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The Neglected Role
of the
Status Quo

in Models of
Issue Voting

Bernard Grofman
University of California, Irvine

We offer a spatial model of voter choice based on the directionality and magnitude of ex-
pected shifts from the status quo. In this model citizens do not look merely at the positions
(platforms) of the parties/candidates, but also at how successful potential officeholders are
likely to be in implementing changes from the present status quo in the direction they intend.
We argue that our model is more faithful in spirit to Downs’s (1957) work than the standard
operationalization and, more importantly, that it enables us to account for long-run dynamics
of electoral politics in which, because of shifts in the location of the status quo, voter choices
may change even though party locations and voter ideal points remain unchanged. Moreover,
it leads to ideas for improving the operationalization of issue-voting models.

INTRODUCTION

In this paper, we shall focus on a spatial model of voter choice based on
the directionality and magnitude of expected shifts from the status quo. In
this model citizens do not look merely at the positions (platforms) of the
parties/candidates but also at how successful potential officeholders are
likely to be in implementing changes from the present status quo in the
direction they intend. This model, although leading to no new theorems,
calls attention to the importance of the location of the status quo, on the
one hand, and of voter perception of the ability of candidates to imple-
ment their platforms, on the other. These matters are neglected in the
standard operationalization of Downs (1957), which simply posits that

* A portion of this research was supported by NSF Grant SES 80-07915, Political Science
Program. We are indebted to the Word Processing Center of the UCI School of Social
Sciences for manuscript typing, to Sue Pursche for bibliographic assistance, and to Carole
Uhlaner and two anonymous referees for helpful comments on an earlier draft.
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voters will choose the party/candidate whose issue position(s) most closely
resembles their own. Moreover, in some cases our model leads to quite
different predictions about voter choice than the standard operationaliza-
tion. We shall argue that our analysis is both closer in spirit to Downs’s
work (1957) and, far more importantly, can better account for the long-
run dynamics of electoral choice than can the usual operationalization.
Anthony Downs (1957, pp. 38-39) has posited that voters will vote (if
they vote at all) for that party/candidate they believe will provide them
the outcome with the highest utility. As Downs then observes (p. 39),

rational voting thus appears to be a very simple matter. But its apparent ease is deceiving,
for a crucial question remains: how should a rational voter calculate the expected utility in-
comes from which he derives his expected party differential? It is in answering this question
that we encounter difficulties.

With some important exceptions (e.g., Fiorina, 1978, 1981; Cain,
1978a, 1978b; Kramer, 1977; Hinich and Pollard, 1981; Enelow and
Hinich, 1981, 1982; Rabinowitz, 1978), the subsequent literature on
spatial modeling has sloughed over these difficulties.

According to Downs (1957, p. 39; emphasis ours),

a voter makes his decision by comparing future performances he expects from the competing
parties. But, if he is rational, he knows that no party will be able to do everything that it says
it will do. Hence, he cannot merely compare platforms; instead he must estimate in his own
mind what the parties would actually do were they in power.

Customarily, the party differential in issue-voting models is based on a
comparison of party/candidate platforms, with the voter choosing the
platform to which he is closest (see, e.g., Davis, Hinich, and Ordeshook,
1970; and most subsequent formal spatial modeling efforts) —but as we
have seen from the quotation above, this is an operationalization
specifically rejected by Downs’s view. Failure to recognize this fact, we
believe, has served as an important limitation of most of the actual efforts
to test spatial modeling defined in terms of issue voting.

INCREMENTAL CHANGE IN THE STATUS QUO
AND THE PARTISAN DIFFERENTIAL

Consider the simplest unidimensional spatial voting context involving
‘two-party competition, between party L and party R:

.(Example 1)
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Example 1 shows the platform positions of the two parties, the ideal posi-
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tion of a given voter, V,, and the location of S, the status quo.! It might
seem obvious that V) should vote for L, to which she is far closer than she
is to R, and certainly this is the prescription which the Downsian model is
customarily interpreted as providing for this situation.? However, for
Downs it is not the platforms per se but rather the outcome that V, thinks
each of the parties is actually likely to achieve that matters.? If party L is
the incumbent party, then the voter may locate the probable outcome of
L’s continuing in office at S,* or may perhaps assume that the outcome of
L’s being reelected is that the status quo will shift slightly to the left, since
that is the direction in which L would be expected to seek to move it. As
for party R, the nonincumbent party, clearly it would seek to move the
status quo in the rightward direction, but no “rational” voter would, ac-
cording to Downs, believe that R would succeed in making such a radical
shift in one election term, i.e., R’s platform would be “discounted” in
part. We shall assume that party R can be characterized as having a per-
formance weight w; (0 =we =<1) such that, if IS,RIl is the (unsigned)
distance between the status quo and R’s preferred outcome (which we
shall also denote dsg), R will be predicted to shift the status quo
rightward a distance wgds s from S. Let us assume that L also has a per-
formance weight w; (0 < w; < 1).

A party’s performance weight can be expected to be a function of past
performance relative to the status quo; it might also vary with the
magnitude of the gap between R and L, whether the party is or is not the
incumbent party, as well as with the nature of the issue dimension being
considered and the present location of the status quo.® It is important to

! For Downs (1957), the status quo has a very special importance in voter judgment of
what a party would actually do if reelected because it provides a baseline against which com-
parisons are made.

2 According to Downs (1957, p. 42), “the incumbents always regard reelection as a man-
date to continue their former policies. Conversely, the opposition party regards its triumph
as a command to alter at least some of the incumbent’s policies, otherwise, why should people
have voted for it?” Downs (1957, pp. 39, 40) asserts that, for a voter, the performance of the
incumbent party “gives him the best possible idea of what it will do in the future, assuming its
policies have some continuity.”

3 For simplicity we shall, like Downs, avoid the complications posed by introducing party
identification as a variable affecting voter choice. For simplicity, we shall assume that voters
locate an expected outcome at a point, rather than treating it as a probability distribution
over possible points on the line.

4+ Downs (1957) does not distinguish between party and candidate, which leads to am-
biguity in interpreting some of his statements; for example, we may have an incumbent party
but not an incumbent candidate. However, Downs (1957, chap. 7) argues that the tendency
of every rational party is to maintain continuity in its policies.

5 Downs (1957, pp. 38-46) emphasized the importance of what has subsequently been
called retrospective voting. However, he proposed only short-run (one election period)
retrospection rather than long-run retrospection.
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note that we include in the performance weight not merely the can-
didate/party’s own “competence” but also the situational constraints
which can be expected to prevent implementation of its policies, espe-
cially of policies far divergent from the present status quo.®
In this model, V) votes for R iff
1V),S — dsiwill > 1V,,S + dspwell. (1)

If S + dsrws is to the left of V), for example 1 the above inequality
will hold iff

Vi—S + dsywr > Vi — S — dspwn; (2)
i.e., iff
dswr > — dsaWe, 3)
which is, of course, always true.

If S + dsrwe is to the right of V,, then inequality (1) will hold iff

Vl —_ S + dS,LwL > S + ds,RwR - Vl; (4)
i.e., iff
Vl + ds,LwL > S + ds)RwR.‘ (5)
2 2

b

In example 1, if L = 1,S =2, V=3 R =6, w, = 1 , Wg -1
then the expected L position is at 1 1 while the expected %i position ?s at
3 % . If the above holds except that wy = é , then the expected R posi-
tion is at 2 g . In both cases V; will vote for R and not L, the candidate

to whom V] is closest.

¢ Downs (1957, pp. 41-45) modifies an earlier emphasis on comparative judgments about
actual and hypothetical performance in the immediate past by noting that it would be irra-
tional of citizens to ignore the future when deciding how to vote, since the purpose of voting is
to select a future government; he then suggests that voters modify their retrospective com-
parative judgment by taking into account expected trends — and, when parties do not differ in
platforms and it is thus not clear what policies the opposition would change if it got into
power, by looking at the performance of the incumbent party relative to an ideal standard.
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In example 1, even if wx > w; it is possible for Vy’s choice of parties to
change. For example,if L = 1,S =2,V: = 3,R = 6, w, = i and
wr = é , then R will still be chosen. On the other hand if the above
holds except that, say, wx = % , then V, will choose L. In example 1,
because V; would like to see change in a rightward direction, she will vote
for R as long as R doesn’t overshoot, i.e., generate such a radical shift

from the status quo as to violate inequality (4).

