
social democratic parties in Europe is often occupied by both a ‘new
politics’ green party and an ‘old politics’ democratic socialist or other
radical-left party.2 These parties are often considerably smaller than
the social democratic party. In Germany, for example to the left of the
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Social Democratic Party,
SPD) is the Green Party (B€undnis 90/Die Gr€unen) and The Left (Die
Linke). In 2017, the SPD won 20.5% of the vote, in comparison to Die
Linke’s 9.2% and the Greens’ 8.9%. In Sweden, the left is occupied by
the Socialdemokraterna (Social Democratic Party), the Milj€opartiet de
Gr€ona (the Greens), and the V€ansterpartiet (the Left). In the 2018 elec-
tion, the parties’ respective vote shares were 28.3%, 4.4%, and 8.0%.
Although the greens and radical-left parties belong to very different
party families with different ideological foundations, they both compete
for left-wing voters. In fact, they often target the same voters, whether
they are younger voters who are frustrated with the large left-wing
party, or disgruntled social democrats who are similarly unsatisfied
with their party. Campaigning primarily on economic issues, the rad-
ical left has done well electorally when the economy is doing poorly
and there is higher anti-globalization sentiment (March and
Rommerskirchen 2015). Conversely, greens have had electoral success
when there are high levels of wealth, low levels of unemployment, or
when there is a tangible environmental dispute, such as nuclear energy
production (Grant and Tilley 2019).

Following the issue ownership and issue saliency literature (Budge
and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996), the radical-left and the greens clearly
own and emphasize different issues and attract different cohorts of vot-
ers based on these. The greens (and arguably) the radical left both own
certain issues and are associated with them (Walgrave et al. 2012). Thus,
as radical-left parties do better electorally and attract voters based on
economic issues, we would expect green parties to focus more on their
owned environmental issues relative to economic issues in their mani-
festos to demonstrate ownership of the issue and to attract voters who
care most about this set of issues. Essentially, when the radical-left is
strong, it is seen as occupying the space to the left of social democratic
parties on economic issues, which leads the greens to focus on their
owned issues.3 This is our first hypothesis.

H1: As the vote share of the radical-left party increases at t-1, green parties
are more likely to focus on environmental issues relative to economic
issues in their manifestos.
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When would a party expand the issues that it emphasizes? From the
perspective of the party that is associated with a specific issue (or issue
basket), it would only make sense to invest in expanding its issue focus if
it would result in attracting more votes. In fact, being an issue owner is a
likely reason that a party may not expand its issue focus. However, we
know that parties do not operate in a vacuum. They are keenly aware of
the electoral fortunes of their competitors and the electoral context in
which they are competing. De Sio and Weber’s (2014) concept of issue
yield, for example, unites the preferences of a party’s core supporters and
those of the larger electorate in determining the policies on which a party
competes. Greene (2016), moreover, finds that parties expand the issues
in their manifestos when they are in government, but that this expansion
does not hold under positive economic conditions. Research focused on
issue competition has furthermore demonstrated that parties react to
other parties in the party system, especially as it relates to shifting their
policy positions (see e.g. Abou-Chadi 2016; Abou-Chadi and Krause 2018;
Han 2015; Meguid 2005; Meijers 2017; Williams and Ishiyama 2018).
Spoon et al. (2014), for example, find that left-wing parties take on green
issues when they will help the party win more votes. Han (2015), Abou-
Chadi (2016), and Abou-Chadi and Krause (2018), moreover, demonstrate
that mainstream parties move right on multiculturalism and immigration,
respectively, in response to far-right party electoral success. Regarding
economic issues, Ezrow and Hellwig (2014) find that when countries are
more economically interdependent, parties are more likely to respond to
market actors than to the mean voter. Voters are, moreover, more likely
to punish governing parties when the economy is doing worse (Fiorina
1981). Additionally, research has demonstrated that when the economy is
doing worse, the salience of economic issues increases. It would follow
that a party would expand its issue focus and discuss economic issues to
take advantage of the salient issue (see e.g. Singer 2013; Williams et al.
2016), referred to as the ‘riding the wave’ strategy (Kl€uver and
Sagarzazu 2016).

