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Competition Between Unequals: The Role of Mainstream Party
Strategy in Niche Party Success
BONNIE M. MEGUID University of Rochester

What accounts for variation in the electoral success of niche parties? Although institutional
and sociological explanations of single-issue party strength have been dominant, they tend to
remove parties from the analysis. In this article, I argue that the behavior of mainstream parties

influences the electoral fortunes of the new, niche party actors. In contrast to standard spatial theories,
my theory recognizes that party tactics work by altering the salience and ownership of issues for political
competition, not just party issue positions. It follows that niche party support can be shaped by both
proximal and non-proximal competitors. Analysis of green and radical right party vote in 17 Western
European countries from 1970 to 2000 confirms that mainstream party strategies matter; the modified
spatial theory accounts for the failure and success of niche parties across countries and over time better
than institutional, sociological, and even standard spatial explanations.

S ince the 1960s, political systems around the world
have undergone a revolution. From Western
Europe and North America to Australasia and

Latin America, new political parties have emerged
and gained popularity on the basis of previously over-
looked issues such as the environment, immigration,
and regional autonomy. In addition to challenging the
economic focus of the political debate, these niche par-
ties have threatened the electoral and governmental
dominance of mainstream political parties. For exam-
ple, since 1960, over 54% of green, radical right and
ethnoterritorial parties in Western Europe have held a
seat in a national legislature.1 Almost 10% have parti-
cipated in coalition governments, and the participation
of over half of those parties was pivotal to the forma-
tion of majority governments. Even when niche parties
have failed to attain many or any seats, their electoral
strength has influenced the fortunes of others. The role
of the French radical right party, the Front National,
in the legislative victory of the Socialist Party (and the
defeat of the Gaullists) in 1997 is just one of many
similar cases. Given the weighty implications of new
party electoral support, this article examines why some
parties flourish while others flounder. In other words,
what determines variation in the electoral success of
niche parties?

This question has typically been answered with in-
stitutional or sociological explanations. According to
the first set of theories, electoral rules, governmen-
tal types, and the structure of the state, among other
institutions, constrain or facilitate a new party’s elec-
toral advancement (e.g., Duverger 1963; Harmel and
Robertson 1985; Müller-Rommel 1996). For propo-
nents of sociological approaches, new party support
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Previous versions of this paper were presented at the 2002 Annual
Meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association and the 2001
Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association. I
thank conference panelists, Jim Adams, Kevin Clarke, Michael Del-
gado, Jorge Dominguez, Matt Golder, Peter Hall, Torben Iversen,
Ken Kollman, and the Editor and reviewers of the APSR for their
helpful comments and suggestions.
1 Author’s calculations from Woldendorp, Keman, and Budge 1998.

varies by the socioeconomic conditions and value ori-
entation of a society (Golder 2003; Inglehart 1998).
Although popular, these explanations are insufficient.
Static institutions cannot account for variation in a
party’s vote share over time. And, as shown in cross-
national analyses of new party vote (Swank and Betz
1995, 1996, 2003), both sociological and institutional
approaches stumble in the face of the numerous green
and radical right parties that attract little support under
propitious circumstances and significant support under
inauspicious ones.

In emphasizing the context in which party competi-
tion takes place, the existing literature has curiously
ignored the behavior of the competitors. This arti-
cle brings parties back into party analysis. I demon-
strate the critical role that the most powerful set of
party actors—–mainstream parties of the center-left and
center-right—–plays in shaping the success of niche par-
ties.

THE NEW COMPETITORS: THE NICHE
PARTY PHENOMENON

The electoral arenas of developed and developing
democracies have been flooded with new political par-
ties over the past 40 years. Although many of these
new political organizations are variants of the existing
socialist, liberal, and conservative parties, there is a
group of parties that stands out. These actors, which
I call niche parties, differ from their fellow neophytes
and the mainstream parties in three significant ways.2
First, niche parties reject the traditional class-based
orientation of politics. Instead of prioritizing economic
demands, these parties politicize sets of issues which
were previously outside the dimensions of party com-
petition. Green parties, for example, emerged in the
1970s to call attention to the underdiscussed issues of
environmental protection, nuclear disarmament, and

2 Following the tradition of identifying parties by their substantive
positions, scholars have typically treated green and radical right par-
ties as distinct party families (see Kitschelt 1994, 1995; O’Neill 1997).
When we focus on the function of these new parties within the party
system, however, their similarities outweigh their differences.
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nuclear power. Radical right parties followed on their
heels in the 1980s and 1990s, demanding the protection
of (patriarchal) family values and a nationally oriented,
immigrant-free way of life. Despite differences in the
substantive nature of their demands, these parties sim-
ilarly challenge the content of political debate.

Second, the issues raised by the niche parties are
not only novel, but they often do not coincide with
existing lines of political division. Niche parties appeal
to groups of voters that may cross-cut traditional par-
tisan alignments. As a result, cases of voter defection
between “unlikely” party pairs have occurred. The de-
fection of former British Conservative voters to the
Green Party in 1989 and former French Communist
party voters to the radical right Front National in 1986
are typical examples.

