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ABSTRACT

When parties cooperate, they are perceived as closer together in an ideological
space than when they compete. This mechanism has only been tested at the
national level and researchers have disregarded the complex interaction
between parties competing and cooperating at various levels of a polity. This
article argues that complex multi-level systems have an influence on the voters’
perceptions, especially for coalition parties. More specifically, the hypothesis is
that voters perceive those national parties that are in government in their
Bundesland as closer together on a left-right scale, even though they are not
members of the same coalition at the national level. The hypothesis is tested
by relying on GLES data from 2009-2021. National government participation
and political sophistication are also taken into account as moderating variables.
The results have important implications for understanding party perceptions
and the effect of regional government participation in multi-level systems.

KEYWORDS Coalition heuristics; voter perceptions; multi-level systems; party competition;
coalition governments

At least until the 2021 election in Germany, government formation at the
national level was rather predictable and not particularly exciting: between
2005 and 2021, Germany was governed by a grand coalition between the
CDU/CSU and the SPD for 12years with a 4-year break between 2009
and 2013 where a government was formed between the CDU/CSU and
the FDP. However, the picture is quite different when looking at the
regional level. For instance, there are a number of Bundeslinder in which
the CDU and the Greens formed a coalition. In Baden-Wiirttemberg, the
Green party has even lead such a coalition as the senior party since 2016.
Furthermore, the Left Party, a party that is basically excluded from gov-
ernment formation at the national level, is not only a member of four
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regional coalition governments (Bremen, Berlin, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern,
and Thuringia) but is also leading one of them as the senior party
(Thuringia). Hence, government formation at the regional level is extremely
diverse and varies over time but also between states.

Which effect does this variety of regional coalition compositions have
on the coalition signals voters receive? Previous research shows that the
electorate uses widely available and easily accessible cues in order to form
an opinion about the ideological position of political parties. Thus, voters
rely on their knowledge about coalition memberships to deduct party
positions, i.e. coalition heuristics, (Fortunato and Stevenson 2013) instead
of engaging themselves with more cognitive demanding sources such as
party manifestos (Adams et al. 2011). Consequentially, parties that govern
together in a coalition are commonly perceived as being more closely
located to each other than parties that are not in coalitions (Fortunato
and Stevenson 2013; Spoon and Kliiver 2017). Moreover, it seems that
voters project the senior party positions on the junior partner in a coali-
tion - not the other way around (Adams et al. 2016; Bernardi and Adams
2019; Fortunato and Adams 2015).

In this article we argue that previous studies have overlooked an
important cue given in multi-level systems: the membership in regional
coalitions. Regional governments are not only more diverse, but they also
have a strong influence on state and national policies. Germany has one
of the strongest federal systems with powerful regional parliaments and
governments. Due to the strong competences of the regional level, the
regional government composition should also work as an additional cue
for citizens when drawing conclusions about party positions. We propose
that this cue is more important for the more politically sophisticated vot-
ers since they are more likely to be knowledgeable of and interested in
the regional government composition.

Existing research on regional politics has mainly focused on party com-
petition, government formation as well as governance. Traditionally, voting at
the regional level has been seen as second-order, meaning that if citizens
take part in regional elections then they will mainly base their voting deci-
sion on national considerations (Reif and Schmitt 1980). Previous literature
has also analysed the process of government formation (see e.g. Daubler and
Debus 2009; Falc6-Gimeno and Verge 2013; Shikano and Linhart 2010), gov-
ernance in regional coalitions (Krauss et al. 2021) as well as the termination
of coalition governments at the regional level (Martinez-Canté and Bergmann
2019). So far, though, the influence of a complex multi-level system on the
voters’ perception of parties has been neglected. This is surprising consider-
ing the fact that citizens, living in countries with complex multi-level sys-
tems, are often exposed to different coalition governments simultaneously.
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This article aims to fill this gap by hypothesising that voters will per-
ceive parties as closer together on a left-right scale if they form a coali-
tion government in the voters’ state. We rely on pre-electoral survey data
provided by the German Longitudinal Election Study (2009-2021) (GLES)
to test our hypotheses. We estimate multilevel regression analyses and
show that parties governing together in a Bundesland are indeed perceived
as more similar to each other. Moreover, the findings support our argu-
ment that politically more sophisticated voters rely more strongly on
regional coalition signals.

