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ABSTRACT

An oft-cited benefit of candidate-based elections is that voters can hold
individual candidates accountable for their issue stances. However, voters
may not always be aware of candidates’ policy positions, a concern which
becomes especially salient in regional elections. Using mass online survey
data and a fixed effects approach, we investigate the extent to which voters
were influenced by the policy positions of individual candidates when voting
in the 2021 elections to the Welsh Senedd. We find that candidates’ policy
positions did matter, but that this effect was small, limited to issues voters
deemed to be particularly important, and only emerges among voters with
high political interest. That said, our findings also suggest that the influence
of candidates’ policy positions on voting behaviour was not substantially
smaller when compared to national elections in the UK and elsewhere. We
discuss options for improving voter responsiveness to candidates’ issue stances.
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Introduction

Many democracies assign a central role to individual candidates in their elec-
toral systems. A prominent example are Westminster-style first-past-the-post
elections, where voters choose from a set of individual candidates. But voters
also cast votes for individual candidates (sometimes in addition to voting for
party lists) in many other electoral systems, including the alternative vote, the
single transferable vote, mixed-member systems, as well as open list
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proportional representation. One of the most oft-cited benefits of candidate-
based elections is that voters can hold individual candidates accountable for
their issue stances instead of having to vote for a list of candidates with often
somewhat varied policy positions (Mitchell 2000). We investigate to what
extent voters actually made use of the opportunity to sanction candidates
for their issue stances in the context of a regional election: the 2021 election
to the Welsh Senedd (i.e. the Welsh parliament).

Several prior studies have considered the impact of candidates’ policy pos-
itions on voters' electoral preferences in national elections. The general con-
sensus from that literature is that voters do pay attention to candidates’ issue
stances, but that the impact of candidates’ policy positions tends to be com-
paratively small (e.g. Hanretty, Mellon, and English 2021; Highton 2019;
Vivyan and Wagner 2012; von Schoultz and Papageorgiou 2021). However,
few prior studies have considered the impact of candidates’ policy positions
in regional elections. In national elections, voter and media interest are often
comparatively high. By contrast, media scrutiny and voter interest tend to be
weaker in regional elections, leading them to be labelled second-order elec-
tions (Reif and Schmitt 1980). Therefore, it is possible that voter responsive-
ness to candidates’ issue stances is even more limited, or absent entirely, in
regional elections (Rogers 2017).

Welsh Senedd elections have a distinct second-order character, allowing
us to shed empirical light on the impact of candidate positions in this elec-
toral context. Throughout, we focus on voters’ choices in the constituency
elections, where voters choose from a set of individual candidates and the
first-placed candidate wins the seat. Methodologically, we innovate by
drawing our data from an online voting information tool or, to be more
precise, a Voting Advice Application (Garzia and Marschall 2019; Germann
and Gemenis 2019; Germann, Mendez, and Gemenis 2023). An important
advantage of our approach is that Voting Advice Application (VAA) data
allows us to measure the policy positions of voters, candidates, and political
parties using identical survey items. This constitutes an improvement over
prior studies, which often had to rely on different indicators for the measure-
ment of the policy positions of voters and political elites. The VAA we lever-
age as our data source was used by more than 15,000 Welsh voters, providing
us with a wealth of opinion data to analyse and high statistical power.

Using two-way fixed effects regressions, we find that voter-candidate
policy congruence did have an effect on voters’ electoral preferences in the
2021 Senedd elections. However, the effect was limited to issues which are
particularly important to voters and was trumped in importance by other
factors including the policy positions of political parties more generally,
party identification, and tactical voting. Furthermore, additional analyses
suggest that candidates’ policy positions matter only for voters with high pol-
itical interest. Overall, our results suggest that voters were only minimally
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responsive to candidates’ policy stances. At the same time, the effects we do
observe are not substantially smaller when compared to national elections in
the UK and elsewhere. As we discuss in the conclusion, this result is partly
driven by the salience of issues relating to Wales’ future relationship with
the rest of the United Kingdom, suggesting a need for similar studies in
regions where regional identities are weaker and territorial issues less
important.

Background

The most well-established theory of programmatic voting is Downs’ (1957)
proximity model, which holds that a rational voter will choose the party or
candidate whose policy preferences are closest to their own. Yet, according
to existing research, the proximity model is best seen as a partial, rather
than a complete explanation of voting behaviour because several non-pro-
grammatic factors may also influence the way a person votes. One key
factor, party identification, or ‘long-term, affective attachment to one’s pre-
ferred political party’ (Dalton 2016), is less about policy congruence and
more about the affective or psychological bonds between voters and
parties (Cohen 2003). Another relevant factor is the tendency to vote for
the party that implements desired policy outcomes most effectively, other-
wise known as valence voting (Green 2007; Stokes 1963).