Third, niche parties further differentiate themselves
by limiting their issue appeals. They eschew the com-
prehensive policy platforms common to their main-
stream party peers, instead adopting positions only on
a restricted set of issues. Even as the number of issues
covered in their manifestos has increased over the par-
ties’ lifetimes, they have still been perceived as single-
issue parties by the voters. Unable to benefit from
pre-existing partisan allegiances or the broad allure of
comprehensive ideological positions, niche parties rely
on the salience and attractiveness of their one policy
stance for voter support.

The niche party phenomenon has most strongly af-
fected the political arenas of Western Europe. Over
the past 30 years, approximately 110 niche parties have
contested elections in 18 countries.3 Environmental
and radical right parties are the most common types.
Although the phenomenon is widespread, the num-
ber of parties competing in national-level elections has
varied from a single example in Ireland to 20 in Italy
(Mackie and Rose 1991, 1997). Niche party electoral
success has also varied, with only 24% achieving a
peak national vote of over 5%. It is important to note
that this success is not concentrated in a few countries;
thirteen countries have had at least one niche party
surpass the 5% threshold, and all 18 have had at least
one niche party office holder.4

A STRATEGIC EXPLANATION OF NICHE
PARTY VOTE

Recognition of these differences in niche party forma-
tion and success prompts an obvious question: why did
some of these new parties gain more electoral support
than others? Moreover, what determined the timing of
the peaks and troughs in the electoral trajectories of
these parties? In recent years, the standard answers
to any question of new political party success have

3 These countries are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the
United Kingdom.
4 The five countries lacking a niche party with a peak national vote
greater than 5% are Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands, Portugal, and
the United Kingdom.

been institutional and sociological (e.g., Golder 2003;
Inglehart 1998). As noted in the introduction, however,
the utility of structural explanations is limited. Not only
do these theories fail to account for the electoral perfor-
mance of several key cases, but they also downplay the
role of political actors. When modeling the behavior of
voters and its impact on party electoral prospects, the
existing literature disregards the fact that parties have
tools that allow them to adapt to the institutional and
sociological environment in which they participate. In
this article, I advance a theory of niche party success
that focuses on the role of mainstream party strategies
in determining the competitiveness of new political di-
mensions and that of the niche parties competing on
them.5

Largely ignored by the literature on new party suc-
cess,6 strategic models of party competition are hardly
new. Made famous by Downs (1957), the spatial theory
of party and voter behavior—–whereby rational parties
choose policy positions to minimize the distance be-
tween themselves and the voters—–lies at the heart of
significant theoretical work on the entrance, interac-
tion, and success of (mainstream) parties (e.g., Enelow
and Hinich 1984; Kitschelt 1994; Shepsle 1991). Ac-
cording to this framework, parties competing for votes
are faced with two possible strategies: movement to-
ward (policy convergence) or movement away from
(policy divergence) a specific competitor in a given
policy space. Policy convergence, or what I call an ac-
commodative strategy, is typically employed by parties
hoping to draw voters away from a threatening com-
petitor. On the other hand, by increasing the policy
distance between parties, policy divergence, or what I
term an adversarial strategy, encourages voter flight to
the competing party.

This programmatic conception of party behavior has
become the dominant lens through which to under-
stand political competition and party strategies. How-
ever, it is not without limitations. Whether spatial the-
orists view the policy arena as having equally or un-
equally weighted dimensions, they explicitly assume
that the salience of those issue axes remains fixed dur-
ing party interaction. But just as exogenous factors like
economic crises or natural disasters can alter the impor-
tance of an issue dimension, studies have shown that
parties also can manipulate the perceived salience of is-
sues within the political arena (Budge, Robertson, and
Hearl 1987; Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1989). Budge,
Robertson, and Hearl (39) observe that “(p)arties com-
pete by accentuating issues on which they have an
undoubted advantage, rather than by putting forward
contrasting policies on the same issues.” In other words,

5 Mainstream parties are defined as the electorally dominant actors
in the center-left, center, and center-right blocs on the Left-Right po-
litical spectrum. In this classification, the center-left parties explicitly
exclude left-libertarian parties, whereas the center-right categoriza-
tion excludes right-authoritarian, or right-wing, populist parties. The
criteria generally yield three mainstream parties per country, one in
each category. For more on coding, see the independent variables
section.
6 Notable exceptions include Rohrschneider 1993 and Harmel and
Svasand 1997.
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parties do not compete on all issues in the political
space in every election.7 By choosing which issues to
compete on in a given election, parties can shape the
importance of policy dimensions. Because voters, who
often take their cues from political parties, discount
the attractiveness of policies on issues they find irrel-
evant, a party’s ability to downplay or highlight issues
influences party fortunes.

