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A B S T R A C T

This study explores the dynamics of party competition on issue salience, taking the environment as a case study.
We integrate concepts from saliency theory, issue ownership, and the “riding-the-wave” approach with a novel
concept: the spatial contagion effect. This effect posits that a party’s emphasis on environmental issues spills over
to rival parties, amplifying the riding-the-wave phenomenon. Employing spatial regression analysis of party
manifestos and survey data, we demonstrate the existence of this contagion effect. Interestingly, the effect is
moderated by the presence of green parties. When no green parties compete, the contagion effect strengthens the
riding-the-wave phenomenon. However, the effect weakens when green parties are present, as they already
“own” the environmental issue.

1. Introduction

In recent years, the literature on issue competition has provided
several contributions dealing with how party decisions on issue salience
are interconnected. Scholars have analysed the interaction between
parties in defining issue competition and the degree of issue overlap,
contending that parties do not simply talk about the issues they own – as
predicted by saliency theory and issue ownership (Budge and Farlie,
1983; Petrocik, 1996) − but are also forced to respond to the issues
emphasised by the competitors in the system. For example, according to
the party system agenda theory, parties discuss similar topics in
response to the degree of politicisation of issues, particularly when such
politicisation comes from opposition parties (Green-Pedersen and Mor-
tensen, 2010; De Vries and Hobolt, 2012). Similarly, issue engagement
can result from the strategic responses of mainstream parties to the
electoral threats posed by niche parties or parties from their own party
family (Meguid, 2005, 2008; Meyer and Wagner, 2013; Hobolt and De
Vries, 2015; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2015; Abou-Chadi, 2016).
Although this strand of literature emphasises the importance of the in-
teractions between parties to explain parties’ common emphasis on a
given set of policy issues, the interactions so analysed are typically
restricted to particular groups of parties with specific characteristics
(cabinet vs. opposition parties, mainstream vs. niche ones, and so forth)
that are exogenous to party competition, and that cannot be easily (or
necessarily) generalized to all competitors in a system (De Sio et al.,
2018).

This picture is further complicated because parties’ possible (shared)
attention to policy issues depends on voters’ priorities (Ansolabehere
and Iyengar, 1994). According to the ‘riding-the-wave’ approach, issue
engagement can, in fact, be explained as a ‘mechanical response’ by
parties to the issues currently being debated and discussed by voters and
the media. Parties are expected to address issues that are generally
perceived as most salient by the public (Sigelman and Buell, 2004;
Sides, 2006; Wagner and Meyer, 2014; Spoon and Klüver, 2014, 2015;
Klüver and Sagarzazu, 2016; Abou-Chadi, 2018; Barberá et al., 2019).
Studying the link between the campaign agenda of political parties and
the policy priorities of citizens, this line of research has made significant
contributions toward a more general understanding of how party
responsiveness generally works. However, in the ‘riding-the-wave’
approach, there is no space for strategic interactions as ‘all parties would
express the same issue emphasis so that none would exploit any
competitive advantage offered by any issue’ (De Sio and Weber, 2020,
726).

In this paper, we reconcile these two very different perspectives. By
combining elements from saliency theory, issue ownership, and the
‘riding-the-wave’ approach, we show how they all operate with a spatial
contagion effect to shape issue competition. More precisely, we contend
that when a party decides to emphasise a particular issue in response to
public opinion, it can generate pressure on rivals to do likewise, pro-
ducing a process of continuous reciprocal adjustment that ultimately
results in a multiplier effect on the impact of the overall salience of the
issue by voters on parties’ issue emphasis. In our view, emulation is
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triggered by competition for votes: no party wants to give an advantage
to a rival on an issue considered important by voters and, therefore,
responds by shifting salience in the same direction. However, following
the insights of issue ownership theory (Petrocik, 1996; Abou-Chadi,
2016), we expect to observe a ‘contagion effect’ only when there is no
party that can benefit from the politicisation of a specific issue much
more than other parties in the system due to its well-known reputation
on that same issue (Walgrave et al., 2012; Vasilopoulou and Zur, 2024).

This study tests our theoretical framework through the well-
established topic of environmental policy in Europe. The environment
offers several advantages for our research. Firstly, the environmental
arena allows for a straightforward identification of ‘issue ownership’.
Green parties, where present in national elections, naturally stand out as
the champions of this domain (Abou-Chadi, 2016). This clarity
streamlines our analysis of issue competition. Secondly, although envi-
ronmental concerns have undergone cyclical shifts over the decades at
the party (Green-Pedersen, 2019, 61) and public opinion levels (Kenny,
2021), they have experienced a renaissance in recent years. This
growing public focus strengthens the relevance of the environment as a
subject for our research. Finally, the environmental issue boasts a rich
body of existing research (Spoon et al., 2014; Abou-Chadi, 2016). While
previous studies have shed light on how established parties react to the
presence of Green parties, these analyses often assume independent
behaviour by each party. Our work seeks to move beyond this singular
focus. We propose a framework examining how parties respond to voter
concerns on the environment and how they strategically interact with
each other.

Our analysis combines data from the Comparative Manifestos Project
(CMP, now MARPOR) (Budge et al., 2001) and survey data from the
Eurobarometer (EB). The former measures party issue attention on the
environment in election manifestos, and the latter quantifies the
importance of the green issue for voters and the general public. More
specifically, we analyse issue competition between 2002 and 2021,
focusing on 127 elections in 28Western and Eastern European countries.
We rely on spatial regression to explicitly model the spatial intercon-
nectedness of parties’ issue salience in the system (Ward and Gleditsch,
2008; Franzese and Hays, 2007, 2008; Williams and Whitten, 2015). In
contrast to standard linear regression, these models relax the assumption
of conditional independence of observations, allowing for the estimation
of spatial autocorrelation, i.e., the contagion effect.