Building on this, when the economic situation worsens, one would
expect green parties to be more likely to talk about economic issues rela-
tive to environmental issues. One way to measure the economic situation
in a country is the unemployment rate. The unemployment rate can be
viewed as measurement of the salience of the economy. Research suggests
that when the economy is struggling, voters are more likely to view the
economy as more important (Singer 2011). A higher unemployment rate,
therefore, should be correlated with the salience of the economy.
Moreover, as voters are more aware of the unemployment rate (or have a
perception of the unemployment rate) than other economic measures,
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unemployment should serve as a better measure of the public salience of
the economy in comparison to other economic indicators. Therefore,
when unemployment is high, we argue that the economy is more salient
to voters. Our second hypothesis is thus:

H2: As the unemployment rate increases, green parties are more likely to
emphasize economic issues relative to environmental issues in
their manifestos.

Although parties may respond to the stimuli of other parties’ issues
and the economic situation independently, they are still seen by voters as
most proficient and capable on the issues they own (B�elanger and Meguid
2008; Budge and Farlie 1983). When an ideologically proximate party that
focuses on the economy is successful in times of economic crisis, a green
party’s leaders may recognize that it is a more optimal strategy to focus
on the set of issues on which it is seen as the most competent. That is to
say, if a proximate party is seen as owning economic issues during a time
of economic crisis, green parties have incentives to focus on the issues
they own. It is for this reason that Traber et al. (2018) find that parties
do not change their issue focus in response to economic crises.

Moreover, Meijers and Williams (2019) argue that electoral success is
key to establishing ownership over an issue. In order for a radical-left
party to be seen as the owner of economic issues, it is integral that it
have some previous electoral success. Therefore, the possible net vote gain
a green party may experience from discussing economic issues during a
time of economic crisis shrinks substantially when a radical-left party is
electorally established. Essentially, the space to the left of the social demo-
crats on economic issues has been taken by an electorally successful rad-
ical-left party, leaving very few voters for a green party to attract on
economics. It follows then that green parties would not focus on eco-
nomic issues in times of economic crisis if an electorally strong radical-
left party exists in a system. Rather, the greens will focus on their core
issues as a way to distinguish and differentiate themselves (Cox 1990;
Downs 1957; Kitschelt 1994, 1995). Thus, our final hypothesis poses a
conditional relationship between the vote share of the radical left and
unemployment and is the following.

H3: As the vote share of the radical-left party at t-1 and unemployment
increases, green parties are more likely to emphasize environmental issues
relative to economic issues in their manifestos.

Data and methods

In order to test our hypotheses, we have created a dataset of green parties
which have run independently in legislative elections in 14 Western and
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Eastern European countries from 1981 to 2017 that are also included in
the Manifesto Project data (Volkens et al. 2018).4 Table A.1 (Online
appendix) lists the 16 parties included in the analysis.

To compare a green party’s emphasis of environmental and economic
issues in its manifesto, we use Manifesto Project data. The Manifesto
Project provides the most comprehensive dataset on parties’ policy pro-
files by conducting quantitative content analysis of election manifestos of
all relevant parties in over 50 countries from 1945 to the present. Human
coders classify election manifestos into ‘quasi-sentences’ understood as ‘an
argument or phrase which is the verbal expression of one idea or mean-
ing’ (Klingemann et al. 2006: xxiii). The coders allocate each of these
quasi-sentences into fifty-six different policy categories grouped into seven
major policy domains. Where possible, opposing categories are specified
(e.g. Multiculturalism: Positive vs. Multiculturalism: Negative) so that par-
ties’ attention to, and position on, different policy issues can be estimated.

As stated above, the greens are parties with a broader environmental
focus. To create a party’s environmental issue emphasis, we aggregate the
following dimensions: per 106 [Peace]; per 108 [EU Integration: Positive];
per 301 [Decentralization: Positive]; per 416 [Anti-Growth Economy:
Positive], and per 501 [Environmental Protection], following research on
what constitutes the ‘green agenda’ (e.g. Bomberg 2002; Bomberg and
Carter 2006; Burchell 2002; Shull 1999).5

We posit that green party issue expansion is a function of unemploy-
ment and party competition with the radical-left; we thus focus on green
party discussion of economic issues and the welfare state. To create a
party’s economic issue emphasis, we aggregate the following dimensions:
per 401 [Free Market Economy], per 403 [Market Regulation], per 406
[Protectionism: Positive], per 407 [Protectionism: Negative], per 504
[Welfare State Expansion], and per 505 [Welfare State Limitation]. We
use these six dimensions as we believe they best encapsulate the contest-
ation along traditional economic cleavages in Europe and capture much
of the current discussion of the economy by left-wing parties. The other
categories, such as ‘Economic Orthodoxy’ and ‘Marxist Analysis,’ touch
on somewhat esoteric and ideologically-driven concepts that are either
more difficult for the public to understand or diverge from traditional
patterns of economic contestation.