In addition, existing strategic models have generally
disregarded issue ownership. According to standard
spatial theories, where voter decisions depend solely
on ideological proximity, voters facing equally distant
parties are indifferent between their political options.
But voter choice is not necessarily (or typically) dic-
tated by the flip of a coin. Just as partisan identification
has been shown to influence voter decision-making in
highly aligned political environments, a party’s issue
credibility, or ownership, plays a key role in issue-based
voting (Budge and Farlie 1983); voters accord their
support to the most credible proponent of an issue.
Although much has been made of the stickiness of
issue ownership (Petrocik 1996), more recent obser-
vations confirm that policy reputations are not static
(Bélanger 2003). Through their campaign efforts, par-
ties have reinforced or undermined linkages between
political actors—–themselves and others—–and specific
issue dimensions (Budge, Robertson, and Hearl 1987;
Meguid 2002). Issue ownership, therefore, is subject to
party manipulation.

I argue that a new conception of party strategies is
needed, one that recognizes that parties compete by al-
tering policy positions and the salience and ownership
of issue dimensions. In the next section, I spell out the
implications of this new conception of strategies for a
theory of party competition between unequals.

THE MODIFIED SPATIAL THEORY

An Expanded Toolkit

In moving from a definition of strategies as purely pro-
grammatic tools to one with salience, ownership, and
programmatic dimensions, our understanding of the
range and effectiveness of party tactics increases. In
contrast to spatial theories that emphasize party move-
ment on a given issue dimension, this new theory sug-
gests strategic behavior toward a niche party starts one
step earlier—–with the decision regarding mainstream
party entry. Established parties must decide whether
to recognize and respond to the issue introduced by
the niche party. Party presence on a specific policy di-
mension, like the environment or immigration, is not a
given.8

7 For competition between unequals, this means that mainstream
parties compete with the niche party using strategies restricted to
the new issue dimension. This constraint allows us to avoid the prob-
lems of modeling competition between multiple players in multiple
dimensions (Enelow and Hinich 1984).
8 The work on party realignment does recognize that political actors
might not take positions on all issue dimensions. However, even this
body of research (e.g., Rohrschneider 1993) has not included the

Parties finding an issue unimportant or too difficult
to address can decide to ignore it. Rather than indi-
cating a party’s failure to react, this previously ignored
“non-action” is a deliberate tactic that I call a dismissive
strategy. By not taking a position on the niche party’s
issue, the mainstream party signals to voters that the
issue lacks merit. If voters are persuaded that the niche
party’s issue dimension is insignificant, they will not
vote for it. Thus, even though a dismissive strategy does
not challenge the distinctiveness or ownership of the
niche party’s issue position, its salience-reducing effect
will lead to niche party vote loss.

Conversely, parties can compete with the new party
by adopting a position on its issue dimension. The
salience of that issue increases as the mainstream party
acknowledges the legitimacy of the issue and signals
its prioritization of that policy dimension for electoral
competition. Depending on the position that the main-
stream party adopts upon entering the new issue space,
this response is one of the already familiar accom-
modative (convergence) and adversarial (divergence)
strategies.

Although both boost issue salience, the similarities
between accommodative and adversarial tactics end
there. An accommodative tactic undermines the dis-
tinctiveness of the new party’s issue position, provid-
ing like-minded voters with a choice between parties.
Consistent with standard spatial models, those voters
closer to the accommodating mainstream party on the
new issue will desert the niche party. But, according
to my theory, even those voters who are (program-
matically) indifferent between the two parties may be
persuaded to leave the new party. By challenging the
exclusivity of the niche party’s policy stance, the accom-
modative mainstream party is trying to undermine the
new party’s issue ownership and become the rightful
owner of that issue. The mainstream party is aided in
this process by its greater legislative experience and
governmental effectiveness. In addition, mainstream
parties generally have more access to the voters than
niche parties, allowing them to publicize their issue po-
sitions and establish name-brand recognition.9 Given
these advantages, the established party “copy” will be
perceived as more attractive than the niche party “orig-
inal.”

In addition to strengthening the already powerful
tool of convergence, the salience and ownership di-
mensions also empower the commonly ignored spatial
strategy of policy divergence. When a party adopts an
adversarial strategy, it declares its opposition to the
niche party’s policy stance. This strategic behavior calls
attention to that challenger and its issue dimension,
leaving voters primed to cast their ballots on the basis
of this new issue. The adversarial strategy also rein-
forces the niche party’s issue ownership by defining
the mainstream party’s issue position in juxtaposition

decision to ignore new issue dimensions in its repertoires of party
strategy.
9 That exposure occurs through the media and the mainstream
party’s activists. The latter are typically more numerous and better
integrated into society than those of the niche party.
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TABLE 1. Predicted Effects of Mainstream Party Strategies (in Isolation)

Mechanism Niche Party
Electoral

Strategies Issue Salience Issue Position Issue Ownership Support
Dismissive (DI) Decreases No movement No effect Decreases
Accommodative (AC) Increases Converges Transfers to mainstream party Decreases
Adversarial (AD) Increases Diverges Reinforces niche party’s ownership Increases

TABLE 2. Predicted Effects of Mainstream Party Strategic Combinations on Niche
Party (NP) Electoral Support

Mainstream Party B

Mainstream Party A Dismissive (DI) Accommodative (AC) Adversarial (AD)
Dismissive (DI) NP vote loss NP vote loss NP vote gain
Accommodative (AC) NP vote loss NP vote loss If AC>AD, NP vote loss

If AD>AC, NP vote gain
Adversarial (AD) NP vote gain If AC>AD, NP vote loss NP vote gain

If AD>AC, NP vote gain

to that of the new party. It strengthens the link in
the public’s mind between that issue stance and the
niche party as its primary proponent. As a result, the
adversarial strategy encourages niche party electoral
support.