In candidate-centred elections, the situation is even more complex. While
the proximity model would predict that candidates’ policy stances are
guiding voters' electoral choices, in practice, voters’ choice of candidate
may be partly or entirely dependent on their party preferences. Moreover,
candidate-specific factors, to the extent they matter to voters, may or may
not be related to candidates’ policy stances. Much of the existing literature
on the ‘personal vote’ (Zittel 2016) focuses on non-programmatic, personal
characteristics of candidates such as gender (McElroy and Marsh 2010;
Valdini 2013), race (Fisher et al. 2015), roots in the local community (Gallagher
1988; Shugart, Valdini, and Suominen 2005; Tavits 2010), incumbency (Dahl-
gaard 2016; Gelman and King 1990), physical attractiveness (Berggren,
Jordahl, and Poutvaara 2010), charisma (Madsen and Snow 1991), or celebrity
status (Arter 2014; von Schoultz and Papageorgiou 2021). An intervening
factor here is whether voters know what their candidates stand for; even if
they wish to choose the candidate that best reflects their policy perspectives,
they may lack the information and resources to do so (Mitchell 2000).

Several prior studies have estimated the impact of candidates’ policy pos-
itions on voting behaviour, with generally similar results. First, several recent
studies showed that roll-call votes by individual legislators in the U.S. House
of Representatives impact their chances of re-election; however, all these
studies suggest that the effects are weak and limited to certain key issues,
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such as healthcare reform (Bovitz and Carson 2006; Highton 2019; Nyhan
et al. 2012). Similarly, while Hanretty, Mellon, and English (2021) found that
voters tended to penalize incumbent candidates who disagreed with their
stance on Brexit in the 2017 UK general election, the effects were weak
and, according to the authors, only four out of 632 seats were likely to
have changed hands if incumbent candidates had deliberately adopted a
vote-maximising stance with respect to Brexit despite that issue’s huge pol-
itical significance. Other scholars obtained similar findings regarding the elec-
toral consequences for British MPs of rebelling against their parties on issues
such as the Iraq war (Curtice, Fisher, and Steed 2005; Vivyan and Wagner
2012) or capital punishment and the poll tax (Pattie, Fieldhouse, and John-
ston 1994).

Other studies extended the focus beyond incumbents to include a broader
range of electoral candidates, again with similar results. Employing survey
data on voters’ perceived positions of candidates in U.S. Congressional elec-
tions along a broad ideological scale, Hollibaugh, Rothenberg, and Rulison
(2013) found that voters punish candidates that are out of step with their
own ideological positions, provided there is a challenger candidate who is
more compatible. Finally, in a study of the 2015 elections in Finland'’s
open-list voting system, von Schoultz and Papageorgiou (2021) find that
while candidate positions affect voters’ electoral choices, the effects of candi-
dates’ policy positions are clearly outweighed by the impacts of personal
attributes related to experience, locality, and celebrity status.

To sum up, prior studies have examined elections in a range of countries
including the U.S., the UK, and Finland, and, irrespective of the country
context, the broad conclusion was similar: candidate positions do matter
for voter behaviour, but the effects tend to be small and limited to highly
salient issues. However, most prior studies have studied national election
contexts, where media interest tends to be high and information compara-
tively easy to access for voters. To our knowledge, the only exceptions are
a series of studies focused on U.S. state legislative elections (Birkhead 2015;
Hogan 2004, 2008; Rogers 2017). Broadly speaking, findings from these
studies have mirrored those from national elections, that is, the policy pos-
itions of candidates in U.S. state legislative elections do have a small effect
on voters’ choices at the ballot box, yet generally only when it comes to
important policy issues, such as same-sex marriage. In a direct comparison
with elections to the U.S. Congress, Rogers (2017, 561) estimated that the
effects of candidates’ issue positions on vote choice are indeed a bit
smaller in state compared to national elections, most likely due to less
media attention, resulting in lower voter interest and familiarity with candi-
dates’ policy positions. Still, the difference in effect sizes was comparatively
small, with the effects of ideological distance between a voter and a candi-
date amounting to around two-thirds of the effect in state elections
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compared to elections to the U.S. Congress. What remains unclear is to what
extent those findings are likely to travel beyond the U.S. context, where states
have immense policy-making powers and the stakes in regional elections are
therefore comparatively high.

We provide the first empirical evidence on the impact of candidates’ policy
positions in a regional election outside of the U.S. context. More specifically,
we focus on the election that was held for the Parliament of Wales (Senedd
Cymru, henceforth referred to as the Senedd) on 6th May 2021. Welsh Senedd
elections can generally be considered second-order elections (Reif and
Schmitt 1980). First, media coverage of Welsh elections remains relatively
low (Thomas, Cushion, and Jewell 2004). This is because, unlike in Scotland,
the most widely read newspapers in Wales are shared with England, and,
apart from the Welsh language channel S4C, the main Welsh broadcasters
share most of the same material with their English counterparts. Second,
turnout tends to be much lower in Senedd elections compared to national
elections. For example, at 46.6%, turnout for the 2021 elections was 20 per-
centage points lower than the turnout recorded in Wales in the 2019 UK
general election. Notably, Wales also has significantly fewer competencies
compared to a U.S. state. This remains true even after the Government of
Wales Act of 2006 gave the Senedd some powers to legislate in key areas
such as healthcare and education. From a rational-choice perspective, the
incentives for voters to inform themselves about the policy positions of indi-
vidual candidates are therefore lower in Wales, which could result in lower
levels of responsiveness to candidates’ policy stances.