Further, parties are unlikely to emphasize these concepts in response to
an economic crisis. This is theoretically important, as we argue that
higher unemployment signals an economic retraction which in turn
increases the salience of the economy among the public. It is unlikely that
a political party (green or otherwise) would focus on these types of eco-
nomic issues in the midst of higher unemployment. Rather, one would
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expect political parties to focus on economic issues that are more likely to
address the hardships that the public is facing from higher unemployment
amidst an economic retraction. Thus, it follows theoretically to operation-
alize the economic emphasis of parties using issue areas such as market
regulation, protectionism, and welfare rather than esoteric and ideologic-
ally-driven ideas such as ‘Corporatism’, ‘Incentives’, ‘Economic
Orthodoxy’, ‘Marxist Analysis’, etc.6

Using the environmental and economic issue emphasis variables, we
created our dependent variable, issue ratio.7 To generate this variable,
we divide the percentage of manifesto statements which emphasize
environmental issues by the percentage of manifesto statements that
emphasize economic issues. For example, 22.3% of the Austrian Green
Party’s (Die Gr€unen) 1986 manifesto focused on environmental issues
compared to 5.1% that focused on economic issues. The issue ratio,
therefore, is 4.37. In comparison, 11.46% of the Belgian Ecolo party’s
manifesto in 1999 focused on environmental issues compared with
14.46% that focused on economic issues. This party’s issue ratio is thus
0.79. The Austrian Greens’ manifesto has a much larger emphasis on
environmental issues than Ecolo. The mean of the variable in our data-
set is 6.78.8

Our two primary independent variables are lagged vote share of the
radical-left party (measured at election t-1) and unemployment rate.9

Radical-left parties are those coded as a member of the ‘socialist’ party
family in the MP dataset, which includes democratic socialist and com-
munist parties. If there were two radical-left parties contesting a given
election, we aggregated their vote shares. Where a radical-left party did
not run, we coded vote share as 0. We made this coding decision as no
radical-left party contesting an election would have the same effect on a
green party’s issue emphasis decision as would a radical-left party which
received 0% of the vote.10 We use the radical-left party’s lagged vote
share, as manifestos are written prior to elections. Thus, the green party
is considering the radical-left’s vote share in the previous election when
writing its manifesto for the current election. If we exclude elections in
which a radical-left party did not run, we lose nearly one-third of our
observations. The unemployment rate is yearly unemployment rate data
from Eurostat (2019) and the OECD (2019).11 To test hypothesis 3, we
interact these two variables.

We also include several control variables at the party, election and
country levels.12 First, we include lagged vote share of the green party
(measured at election t-1).13 Second, we include the lagged issue ratio for
each party, as the previous positions of green parties likely influence cur-
rent positions. These data are from the Manifesto Project.
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As it is possible that discussion of environmental issues by parties
other than green parties in a system encourage green parties to discuss
(not discuss) non-environmental concerns as they no longer (continue to)
have a monopoly over this set of issues, we include a measure of party
system environmental emphasis. This is derived from CMP data and is the
average discussion of the five dimensions mentioned above (per106,
per108, per301, per416, and per501) among parties that are not green par-
ties in a system in a year.

Discussion of economic issues by other parties in a system may also
influence green party discussion of economic issues. Thus, we control for
party system economic emphasis. This is derived from CMP data and is
the average discussion of the six dimensions mentioned above (per401,
per403, per406, per407, per504, and per505) among parties that are not
green parties in a system in a year.

At the country level, we control for the percent of the country’s energy
derived from nuclear energy. Given green parties’ anti-nuclear power pos-
ition, we would expect that the higher the percentage of total energy pro-
duction from nuclear power, the greater emphasis on environmental
issues relative to economic issues the party will have in its manifesto.
These data are from the previous election year and are from the World
Bank (2019).

We also control for average district magnitude. The greater the district
magnitude, the more likely a green party will focus on its core issues as it
does not necessarily need to appeal to a large percentage of the electorate
to gain representation. The data are from Bormann and Golder (2013)14.
Descriptive statistics for all variables included in our analysis can be
found in Table A.2 in the Online appendix.