Our findings highlight significant, albeit subtle, implications for party
competition in federalised parliamentary systems. We measure the effect
of regional government signals at a time when they are least likely to
matter: during national election campaigns. Our findings highlight that
regional coalition signals have significant effects on voters’ perceptions of
parties. While they are generally small in magnitude, these effects are far
from negligible for the most politically sophisticated voters. This is espe-
cially important for countries like Germany where the national electoral
system is structured based on state party lists. Moreover, previous research
has argued that the regional level is relevant for the national level in
terms of testing coalition constellations and their acceptance in the
electorate (see e.g. Brauninger et al. 2020; Gross and Niendorf 2017).
Therefore, we conclude that voters perceive the coalition signals at the
regional level and apply them accordingly. However, the magnitude of the
effect makes it unlikely that these changes in perception lead to electoral
losses and therefore allows parties to use the regional level as experimen-
tal ground for new coalition constellations. In general, parties do not have
to worry too much about the coalition signals omitted at the regional
level during national campaigns.

The article is structured as follows. First, we present our theoretical
argument about the influence of regional government participation on
voters’ perception. Second, we describe the dataset we rely on and how
we operationalise our dependent and independent variables. The third
section in this article includes the results of our multilevel analysis.
Finally, we conclude with a discussion of our results and the implications
of our findings.

Theoretical framework
Party perceptions and coalition heuristics

Political parties are the main actors in the political process in parliamen-
tary democracies since they form the link between the electorate and the
decision-making institutions. According to the traditional model of



4 1. B. HIERMITSLEV ET AL.

proximity voting, voters evaluate parties based on their policy positions
and vote for the party closest to their own preferences (Downs 1957).
Parties aggregate voter preferences and have clear incentives to position
themselves in the ideological space in order to attract votes and in
response influence policy outputs. Consequentially, voters must be able to
clearly locate the political parties in space in order to make a rational
voting decision and to make representative democracy work.

However, research suggests that the electorate struggles to locate party
positions in the policy space (e.g. Adams et al. 2011; Fortunato and
Stevenson 2013; Spoon and Kliiver 2017). While parties generally respond
to ideological shifts in the electorate by changing their position accord-
ingly (Klitver and Spoon 2016), voters seem to be unaware of these posi-
tional shifts in objectively measurable documents such as party manifestos
(Adams et al. 2011). One potential explanation could be that voters rather
react to the larger environment and the behaviour of a party (elite) instead
of their written policy documents. Still, over time not even expert assess-
ments can explain the perceptions voters have about party position move-
ments (Adams et al. 2016), or at least can do so only weakly (Adams
et al. 2014). This is rather surprising due to the fact that experts are likely
to include party behaviour into their judgements.

How do voters acquire the information to place parties in the ideolog-
ical space? It has been argued that voters rely on so-called heuristics in
order to locate party positions. Using such a heuristic is a rational strat-
egy to derive approximate information which allows the voter to form a
reasonable opinion about a party’s position using a cognitive short-cut
(Fortunato and Adams 2015; Fortunato and Stevenson 2013). In multi-
party systems, the coalition heuristic is considered to be the most import-
ant one. Voters tend to draw conclusions about ideological positions of
parties based on coalition membership (Fortunato and Stevenson 2013).
Hence, coalition parties are perceived as ideologically closer to one
another than other measures such as party manifestos would suggest and
how voters would perceive the parties if they would not govern together
(Fortunato and Stevenson 2013; Hjermitslev 2023; Spoon and Kliver 2017).

Using cabinet membership as a cue for party positioning is an easy
and accessible piece of information for voters. There are two mechanisms
that can explain why coalition heuristics work at least to some extent
(Fortunato and Stevenson 2013). Firstly, previous studies show that ideo-
logically close parties are more likely to form coalition governments in
the first place, so-called connected coalitions (Axelrod 1970; de Swaan
1973; Martin and Stevenson 2001; Warwick 1996). Secondly, parties that
enter formal coalitions are bound in their behaviour by coalition unity if
they want to avoid that inter-party conflict is leading to cabinet
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breakdown (Lupia and Strem 1995; Miiller and Strem 2000; Warwick
1994). Thus, coalition partners are pressured into policy compromise
(Ganghof and Brduninger 2006).