Theoretical expectations

Wales uses mixed-member proportional representation (MMP) for its
devolved elections, in which voters cast two votes. The first vote is for a
member for the voter's constituency, elected by the first-past-the-post
system. There are 40 constituencies in total. The second is for a closed
regional party list. An additional 20 Senedd members are elected via the
regional party lists in a total of five regions. Additional members are used
to compensate parties that have been under-represented on the constitu-
ency vote and are elected using proportional representation. Wales’ voting
system is similar to those used in Germany and New Zealand; however, the
small number of list seats (just one third of the total) and the lack of overhang
or levelling seats means that the system provides less proportionality than
these two cases. In this article, we are interested in the extent to which
voters are influenced by the policy positions of individual candidates. Our
hypotheses therefore focus on voters’ choices in the constituency elections,
where voters cast votes for individual candidates. We do not consider the
list vote, which by definition involves a vote for a group of candidates.
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We test a total of three hypotheses, all of which have been tested in similar
form in prior studies. This approach allows us to draw comparisons with other
electoral contexts. First, Downs’ (1957) proximity model would suggest that
voters carefully consider the different candidates’ policy platforms and will
vote for the candidate that is closest to them across a broad range of electo-
rally relevant policy issues. Therefore, we will test the following hypothesis:

H1: Voters prefer candidates who are closer to them on policy issues.

However, prior studies suggest that this hypothesis is over-simplistic. For one,
voters are unlikely to care about all issues equally. Many of the findings out-
lined above suggest that candidate positions only impact on voting behav-
iour when they relate to highly salient issues (Bovitz and Carson 2006;
Hanretty, Mellon, and English 2021; Highton 2019; Nyhan et al. 2012;
Rogers 2017; Vivyan and Wagner 2012). This could be for one of two
reasons. First, voters may have less awareness of candidates’ positions on
issues that are not important to them. Second, positional differences may
matter less to voters on issues they do not care about deeply. Based on
this, we expect that candidate positions matter mostly, or even only, when
it comes to issues they see as highly salient.

H2: Voters prefer candidates who are closer to them on policy issues they con-
sider to be highly salient.

Finally, for candidate positions to impact voting behaviour, voters need to be
aware of where candidates stand on policy issues, and not all voters are
equally likely to have this knowledge. Broadly speaking, voters who have a
strong interest in politics are much more likely to observe elections closely
and be familiar with the different candidates and their policy positions. By
contrast, voters with low political interest are less likely to know about candi-
dates’ policy positions and, therefore, candidates’ policy positions are also
unlikely to shape those voters’ choices at the ballot box.

H3: Candidates’ policy positions are more likely to shape the electoral prefer-
ences of voters with high political interest compared to voters with low political
interest.

Of course, and as previously mentioned, another possibility is that candidates’
policy positions do not matter at all for voters’ electoral preferences, given
the comparatively low salience of regional elections in Wales and beyond.

Research design
Data source

We test our hypotheses using data drawn from MyVoteChoice, a VAA platform
which was deployed in Wales on 16th April 2021 and remained operational
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until the Senedd elections on 6th May 2021. MyVoteChoice was freely avail-
able online and allowed Welsh voters to learn about their proximity with pol-
itical elites. The platform was designed specifically for the context of the
Senedd elections and therefore provided users with information on their
policy proximity with both individual candidates and parties in general.

Before the VAA's launch, a panel of experts from a consortium of univer-
sities' identified a total of 28 policy issues relevant to the context of the elec-
tions. These 28 policy issues were associated with six broad policy areas: the
economy, the environment, health and social care, education, Wales’ relation-
ship with the rest of the UK, as well as Welsh language and culture - and were
formulated as statements with which voters, candidates and parties would be
able to agree or disagree. Examples included ‘Welsh businesses should have
lower tax rates’; ‘There should be no private sector involvement in the NHS in
Wales’; and ‘Wales should become an independent country’. Table A1 in the
Online Appendix provides the full list of policy statements.

After identifying relevant policy issues, the VAA designers contacted the
headquarters of each party to obtain the party positions on each of the issue
statements. Independently, they also contacted all candidates standing in
the election and invited them to provide their positions on the same state-
ments. Each candidate and party could choose from a menu of five possible
responses to each issue statement: ‘completely agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree
nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ and ‘completely disagree’. All four main political
parties in Wales — the Welsh Labour Party, the Welsh Conservatives, Plaid
Cymru and the Welsh Liberal Democrats — provided their positions on each
issue, as did 23 out of 40 Liberal Democrat candidates, 21 out of 40 Plaid
Cymru candidates, nine out of 40 Labour candidates, and six out of 40 Conser-
vative candidates.? Although candidates from smaller parties and indepen-
dent candidates were included in the VAA platform, we do not include them
in the analysis because several of our control variables are unavailable. Com-
bined, candidates from small parties and independents garnered only 8.9
percent of the constituency vote and they tend to be rather less well-known.