Given that our dataset is hierarchically structured with each party
clustered in an election-year and a country, we use a cross-classified
multilevel linear regression model that accounts for the two-level
clustering.15

Results

Model 1 (Table 1) presents the results of a test of hypotheses 1 and 2.
Hypothesis 1 posits that when radical-left party vote share is greater in
the previous election (t-1), green parties will discuss environmental issues
to a greater degree relative to economic issues in their manifestos at time
t0. We find that radical-left party vote share at time t-1 is statistically sig-
nificant and positive. This indicates that when radical-left party vote share
in the last election was greater, green parties discuss environmental issues
to a greater degree relative to economic issues in their manifesto for the
election at time t0.16 This confirms hypothesis 1.
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To better understand the substantive effects of lagged radical-left vote
share on green party emphasis on environmental rather than economic
issues, we have graphed the effect of this variable while holding all other
variables at their means (Figure 1). The x-axis is radical-left party vote
share at t-1. The y-axis is the ratio of economic to environmental state-
ments in a green party’s manifesto at time t0. The solid black line is the
expected effect of lagged radical-left vote share, the dashed black lines are
the 90% confidence interval and the rug plot is the distribution of rad-
ical-left vote share.

When radical-left vote share at t-1 is 0, the ratio of economic to envir-
onmental statements in a green party’s manifesto at t0 is 1.91. This indi-
cates that when a radical-left party in a system garnered 0% of the vote in
the last election (including systems with no radical-left party), green par-
ties dedicate about two times as much of their manifesto to environmen-
tal issues than to economic issues. When radical-left vote share is about
6% (the mean for the sample), the expected ratio is 3.95, meaning that
when a radical-left party won 6% of the vote in the last election, green

Table 1. Effects on green issue ratio.
Model 1 Model 2

DV: Issue Ratio(t0) Coeff. (Std. Error) Coeff. (Std. Error)

Radical-left Party Vote Share (t-1) 0.340��� �0.622�
(0.123) (0.370)

Unemployment �0.315 �0.913���
(0.245) (0.320)

Radical-left Party Vote Share (t-1)�Unemployment . 0.126���
(0.046)

Green Party Vote Share (t-1) �0.601��� �0.716���
(0.235) (0.230)

Average Party System Environmental Emphasis �0.258 �0.315
(0.292) (0.280)

Average Party System Economic Emphasis �0.634��� �0.564���
(0.188) (0.181)

Average District Magnitude �0.033� �0.022
(0.017) (0.017)

Nuclear Energy as % of Total Energy(t-1) �0.024 �0.010
(0.031) (0.030)

Issue Ratio (t-1) 0.248�� 0.169�
(0.097) (0.097)

Constant 18.456��� 22.381���
(4.679) (4.710)

Country Constant Variance 7.74�19 1.09�21

Year Constant Variance 30.967 28.232
Year Residual Variance 0.405 0.392
Observations 83 83
Country Groups 14 14
Year Groups 76 76
BIC 544.512 541.745

Note: The dependent variable in Models 1 and 2 is the ratio of economic statements in a green
party’s manifesto to environmental statements. A larger coefficient indicates a variable is associated
with greater emphasis on environmental issues relative to economic issues. �p� 0.10;��p� 0.05; ���p� 0.01.
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parties dedicate about 4 times more space in their manifesto to environ-
mental issues rather than economic issues. The ratio increases as radical-left
party vote share increases. These findings confirm the greens’ ownership of
the environmental agenda and how the radical-left’s increasing electoral suc-
cess based on its owned issues has carved out a space for the greens to
demonstrate competency on their owned green issues.

Hypothesis 2 posits that higher unemployment in a country will lead
to green parties emphasizing economic issues to a greater extent relative
to environmental issues. The variable measuring unemployment in a
country in Model 1 is negative, which would indicate that higher
unemployment at time t0 leads to green parties emphasizing environmen-
tal issues to a lesser extent in relation to economic issues. However, this
variable is statistically insignificant. Therefore, the effect of this variable
cannot be differentiated from 0, and thus, the null of hypothesis 2 cannot
be rejected. This finding follows what we would expect given the issue
ownership literature (e.g. Budge and Farlie 1983), especially as green par-
ties are associated with environmental issues (Walgrave et al. 2012). In
addition, it lends further support to Traber et al.’s (2018) finding that
parties do not change their issue focus in response to economic crises.

Model 2 (Table 1) presents a direct test of hypothesis 3, which demon-
strates the conditional nature of the relationship between radical-left party
vote share and unemployment by arguing that when the radical-left party
in a system has a greater vote share at time t-1 and unemployment is
higher, green parties will emphasize environmental issues relative to eco-
nomic issues in their manifestos at t0. The focal variable in this model is

Figure 1. Effect of radical-left vote share (t-1) on green issue ratio.
Note: Figure 1 is based on the results of Model 1.
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the interaction between radical-left vote share at t-1 and unemployment.
We find that the interaction term is statistically significant and positive,
indicating that when unemployment is higher and the radical-left party
received a greater vote share in the previous election, green parties on
average emphasize environmental issues relative to economic issues in
their manifestos.