The paper proceeds as follows. After this introductory section, we
review the various theories that account for issue competition,
explaining why spatial contagion effects should operate to shape it. In
the subsequent section, we describe our data and methods. We then
illustrate and discuss our results. The implications of our findings as well
as avenues for future research are discussed in the concluding section.

2. Theory and hypotheses

Election campaigns are crucial for candidates and parties to discuss
and present their views on specific issues. Choosing which topics to talk
about and which to neglect is, in fact, one of the most important strategic
decisions of parties in an election campaign. These decisions are crucial
not only because they determine which issues can be placed at the top of
the political agenda, but also because they can help explain electoral
success or defeat (Sides, 2006; Green-Pedersen, 2007, 2019; Wagner and
Meyer, 2014; Adams et al., 2024). The study of issue competition – i.e.,
how parties compete by selectively emphasising issues to gain an elec-
toral advantage − has become one of the most central concerns for
scholars doing research on elections and party competition (Robertson,
1976; Dolezal et al., 2014; Spoon et al., 2014).

Saliency theory and issue ownership are two of the most prominent
theoretical approaches to explain the mechanisms underlying issue
competition. Budge and Farlie (1983) developed a saliency theory of
party competition, arguing that most political parties should selectively
emphasise issues on which they have a competence advantage rather
than directly confronting the other party’s issues. A similar expectation
was advanced by Petrocik (1996) in his issue ownership theory: parties
should compete by emphasising the issues on which they have a stable
reputation for greater competence. Both expectations are based on the
assumption that voters are likelier to choose parties perceived as
competent in solving specific policy problems. Moreover, both saliency
theory and issue ownership are related to the ‘dominance/dispersion’
principle stated by Riker (1996), which holds that ‘when one side has an
advantage on an issue, the other side ignores it; but when neither side
has an advantage, both seek new and advantageous issues’ (1996,
105-06). The overall picture suggests that issue competition should be
better defined by ‘selective emphasis’ rather than ‘direct confrontation’
on the same issue (Dolezal et al., 2014).

Recent empirical studies have, however, found a substantial degree of
‘issue convergence’ in election campaigns, indicating that parties tend to
focus on the same set of salient issues rather than emphasising different
topics (SigelmanandBuell, 2004; Sides, 2006;Dolezal et al., 2014;Klüver
and Sagarzazu, 2016). A primary strategy to explain deviations from
saliency theory and issue ownership predictions is represented by the
so-called ‘riding-the-wave’ approach (Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 1994).
This perspective assumes that issue salience may reflect public concerns
to ‘riding thewave’ of the issues that voters considermost important in an
election (Klüver and Sagarzazu, 2016). It follows that each party should
shape its political agenda by emphasising topics considered necessary by
voters while ignoring less salient issues. In this way, parties can appear in
the eyes of voters as ‘concerned, responsive, and informed’, thus creating
conditions to pursue electoral success (Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 1994,
337). This perspective challenges the idea that parties can deliberately
set the public agenda by emphasising specific issue areas, an assertion
that is also not empirically supported as recent literature has shown
(Seeberg and Adams, 2024).

Although the riding-the-wave strategy predicts that parties should
pay attention to the same set of issues, the degree of issue overlap can
vary depending on the type of issues (Green and Hobolt, 2008; Dolezal
et al., 2014; Spoon et al., 2014; Williams and Whitten, 2015; Abou--
Chadi, 2016), party organisation and resources (Wagner and Meyer,
2014), and the political and economic context (Inglehart, 1997; Spoon
and Klüver, 2014, 2015). More recent studies also incorporate the pri-
orities of parties’ supporters vis-à-vis those of the electorate as a whole
in order to explain parties’ responsiveness. De Sio and Weber (2014,
2020) advanced a theory of ‘issue yield’, which also incorporates con-
cerns about issue preference distribution within the party and not only
in the electorate. Similarly, Abou-Chadi (2018) showed that parties’
responsiveness depends on the trade-off between the priorities of their
supporters and those of the general public.

A recent strand of literature explains the degree of issue overlap on
the basis of parties’ policy positions. Basu (2020) demonstrates that
historically successful parties maximize electoral gains by emphasising
issues on which policy positions are relatively moderate. Conversely,
smaller parties benefit from emphasising issues on which policy posi-
tions are relatively distinctive and potentially extreme. This happens
because extreme policy positions fulfil the expectations of minor party
activists and core supporters while simultaneously serving to cultivate
an image of programmatic distinction frommainstream parties. Building
on this, Vasilopoulou and Zur (2024) contend that far-right parties can
benefit from shifts in public issue salience. Specifically, far-right parties
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can enhance their electoral performance by emphasising issues that they
own, particularly when these issues are salient to voters.

The common point to all the prepositions reviewed above is that
parties are assumed to act fundamentally in isolation, emphasising only
those issues that may be beneficial to themselves (in particular accord-
ing to their policy position) (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2010;
Basu, 2020), or prioritizing issues according to the risks and benefits
deriving from the relationship between the preferences of the electorate
as a whole and those of supporters, activists and target voters (see also
Barberá et al., 2019). Conversely, other studies emphasise the impor-
tance of party interactions in explaining a certain degree of ‘issue
overlap’ observed in election campaigns in both two- and multi-party
democracies. For example, Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2010) pro-
posed a model of issue competition based on the interactions between
government and opposition parties. Other scholars have focused instead
on the relationship between mainstream and niche parties or between
parties of the same ideological bloc to model party responses in issue
competition (Meguid, 2005, 2008; Spoon et al., 2014; Hobolt and de
Vries, 2015; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2015; Abou-Chadi, 2016).

Our theoretical argument builds on the studies reviewed above. For
example, similarly to the ‘party system agenda’ approach
(Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2010), we focus on the systemic out-
comes of issue competition. However, we explain issue salience as the
product of three interconnected dynamics that applies to all types of
parties (rather than simply to the interaction between cabinet and op-
position parties − as in the latter quoted approach for example): a)
public concerns (the mechanical aspect of the ‘riding the wave’
approach), b) interactions between parties (the strategic aspect under-
lying it), and c) issue ownership.