When the VAA platform was launched, voters were able to enter the MyVo-
teChoice website and provide their own positions on each of the 28 policy
statements using the same menu of responses that had been presented to
candidates and parties. In addition, voters had a ‘no opinion’ option, which
we treat as missing data. MyVoteChoice users were also invited to answer
several supplementary questions, which we leverage for the measurement
of our dependent variable as well as our statistical controls (see below). On
completing the questionnaire, users saw a series of visual displays showing
their proximity to both candidates and parties in policy terms. Importantly,
they had not been exposed to this personalized information on policy proxi-
mity at the time when they answered the survey questions we leverage for
our analysis.
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The MyVoteChoice platform was broadly advertised on Welsh news web-
sites as well as Google, Facebook, and Instagram. Overall, 15,807 user
records were collected. Following recommendations by Andreadis (2014)
and Wheatley and Mendez (2021), we performed a light data cleaning and
removed observations that appeared to represent repeated attempts by
the same individuals, and users who failed simple data quality checks, such
as speeders who rushed through the tool in less than two minutes.? After
cleaning, 14,617 valid user records remained. Out of these, 13,298 lived in a
constituency where at least one of the candidates from the four major
parties provided their policy positions.

VAA data has several advantages for our purposes, but it also has an
important weakness since VAA data is self-selected. We discuss the advan-
tages first and turn to self-selection below. First, the users of VAAs are
likely to want to learn what candidate or political party is closest to them
on policy issues. Relative to more standard academic or commercial
surveys, this is likely to reduce the risk of voters misreporting their attitudes
due to considerations of social desirability. Second, MyVoteChoice includes
data on the positions of candidates, parties, and voters on the same 28
policy issues. The key advantage is that this allows us to measure proximity
on policy issues between voters and candidates using identical measures.
Furthermore, we can control for proximity between voters and political
parties on the same set of issues, which allows us to estimate the indepen-
dent effects of candidates’ policy positions. By contrast, a common approach
in existing research has been to combine voter surveys with roll-call data from
legislators (Hanretty, Mellon, and English 2021; Highton 2019; Vivyan and
Wagner 2012). Possible problems with this approach include that the ques-
tions do not correspond perfectly with the policies being voted on due to
the wording of survey items or number of response options (Jessee 2016).
Furthermore, roll-call data do not necessarily reveal legislators’ true prefer-
ences due to attempts by party leaders to enforce party discipline (Hug
2010). A second approach has been to estimate policy proximity by combin-
ing voters’ own policy positions, as established in surveys, with voters’ per-
ceptions of where candidates and parties stand on the same issues (e.g.
Hollibaugh, Rothenberg, and Rulison 2013). While this approach avoids pro-
blems due to different question wordings or response options, voters’ per-
ceptions of where candidates and parties stand on issues are known to be
endogenous to their electoral preferences (Grand and Tiemann 2013;
Merrill, Grofman, and Adams 2001).* Our approach avoids projection bias
by measuring the positions of candidates and parties using elite surveys.

Of course, though, the fact that voters self-select into VAA usage is a
potential concern. Perhaps counterintuitively, though, prior research
suggests that it is not mainly voters with very low political knowledge who
turn to VAAs. Indeed, many voters with high political knowledge and
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relatively firm pre-existing voting intentions use VAAs to double-check their
existing preferences, or simply for their entertainment value (van de Pol et al.
2014). Furthermore, in the case at hand, the target audience of online adver-
tisements was continuously adjusted throughout the campaign to achieve a
sample that was as representative of the Welsh electorate as possible. As a
result, our sample is demographically diverse, even though there is some
over-representation of younger and more highly educated voters (see
Table 1). In the Online Appendix, we also report results which are weighted
to better approximate the Welsh electorate. The results are similar (see
Table A2 and Figure A1).

Statistical modelling and measurement

To test our hypotheses, we create a stacked dataset (voters x candidates)
such that there are four observations for each voter (i.e. VAA user): one
referring to the dyad between the voter and the candidate from Welsh
Labour; another referring to the dyad between the voter and the Welsh
Conservative candidate; and two more referring to the dyads between
the voter and candidates from Plaid Cymru and the Welsh Liberal Demo-
crats, respectively. Our dependent variable is a binary variable that captures
whether or not a voter intends to vote for a given candidate, set to a value
of 1 if the voter expresses an intention to vote for the candidate and 0
otherwise. VAA users who did not answer the vote intention question or
indicated that they preferred not to say are treated as missing, while
users who stated they were undecided whom to vote for, expressed a pre-
ference for a candidate who was not affiliated with any of the four major
parties, or stated that they did not intend to vote are consistently coded
with 0.

To test H1, we construct a measure which captures the proximity between
a voter and a candidate across all 28 policy issues included in MyVoteChoice.
More specifically, we measure proximity using the Euclidean distance (d)

Table 1. Sample descriptives including population reference figures.