Interestingly, in Model 2, the direct effect of unemployment on the
issue ratio is negative and significant. Thus, when the lagged vote share of
the radical-left party is 0 (or the party does not exist), as unemployment
increases, green parties are more likely to discuss economic issues relative
to environmental issues. This lends some support to H2.

Following Brambor et al. (2006), we have computed a marginal effects
plot demonstrating how unemployment conditions the relationship
between lagged radical-left party vote share and the ratio of economic to
environmental discussion in green party manifestos at t0. Figure 2 (based
on the results from Model 2) shows that the marginal effect of unemploy-
ment on the ratio of economic statements to environmental statements in
a green party’s manifesto at t0 as radical-left party vote share at t-1 varies.
The dashed lines represent the 90% confidence intervals and the distribu-
tion of the radical-left vote share variable is reported using ticks marks
along the x-axis.

As Figure 2 illustrates, when the radical-left party’s vote share at t-1
is 0 and unemployment is held at its average (i.e. the radical-left party
garnered no votes, or did not exist), the percentage of economic

Figure 2. Effect of unemployment on green issue ratio as radical-left vote share
(t-1) varies.
Note: Figure 2 is based on the results of Model 2.
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statements compared to environmental statements in a green party’s
manifesto is expected to be nearly a full point smaller, indicating that
green parties will place a greater emphasis on economic issues.
However, as radical-left vote share at t-1 increases to about 10% green
parties will begin focusing to a greater extent on environmental issues
relative to economic issues. Importantly, this level of support for a rad-
ical-left party is not unusual, when removing the party systems without
a radical-left party (which are coded as 0), the mean vote share for
radical-left parties in the dataset is 9.39. As recently as 2017, the rad-
ical-left party in Germany (Die Linke) received 9.20% of the vote and
the radical-left party in France (La France Insoumise) received 11.03%
of the vote.

The findings in Model 2 combined with the substantive effects pre-
sented in Figure 2 indicate support for Hypothesis 3. They demonstrate
that higher unemployment combined with a more electorally successful
radical-left party in a system encourages green parties to focus on envir-
onmental issues relative to economic issues. In doing this, green parties
are distinguishing themselves from their left-wing competitors (Downs
1957; Kitschelt 1995).

The question, however, remains – are green parties altering the space
in their manifesto dedicated to environmental issues or economic issues?
Given that our dependent variable is a ratio, to answer this question, we
examine the effect of unemployment and lagged radical-left party vote
share on the percentage of economic statements made by green parties in
their manifestos (Models 3 and 4 in Table 2) as well as on the percentage
of environmental statements made by green parties in their manifestos
(Models 5 and 6 in Table 3).

Model 3 (see Table 2) examines the independent effects of lagged rad-
ical-left party vote share and unemployment on the percentage of a green
party’s manifesto that is dedicated to economic issues. Lagged radical-left
party vote share is negative, suggesting that green parties are less likely to
discuss economic issues when radical-left parties are stronger.
Unemployment is positive, suggesting that green parties are more likely
to discuss economic issues when unemployment is greater. However, nei-
ther of these variables are statistically significant. This indicates that green
parties do not discuss economic issues to a greater or lesser degree based
on radical-left party success or unemployment.

We include an interaction between lagged radical-left party vote share
and unemployment in Model 4 (see Table 2). This interaction term is
negative and statistically significant, indicating that when unemployment
is higher and a radical-left party was relatively successful in the previous
election, green parties will emphasize economic issues to a lesser degree.
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Model 5 (see Table 3) tests the independent effects of lagged radical-
left party vote share and unemployment on green party emphasis on
environmental issues in their manifesto. Both radical-left party vote share
at t-1 and unemployment are positive, suggesting that higher levels of
both variables are associated with green parties emphasizing environmen-
tal issues to a greater degree. However, only lagged radical-left party vote
share is statistically significant. This indicates that when a radical-left
party in a party system was more successful in the previous election,
green parties increase their discussion of environmental issues. That is,
when lagged radical-left party vote share is greater, green parties stick to
their owned issue.

An interaction between lagged radical-left party vote share and
unemployment is included in Model 6 (see Table 3). This variable is
positive, which is the expected direction, suggesting that when
unemployment is higher and a radical-left party received a greater
vote share at t-1, green parties discuss environmental issues to a
greater extent in their manifestos. However, this variable is statistically
insignificant.