The predicted effects of this expanded set of party
strategies on issue salience, ownership, and party pro-
grammatic position and, in turn, niche party vote are
summarized in Table 1. Given that a niche party’s sup-
port depends on a single issue, any tactic that under-
mines the perceived relevance of that issue, or the dis-
tinctiveness or credibility of the niche party’s position
on that dimension will result in vote loss. Assuming that
voters find the niche party’s policy stance attractive,
mainstream parties can undermine niche party vote
with dismissive or accommodative tactics and boost it
with adversarial strategies.

Changing the Nature of Party Competition:
The Critical Role of Non-Proximal Parties

The expanded conception of strategies alters our un-
derstanding of the range and effectiveness of politi-
cal tactics. But the implications of this revision extend
far beyond the size of the party’s toolkit. They call
into question the very rules of party interaction pro-
pounded by spatial models. Recall that in the stan-
dard spatial conception of strategy, parties can only
affect the electoral support of neighboring parties; in a
unidimensional space, this means that movement by a
center-left party away from a center-right party cannot
impact the electoral support of a right flank party. If
instead strategies can also alter issue salience and own-
ership, then parties can target opponents anywhere on
that dimension. Ideological proximity is no longer a
requirement.

Consider the effects and utility of the adversarial
strategy. Given that political opponents are generally
viewed as threats, it might seem counterintuitive to
suggest, as I did, that a party would seek to heighten the

visibility and electoral strength of a competitor. Indeed,
in a two-party system where politics is a zero-sum game,
political parties are unlikely to employ adversarial tac-
tics. When competition occurs between three or more
players on a single dimension, however, such a vote-
boosting strategy might be used against a competitor
on the opposite flank of the political spectrum. The
salience- and ownership-altering aspects of adversarial
tactics allow mainstream parties who are not directly
threatened by the niche party to use it as a weapon
against their mainstream party opponents. This is the
political embodiment of the adage “the enemy of my
enemy is my friend”; the mainstream party helps the
niche party—–the enemy of its enemy in this case—–gain
votes from the other mainstream party. As this discus-
sion intimates, failure to consider the tactics of the non-
proximal party could lead to faulty predictions about
niche party support.

Hypotheses of the Modified Spatial Theory

Table 2 contains the predictions of my modified spatial
theory of party competition for niche party success.
These hypotheses are based on the behavior of multi-
ple mainstream parties on one dimension—–the niche
party’s new issue dimension. For ease of presentation,
I assume that there are only three parties in the po-
litical system—–mainstream party A, mainstream party
B, and the niche party.10 Because the effect of each
tactic is theorized to be independent of the identity of
the strategizing mainstream party, six distinct strategic
combinations emerge: DIDI, DIAC, DIAD, ACAC,
ACAD, and ADAD. The predictions recorded in
Table 2 represent the combined effects of each of the
individual tactics from Table 1 on niche party support.

The reconceptualization of party strategies has a
profound impact on the expected outcomes of party

10 This restriction does not represent an intrinsic limitation of the
model.
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competition. Not only does each party have multiple
means of undermining and bolstering a niche party’s
vote, but also the electoral fortune of that niche party
is shaped by the behavior of multiple mainstream par-
ties. The predictions in Table 2 suggest that one party’s
behavior alone is rarely determinative of niche party
support; mainstream parties can use tactics to thwart
the strategic efforts of their mainstream competitor.
For example, I posit that mainstream party B’s ad-
versarial (AD) strategy will decrease the effective-
ness of mainstream party A’s vote-reducing dismissive
(DI) and accommodative (AC) tactics. In the case of
a DIAD combination, the salience, ownership, and
programmatic effects of the adversarial strategy are
expected to overpower the simple salience-reducing
impact of the dismissive strategy. The result will be
a more popular niche party with strengthened issue
ownership.

The expected outcome of the ACAD strategy is less
straightforward. Although the adversarial behavior of
mainstream party B prevents its mainstream opponent
from easily coopting the niche party’s issue ownership
and issue voters, B’s ability to bolster the neophyte’s
vote depends on the relative intensity of the two strate-
gies, where intensity is a function of the prioritization,
frequency, and duration of party tactics. In this situ-
ation, best described as a battle of opposing forces,
the mainstream party employing the greater number
of tactics consistently for the longer period of time
will prevail. If the accommodative strategy is more in-
tense than the adversarial one, I expect that the niche
party will lose issue ownership and issue-based voters
to the accommodating party. If the adversarial tactic
is stronger and more consistently employed, then the
issue ownership of the niche party will be strengthened,
and its electoral support will increase.