Another example will prove instructive:

(Example 2)
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In this example L, V,, and R are at the same place on the line as in ex-
ample 1, but S has shifted considerably to the right. As we have drawn
it, regardless of w; and wx V) will always vote for L since, as before,
diy, < dv,»; but now dv,s > dy,; and hence, even if w, = 1 and
wg = 0, V, will still prefer L to R.

In comparing example 2 to example 1 we see that Vy’s preferences for L
relative to R can change even if Vi, L, R, w;, and wg remain unchanged,
if there has been a sufficient change in S. From the various cases con-
sidered in example 1 we saw that, even if V1, L, R, S, and w; remain un-
changed, Vi’s choice of R vs. L can vary with ws. (Analogously, of
course, if V1, L, R, S, and w, remain unchanged, the choice of R vs. L can
vary with w;.) Indeed, in general, varying even only one parameter
while holding the other five constant may still affect V\’s choice.

If all voters have identical values of wx and w; and are identical in
where they locate party platforms, then the spatial voting game in the
above model is identical to the standard spatial voting game where voters
choose the party platform which is closest, with all voters unchanged in
position but with L = S — ds,w, and R = S + dssws. Hence, the
usual median voter result remains unchanged.” Indeed, it is even the

7 We could generalize our model to more than one dimension and show that, under the
specified assumptions, there exists a straightforward transformation of the L and R positions
to generate the usual multidimensional spatial voting game as a choice between competing
platforms in which the standard results (see, e.g., Riker and Ordeshook, 1973) about
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same median voter as in the voting game before the transformation, since
voter positions remain unchanged by the transformation with only the
“effective” position of the parties being affected. However, as we saw
above (treating V for convenience as the median voter), even though the
median voter’s ideal position is unaffected by the transformation, the
voter’s choice is affected by wg, w;, and the location of S.

DiscussioN

The model above has two interesting implications which are absent
from the usual operationalization of the Downsian model but which seem
closer to the spirit of Downs’s own discussion of the voter’s decision
calculus. First, in the above model we may have a shift in voter choice
even though party platforms have not changed; this is because it is the
comparative magnitudes of the expected changes from the status quo
which are relevant, and these depend upon S, wg, and w;. The status
quo changes with changes in policies, the performance weight may
change with new information (e.g., that gleaned from a set of observa-
tions on what happens when a new party is in power). If, for example, R
follows L (e.g., Reagan following Carter), then absent persuasion and
conversion effects (i.e., shifts in V’s own location), we will have a voter
“swing” back in the leftward direction to the extent that R actually suc-
ceeds in shifting the status quo to the right—thus creating a natural
equilibrating force moving politics back toward the median voter (cf.
Stokes, 1966). However, like any mechanism with imperfect feedback,
there can be oscillation around the median voter position, especially if
there are forces (e.g., party activists) which cause the parties to locate
away from the societal median in the direction of the median of the inter-
nal party electorate (cf. Aldrich, 1980a, 1980b, 1980c).

Second, the expected performance of a party/candidate can affect its
election chances, and it is not always advantageous to be thought able ac-
tually to implement the policies being proposed. If the point a party pro-
poses as its goal is farther away from what the majority of voters want
than is the platform proposed by its opponent, but if the majority of the
electorate does want some shift in the status quo in the direction being
proposed, then a high value of w may cost an election if it causes the party
in question to “overshoot” the mark (i.e., to be farther away in expected
outcome from the position of the median voter than is the opposition).
Thus, Ronald Reagan may have benefited from the fact that some of the
voters unhappy with policies seen as “too liberal” still did not believe

equilibria or lack thereof apply. We are dealing here with issue positions rather than valence
issues. If all voters want less chance of war, say, then it is always the candidate seen as likely
to be more effective in reducing the likelihood of war who will be preferred.
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Reagan would actually be able to carry out in full the drastic changes in
policy in the conservative direction called for by his platform.® This
voter skepticism about Reagan’s ability to implement his policies could
realistically have been based on the now well-known constraints
operating on any president — constraints which could only be intensified
in the case of a president who would not have a unified Congress backing
his policies, and whose policies called for radical restructuring of the
federal bureaucracy and reversals of many long-standing trends.®?
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