Sample Wales population (census)
Female (%) 52 52
Age
15-19 (%) 6° 7
20-29 (%) 23 14
30-39 (%) 28 15
40-49 (%) 18 14
50-59 (%) 12 17
60-69 (%) 9 15
70+ (%) 4 18
University degree (%) 66 25

®Percentage claiming to be under the age of 20.
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between voters and candidates in a 28-dimensional space:

n

d= > (pv—paf (1)

i=1

where p,; is the position of the voter on issue i, n is the total number of avail-
able issue statements (i.e. 28 minus the number of missing responses where
the voter registered ‘no opinion’), and p; is the position of the candidate on
issue i. In a second step, we recode the proximity measure such that a value of
0 corresponds to the largest possible distance (dnnq.x) between voter and can-
didate across all policy issues (e.g. the voter consistently completely agrees
with all policy statements while the candidate completely disagrees with
all policy statements), while a value of 1 indicates that they occupy exactly
the same position (d = 0).

To test H2, we construct an analogous proximity measure which, however,
only considers policy issues that are personally salient to voters. In doing so,
we provide a more nuanced measure of issue salience compared to prior lit-
erature, which typically distinguished salient from non-salient issues based
on ad hoc criteria and without actually measuring issue salience. Building
on Krosnick (1990) and Niemi and Bartels (1985), we suggest that issue sal-
ience has a psychological component and that, as a result, different people
are likely to care more about different issues. Therefore, we choose to
measure issue salience by tapping the extent to which voters are personally
invested in an issue. More specifically, we rely on one of the supplementary
questions, which asked MyVoteChoice users which (if any) of the six policy
areas listed above they deemed to be the most important in the election.
The proximity measure then reflects the reversed Euclidean distance
between a voter and a candidate on only those policy issues that belong
to that policy area (e.g. the economy or Wales' relationship with the rest of
the UK; see Table A1 in the Online Appendix for reference).

To test H3, we interact both proximity measures with another supplemen-
tary question, which asked MyVoteChoice users about their level of interest in
the forthcoming election. Our measure of election interest ranges from 1 (not
at all interested) to 4 (very interested). Notably, the number of voters who
expressed a low or very low interest in the election in our sample is relatively
small (17%) compared to those who expressed high (45%) or very high (38%)
interest in the election. However, given the large number of observations, we
retain sufficient statistical power in the interaction models despite the rela-
tively small share of uninterested voters.

The candidate preferences of Welsh voters are likely to be a function of
many factors other than candidates’ issue positions. To counter the resulting
risk of omitted variable bias, we include both voter and candidate fixed
effects in our specifications. The candidate fixed effects remove the effects
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of any candidate-level confounders, such as incumbency, celebrity status, or
candidates’ gender. Meanwhile, the voter fixed effects remove any general,
cross-candidate effects of voter-specific factors, such as potential bias due
to voters with certain demographic traits being more or less likely to
intend to participate in the election. The voter fixed effects cannot,
however, account for the candidate-specific effects of voter traits. We there-
fore also include several statistical controls tapping reasons why a voter may
prefer some candidates over other candidates. First, we control for the proxi-
mity between voters and the parties of candidates on policy issues. This is a
vital control since the positions of candidates and parties are likely to be
strongly correlated, and voters often are better informed about the positions
of parties than candidates. We measure voter-party proximity analogously to
voter-candidate proximity, that is, as the reversed Euclidean distance
between a voter and a party across all 28 policy issues included in MyVote-
Choice, whereby we normalize the final score such that it ranges from a theor-
etical minimum of 0 to a theoretical maximum of 1.

Second, another likely confounder is whether voters identify with a party.
Therefore, we control for party identification, which we measure using an
item which asked MyVoteChoice users whether they feel close to a party
and, if so, which one. Third, to capture habitual partisan voting, we control
for previous vote choice in the 2019 UK general election. Both party identifi-
cation and previous vote choice are binary variables which are coded 1 if a
voter felt close to, or previously voted for, a given candidate’s party, and 0
otherwise. Finally, to capture tactical considerations, we control for voters’
perceived likelihood of a candidate winning the seat. The likelihood to win
variable is based on four slider scales which asked MyVoteChoice users to
rate the likelihood of each of the four main parties’ candidates winning in
their constituency on a scale from 0 (impossible) to 10 (certain). Table 2 pro-
vides descriptive statistics for all variables we consider in the paper. In the
Online Appendix, we consider several additional potential confounders,
including the choice-specific effects of voters’ age, gender, and education.
The results remain similar (see Table A3 and Figure A2).