The effectiveness of these strategic combinations is
not without constraints, however. Mainstream party
tactics must be accompanied by changes in voters’ per-
ceptions of party positions, issue salience, and issue
ownership. As in all theories of strategic interaction,
policy inconsistency limits the success of a party’s strat-
egy; the promotion of contradictory policy stances ei-
ther simultaneously or over time raises doubts among
the voters about the credibility of the strategizing ac-
tor. My reconception of strategies as issue-ownership-
altering devices also means that the utility of these
tactics depends on their implementation shortly after
the emergence of the niche party on the electoral scene.
Once the voters identify the niche party as the sole pro-
ponent of the issue, the costs involved in undermining
that perceived ownership render its likelihood slim.
Hesitation, therefore, undermines the potency of these
reconceptualized strategies.

DATA

Dependent Variable

To test the hypotheses of my modified spatial theory,
I look at the electoral trajectories of niche parties that

emerged and contested national-level legislative elec-
tions in Western Europe from 1970 to 2000. The de-
pendent variable is operationalized as the percentage
of votes received by a given niche party in a national
legislative election.11

In order to best examine the success of these parties
across the entire set of Western European countries,
my analysis focuses on the most common set of niche
parties: the environmental and radical right parties.
Following from my original description of niche par-
ties, I categorize individual parties on the basis of their
primary issue positions. Those single-issue actors prior-
itizing the environment are labeled green parties, and
those emphasizing issues of law and order and immi-
gration are deemed radical right parties. The resulting
categorization is largely consistent with the classifica-
tions made by other party researchers (e.g., Golder
2003; Kitschelt 1994).

Given that mainstream party strategies are imple-
mented only after new party challengers have devel-
oped, the cases in this analysis are limited to those
instances of green and radical right party emergence.12

Even with this restriction, the resulting set of niche par-
ties provides a larger and more diverse set of cases than
those examined in previous single-issue party analy-
ses (e.g., Golder 2003). As summarized in Appendix
Table A1, the dataset covers the electoral trajectories
of 30 single-issue parties across 17 Western European
countries: all green and radical right parties contesting
multiple national legislative elections, regardless of
their peak vote level.13 Their electoral trajectories are
examined from 1970 to 2000, a period that encompasses
the life spans of the majority of these niche parties to
date.

Independent Variables

Mainstream Party Strategies. I argue that the com-
petitiveness of niche parties is directly shaped by the
behavior of their fellow political contestants. Although
the political arena may contain up to 50 party competi-
tors in any one national legislative election, this analy-
sis focuses on the tactics of a subset of political actors:

11 With the data organized as niche party panels, the separate in-
clusion of multiple green or multiple radical right parties from the
same country would violate the assumed independence of the obser-
vations; it would introduce the possibility that the electoral failure
of a green party simply reflects the success of a different green party
in that country. Thus, for those countries in which two or more green
parties contest a given election, the value of the dependent variable
for that country-party-election observation is the sum of those par-
ties’ votes. The same adjustment is made for countries with multiple
radical right parties.
12 This is different from sociological models in which observed rates
of unemployment can be used to impute latent green or radical
right party support in the absence of party formation (Golder 2003;
Jackman and Volpert 1996; Swank and Betz 2003). This article, there-
fore, assesses the impact of the explanatory variables on niche party
vote conditional upon niche party entry.
13 This requirement led to the elimination of the eighteenth
country—–Iceland—–from the analysis. The Icelandic green party,
Vinstrihreyfingin—–grænt framboð, only contested one national-level
election during the time period under examination.
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the mainstream parties of the center-left and center-
right.14 Defined by both their location on the Left-
Right political dimension and their electoral control of
that Left or Right ideological bloc, mainstream parties
are typically governmental actors. As discussed previ-
ously, their name recognition, media access, and status
as governmental players provide them with strategic
tools unavailable to smaller, less prominent political
parties.

Mainstream parties from the 17 countries were ini-
tially chosen according to their position on the Left-
Right axis. Drawing on the party classification structure
proposed by Castles and Mair (1984, 83), mainstream
parties of the center-left, or “Moderate Left,” were
defined as those parties with scores of 1.25 to 3.75 on a
scale of 0 to 10. Mainstream parties of the center-right,
Castles and Mair’s “Moderate Right” parties, were
those parties with positions of 6.25 to 8.75.15 Where
more than one party met the same criterion in any given
country, the party with the highest electoral average
from 1970 to 2000 was chosen. This system yielded one
mainstream center-left and one mainstream center-
right party in each country, with one exception: Ire-
land was recognized as having two center-right par-
ties.16 The resulting classifications are consistent with
the rank ordering of parties reported in Laver and Hunt
(1992). The mainstream parties included in the study
are listed in the Appendix.