Due to the blurred responsibilities in coalition governments, voters are
not able to correctly distinguish the advertised positions of the parties in
cabinet (Dahlberg 2013). This is especially true for members of the elec-
torate who are less interested in politics and less educated and who are
therefore more likely to only make use of coalition heuristics when assess-
ing party positions (Fortunato and Stevenson 2013). In contrast, the
misperception of cabinet party positions is lower if the objective ideolog-
ical distance is higher (Spoon and Kliiver 2017).

Moreover, coalition heuristics do not affect all parties to the same
extent. In fact, voters tend to associate the junior partner in a coalition
with the senior party (Fortunato and Adams 2015), not the other way
around. This means that especially smaller coalition parties have problems
to communicate their distinct policy profile as different from the senior
party. This fact could potentially explain why it is most commonly the
junior coalition partner who experiences negative electoral consequences
in the following elections, not the senior party (Hjermitslev 2020; Kliiver
and Spoon 2020). As a consequence, coalition parties try to demonstrate
their distinct policy profiles by emphasising different policy issues they
care about, especially at the end of the legislative cycle (Sagarzazu and
Klaver 2017).

Codalition signals under multi-level government

In this article, we add to these considerations by incorporating the per-
ceptions voters form based on regional level politics. Especially in decen-
tralised, federal countries, it is difficult for voters to assign responsibility
to different levels of governance. For instance, in situations where the
regional and national level have shared competences, a minimum amount
of coordination between the levels is needed (Thorlakson 2017). This
might make assigning responsibility even more difficult for the electorate
(Rodden and Wibbels 2011). Additionally, previous research has shown
that regional and even local parties include issues that are being handled
at the national level in their manifestos (Cabeza et al. 2017; Gross and
Jankowski 2020). Even for coalition agreements at the local and regional
level this pattern holds (Gross and Krauss 2021).

We argue that this power sharing also has consequences for the way in
which voters perceive the parties. This is mainly due to the fact that
strong competences for the regions also mean that the day-to-day life of
the electorate is importantly influenced not only by the national but also
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by the regional (and potentially also the local) level. Germany ranks
exceptionally high on the Regional Authority Index with a score of 37.67,
especially because of high self-rule powers of the Bundeslinder (25.67).
Self-rule powers are an indicator for the power that the states have within
their own region (Hooghe et al. 2016; Shair-Rosenfield et al. 2021).
Additionally, turnout for regional elections is comparatively high even
though they are considered to be second-order elections (Reif and Schmitt
1980). In the last elections in the 16 German states, the average turnout
was at around 65% which is only around 10% less than the turnout at the
last national election in Germany in 2021.! Hence, regional elections and
regional governments matter at lot in German politics, and the country
thus represents a most-likely-case for finding a strong effect of regional
coalition heuristics on party perceptions.

Accordingly, we posit that we can translate the mechanism proposed
by Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) to the regional level: cabinet member-
ship is a cheap and widely available piece of information. Previous anal-
yses have shown that people know which parties are in government (see
e.g. Fortunato and Stevenson 2013) and there is reason to believe that, at
least in countries with a strong federalist system like Germany, people
know which parties are in government at the regional level. Accordingly,
we hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 1: Parties that govern together at the regional level will be per-
ceived as more ideologically similar on the national level.

We are, of course, not suggesting that national government participation
does not matter at all for how voters perceive party positions. Rather, we
argue that in addition to the national level, regional government participa-
tion also has an influence. In multi-level systems with strong federal struc-
tures, voters receive two coalition signals: one based on coalitions at the
national level, and one based on coalitions at the regional level. Disentangling
these effects can be difficult as the average citizen encounters a diversity of
positions being expressed by a single party (Aldrich et al. 2018). However,
especially in situations in which the regional government parties are not in
government at the national level, we should see a strong influence of regional
government participation. In contrast to that, we do not expect to find an
additional effect of regional government participation if the same parties are
in government at the national level. While we posit above that regional gov-
ernment participation is an additional cue for voters, regional elections are
still considered second-order elections (Reif and Schmitt 1980). As such, we
expect that the national signal is stronger in case of overlapping signals.

Furthermore, Falc6-Gimeno and Fernandez-Vazquez (2020) demon-
strated that in order for a coalition formation to impact voter beliefs, it
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must be at odds with the voters’ prior expectations. Specifically, if a party
joins the coalition that the voters already identified as the most congruent
choice, then the voters’ beliefs are simply confirmed and nothing changes.
In other words, there is a saturation effect, which prevents voters from per-
ceiving parties as converging twice. If the regional governments match the
expectations created by the national coalition formation, there is no reason
for updating perceptions.” Accordingly, our second hypothesis reads:

Hypothesis 2: The effect of regional government participation should be stron-
gest for parties that do not govern together at the national level.