We estimate all models using linear regression. We prefer to use linear
regression instead of non-linear alternatives for several reasons. First, our

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Variable N Mean Std. dev. Min Max
Vote intention for candidate 20997 0.10 n/a 0 1
Proximity to candidate (all issues) 24162 0.60 0.1 0.08 0.92
Proximity to candidate (personally salient issues) 20368 0.62 0.18 0 1
Interest in election 22446 3.17 0.77 1 4
Proximity to party 24162 0.60 0.10 0.13 0.87
Party identification 21148 0.09 n/a 0 1
Previous vote choice 19099 0.13 n/a 0 1
p(candidate win) 20153 3.75 2.79 0 10
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data includes a substantial number of voters who are consistently coded with
0 on the dependent variable, for example, because they expressed a vote
intention for a candidate that is not included in the analysis. Linear regression
allows us to retain these voters even in the presence of voter fixed effects
while nonlinear alternatives, such as conditional logit regression, would
force us to drop all voters with consistently positive or negative outcomes,
thus causing significant loss of information (Beck and Katz 2001; Timoneda
2021). Furthermore, estimates from linear probability models are significantly
easier to interpret (Angrist and Pischke 2009; Hellevik 2009) and non-linear
alternatives are sensitive to the omission of third variables even if they are
unrelated to measured independent variables (Mood 2010). Notably, linear
regression provides unbiased and consistent estimates of average effects
even when the dependent variable is binary (e.g. Hellevik 2009, 61; Wool-
dridge 2010, 563). That being said, an important concern with linear
regression is that binary variables have a Bernoulli structure, leading to
non-constant variance of the error term. We therefore calculate heteroskedas-
ticity-robust (Huber-White) standard errors. Furthermore, to relax the inde-
pendence of observations assumption, we cluster our standard errors at
the voter level. Throughout, we drop observations with missing values (list-
wise deletion). Finally, while we prefer to draw on linear regression, we
show that our results are robust to the use of conditional logit regression
in the Online Appendix (see Table A7 and Figure A6).

Results

Table 3 provides the results. Model 1 shows the simple bivariate correlation of
voter-candidate policy proximity on all 28 policy issues included in MyVote-
Choice and whether a voter intends to vote for a candidate. We find a positive
correlation between voter-candidate proximity and vote intention which,
however, vanishes when we include our control variables and fixed effects.
As can be seen from model 2, the size of the coefficient decreases by more
than 90% and is no longer statistically significant at conventional levels
when controls are added. Contrary to H7, this suggests that candidates’
issue stances, when taken in aggregate across a broad range of issues, did
not impact the probability of a voter voting for a given candidate in the
Senedd elections. Notably, this is consistent with prior studies of national
elections and U.S. state legislative elections, which also tended not to find evi-
dence for a general issue accountability link.

At the same time, however, we do find evidence that voters factored in
candidates’ positions for those issues they deem to be particularly important.
In models 4 and 5, we repeat the same analyses with our second voter-can-
didate proximity measure, which considers proximity only in terms of the
issue area that voters have flagged as most important to them. As before,
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Table 3. Assessing the impact of candidates’ issue positions on vote intention.

All issues Personally salient issues
(1) (2) 3) (4) (5) (6)
Proximity to candidate 0.55***  0.03 —0.05 0.26***  0.09**  —0.20
(0.02) (0.09) (0.17) (0.01)  (0.03) (0.10)
Proximity to party 0.53*** 0.55%** 0.42*** 0.40%***
(0.09) (0.09) (0.06) (0.06)
Party identification 0.55%** 0.54%** 0.55%** 0.55%**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Previous vote choice 0.06%** 0.06%** 0.06%** 0.06%**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
p(candidate win) 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.02***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Proximity to candidate * interest 0.02 0.09**
in election (0.04) (0.03)
Candidate fixed effects No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Voter fixed effects No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Candidates 59 59 59 59 59 59
Voters 11580 8513 8288 10047 7622 7428
Observations 20997 15163 14758 18305 13624 13273

Note: The dependent variable in all models is whether a voter intends to vote for a candidate. All models
are estimated with linear regression. Standard errors clustered by voter in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p
<0.01, *** p<0.001.

we find a positive bivariate correlation which decreases in size when the con-
trols and fixed effects are added. However, the decrease in effect size is now
smaller and the association remains statistically significant (p < 0.01). As pre-
dicted by H2, this suggests that voters in the Senedd elections did take can-
didates’ policy positions into account when it comes to issues that are
personally salient to them. In terms of effect size, model 5 suggests that a
standard deviation increase in voter-candidate congruence on issues
deemed important by the voter increases vote intention by 1.6 percentage
points. This is a relatively small effect, but at the same time the effect size
seems broadly comparable to studies from other contexts. For example, Han-
retty, Mellon, and English (2021, 1281) found that voters were 2.3 percentage
points more likely to vote for an incumbent in the 2017 UK general election if
they shared their representative’s position on Brexit, one of the most salient
and contentious issues in recent British political history. Rogers (2017, 559f)
found that a one-standard-deviation increase in congruence improves incum-
bents’ vote shares by 1.1 percentage point in U.S. Congress elections and by
about 0.7 percentage points in U.S. state legislative elections. Similar to prior
studies (e.g. Birkhead 2015; Rogers 2017; von Schoultz and Papageorgiou
2021), the effect of candidates’ policy positions is also trumped by other
factors. For example, according to model 5, a standard-deviation increase
in ideological closeness to a candidate’s party increases vote intention by
almost three times as much (4.2 percentage points). Similarly, tactical
voting seems to play a more important role than candidates’ policy positions;
according to model 5, a standard deviation increase in the perceived
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probability of the candidate winning increases vote intention by 5.6 percen-
tage points. With a more than 50 percentage points increase, by far the stron-
gest effect emerges for party identification.