Table 2. Effects on green party economic emphasis.
Model 3 Model 4

DV: Economic Issue Emphasis(t0) Coeff. (Std. Error) Coeff. (Std. Error)

Radical-left Party Vote Share (t-1) �0.061 0.637���
(0.065) (0.230)

Unemployment 0.080 0.504��
(0.156) (0.200)

Radical-left Party Vote Share (t-1)�Unemployment . �0.087���
(0.028)

Green Party Vote Share (t-1) 0.143 0.214
(0.174) (0.166)

Average Party System Environmental Emphasis 0.378�� 0.424��
(0.179) (0.169)

Average Party System Economic Emphasis 0.739��� 0.699���
(0.115) (0.109)

Average District Magnitude �0.002 �0.012
(0.010) (0.010)

Nuclear Energy as % of Total Energy(t-1) 0.004 �0.008
(0.019) (0.018)

Economic Issue Emphasis(t-1) 0.289��� 0.235���
(0.092) (0.088)

Constant �5.366�� �7.520���
(2.768) (2.703)

Country Constant Variance 7.15�20 1.41�20

Year Constant Variance 2.68�16 2.14�19

Year Residual Variance 12.412 11.082
Observations 83 83
Country Groups 14 14
Year Groups 76 76
BIC 493.198 488.215

Note: The dependent variable in Models 3 and 4 is the percentage of economic statements in a
green party’s manifesto. A larger coefficient indicates a variable is associated with greater emphasis
on economic issues. �p� 0.10; ��p� 0.05; ���p� 0.01.

14 J. SPOON AND C. J. WILLIAMS



The results presented in Models 3 through 6, when taken together with
the findings in Models 1 and 2 paint a clear picture. The statistically sig-
nificant finding for the interaction term in Model 4 indicates that green
parties discuss economic issues to a lesser degree in times of economic
crisis when a radical-left party is more electorally successful. However, the
lack of statistically significant findings in Models 5 and 6 should not be
interpreted as green parties not altering their discussion of environmental
issues. Rather, all of the effects in these models are in the expected direc-
tion. It, however, appears that in response to greater radical-left party suc-
cess and greater unemployment, green parties are both increasing their
emphasis on environmental issues while decreasing their emphasis on
economic issues to a degree, following issue ownership theory.

Beyond our central findings, several control variables have statistically
significant effects. First, the lagged dependent variable is statistically sig-
nificant and positive in all models, indicating that higher levels of the
issue ratio at t-1 are associated with a higher level of the issue ratio t0.
Second, lagged green party vote share is statistically significant and

Table 3. Effects on green party environmental emphasis.
Model 5 Model 6

DV: Environmental Issue Emphasis(t0) Coeff. (Std. Error) Coeff. (Std. Error)

Radical-left Party Vote Share (t-1) 0.333�� �0.278
(0.152) (0.483)

Unemployment 0.106 �0.257
(0.313) (0.412)

Radical-left Party Vote Share (t-1)�Unemployment . 0.077
(0.058)

Green Party Vote Share (t-1) �0.540 �0.611�
(0.376) (0.376)

Average Party System Environmental Emphasis �0.091 �0.147
(0.362) (0.360)

Average Party System Economic Emphasis �0.091 �0.028
(0.212) (0.215)

Average District Magnitude �0.016 �0.008
(0.022) (0.023)

Nuclear Energy as % of Total Energy(t-1) �0.004 0.008
(0.038) (0.038)

Environmental Issue Emphasis(t-1) 0.481��� 0.464���
(0.095) (0.095)

Constant 13.355�� 15.738���
(6.351) (6.533)

Country Constant Variance 1.66�15 5.59�18

Year Constant Variance 5.71�16 5.04�18

Year Residual Variance 51.322 50.247
Observations 83 83
Country Groups 14 14
Year Groups 76 76
BIC 611.015 613.676

Note: The dependent variable in Models 5 and 6 is the percentage of environmental statements in a
green party’s manifesto. A larger coefficient indicates a variable is associated with greater emphasis
on environmental issues. �p� 0.10; ��p� 0.05; ���p� 0.01.
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negative in Models 1 and 2, suggesting that when green parties do better
in the previous election they emphasize economic issues relative to envir-
onmental. Third, in Models 1 through 4, the mean party system emphasis
on economic issues is statistically significant. It is negative in Models 1
and 2, indicating that when economic issues are being talked about by
other parties to a greater degree, green parties discuss economic issues
more relative to environmental issues. In Models 3 and 4, the coefficients
are positive, indicating that when other parties in a system discuss eco-
nomic issues to a greater degree, green parties increase discussion of eco-
nomic issues. Fourth, average party system emphasis on environmental
issues is statistically significant and positive in Model 3. This suggests that
when other parties in a system are discussing environmental issues to a
greater degree, green parties increase discussion of economic issues.
Finally, average district magnitude is significant and negative in Model 1,
indicating that green parties place less emphasis on economic issues when
the district magnitude is greater.