I drew on data from the Comparative Manifesto
Project (CMP) to determine mainstream parties’ re-
sponses to the niche parties. This dataset records a
party’s support for and prioritization of a set of is-
sue positions.17 Recall that, although niche parties in-
troduce a new dimension to a political arena already
defined by other issues, mainstream party strategies
toward the new party are restricted to the one new
dimension. Based on CMP measures of party policy
related to the new issue axes, therefore, I coded the
strategies of individual mainstream parties as dismis-
sive, accommodative, or adversarial.18 Support for law

14 In results not presented here, I find that the addition to the
model of variables capturing the strategic behavior of a third set
of mainstream parties—–the centrist parties—–does not change the
results. When the strategic responses of center-left and center-right
mainstream parties are controlled for, centrist party tactics generally
prove insignificant.
15 With an average score of 5.4, Italy’s commonly recognized center-
right party, Democrazia Cristiana, was the exception. See Castles
and Mair 1984, 80.
16 The dominance of a noneconomic dimension in Irish politics
means that Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael are largely indistinguishable
on the Left-Right spectrum.
17 Though there is disagreement in the literature as to whether
precise spatial positions can be derived from CMP data, it is not
necessary to join that debate here; information about the precise
spatial position of a mainstream party on a particular issue is not
necessary for my coding of party behavior.
18 These measures of strategy capture the policy behavior of parties,
not the effects of those tactics on voter perceptions of the salience
and ownership of the niche party’s issue. Because the predictions of
the standard and modified spatial theories are not observationally
equivalent, conclusions about the relative explanatory power of these
strategic theories can be drawn without looking at the micro-level
mechanism. In case studies of mainstream party-niche party inter-

and order (variable 605), a national(istic) way of life
(601), and traditional morality (603) and opposition
to multiculturalism (608) were deemed indicative of
mainstream party accommodation of radical right par-
ties.19 Mainstream adversarial tactics were signaled by
opposition to a national(istic) way of life (602) and
traditional morality (604) and support for multicul-
turalism (607).20 Environmental protection (501) and
anti-growth economy (416) explicitly mention support
for the environment; manifesto coverage of these top-
ics was considered reflective of mainstream party ac-
commodation of green parties. In the absence of any
variable recording opposition to environmental pro-
tection, I used support for free enterprise (401) and
agriculture and farmers (703) and opposition to in-
ternationalism (109) to capture adversarial strategies
toward green parties. A party neither supporting nor
opposing a niche party’s issue, as indicated by the pres-
ence of little to no discussion of that topic in its election
manifesto, was categorized as engaging in dismissive
behavior. This coding procedure was conducted for
each mainstream party for each national-level election
between 1970 and 2000.21 To ensure their validity, the
resulting coding decisions were checked against main-
stream party policy deliberations and pronouncements
recorded in archival materials, contemporaneous news
sources, and secondary analyses.22

From the classification of individual mainstream
party tactics, I find occurrences of each of the six pos-
sible strategic combinations in the data. I model DIDI,
DIAC, DIAD, ACAC, and ADAD as simple dummy
variables. The effect of the sixth strategic combina-
tion, ACAD, depends on the relative intensity of the
constituent strategies, with intensity measured by the
percentage of each party’s manifesto devoted to its
issue position. I code the ACAD variable −1 when the
intensity of the AC strategy is greater and +1 when the
intensity of AD is greater.

As currently operationalized, the strategic variables
capture mainstream party behavior toward niche par-
ties independent of the tactics the mainstream parties
employed in previous electoral periods. However, my
modified spatial model posits that policy inconsistency
and delay can undermine strategic effectiveness. A

action conducted elsewhere (Meguid 2002), I find direct evidence
supporting my hypotheses about the issue salience- and ownership-
altering mechanisms of strategies.
19 For a strategy to be coded accommodative, a party’s pronounced
support of a neophyte’s issue position could be accompanied by few
references in opposition to that policy stance. A similar confirmatory
procedure was employed when coding the adversarial tactics.
20 The Comparative Manifesto Project does not include a negative
corollary to Variable 605 measuring support for law and order. As
noted by Laver and Garry (2000, 621), not all issues coded in the
dataset are presented as positional issues—–topics with positive and
negative stances to them.
21 Manifestos for a particular national-level election reflect the
strategies adopted by mainstream parties sometime after the pre-
vious election but before the one being contested.
22 The following resources were examined: British Labour and
Conservative Party Archives; French Socialist Party Archives;
Hainsworth 2000; Keesing’s Worldwide 1999; Kitschelt 1994, 1995;
O’Neill 1997; and Taggart 1996.
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review of mainstream party strategies in my dataset
reveals that policy hesitation, more than policy incon-
sistency, occurs during mainstream party–niche party
interaction in Western Europe. Of the 114 observa-
tions, there are 18 cases of mainstream parties employ-
ing accommodative tactics (ACAC or DIAC) following
two or more periods of dismissive strategies. Because
there are only two instances of a mainstream party
switching between AC and AD tactics in successive
electoral periods in my data, I model only policy delay.
I create time-sensitive dummy variables for DIAC and
ACAC strategies, where the variables are coded 1 when
the strategy was implemented after two or more peri-
ods of joint dismissive tactics. Because a mainstream
party’s ability to acquire issue ownership—–the key
mechanism behind accommodative tactics—–is limited
once voters deem the niche party the sole issue owner,
hesitation is expected to counteract the vote-reducing
power of these strategies.