Our fundamental premise is that parties and party leaders are vote-
maximizing actors who can be successful if they respond to voters
(Müller and Strøm, 1999). One way to do so is by strategically manip-
ulating issue salience, for example by focusing a campaign agenda on
voters’ issue priorities. Without investigating the underlying de-
terminants of public opinion priorities, we take these observed trends as
a given.1 By associating themselves with an issue that dominates the
public debate, parties can be seen as responsive, thus improving their
image in the eyes of voters and creating the conditions for electoral
success (Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 1994). Consequently, when an issue
is relevant to the general public, parties are expected to emphasise it.
This represents what we can identify as the ‘mechanical’ aspect of the
‘riding-the-wave’ approach.

Although this expectation has received empirical support (Spoon and
Klüver, 2014; Wagner and Meyer, 2014; Klüver and Sagarzazu, 2016), it
does not consider that parties compete with rivals for voters’ attention.
Party salience on a specific issue cannot, in fact, simply reflect public
opinion’s priorities, but it should also be a product of competition be-
tween parties. More specifically, since the emphasis on an issue can
influence the perceived degree of association between the issue and the
party and, consequently, electoral success, all parties will compete with
others to dominate the issue in the campaign agenda or to prevent rivals
from dominating it.

To clarify our argument, imagine three parties, A, B, and C,
competing in a multiparty democracy. If party A wants to increase its
vote share, or at least it does not want to lose votes to rivals, it must
adjust the emphasis on the issue to reflect voters’ preferences. In an
attempt to balance party A, parties B and C will do the same. In turn, the
moves of parties B and C will affect the behaviour of party A, triggering a
process of mutual adjustment that ultimately should bring all parties to

emphasise the issue similarly. Thus, we expect that party A’s degree of
issue salience should reflect both voters’ priorities and parties B and C’s
responses to these priorities. Similarly, the issue emphasis of party B
should be affected both by public opinion and by the behaviour of
parties A and C. Finally, party C should engage in the same issues as
parties A and B, not only because of voters’ pressures but also as a
consequence of the moves of the rivals.2 This is the strategic aspect
underlying the ‘riding-the-wave’ approach.

The process of mutual adjustment described above has been called
the ‘spatial spillover’ or ‘contagion’ effect (Franzese and Hays, 2007,
2008; Plümper and Neumayer, 2010; Williams, 2015; Williams and
Whitten, 2015; LaCombe and Boehmke, 2020; Whitten et al., 2021).
Here, we assume that emulation is the form of diffusion that drives the
expected spillover effect.3 According to our theoretical argument,
emulation is a profitable strategy in two ways. On the one hand, it can
help parties to win voters’ attention against rivals. On the other hand, it
can be helpful to prevent rivals from benefiting from issue association
while appearing responsible to the voters. Since ‘if everybody shouts,
single voices drown’, emulation implies that a specific issue cannot
benefit any party in particular (Hopmann et al., 2012, 183).4

However, we expect emulation to work differently whether between
competitors there is a party that dominates the discourse on a specific
issue X. In the absence of such a dominant party, issue competition
should work as just discussed: parties can use emulation as a means to
build a reputation on the issue or prevent rivals from having one. This
scenario is shown in the left panel of Fig. 1, where the parties’ level of
attention to issue X simultaneously mirrors the public’s priorities (ver-
tical and diagonal lines) and the actions of their rivals (horizontal line).
On the contrary, when there is a party owning issue X in a given election,
rivals should consider the risks that contagion can bring. While emula-
tion always implies the politicisation of issue X, this politicisation can
be, in fact, disadvantageous for parties when there is a competitor which
voters perceive to own such an issue.

In other words, the more the campaign revolves around issue X, the
more it benefits the party already perceived as the issue owner. This
creates a negative externality for other parties, hindering their electoral
prospects. Therefore, rivals have a strategic incentive to resist emulation
and the temptation to ‘ride the wave’ of the issue. By avoiding excessive
politicisation, they can potentially minimize the advantage enjoyed by
the owning party. The right panel of Fig. 1 depicts this scenario,
revealing that parties are only weakly and independently responsive to
the public’s priorities (dotted lines).

This line of reasoning generates two hypotheses.

H1. (contagion effect): The parties’ emphasis on issue X should be
amplified by a process of emulation;

H2. (ownership effect): The absence (presence) of a party owning issue X
in a given election should magnify (weaken) both H1 as well as any ‘riding
the’ incentive.

Although the abovementionedprocess canbe generally applied to any

1 Kurella and Rosset (2017) argue that voters’ attached salience for economic
and cultural issues is contingent on their political orientation and the specific
electoral choices they face. More recently, Seeberg and Adams (2024) show
how national conditions can influence the salience of different issues, with
citizens prioritizing those that are more pressing at a given time.

2 Although Party A makes the first action in our hypothetical scenario, the
order in which the parties move is largely irrelevant, as the riding-the-wave
approach suggests all competitors will ultimately prioritize issues resonating
with the public.
3 According to LaCombe and Boehmke (2020), discerning the different

mechanisms underlying contagion is difficult. Here, we conjecture that the
main driver is emulation. However, it is also possible to hypothesise that
contagion is driven by a learning process in which parties with fewer resources
use the behaviour of other parties as a cue to understand which are voters’
priorities (Wagner and Meyer, 2014).
4 Our approach shares with the work of De Sio and Weber (2020, 726) that

the overall salience in public represents a ‘baseline for issue emphasis in party
campaigns’. However, this paper hypothesises that the strategic behaviour of
rivals influences party behaviour regarding issue salience.
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relevant issue in a given election, we will apply it to the environmental
issue.5 The main reason for focusing on the environmental issue is our
ability to identify a party (or a family of parties) who indisputably owns
that issue, which is a key assumption in our theoretical framework. It is
possible to distinguish between an associative and a competence
dimension of issue ownership. The former defines parties that are intui-
tively perceived as linked to a particular issue; the latter identifies those
associated with problem-solving capacities (Walgrave et al., 2012). In
this regard, green parties can be seen as highly associated with both
dimensions of issue ownership, as survey data show that they are
perceived as highly associated with the environmental issue and as the
most competent to deal with the policy-specific challenges that it implies
(Abou-Chadi, 2016, 421–422).6 Moreover, despite the cyclical nature of
the party and public environmental concerns, they have spread across
Europe in recent years. Nevertheless, this trend is not uniform, with
significant variations in environmental salience observed across different
countries (Peisker, 2023) and in the patterns of success of green parties
(Grant and Tilley, 2019). The unique combination of characteristics
exhibited by the environmental issue offers a particularly well-suited
context for examining our hypotheses.