Although we argue that the mechanism can be applied at the regional
level, we acknowledge that there are important differences between the
national and the regional level. While the second coalition signal, and
therefore the regional coalition heuristic, remains relatively cheap and
widely accessible in federal systems due to the highly regionalised news
and media landscapes (Harnischmacher 2015; Wehden and Stoltenberg
2019), we posit that the awareness of and knowledge about cabinet mem-
bership at the regional government level is not as widespread as it is at
the national level. We therefore suggest that there is an important inter-
action between political sophistication and regional government participa-
tion. In contrast to Fortunato and Stevenson (2013), we posit that this
interaction effect is positive in the sense that people with higher political
sophistication should also be more likely to know who is in government
at the regional level and the coalition heuristic should therefore be stron-
gest amongst those individuals. Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) base their
argument on the differentiation of coalition partners in legislative debates
and the media and that more interested voters are more likely to receive
these messages. While this can certainly hold for the national context, it
is quite unlikely that the same mechanism is also at work for coalition
heuristics at the regional level.

Instead, we take one step back and argue that for the awareness of
regional government participation, receiving the coalition signal in the
first place is dependent on political sophistication. The level of political
sophistication is strongly and positively associated with news consumption
(Stromback et al. 2013) and, as we argue above, news consumption in
federal systems is commonly highly regionalised with radio stations and
newspapers having strong regional foci in their reporting. Moreover, citi-
zens with higher levels of political education and knowledge are also
more likely to process the news and form opinions based on the received
cues. Following this rationale, we argue that higher levels of political
sophistication lead to more awareness of regional government composi-
tions and thus to the reception of more than one coalition signal.
Consequentially, we hypothesise:
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Hypothesis 3: The effect of regional government participation should be stron-
gest for individuals with higher levels of political sophistication.

Research design
Case selection

In order to test our hypotheses, we rely on data from Germany. Germany
is an excellent case due to its institutional setup. For instance, it has rather
low values for both ‘institutional clarity’ as well as ‘government clarity,
especially if compared to other states in Europe (Hobolt et al. 2013). This
is due to the fact that both the national and the regional level have exclu-
sive competences with regard to legislation, but they also share compe-
tences in some policy fields. As previously mentioned, Germany also ranks
high on the Regional Authority Index. Accordingly, citizens should be able
to realise that both levels matter for their everyday life and as such should
also be influenced by the regional government. The German states do not
only have political power over their own regions, but also influence national
politics substantially. One reason for the powerful position of the German
Bundeslinder coalitions in national politics is based on the fact that the
composition of the state governments directly translates to the partisan
composition of Germany’s second chamber, the Bundesrat. The Bundesrat
has strong veto potential in the federal law-making process. It is supposed
to ensure the representation of state interests on the national level and has
to approve all national legislation which affects the financial or substantial
affairs of the regions (about 38% of all national legislation).

Additionally, regional government composition is also rather diverse in
Germany. As of September 2023, the number of government parties
ranges between just one in Saarland and three in states like Bremen and
Saxony. With exception of the AfD, all parties that are members of the
German Bundestag, are part of at least one regional government. Amongst
those, the FDP is the only party that does not have a state premiership.
Hence, there is enough variation at the regional level to analyse the influ-
ence of regional government composition on party perceptions. In toto,
this makes Germany a most-likely-case for finding effects of regional coa-
lition heuristics: if it is not present here, party leaders in more centralised
states probably should not worry about this mechanism.

Dependent and independent variables

The aim of this article is to test whether regional government participation
has an influence on the perceived closeness of parties on the national level.
Accordingly, the unit of observation in our dataset is the voter-party-dyad.
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Or, in other words, for every respondent in the surveys, we have as many
observations as there are unique combinations of parties (one line per
party-dyad per respondent).

We rely on data provided by the German Longitudinal Election study
(GLES 2019a, b, ¢; GLES 2023) and include four pre-electoral survey
waves between 2009 and 2021. This does not only guarantee that there is
variation in government composition at the regional and at the national
level but also increases the generalisability of our findings.