Conclusion

In this article, we have sought to understand what explains when parties
expand their issue focus. More specifically, we examined what explains
when ‘new politics’ parties take on ‘old politics’ issues. Our findings dem-
onstrate that green parties only talk more about economic issues relative
to environmental issues when unemployment is high and the radical-left
party is weak or non-existent. However, when radical-left party electoral
success is combined with high unemployment, the greens focus on their
owned issue, solidifying ownership of the issue. These findings demon-
strate that green parties’ issue emphasis on either economic or environ-
mental issues is driven more by competition with other parties on the left
than by economic conditions. Our results, thus, have implications for
green parties as ‘new politics’ parties and for party competition generally.

First, our findings offer further evidence that green parties are pro-
active, strategic political actors (see Spoon 2011). They are not simply a
pawn of larger parties or of electoral rules. The greens have demonstrated
how they balance the competing goals of voters and policy by expanding
their issue focus when it likely attracts voters, but have also shown when
it makes sense to follow a strategy of sticking with the issue that voters
associate with them. On the one hand, as the originator of the green
issue, continuing to demonstrate that they are the owner of the issue may
be a positive strategy for the greens, especially as the environment in gen-
eral – and climate change specifically – is increasingly more salient to
voters. The greens, moreover, are connecting economics and the
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environment, with such policies as the Green New Deal, mentioned
above. On the other hand, this buckling down strategy could hurt the
greens in the long run, as it may mean there is a limit to how many vot-
ers they will be able to attract. Importantly, whether the strategy has a
positive or negative effect may depend on the context of a given election
or country. The competing strategies of issue expansion and contraction
may now have subsumed the competing policy- versus vote-seeking strat-
egies (Strøm 1990) – embodied in the realo/fundi tension – which domi-
nated the green parties’ decision making earlier in their life cycles.

Second, our results illustrate that the issue ownership space in
European politics is becoming more fluid, with parties taking on issues
that have been typically associated with other party families. This reflects
the changing nature of party competition. As parties emphasize different
issues from one election to the next, voters who have weaker ties to par-
ties may be more likely to switch parties, moving across parties on the
same (or opposing) side of the ideological spectrum. This results in the
increased electoral volatility which we are witnessing across Europe (see
Chiaramonte and Emanuele 2017).

While our findings offer some evidence of the changing nature of issue
competition for new politics parties, there is more work to be done. First,
related to the empirical question at the heart of this article – future
research should examine how public attitudes towards leftist economic
policy influences green party issue expansion. We argued that an exogen-
ous shock increases the salience of economic issues, which may encourage
green parties to discuss economics to a greater degree. Future work
should attempt to more precisely measure economic salience among the
public rather than examining the exogenous shock of unemployment.
Second, with the recent shift of social democratic parties back to the left
(i.e. the British Labour Party, the Spanish PSOE), there may be greater
crowding on the left. It may be fruitful to examine how these dynamics
influence green party issue expansion.

More broadly, future research should seek to further develop the the-
ory of issue expansion as well as issue contraction – when a party may
have expanded its issue portfolio and then reduced it in a subsequent
election or when a party simply focused on fewer issues from one election
to the next – and test these theories on a wider range of parties and party
types. We can imagine, for example, that there may be different explana-
tions for why mainstream and challenger (Hobolt and de Vries 2015) par-
ties may expand and contract their issue focus.

Finally, subsequent research should identify if there is an optimal point
in a shock exogenous to the party (which could be political, economic or
cultural) above which the party will expand (or contract) its issue focus.
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Notes

1. Grant and Tilley (2019) find that mainstream parties’ accommodative
strategies can increase green party vote share once they have survived
several elections by increasing the salience of the environmental issue.
Meijers and Williams (2019) also demonstrate that an established party can
only undermine a challenger party if it can apply accommodative tactics
before the ‘reputational entrenchment’ of the challenger party as the issue
owner (see also Meguid 2005).

2. In their efforts to attract voters, the greens often compete with both social
democrat and radical-left parties. Below (note 12) we discuss how
controlling for social democratic vote share, however, does not influence
greens’ issue emphases.