3. Data and methods

In order to test our hypotheses about how public opinion, contagion,
and issue ownership contribute to shaping parties’ issue salience on the
environment, we collected data for 130 elections in 28 Western and
Eastern European countries across the years 2002–2021, using the
Comparative Manifestos Project (CMP, now MARPOR) (Budge et al.,
2001) and the Eurobarometer (EB) as primary sources. As also high-
lighted by Spoon et al. (2014), the green issue, with its policy-specific
challenges, is framed across Europe, and in particular in countries
joining the European Union (EU), in a pretty similar way, although
presenting significant variations in its salience across the public and
parties (Green-Pedersen, 2019; Kenny, 2021). Our dependent variable
measures the importance of the green issue for party i at the election t in

country c. Thus, our unit of analysis is the individual party.
To quantify the emphasis on the environment, we follow previous

literature by counting the percentage of quasi-sentence coded in one
MARPOR category representing pro-environment statements in party
manifestos (per501: ‘Environmental Protection: Positive’). Overall, the
average value of per501 in our sample is 5.15 (standard deviation: 5.73).
Fig. 2 depicts the smoothed lines representing the average values of our
dependent variable over time for all countries included in the study. In
line with previous research (Green-Pedersen, 2019), the figure reveals
no clear, unified trend in how prominent the environmental issue has
become across the studied countries. While the issue’s salience varies, it
follows distinct patterns in each nation. Fig. 3 shows how the average
salience of the environment in party manifestos varies between Green
parties and parties belonging to other ideological families over time. The
figure confirms therefore Green parties as clear owners of the environ-
mental issue, devoting significantly more emphasis to it in their mani-
festos compared to other parties (the average salience of per501among
non-green parties is 4.39; among green parties: 14.59; the difference
between the two values is statistically significant at p < 0.001 level).

Our primary independent variable (IV) aims to capture the ‘me-
chanical’ effect of the ‘riding-the-wave’ approach, as it measures the
perceived importance of the environment in public opinion. We label
this variable Public salience. Data are based on the biannual standard
Eurobarometer (EB) surveys from spring 2002 (EB 57.2) to spring 2021
(EB 95.3). Respondents were asked: ‘What do you think are the twomost
important issues facing our country at the moment?’. They were then
presented with a list of issues, including the environment.7 We first
combined the responses of the available EBs for a specific year so that we
have around 2000 observations per country. Secondly, for each country
and year, we calculated the percentage of respondents who indicated the
environment as one of the two most important problems.8 In this way,
we created an annual time series ranging from 0 to 100 with national
data on the importance of the green issue for the general public. Finally,
we match these data with MARPOR data, using as a measure of public
salience for country c the average salience registered in the year pre-
ceding election t and the year of the election. For example, for the 2010

Fig. 1. – A visual representation of our theoretical argument.

5 For instance, as Vasilopoulou and Zur (2024) demonstrated, far-right
parties are well-positioned compared to other parties to capitalise on cam-
paigns centred around European integration, given their established position on
the issue. Similarly, Adams et al. (2024) demonstrate that strategic shifts in the
salience of positional issues can yield electoral benefits, particularly for parties
perceived as competent and effective.
6 Although the environment is conventionally regarded as a valence issue

(Spoon et al., 2014, 364), it has long been recognized as encompassing posi-
tional elements, particularly in the context of climate change (Norris, 1997;
Farstad, 2018). Once the influence of parties’ policy positions on issue salience
are taken into account, we believe that these positional traits, rather than
posing a problem, enhance the generalizability of our argument.

7 The wording of responses on environmental issues has changed over time,
from ‘protecting the environment’ to ‘the environment and climate change’.
The EB started to survey opinions about important issues only starting from
2002 systematically.
8 We employ population size weights provided by EBs in order to compute

public salience.
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Belgian elections, we take the mean value between the importance of the
environment in public opinion recorded in 2010 and that of 2009.9

Fig. 4 shows the time trends of voters’ salience across countries. The
overall mean value of such variable in our dataset is 6.97 (standard
deviation: 7.66). Similarly to the patterns observed for parties’ issue
salience (Fig. 2), public environmental concerns have undergone various
cycles throughout the years under consideration and exhibit significant
variations across different countries (see also Kenny, 2021; Peisker,
2023).

To explicitly model whether parties influence each other in issue
competition on the environment as depicted by our theoretical frame-
work, we employ a spatial autoregressive (SAR) model (Ward and Gle-
ditsch, 2008; Franzese and Hays, 2007, 2008; Williams and Whitten,
2015). In contrast to standard linear regression, this class of models
relaxes the assumption of conditional independence of observations,

allowing for the estimation of spatial autocorrelation, i.e., the contagion
effect. SAR models are estimated through the following equation in
matrix form:

y= ρWy+ Public salienceθ + Xβ + ϵ (1)

where ρ is the spatial autoregressive coefficient (i.e., the contagion effect
or the degree of spatial correlation); y a vector of dependent variable
values (in our analysis the importance of the green issue for party i at
election t in country c); Public salience is the perceived importance of the
green issue in the public opinion of a given country as introduced above;
X is the matrix of control variables (see below); θ and β are the pre-
spatial estimated effects of both Public salience and each X, given that,
in the context of our model specification, the effect of any independent
variable on y depends on the degree of spatial interdependence ρ; finally
W is the weight matrix that contains the assumed spatial relationship
between each pair of cases and that model the conditions under which
this contagion propagates. In time-series cross-section analysis, like
ours, theW is an NT × NTmatrix (with T submatrices of dimension N ×

N along the block diagonal) with an element capturing the relative
connectivity of party i to party j in election t in country c. Of course, the
diagonal elements of such matrix are equal to 0.