Institutional and Sociological Variables. In addi-
tion to these strategic variables, I include those insti-
tutional and sociological factors identified by previous
research as relevant to new party success. The permis-
siveness of the electoral and political environment is
captured by two variables, a measure of district magni-
tude and a dummy variable indicating a centralized (as
opposed to a federal) state structure.23 Following the
practices of Amorim Neto and Cox (1997) and Golder
(2003), the first variable is operationalized as the logged
magnitude of the median legislator’s district.24 The ex-
pectation is that, as district magnitude increases, niche
party support will increase, with the marginal effect
decreasing as the district magnitude becomes large.
The second variable, state structure, is included to test
the claim by Harmel and Robertson (1985) and Willey
(1998) that the existence of subnational elected offices
increases the electoral support of third parties at the
national level.25 As the variable is operationalized in
this analysis, we expect a negative relationship; niche
party vote levels should be lower in centralized than in
federal systems.

To assess the significance of the sociological climate
for niche party support, I use two measures of eco-
nomic health: the current level of GDP per capita and
the current rate of unemployment.26 Unlike the effect
of institutional variables, the predicted effect of these
economic factors varies by niche party family. Green
party vote is expected to be positively correlated with
GDP per capita and negatively correlated with un-

23 Information on state structure was obtained from Harmel and
Janda 1982, 72; and Elazar 1994.
24 Data from Golder 2003.
25 The logic of their claim is as follows: a decentralized system in-
creases the number of representative positions and, thus, the likeli-
hood that a new party will attain office. New parties who can draw
on local-level governmental experience and grassroot support will
gain higher vote shares when seeking national office.
26 GDP per capita, reported at current prices and current purchasing
power parity (PPP) in thousands of U.S. dollars, and unemployment,
measured as a percentage of the total labor force, were taken from
the OECD Statistical Compendium CD-ROM 2000.

employment (Taggart 1996). The relationships are the
opposite for radical right party support (Golder 2003;
Jackman and Volpert 1996). To allow for these party-
specific effects, I model the economic variables as a
series of party-specific terms.

Measures of postmaterialism and immigrant
concentration—–additional sociological measures of
green (Inglehart 1998) and radical right party support
(Golder 2003; Swank and Betz 2003)—–were excluded
from the model because of severe data restrictions and
the lack of suitable proxies;27 inclusion of these mea-
sures in the regression reduced the effective number
of observations by half.28 Although the significance of
these variables cannot be tested against the full set
of niche party observations, their inclusion in analyses
with a reduced set of cases yielded nonsignificant coef-
ficients and did not affect the substantive and statistical
significance of the strategic variables.

MODEL AND ANALYSIS

To estimate the effect of these institutional, socio-
logical, and strategic factors on niche party electoral
support, I employ pooled cross-sectional time-series
analysis. Specifically, I ran an ordinary least-squares
(OLS) regression with a lagged dependent variable,
panel-corrected standard errors (Beck and Katz 1995,
1996), and country-fixed effects. The result of a joint
F-test supports the inclusion of country dummy vari-
ables. Not only do these variables help to mini-
mize country-level heteroskedasticity, which is not ad-
dressed by the niche party panel-level standard error
correction of the model, but also they reflect coun-
try differences unaccounted for by the independent
variables. These differences include, most importantly,
variation in the distribution of voters’ positions in the
policy space—–a variable for which no cross-country
measure exists, yet which is critical to the predicted
effect of mainstream party strategies on niche party
support. As recommended by Beck and Katz (1995,
1996), the lagged dependent variable was added to
eliminate autocorrelation in the underlying data.

Findings

The regressions results are reported in Table 3, with
the predicted signs of the independent variables listed

27 The demographic variables typically associated with postmateri-
alist values—–age and education—–are not appropriate substitutes for
the value orientation variable. Although age is negatively correlated
with postmaterialism and green party support, it is also negatively
correlated with materialist values and radical right support (Taggart
1996). Education has been found to have no relationship with green
party vote when other factors are taken into account (Bürklin 1984).
28 The Eurobarometer surveys only provide time-series data on
postmaterialism for 11 of the 17 countries (European Communities
Studies, 1970–1992), whereas the three waves of the World Values
Survey only provide one observation per country per decade for a
limited number of these countries. Similarly, data on the percentage
of immigrants in a country are unavailable for nine elections across
five countries in my dataset (Golder 2003).
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TABLE 3. Multivariate Analysis of Niche
Party Vote Percentage