The dependent variable is the perceived ideological difference between
the two parties of the dyad on the national level.> Using party placements
on a 1ll-point left-right scale, we can calculate the ideological distance
between party A and party B based on the perception of the respondent.
We take the absolute values as we are not interested in the direction of
the difference per se. We include the six parties CDU, SPD, FDP, Linke,
Griine, and AfD since these were the relevant actors in national and
regional party politics for the period we observe. The AfD is only included
since 2013. We excluded the CSU because it only runs in Bavaria.*

Our main explanatory variable is regional government participation. It
is coded ‘1" if the parties in the dyad are in government together at the
regional level and ‘0’ if this is not the case. Similarly, national government
participation is also a dichotomous measure. In our observation period,
there are two different national government configurations. First, between
2005 and 2009, as well as between 2013 and 2021, a grand coalition
between the CDU/CSU and the SPD was in office. Second, between 2009
and 2013, the CDU/CSU led a government with the liberal party, the FDP.

Lastly, we also include two proxy measures for the concept of political
sophistication. On the one hand, we include the education of the respon-
dent in the analysis. While formal education is by no means a require-
ment for political sophistication, the two measures are found to be
repeatedly and strongly correlated (e.g. Barabas et al. 2014). Therefore,
education has been used as proxy for measuring the political attentiveness
of individuals by similar studies (Fortunato and Stevenson 2013) On the
other hand, we also include self-reported political interest which ranges
between 1 (not at all interested) and 5 (very much interested). In the
Online Appendix Table B.3, we include a measure for political knowledge
(a binary variable which is coded 1 if respondents answer correctly?),
which was available in all four survey rounds.

Control variables

We acknowledge that parties who are able to form governments at the
regional level usually have more in common than other parties. To establish
that our proposed relationship is not spurious, we control for ideological


https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2359877

10 1. B. HIERMITSLEV ET AL.

distances in national manifestos as a proxy for the underlying ideological
differences between parties. In the Online Appendix, we substitute regional
manifestos® and expert party placements at the national level (Bakker et al.
2015) for the national manifesto data, and found that our results were
largely robust (see Tables B.5 and B.6 in the Online Appendix).

In addition, we include a dummy variable distinguishing between East
and West Germany and a few individual-level predictors. Specifically, we
control for the voters’ ideological extremity, which is calculated by taking the
absolute distance between the respondents’ self-placement on a 11-point
left-right scale and the midpoint of the scale (5), gender (baseline: male),
and age in years. While we do not have any strong expectations about how
socio-demographics might impact perceived distances between parties, we do
acknowledge that they are correlated with political sophistication and thus
we include them in the analysis. In the Online Appendix, we also control for
timing effects since we know that partisan communication about differenti-
ating themselves changes during the legislative period (Sagarzazu and Kliver
2017). The time effect is measured as how many days there are left until the
next regularly scheduled regional election (linear and squared). Descriptive
statistics for all variables can be found in Online Appendix section A.

Data structure

Our data has a complex cross-classified multilevel structure. Voters are
hierarchically nested in regions, but each voter is evaluating multiple
party-dyads and each party-dyad is present in multiple regions as well as
in the individual survey years. Thus, party-dyads are crossed with both
voters, regions and survey years and we include random effects for 16
regions, 15 party-dyads, 9643 voters and four survey years. It is necessary
to include party dyad random effects because the party-dyads have
well-established reputations for being closer or further apart which is not
entirely captured by their manifestos. Table A.2 in the Online Appendix
illustrates these differences. Mean distances vary between 1.28 for the
SPD-Griine dyad and 7.57 for the AfD-Linke dyad. In this project we are
more interested in explaining variation in perceptions within dyads
between regions, than between the party-dyads themselves. Furthermore,
it is necessary to account for historical differences between regions and
for idiosyncrasies of how individual voters interpret the left-right scale.

Analysis

In the theory section, we proposed that regional government participation
should decrease the perceived distance between two parties and that this
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effect should be dependent on national government participation and the
level of political sophistication. Since we use two different variables to
operationalise political sophistication, Table 1 includes four models: one
baseline model that only includes the explanatory and control variables,
one model that includes the interaction effect between being in govern-
ment at the regional and the national level, one model that includes an
interaction effect between regional government participation and political
knowledge and one model with the interaction effect between regional
government participation and political interest

The results in model 1 support our main hypothesis: the coefficient for
regional government participation is negative and significant. Thus, par-
ties are perceived to be closer together at the national level if they are
partners in government at the regional level. However, the effect size is
overall rather small with —0.062. Substantively this means that parties are
perceived to be 0.06 points closer if they are in regional government
together.