The literature on issue competition does not offer specific theoretical
propositions about how issue salience should be spatially correlated. For
this reason, we apply a weighting strategy in which each party
competing in election t in country c can influence the target party i

Fig. 2. – Variations in the emphasis of the environment in party manifestos over time and across countries
Note: Points represent the average emphasis in party manifestos of the environmental issue in different election years and countries. Lines displays locally weighted
regression curves.
Source: Our elaboration on MARPOR data (Lehmann et al., 2022).

9 Bakaki et al. (2020) find that public concern for the environment and media
attention are influenced by policy output. If governing parties appear to deal
with the environment by developing policies, voter and media attention de-
creases. As a result, it could reasonably be expected that if a governing party
starts to emphasise an issue, it will develop policies, reducing public attention.
This would imply that environmental public opinion is no longer exogenous, as
we assume. As a robustness check, we test our hypotheses using public salience
registered the year before the election. The results remain the same (see
Appendix A).
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equally. Coherently with this weighting strategy, the weight matrix is
not row-standardised, which means that all parties competing in a
specific election t in country c exert the same influence on the target
party i, no matter how many they are (Plümper and Neumayer, 2010,
430). Combining our theory with the above weighing scheme, we expect
to observe a statistically significant value of ρ > 0 (H1). However, the
magnitude of spatial correlation should increase (decrease) according to
the absence (presence) of green parties competing in the election (H2).
These two stages are identified by a dummy coding 1 the elections in
which a party belonging to the green family is present among compet-
itors; 0 otherwise. Party families are coded according to MARPOR data
(Lehmann et al., 2022).10

It should be apparent from the previous discussion that SAR models
are specified by simultaneously regressing a process on itself. Williams
(2015, 151) questions this assumption concerning the nature of
manifesto data, as ‘the process of writing a manifesto is typically long
and time-consuming’. However, the few existing case studies that
address the process of writing party manifestos (Dolezal et al., 2012;
Daübler, 2012) point out that the duration of the drafting process
varies depending on specific party characteristics but typically starts
one year/six months before the scheduled elections. Second, both
Dolezal et al. (2012) and Daübler (2012) show that the manifesto
drafting process is divided into several stages to aggregate policy input
from various sources and gather feedback. Moreover, such drafting is an
operation of summarizing and updating existing material and using
public opinion surveys. This evidence suggests that the drafting process
implies a reaction to an ongoing flow/set of events in the political
environment, in which the published manifestos are the outcome. In
such instances, the application of SAR models cannot be ruled out a
priori. Among other things, this is the same logic that justifies using SAR
when dealing, for example, with annual economic data, such as capital
and labour tax rates (Franzese and Hays, 2008). In this case, we have just

one observation for each country-year that summarizes all the interde-
pendence between countries throughout that year. In summary, the
presence or absence of spatial correlation in our data is, therefore, an
empirical question and a theoretical one.

Following previous empirical works on issue competition
(Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2010; De Vries and Hobolt, 2012;
Spoon et al., 2014; Wagner and Meyer, 2014) and spatial regression
(Franzese and Hays, 2007, 2008), our analysis also includes a series of
control variables that are either assumed to be related to the phenom-
enon of interest or necessary for the correct specification of the spatial
model. First, we include the lagged dependent variable, the salience of
the green issue for party i at election t-1 in country c, as a control for time
trends. Our second control variable reflects the ideological position of
party i in election t, based on the RIght-LEft (RILE) score provided by the
MARPOR dataset (Budge et al., 2001). Studies have shown that left-wing
and right-wing ideologies significantly influence the degree to which
environment and in particular climate change is addressed in party
manifestos (Farstad, 2018). More generally, a growing body of research
indicates that parties’ decisions regarding issue salience are contingent
upon their policy positions (Basu, 2020; Adams et al., 2024).11 The third
variable counts in how many elections the party i has run since the first
election in which it appears in the MARPOR dataset, and it is a proxy for
the degree of ‘systemness’ of a party. Then, we include two more vari-
ables measuring the total vote share of green parties and the vote share

Fig. 3. – Variations in the emphasis of the environment in party manifestos over time and across party families
Note: Points represent the average emphasis on the environmental issue in different election years for the Green and other parties. Lines displays locally weighted
regression curves. Green parties are identified on the basis of MARPOR data.
Source: Our elaboration on MARPOR data (Lehmann et al., 2022).

10 The absence of Green parties does not necessarily mean that they are absent
from the party system but that the coding team of the MARPOR project did not
code their party manifestos, probably because of their irrelevance.

11 Although several studies have demonstrated a correlation between the
general left-right ideological spectrum and environmental positions (Spoon
et al., 2014; Farstad, 2018), we directly test the impact of parties’ specific
environmental positions, utilizing a scale derived from the Chapel Hill Expert
Survey (CHES) data (Jolly et al., 2022). The availability of this scale in only
three waves of CHES significantly reduces our sample size, restricting our
analysis to a subset of parties and years. Additionally, we employ the GAL-TAN
(Green/Alternative/Libertarian-Traditional/Authoritarian/Nationalist) scale
(Grant and Tilley, 2019), as a further robustness check. The GAL-TAN scale is
available throughout all the CHES waves and it is highly correlated with the
environment one (0.731). Our findings remain consistent across both scales, as
shown in Appendix B.
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of party i at election t-1. Finally, we include a dummy indicating if party i
at election t was a member of the incumbent government, as well as a
series of dummies for countries and decades to consider that possible
spatial contagion does not depend on clustering.12 All the variables are
derived from the MARPOR dataset (Lehmann et al., 2022), except the
dummy measuring government incumbency, which is taken from
PARLGOV database (Döring and Manow, 2024).