Finally, we investigate whether candidates’ policy positions have stronger
effects on the electoral preferences of voters with high political interest. In
models 3 and 6, we add the interaction between voter-candidate policy proxi-
mity and voters’ self-reported interest in the Senedd elections. In keeping
with H3, the interaction is positive in both models, but it reaches statistical
significance only in model 6 (p <0.01), where we consider the interaction
with proximity on the issues that are most important to voters. Figure 1
shows the conditional effect sizes. We find that a standard-deviation increase
in a voter's proximity to a candidate’s position on the issues that are most
important to the voter increases vote intention by around 1.2 percentage
points if a voter reports high interest in the election and 2.8 percentage
points if a voter reports very high interest in the election. By contrast, we
do not find any statistically significant effects for voters with low or very
low political interest.

Robustness checks

We report several robustness checks in the Online Appendix. First, we correct
for bias in the composition of our sample by re-estimating all models using
weighted regression. The weights adjust the sample means such that they
match census data in terms of age, sex, and education (see Table 1). We
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Figure 1. Effects of candidate’ issue positions conditional on election interest.
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estimate weights using entropy balancing (Hainmueller 2012). The results
remain highly similar (see Table A2 and Figure A1). Second, we report
models including several additional control variables. On the one hand, in
addition to voter-party proximity across all 28 issues featured in MyVote-
Choice, we control for voter-party proximity on only those issues voters
flagged as most important to them. On the other hand, we control for the
candidate-specific effects of key demographics by including multiplicative
interactions between the candidate fixed effects and voters’ age, sex, and
educational attainment. The results are again similar (see Table A3 and
Figure A2).

Third, a potential problem with our modelling strategy is that candidates
and their parties often report identical positions on policy issues, leading to
high correlations between voter-candidate and voter-party policy proximity
(r=0.88 and r=10.59 when voter-candidate proximity is measured across all
issues and only for voters’ most important issue areas, respectively). We
note that multicollinearity is small-sample problem (Lindner, Puck, and
Verbeke 2020; Wooldridge 2018, 89-92) and that all models reported
above include more than 10,000 observations. Still, to further mitigate the
risk of multicollinearity and inflated standard errors, we re-estimate all
models using alternative policy proximity measures which are less highly cor-
related. The alternative measures consider only those 15 MyVoteChoice policy
statements for which we observe the highest levels of disagreement between
candidates and their parties. To establish the level of disagreement, we calcu-
late the average deviation between candidates and their respective parties
on each issue. The removal of the remaining 13 policy items substantially
reduces the correlations between voter-candidate and voter-party proximity
measures (r=0.71 and r = 0.44, respectively). Table A1 in the Online Appendix
shows which of the 28 policy items are retained and which are dropped. The
substantive conclusions remain unchanged, with the only notable difference
being that we now find a statistically significant interaction between voter-
candidate proximity and election interest also when looking at all policy
issues and not just those personally salient to voters (see Table A4 and
Figure A3). This provides additional support to H3.

Fourth, it is possible that errors are correlated not just within voters, but
also within clusters of candidates. To address this, we report standard
errors which are clustered at both the voter and the candidate level (see
Table A5 and Figure A4). Fifth, to further assuage concerns related to the dis-
tribution of errors, we report models including block-bootstrapped standard
errors, which do not make any distributional assumptions (see Table A6 and
Figure A5). Sixth, due to possible concerns related to our use of linear
regression for binary choice data, we re-estimate all models using (con-
ditional) logit regression (see Table A7 and Figure A6). Seventh, to fully
remove unobserved candidate- and voter-level heterogeneity in the
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interaction models, we re-estimate models 3 and 6 using double-demeaned
interactions (Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran 2022) (see Table A8 and Figure
A7). Eighth, we report models in which we interact our voter-candidate policy
proximity measures with voters’ self-reported levels of familiarity of candi-
dates instead of self-reported election interest (see Table A9 and Figure
A8). Finally, we re-estimate all models while including user records which
were removed in the data cleaning process (e.g. speeders or repeated
attempts from the same computer) (see Table A10 and Figure A9). The
results are always similar.