Model 2 displays the results for the interaction effect with national
government participation. We proposed that the effect for regional gov-
ernment participation should be strongest if the same parties are not in
government at the national level. The interaction effect between these two
variables is significant and shows the expected effect.

Figure 1 displays the interaction effect based on model 2. We can see
that the effect of regional government participation is negative and signif-
icant if parties are not in government together at the national level. Thus,
voters perceive them as 0.09 points closer together, which supports our
second hypothesis. If the parties are in national government, we do find
a positive but not significant effect.

In models 3 and 4, we test the interaction effect between regional gov-
ernment participation and political sophistication. In model 3, we interact
education with regional government participation, and in model 4,
self-reported political interest conditions the effect of being in govern-
ment at the regional level. In both models, the interaction effect is signif-
icant and negative. To interpret the findings substantively, we graphically
illustrated the effects from both models in Figures 2 and 3. Both figures
clearly demonstrate that political sophistication is an important mediator
for regional government participation. The average marginal effect of
regional government participation is around —0.19 for those that have a
higher qualification (Abitur) while it is basically 0 for those with interme-
diary secondary qualification. We see a similar pattern for political inter-
est: the AME of regional government participation is at around —0.14 for
respondents with high levels of political interest (5), significantly lower at
—0.05 for those with mean levels of political interest (3) and not
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Table 1. Multilevel models predicting distance.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Regional government —0.062%** —0.091*** 0.274 0.072
(0.018) (0.020) (0.203) (0.064)
Controls
National government —0.459*** —0.491*** —0.455%** —0.458***
(0.032) (0.033) (0.032) (0.032)
Nat. manifesto distance 0.067*** 0.067*** 0.067%*** 0.067***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
West Germany 0.116** 0.117** 0.116** 0.116**
(0.052) (0.053) (0.052) (0.052)
Extremity 0.139%** 0.139%** 0.139%** 0.139%**
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)
Political interest 0.071%** 0.071%** 0.071%** 0.074%**
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)
Education (reference category: no
completed formal education)
Primary school 0.090 0.090 0.098 0.090
(0.092) (0.092) (0.093) (0.092)
Intermediary secondary school 0.120 0.120 0.141 0.120
(0.092) (0.092) (0.093) (0.092)
Politechnical secondary school 0.138 0.138 0.168* 0.138
(0.095) (0.095) (0.096) (0.095)
Higher qualification (abitur) 0.222%* 0.223** 0.257%** 0.222%*
(0.092) (0.092) (0.093) (0.092)
Gender 0.042%* 0.042%* 0.042%* 0.042%*
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
Age 0.003%** 0.003*** 0.003%** 0.003%**
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Interaction effects
Regional * National 0.167***
government (0.049)
Regional gov * Primary school -0.133
(0.206)
Regional gov * Intermediary —-0.297
secondary (0.205)
Regional gov * Politechnical —0.415**
secondary (0.210)
Regional gov * Higher —0.466**
qualification (0.205)
Regional government * Interest —0.041%*
(0.019)
Constant 1.065%** 1.066*** 1.046*** 1.055%**
(0.327) (0.327) (0.328) (0.327)
Number of observations 127,119 127,119 127,119 127,119
Number of voters 9,643 9,643 9,643 9,643
Number of dyads 15 15 15 15
Number of regions 16 16 16 16
Number of years 4 4 4 4
Random effect: Voters 0.456 0.456 0.456 0.456
Random effect: Dyads 0.856 0.853 0.860 0.857
Random effect: Regions 0.008 0.009 0.008 0.008
Random effect: Years 0.152 0.153 0.152 0.152
Residual variance 2.670 2,670 2.669 2.670
Log Likelihood —248,527.100 —248,523.300 —248,506.400 —248,527.700
ICC 0.356 0.355 0.356 0.356

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p <0.01
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Figure 2. Marginal effect of regional government conditional on formal education.

significantly different from zero for respondents with lower levels of polit-
ical interest (1 and 2). Moreover, we show in the Online Appendix, sec-
tion B Figure B.1 that respondents who answered the political knowledge
question correctly, are significantly more likely to apply regional coalition
heuristics and perceive regional coalition partners as closer together. In
contrast, respondents who answered incorrectly show no significant effect.