4. Results

To test our expectations, we estimated three SAR models presented
in Table 1. In all the models, the dependent variable is the emphasis of
the green issue in party manifestos, computed using the percentage of
quasi-sentences coded in the per501 category. Model 1 does not distin-
guish between elections in which there are or are not green parties
among the competitors. Models 2 and 3 do this, reporting results for two
different stages: elections in which there are no green parties among the
competitors (Model 2) and elections in which green parties participate
(Model 3). Following Spoon et al. (2014), in all models, we have
excluded the green parties from the analysis. However, by replicating

the analysis by including them in Models 1 and 3, our substantial con-
clusions remain the same (see Appendix D).

4.1. Contagion effect

In line with the results of previous studies that found a positive
correlation between the issues that voters consider most important in an
election and the party system agenda, we report a positive and statisti-
cally significant coefficient of public salience in Model 1, i.e., when the
environment is perceived as more critical by public opinion, the space
that (no green) parties devote to this issue in their election manifestos
also grows (Spoon and Klüver, 2014; Wagner and Meyer, 2014).

Model 1 allows us also to control for H1. We can, in fact, notice that
the estimated parameter ρ, which provides information about the spatial
contagion effect among the observations included in the model, is pos-
itive and statistically significant, indicating that the parties’ emphasis on
the environment is (spatially) correlated: the more a party talks about
the environment during a given election, the more competitors will
emulate it. Note that also Wald’s tests for spatial autocorrelation are
statistically significant for Model 1 (as well as for Model 2), pointing to
the fact that adding a spatial lag improves the model compared to the
same model without a spatial lag term. In other words, the assumption
that justifies our adoption of a SARmodel seems to find robust empirical
support in our data. Moreover, due to the positive impact of the lagged
dependent variable included in our model, the impact of emulation will
then strengthen over time (Plümper et al., 2005, 336), i.e., once

Fig. 4. – Variations in the importance of the environment in the public over time and across countries
Note: Points represent the importance of the environment for voters in each election year. Lines display locally weighted regression curves.
Source: Our elaboration on EB data.

12 To account for regional differences in public salience, we included a
dummy variable for Western countries in Appendix C. This variable is not
statistically significant, indicating that our results are robust to regional
variations.
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emulation increases the importance of the environment for a party, the
issue almost permanently enters its political agenda regarding policy
salience.

4.2. Ownership effect

The full model (Model 1) does not distinguish between elections in
which green parties are present and those in which they are absent, so it
does not allow us to control for H2. To do this, we should move to
Models 2 and 3, respectively.13 As expected, when no green parties are
competing in an election (Model 2), both public salience and ρ remains
positive and significant, recording in both cases a larger value compared
to Model 1: in other words, once elections in which there are no green
parties among the competitors are isolated, it emerges that the impact of
public opinion and emulation is greater.

To understand this point, we have to acknowledge that since the
interpretation of substantive covariates’ effects in SAR models implies a
recursive process that combines information on both the impact of
covariates and the strength of spatial correlation, the regression tables
presented in Table 1 are of little help to get a sense of the substantial
impact of the importance of the green issue for public opinion on parties’
salience. To overcome this problem, Whitten et al. (2021) recommend
using a general approach in which the total impact of a variable is
divided into direct and indirect effects. The direct effect can be inter-
preted as the impact of a marginal change in the covariate on the
observation i. The indirect or contagion effect measures how marginal

changes in the covariate for other observations affect the outcome for
observation i. Table 2 provides information on these effects for our
primary independent variable, public salience, using Models 1 and 2
data.

The second column of Table 2 reports average marginal changes in
the outcome variable for one standard deviation (7.66) increase in the
perceived importance of the green issue among voters, using data from
Model 1. The direct effect is the mechanical effect of public salience on
target party i, ignoring parties’ strategic interactions. Since the depen-
dent variable is computed as the percentage of quasi-sentences coded in
the per501 category of MARPOR data, results indicate that as public
salience increases by one standard deviation, the salience of the green
issue in party manifestos rises by 0.718 percentage points. Due to the
parties’ strategic responses to the behaviour of their opponents, this
effect indirectly affects the other parties by further increasing the
salience of the green issue by 0.151 percentage points. The total effect
(0.869) is the sum of the direct and indirect effects. In relative terms,
parties’ strategic interactions are responsible for less than 20% of the
total impact of public salience when per501 is used as the dependent
variable.

However, as highlighted by the third column of Table 2, the overall
impact of one standard deviation increase in public salience jumps in
Model 2 to 1.096, thanks mainly to an increase in its indirect impact via
emulation (0.282), which is now responsible for about 26% of the total
effect. On the contrary, once considering Model 3, both public salience
(at least at the 95% confidence interval) and the spatial contagion effect
ρ are not statistically significant. Formal tests indicate that spatial
interdependence does not matter in the data-generating process in this
case. According to our theoretical framework, the difference between
the two stages (Models 2 and 3) can be explained as the product of issue
ownership: since the over-politicisation of the environment would
benefit in particular green parties, our results indicate that competitors
react less strongly to public opinion and other parties’ moves when
green parties are present than when they are absent.

Overall, the results presented in Table 1 corroborate our hypotheses
and support the idea that the parties’ emphasis on the environment re-
flects the issue’s importance for public opinion and the parties’ strategic
responses to other parties’ moves. However, it is sensitive to issue
ownership at the same time.