3. A similar logic may be applicable to other challenger parties. That is, when
an issue area adjacent to a challenger party is addressed by another party in
a system, the challenger party may increase its focus on the set of issues it
owns. Conversely, if an issue area adjacent to a challenger party is left
unaddressed by another party, the challenger party may seek to expand its
issue focus to include that area.

4. We have excluded Portugal as the Partido Ecologista os Verdes (Ecologist
Party ‘The Greens’) as it is allied with the Partido Comunista Portugês
(Portuguese Communist Party) in national elections under the Coligaç~ao
Democr�atica Unit�aria (Unitary Democratic Coalition). We also recognize
that there is variation among green parties; however, due to the limited size
of the sample, we cannot disaggregate the parties into subgroups.

5. As some previous research has relied upon a narrower understanding of
environmental issue emphasis (e.g. Abou-Chadi 2016; Spoon et al. 2014), we
also ran models (see Online appendix, Table A.3) in which environmental
issue emphasis is restricted to per501 (support for environmental
protection). The results are similar to the models which use the broader
operationalization of environmental emphasis. As further robustness checks,
we also ran models in which environmental issue emphasis is defined using
different combinations of these issue dimensions. All of these models have
results similar to the main models (1 and 2).

6. To examine this possibility, we ran a series of models. The first of these
models focused only on the esoteric and ideologically-driven indicators not
originally included in our analysis (per 402, 405, 408, 409, 410, 411, 412,
413, 414, and 415—see the Manifesto Project codebook for a full description
of these dimensions). Using this operationalization for economic emphasis
results in the same results as found in Model 1. Lagged radical-left party
vote share is statistically significant and positive, while unemployment is
statistically insignificant and negative. Using this operationalization for
economic emphasis also results in the interaction term having no effect in
Model 2. This is what one would expect if parties do not talk about more
ideologically-driven issues during an economic crisis. Further, we ran
models in which all the indicators were included in a measure of economic
emphasis. The results were very similar to those in which only per 402, 405,
408, 409, 410, 411, 412, 413, 414, and 415 were included. Again, this is what
we would expect if parties do not talk about ideologically-driven issues
during an economic crisis.
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7. For histograms of all dependent variables, see Figures A1 through A3 in the
Online appendix.

8. Importantly, parties discuss many issues and it is rare that one issue will
completely dominant the agenda. When more than 10% of a manifesto
focuses on a single set of issues, it strongly suggests that it is an issue owner.

9. Ideally, we would replace unemployment with the Gini coefficient as a
robustness check; however, Gini coefficient data does not extend earlier than
the mid-1990s in some countries, and no earlier than the mid-2000s for
many countries. Including the Gini coefficient results in only 28
observations remaining. It is thus difficult to draw any conclusions.
However, as a robustness check, we ran tests in which the change in the
Gini coefficient for a country between year t and year t-1 rather than
unemployment is included. The results for these truncated models largely
follow the results from the main models. Most importantly, the interaction
terms are statistically significant and in the expected direction.

10. While it is plausible that this distinction may be important for some
research questions, in our case, we believe a radical-left party which receives
0% of the vote has the same qualitative effect on the green party’s issue
emphasis as would the absence of such a party.

11. As an alternative measure of the economy, we substituted GDP growth rate
for unemployment and interacted it with the lagged vote share of the radical-
left party. The interaction term is positive but statistically insignificant. This is
expected as changes in GDP are less likely to be felt by voters, and therefore
unlikely to capture growing public salience of the economy.

12. Models in which we control for whether a green party was in government at
the time of an election suggest no change in the effects of the main
independent variable. Further, models in which we controlled for whether a
radical-left party exists in a system, and whether a radical-left party served in
government, respectively, showed nearly identical results to those reported in
the main models. Models in which we included lagged vote share of the social
democratic party in a system were similar to the main models of this study.

13. We have decided to not include a measure of public support for the
environment as we would lose a substantial number of observations because
such a question was not asked in all election studies. The green party’s vote
share in the previous election does capture environmental issue salience.
Further, it is possible that as green parties become more successful, they
face mounting pressure to expand their issue emphases beyond traditional
environmental issues. This possibility should be explored in future research.

14. When we include decade dummy variables, the results are similar to the
main models.

15. As a robustness check, we ran a single-level model with country fixed
effects. The results of these models are similar to the main models.

16. It is important to note that if the coefficient on radical-left party vote share
was negative, this would mean that green parties discuss environmental
issues less relative to economic issues.
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