What is also interesting is the fact that regional government participa-
tion has a positive influence on perceived distance between two parties
for those that have low levels of education (0 and 1) and very low levels
of political interest (1). Though the positive effect is only significant for
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Figure 3. Marginal effect of regional government conditional on political interest.

respondents with primary school education. Substantively this means that
respondents with very low levels of political sophistication tend to per-
ceive parties to be further apart if they are in regional government
together. A potential explanation for this finding could be that respon-
dents with lower levels of political sophistication are also more likely to
shirk on this part of the survey and place the parties pseudo-randomly
on the left-right scale. Additionally, coalition formation research has
shown that ideologically close coalitions are more likely to form (see e.g.
Martin and Stevenson 2001). Hence, this finding could be an artefact of
the regression to the mean: if one places the parties at random, then the
distances between parties that are ‘actually’ close together, and tend to
govern together, will be systematically overestimated.

These findings clearly suggest that using this heuristic requires a fairly
high level of political sophistication. Only voters who are aware of regional
politics and coalitions can use the cue to make inferences about party
placement. In other words, the coalition heuristic is not (just) a way for
ignorant voters to substitute actual information about politics, but instead
works as the lens through which even highly sophisticated voters can
make sense of the political news they consume.

While we do find support for all three hypotheses, the actual effect
sizes are comparatively small. However, we argue that these effects are still
substantial for the most sophisticated segment of the electorate for three
reasons. First, previous research has shown that left-right positions are
overall rather stable (see e.g. Dalton 2016). Considering this, even picking
up on small shifts in the perception of voters is important, especially
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since among the eight dyads which we actually observe as government
coalitions (i.e. excluding all AfD dyads and excluding FDP-Linke and
CDU-Linke dyad), the mean distance is only 2.24 points. Second,
Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) also find comparatively small effect sizes
of around 0.5. Since we argue that regional government composition adds
to the national level effect, effect sizes between 0.06 and 0.2 are not sur-
prising and were to be expected. Third, and most importantly, we mea-
sure the effect of regional coalition membership on national parties just
before the general elections at the national level. Thus, at a time when
national politics should be at the forefront of the voters mind. The fact
that we can still identify highly robust effects supports our arguments and
increases our confidence in the importance of the results.

In terms of control variables, we find that, national government partic-
ipation reduces the perceived distance between two parties in all models
about a half point. As expected, national manifesto distance has a positive
influence on the perceived distance between parties. This means that as
the distance between the parties based on the manifestos increases, the
perceived distance also increases. The respondent level control variables
additionally have an influence on the perceived distance. For instance,
older respondents perceive parties to be further apart than younger voters
whereas women perceive parties to be closer together than men.

We additionally included a number of robustness checks which can be
found in the Online Appendix. In Tables B.5 and B.6, we substitute the
national manifesto data with regional manifesto data and expert survey
data from the CHES. Our results remain substantially the same despite a
significantly reduced sample due to lack of regional manifesto data after
2020 (from 127,119 observations and 9643 respondents to 98,352 obser-
vations and 8506 respondents). Table B.3 further includes models in
which we treat the variables for political knowledge and control for time
effects. Figure B.1 shows that political knowledge is an important moder-
ator for regional coalition heuristics and supports our theory. Moreover,
model Bl shows that time, i.e. how long the regional government has left
until the next scheduled elections, has a significant effect but does not
affect our findings. Lastly, Table B.4 includes the full sample of respon-
dents while for our main models, we excluded respondents still in school
or with a degree different from the traditional German education degrees.
Again, our results remain stable.

Finally, we collected some additional evidence in order to support the
causal mechanism behind the effects. We argue that in strongly feder-
alised countries such as Germany, citizens do not only receive a coalition
signal by parties based on national government participation, but they
receive a second signal based on regional government participation. Based
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on this second cue, respondents use coalition heuristics when placing
political parties in the ideological space. In the Online Appendix section
C, we show the federal character of the German newspaper system: more
than 80% of the German printed dailies are local or regional newspapers,
which are more likely to regularly report on regional politics than national
newspapers. Hence, Germans who read newspapers are highly likely to be
informed about regional politics.