4.3. Control variables

Consistent with prior research (Meguid, 2008; Spoon et al., 2014;
Farstad, 2018), our analysis reveals that right-wing parties generally give
less emphasis to environmental issues compared to left-wing parties. This
highlights that environmental concerns are not purely valence issues but
can also be influenced by partisan ideology and interests, supporting the
notion that they include positional traits (Norris, 1997). However, the
effect of ideology disappears when considering only cases in which green
parties compete in the election (Model 3). Results show that the degree of
party systemness and the size of a party in the previous election do not
significantly impact the outcome variable. Similarly, we found no support
for the expectations of Spoon et al. (2014). According to our models, the
electoral success of green parties does not incentivise other parties to place
more emphasis on the environment. In most cases, the coefficient of the

Table 1
– Spatial models to explain parties’ emphasis on the environment.

Full Two stages

(1) (2) (3)

Environment salience (lag) 0.591*** 0.342*** 0.698***
(0.027) (0.051) (0.029)

Public salience 0.093*** 0.105* 0.061+

(0.027) (0.044) (0.033)
RILE − 0.021** − 0.044*** − 0.007

(0.008) (0.011) (0.010)
Party systemness 0.007 0.010 0.019

(0.027) (0.043) (0.032)
Green party size (lag) − 0.034 0.101 − 0.129

(0.104) (0.602) (0.099)
Incumbent 0.428 0.068 0.901*

(0.314) (0.467) (0.387)
Party size (lag) − 0.006 − 0.002 − 0.020

(0.013) (0.017) (0.017)
Constant 1.441+ 3.588* 1.568+

(0.768) (1.584) (0.838)

Spatial lag
Environment salience (ρ) 0.034*** 0.047*** 0.008

(0.008) (0.010) (0.013)

Country fixed effects yes yes yes
Decade fixed effects yes yes yes
N 659 318 341
pseudo R2 0.486 0.325 0.683
AIC 3525.315 1730.475 1745.921
BIC 3695.962 1828.288 1845.550

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Models report maximum likelihood
(ML) estimates. Coefficients for country dummies and decades are not reported.
In all the models, the weight matrix assumes that all parties can equally influ-
ence each other. The weight matrix is not row-standardised. +p < 0.10, *p <

0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 2
– Average direct, indirect and total impacts of the increase of one standard de-
viation in public salience.

Model 1 Model 2

Direct 0.718 (0.308–1.129) 0.813 (0.154–1.473)
Indirect 0.151 (0.045–0.256) 0.282 (0.030–0.535)

Total 0.869 (0.386–1.352) 1.096 (0.236–1.956)

Note: 95% confidence intervals in parentheses. Effects are computed from
Models 1 and 2 in Table 1.

13 Estimating a single model with an interaction between the presence
(absence) of a green party in a given election and the spatial weights matrix,
rather than splitting our sample and computing two different models as we do,
would be the ideal procedure. The problem is that a model containing inter-
action with the spatial weight matrix is currently unavailable to our knowledge.
See Williams and Whitten (2015) on this point.
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total vote share of green parties at election t-1 is negative (although never
significant), in line with the argument advanced by Abou-Chadi (2016).
Finally, the positive and statistically significant coefficient of incumbent,
especially in the scenario that includes only elections where green parties
are present, suggests, in line with Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2010),
that governing parties are forced to respond to issues, such as the envi-
ronment when they become part of the systemic agenda.

4.4. Robustness checks

In order to compute the emphasis of the green issue in party mani-
festos, Green-Pedersen (2007) and Stoll (2010), in addition to the per501
category – the one we used as a dependent variable in the models
described above − also includes statements related to anti-growth
economy and sustainability (per416: ‘Anti-Growth Economy: Posi-
tive’), which contains favourable mentions of anti-growth politics, sus-
tainable development, ecologism and green politics. Since our study
focuses on issue salience rather than policy preferences, we have
concentrated on the MARPOR category that directly relate to environ-
mental policy (i.e., per501). As a robustness check, we have however
tested our models using the previous alternative operationalisation of
the dependent variable (i.e., per501+ per416). Models 4–5 in Table 3
show that our results are unaffected by adding statements codified in the
per416 category to our original dependent variable. The spatial lag term
ρ is still positive and significant in Model 4 – the one considering only
elections without green parties − while we do not detect any emulation
effect in Model 5 – the scenario where green parties exist among com-
petitors. Moreover, the model fit (in terms of AIC and BIC) is generally
worse compared to the models presented in Table 1.

Since row-standardisation is an established practice among spatial
econometricians (Plümper and Neumayer, 2010, 429), we further test
our results using row-standardized weight matrices. Contrary to a
no-row-standardised matrix, standardisation implicitly assumes that the
influence of each party on the target party i diminishes as the number of
competing parties increases. In other words, in each election, the

competing parties exert an influence that decreases proportionally as
their number increases. Models 6–7 in Table 3 –which replicates Models
2 and 3 in Table 1 − show that our results are generally still valid even
using row-standardisation.

As well as standardising the relative connectivity of party i to party j
in election t, as a final robustness check, we also use an alternative
weight matrix (WRile) in which parties influence the target party i as a
function of the ideological proximity on the RILE scale (Budge et al.,
2001). In other words, we assume that the contagion fades as parties i
and j become more distant on the left-right dimension. Models 8–9 in
Table 3 show that our results remain untouched in this latter scenario. In
contrast, the model fit brings empirical support to the model of the
general weight matrix employed in Table 1 without any ideological
weighting. Further robustness checks are provided in the Appendix.

5. Conclusions

Understanding why and how parties prioritize certain issues is a
central question in comparative politics. Traditional theories often view
parties acting independently, emphasising either their competence
advantage or simply responding to public opinion. Alternatively, some
research focuses on how parties react to each other’s strategies. This
article bridges these two perspectives by highlighting the critical role of
strategic party interactions. We demonstrate how these interactions
shape issue competition and ultimately determine how parties respond
to voters’ priorities.