Conclusion

Voters can hold legislative candidates accountable on different grounds, but
a particularly important form of accountability is that voters reward candi-
dates who share their policy preferences while sanctioning those who do
not. Our results suggest that there is the potential for this form of electoral
accountability to take place even in the context of a regional election with
low levels of media scrutiny as voter choices are shaped, at least to a small
degree, by individual candidates’ policy stances. However, we also found
that the impact of candidates’ policy positions in Wales is clearly trumped
by other factors such as party identification or tactical voting, and is
limited to issues voters care deeply about and to voters with high political
interest. To be sure, these patterns are not unique to Wales or even to the
context of regional elections. Indeed, studies of national elections have rou-
tinely reported similarly small effects which tend to be limited to certain
highly salient issues and voters with high political interest. On the positive
side, our study therefore suggests that voters' responsiveness to candidates’
policy stances is not necessarily very different in regional elections. At the
same time, though, our study also suggests that the responsiveness of
voters to candidates’ issue stances remains (too) low in both regional and
national elections.

Of course, this is a single case study, and there are several possible reasons
why results from Wales may not generalize to other regional elections.
Perhaps most importantly, there is electorally significant support for indepen-
dence in Wales, and several parties, including Labour and the Liberal Demo-
crats, are internally split on the preferred extent of devolution. In additional
analyses reported in Tables A11-A12 and Figure A10 in the Online Appendix,
we disaggregate the results by policy area. The results show that while terri-
torial issues are not the only policy dimension driving our results, they are
particularly important to voters, including voters who have not flagged
Wales’ relationship with the UK as their most important issue area. Notably,
this is consistent with recent experimental evidence suggesting that voters
pay particular attention to territorial issues in regions where those are
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relevant (Balcells, Daniels, and Kuo 2023). This suggests that our findings may
be more relevant in sub-national units where there is a strong regional iden-
tity and where the current relationship between the region and the centre is
challenged. Future studies should consider whether voter responsiveness to
candidates’ policy positions is lower in regions without a salient territorial
dimension.

Second, even though Wales’ autonomy is more limited compared to a U.S.
state, Wales still has significant policy autonomy and the extent to which
voters factor in candidates’ policy stances could be smaller in regions with
less autonomy. At the same time, under Wales’ mixed-member electoral
system voters have the chance to cast a second, proportional vote for a
party list. This gives them an extra chance to vote for their most-preferred
party and could therefore increase their incentives to make concessions on
policy congruence in the majoritarian constituency elections. Third, another
limitation of this study is that a significant number of the constituency candi-
dates did not participate in the candidate survey and could not therefore be
considered in the analysis. Finally, a fourth limitation is that our sample is self-
selected and, in particular, over-represents voters with comparatively high
interest in the Senedd elections. Reassuringly, our results remain highly
similar when the sample is re-weighted to approximate the Welsh electorate
on several key demographics. Still, it remains possible that our data some-
what exaggerates voters’ responsiveness to candidates’ issue stances com-
pared to a probability-based sample.

While more work therefore remains to be done, an important conclusion of
our study is that even though voters appear to sanction candidates to a
broadly similar extent for their issue positions in national and regional elec-
tions, the impact of candidates’ policy stances on voter behaviour is generally
weak. As a result, representatives have only weak incentives to represent their
constituents’ interests and may be more easily swayed by pressures from
special interest groups. One policy option that could be used to increase
the potential for issue-based accountability is the improvement of civic edu-
cation, which is widely neglected in the United Kingdom and other advanced
democracies. Such education should be aimed not only at increasing young
people’s knowledge of parties and their policies, but also at encouraging
them to find out for themselves what parties and candidates stand for and
providing them with the skillset necessary for finding this information. Relat-
edly, civic education courses should clearly explain the important policy
issues at stake in elections, especially when it comes to regional and other
second-order elections. A second area of relevance is media; voters’ capacity
to distinguish the policy preferences of candidates both from other candi-
dates and from their parties depends on extensive media coverage of the
elections. There is therefore a need to incentivize media outlets to report
on these elections in greater depth, especially in the context of regional
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elections. Finally, a more short-term answer could consist of the more wide-
spread adoption of online voting information tools, such as VAAs, which
provide voters with easily accessible information on the policy positions of
the different candidates running in elections and could therefore help to
improve issue representation in candidate-based elections (Germann et al.
2024).

Notes

1. The University of Aberystwyth, the University of Bath, the University of Cardiff,
Oxford Brookes University, the University of Surrey, and the University of
Swansea.

2. Taken together, the response rate in the candidate survey was therefore 37%

among candidates from the four major parties. Response rates ranging from

20% to 50% are relatively typical in the context of candidate surveys (CCS

2016, 2022).

Details on the data cleaning criteria can be found in the Online Appendix.

4. A third approach has been to eschew the measurement of voter positions
altogether and, instead, correlate candidates’ policy positions (however these
are measured) with aggregate-level vote shares (Bovitz and Carson 2006; von
Schoultz and Papageorgiou 2021). Yet, in the absence of data on voters’
policy preferences, it can be difficult to establish the role of policy preferences
in voters’ electoral choices.

5. The highest share of users (28%) indicated that health and social care is most
important to them, followed by economic matters (20%) and Wales' relation-
ship with the UK (18%). Somewhat smaller shares indicated that the environ-
ment (12%) or education (10%) are most important to them. Only 2%
indicated that issues related to Welsh language and culture were most impor-
tant to them.
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