To further investigate if Germans are indeed aware of their regional gov-
ernment, we make use of a survey question from the third wave of the
GLES panel study from May 2017 where respondents were asked to allo-
cate politicians to their respective parties. While most of the inquired
politicians were active in national politics (e.g. chancellor Angela Merkel
or vice chancellor Sigmar Gabriel), the survey also asked about one
regional politician: Winfried Kretschmann who was the regional prime
minister of the Bundesland Baden-Wiirttemberg and the regional party
leader of the Green party. The data shows that respondents from his own
Bundesland are substantially more likely to know that Kretschmann is a
member of the Greens. In contrast, we cannot find such a strong regional
effect for the national politicians Merkel and Gabriel. This data supports
our causal claim: citizens in strongly federalised countries have the means
to be highly informed about regional politics and actually have substan-
tially higher knowledge about their regional government. Based on this,
they are more likely to make use of regional coalition heuristics.

Conclusion

In this article, we add to the existing literature on party perception by
including a multi-level system component and analysing the influence of
regional government participation on the perception of parties. More spe-
cifically, we have argued that regional government participation can also
be an important coalition signal for citizens with regard to the placement
of parties on a left-right scale in highly federalised political systems such
as Germany. We further posited that this coalition cue should especially
be used by politically sophisticated voters since they are more aware of
regional coalition membership. We relied on data from the German
Longitudinal Election Study to test our hypotheses.

Our analysis provides important evidence that governing together at
the regional level is associated with a statistically significant decrease in
the perceived ideological distance between two parties — however, we also
find that the effect is too small to have a substantial effect on the
behaviour of the average German citizen. As awareness and knowledge of
politics on the regional level is lower in comparison to national level pol-
itics, the effect of regional coalition membership is much smaller than the
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one of national coalition membership. Moreover, the effect is stronger if
the parties only cooperate at the regional but not at the national level.
Lastly, we show that respondents with higher political sophistication are
more likely to use coalition heuristics as they are not only aware of
national, but also well informed about regional level politics.

Our results have important implications for the consequences of gov-
ernment participation in complex multi-level systems. Regional govern-
ment participation has an influence on the perception of parties at the
national level, albeit marginal. Being aware of this fact should impact the
communication strategies of political parties. Our results can be consid-
ered encouraging to politicians and parties considering testing new coali-
tion options at the regional level as suggested by previous research (see
e.g. Gross and Niendorf 2017). While regional government participation
has an influence on perception of parties by the voters, the substantive
change is not that big. Hence, forming new and potentially unexpected
coalitions at the regional level does not seem to be that consequential for
national parties.

The findings of this article also have potential consequences for survey
research in federal countries as one cannot be completely sure that the
perceptions of parties are not influenced by regional party perceptions. A
specification of the questioning that includes the level of interest (i.e.
national vs. regional) for party perceptions would potentially help to dis-
entangle those effects.

The fact that Germany has high values on the Regional Authority
Index is beneficial for our argument and this makes Germany a likely
case. However, this also entails the disadvantage that the generalisability
is somewhat limited. For our theoretical argument to work, we require
regional governments that matter and have a say in legislation - at least
at the regional level. Comparing the regional authority of Germany to
other countries, the most likely cases where our arguments should travel
are Belgium and Spain. Other countries such as France or Italy score high
on the self-rule but not on the shared-rule dimension. Assuming that
authority within the region is most important for our argument, France
and Italy should also be valid cases. We strongly hope that future research
will investigate this question further.

Finally, future research should take a closer look at how past governing
arrangements influence the perception of voters. Previous research has
found that the familiarity of coalitions has a significant effect on percep-
tions: i.e. parties that have governed together frequently in the recent past
are perceived as more ideologically similar - even if they are not in a
coalition presently (Fortunato and Stevenson 2013). There is no reason to
believe that this would not also be the case for regional governing arrange-
ments. Uncovering how perceptions are formed in a complex interaction
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between regional and national coalitions, past and presents, remains a
worthwhile challenge for the subfield.

Notes

1. Own calculations based on data provided by https://de.statista.com/statistik/
daten/studie/255400/umfrage/wahlbeteiligung-bei-landtagswahlen-in-
deutschland-nach-bundeslaendern/.

2. We are not talking about familiarity here in the broad sense, i.e. whether
or not the coalition has been in office before. We are only concerned with
whether or not the same government coalition is in office at the national
and the regional level.

3. We construct this variable based on the following question: In politics people
often talk of ‘left and ‘right. Where would you place the following parties
on this scale?

4. This implies that for voters in Bavaria, no party-dyad will be coded as the
regional government.

5. In the federal elections you have two votes, the first vote and the second
vote. What do you think: Which vote decides how many seats each party
will have in parliament?

6. In a few cases there was no regional manifesto recorded, so in these cases
we used the national manifestos.
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