Due to the challenges it poses to democratic institutions, the envi-
ronment has become, in recent years, a central issue for political theo-
rists, social scientists studying public attitudes, and political scientists
dealing with crisis management. Focusing on the environment, our re-
sults reveal a spatial contagion effect: the more a party emphasises
environmental issues, the more rival parties in the system do the same.
Such effect, however, is moderated by the relative ownership displayed
by the environmental issue itself: it is greater when there are no green
parties among competitors and fades away in the case parties belonging

Table 3
– Robustness checks.

per501+per4016 Row-standardisation WRile

(4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Environment salience (lag) 0.385*** 0.749*** 0.342*** 0.701*** 0.328*** 0.694***
(0.051) (0.030) (0.051) (0.029) (0.052) (0.029)

Public salience 0.175*** 0.146*** 0.128** 0.057+ 0.147*** 0.066*
(0.052) (0.041) (0.043) (0.032) (0.043) (0.032)

RILE − 0.064*** − 0.022+ − 0.044*** − 0.006 − 0.043*** − 0.007
(0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.010) (0.011) (0.010)

Party systemness 0.039 0.032 0.005 0.018 − 0.003 0.020
(0.048) (0.039) (0.043) (0.032) (0.044) (0.032)

Green party size (lag) − 0.428 − 0.229+ 0.095 − 0.131 0.148 − 0.129
(0.671) (0.121) (0.605) (0.098) (0.617) (0.099)

Incumbent 0.072 1.029* 0.070 0.919* 0.067 0.889*
(0.521) (0.467) (0.470) (0.385) (0.479) (0.387)

Party size (lag) − 0.008 − 0.019 − 0.003 − 0.020 − 0.002 − 0.019
(0.019) (0.021) (0.018) (0.017) (0.018) (0.017)

Constant 3.080+ 1.896+ 2.897+ 1.372+ 4.246** 1.792*
(1.755) (0.982) (1.618) (0.818) (1.620) (0.772)

Spatial lag
Environment salience (ρ) 0.029** 0.010 0.231*** 0.096 0.046* − 0.003

(0.011) (0.011) (0.061) (0.064) (0.019) (0.003)

Country fixed effects yes yes yes yes yes yes
Decade fixed effects yes yes yes yes yes yes
N 318 341 318 341 318 341
pseudo R2 0.436 0.712 0.317 0.681 0.321 0.685
AIC 1796.555 1874.820 1734.761 1744.490 1742.933 1745.811
BIC 1894.369 1974.449 1832.574 1844.119 1840.746 1845.440

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Models report maximum likelihood (ML) estimates. Coefficients for country dummies and decades are not reported. In
Models 4–7, the weight matrix assumes that all parties can equally influence each other. In Models 8–9, the weight matrix takes into account proximity on the RILE
scale. The weight matrix is row-standardised in Models 6–7.+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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to the green family are present. The spatial contagion effect is also
responsible for amplifying the impact of public concerns on party
salience, the overall impact of which is partly due to strategic in-
teractions between parties. These results are confirmed by a different
operationalisation of the dependent variable, different standardization
strategies, and alternative specifications of the weight matrix, thus
proving to be quite robust.

More generally, our analysis has several theoretical and empirical
implications for the study of issue competition. Theoretically, it repre-
sents an attempt to conceptualize and analyse spatial interdependence
in issue competition. Compared to other scholars, who have concen-
trated their analyses on how a party’s propensity to emphasise specific
issues varies with some exogenous characteristics of the party itself, we
focus more on the endogenous effect of interactions between parties, i.e.,
how a party’s behaviour varies as a function of the behaviour of its ri-
vals. As far as we know, this represents a novel insight into how strategic
interactions shape issue competition. Empirically, the contagion effect
revealed by our models inevitably suggests that specific issues will tend
to be over-politicized to the detriment of others. As a result, less atten-
tion may be paid to other pressing problems, hindering their resolution.
Similarly, amplifying the impact of voters’ salience, the contagion effect
makes parties appear overly concerned with the priorities of public
opinion. This is not necessarily a good thing because when there are too
many voices, it becomes more difficult for voters to make an informed
choice. The only limitation to this result is the presence of a party that is
in a position to overly benefit from the politicisation of a particular issue
in the system because of its well-known reputation on that same issue. In
such a circumstance, as we have shown, the other parties will (at least in
part) stop following the voters’ priorities.

The study in hand has its limitations. First, we are aware that our
analysis is restricted by the fact that we consider only one issue − the
environment − although relevant and particularly representative. While
the choice of environment was guided by the possibility of clearly
identifying who owns the issue, we believe that our theory is sufficiently
general to be adapted to other issues. Recent studies have demonstrated
that certain parties can electorally benefit by prioritizing the salience of
issues such as European integration (Vasilopoulou and Zur, 2024) or
other positional issues (Adams et al., 2024). Therefore, the next step
would be to extend the analysis to other equally important issues.

Secondly, although recent studies highlight the interplay between
issue salience and party positions (Basu, 2020), their perspective does not
assume that parties can adapt their positions and issue salience in
response to their rivals (Adams and Somer-Topcu, 2009;Williams, 2015).
Similarly, in this paper we adopt a static perspective, assuming that party
positions are relatively fixed during an election campaign (for a similar
approach: Adams et al., 2024, 799). However, future studies should
consider how spatial contagion works regarding both issue competition
and competition over policy positions to develop a more complete
understanding of party competition.

Finally, future research should also account for how emulation drives
different forms of parties’ communication, such as press releases,
speeches, or social media posts, which have more characteristics of
simultaneity than party manifestos and may also shed light on the
question of whether politicians are followers or leaders in the agenda-
setting process. Despite these limitations, our results can contribute to
the general understanding of party competition, representation, and the
dynamics of election campaign agendas.
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Bakaki, Z., Böhmelt, T., Ward, H., 2020. The triangular relationship between public
concern for environmental issues, policy output, and media attention. Environ. Polit.
29 (7), 1157–1177.
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