Predicted Niche Party
Independent Variables Sign Vote %
Strategic

Mainstream Party
DIDI − −1.37∗

(0.73)
ACAC − −1.52∗

(0.93)
DIAC − −0.92

(0.75)
DIAD + 3.72∗

(1.84)
ADAD + 6.54∗∗∗

(1.56)
ACAD with relative + 1.12∗

intensitya (0.59)
ACAC∗ hesitation + 1.18

(1.06)
DIAC∗ hesitation + 0.26

(1.55)
Past performance

NP votet−1 0.58∗∗∗

(0.12)
Institutional

Ln of median district + −0.51
magnitude (0.51)

State structure − −2.76∗

(1.34)
Sociological

GDP/capita by niche party (in thousands)
Green party + 0.06

(0.05)
Radical right party − 0.06

(0.06)
Unemployment by niche party

Green party − −0.18∗∗

(0.07)
Radical right party + −0.14∗

(0.10)
Country dummies Included

Adjusted R2 0.8656
N 114
Note. ∗∗∗ p < .001; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗ p < .1 (one-tailed tests
based on panel-corrected standard errors). Standard er-
ror in parentheses. Analysis conducted using STATA 8.0.
a The coefficient of the variable ACAD with Relative Inten-
sity is reported in terms of the adversarial strategy being
stronger than the accommodative one. Where AC > AD,
the sign of the coefficient is the opposite.

in column 2. The statistical significance of the coeffi-
cients is measured with one-tailed t-tests due to the
directional nature of the institutional, sociological, and
strategic hypotheses. For ease of presentation, the es-
timates of the 17 country dummies are not shown.29

The regression results confirm that the electoral
trajectories of niche parties are not solely deter-

29 In all but one case—–Spain—–the coefficients of the country dummy
variables were statistically significant at p < 0.1 in a two-tailed test.
Although these variables were included to account for unmeasurable
country-level characteristics, the sign and magnitude of the specific
country coefficients are not, in and of themselves, of interest here.

mined by—–or, in some cases, even critically in-
fluenced by—–institutional and sociological factors.
Rather, mainstream party tactics exert statistically and
substantively significant effects on niche party vote
across elections. Of the factors used to test the com-
peting institutional and sociological hypotheses, only
the measures of state structure and unemployment in
green party cases are significant and correctly signed
predictors of niche party vote. Although insignificant
findings could be encouraged by the lagged dependent
variable model, which measures short-term determi-
nants of niche party support levels, the statistical signif-
icance of the other institutional and sociological factors
does not increase when the lagged dependent variable
is dropped. The results are also robust to alternate
specifications of the institutional and sociological vari-
ables.30 Regardless of the configuration of the model
and its variables, therefore, mainstream party action
emerges as the central factor shaping niche party vote.

Beyond supporting the significance of strategic be-
havior, the analysis confirms that mainstream parties
can use strategies either to weaken or to strengthen
niche party electoral support. Consistent with the pre-
dictions of my modified strategic model, joint dismis-
sive (DIDI) and joint accommodative (ACAC) tac-
tics decrease, and dismissive–adversarial (DIAD) and
joint adversarial (ADAD) tactical combinations in-
crease, niche party support. The effect of dismissive–
accommodative (DIAC) tactics, on the other hand,
proves statistically insignificant. As expected, the im-
pact of accommodative–adversarial (ACAD) tactics
depends on the relative intensity of the constituent
strategies. When adversarial tactics are dominant
(ACAD = +1), this strategic combination leads to an
increase in niche party vote. When accommodative ac-
tions are stronger (ACAD = −1), niche party support
declines.

Although the effects of these strategies largely match
the predictions of my modified spatial model, the re-
gression results offer surprisingly little support for
the claim that hesitation mitigates the vote-reducing
power of accommodative tactics. A visual inspection
of the data confirms that niche party support changes
by a larger positive amount following the use of
“delayed”—–as opposed to timely—–joint accommoda-
tive (ACAC) and dismissive–accommodative (DIAC)
strategies, yet these vote-boosting effects do not appear
to be significant when other factors are accounted for.31

As this finding may be driven by the particular specifi-
cation of the model, more attention to the potentially

30 Replacement of the logged median district magnitude variable
with alternate specifications—–including the logged average dis-
trict magnitude and a dummy variable capturing the plurality-
proportional representation dichotomy—–did not alter the results.
Similarly, use of lagged economic variables did not change the sig-
nificance of the sociological variables or any of the other variables
in the model.
31 Without controlling for other factors, the mean change in niche
party vote following the timely implementation of ACAC is 0.61.
It increases to 0.97 following the use of a “delayed” ACAC tactic.
Similarly, mean change in niche party vote following the timely im-
plementation of DIAC is 0.59. When the strategy is implemented
after a delay, the mean change increases to 1.31.
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TABLE 4. Predicted versus Observed Effects of Strategies on Niche Party Vote:
Assessing the Standard Spatial Model’s Predictions
Predicted Effects on
Vote According to Observed Effects on Vote 90% Confidence
Std. Spatial Model Strategies (Coefficients from Table 3) Intervals
? Dismissive

{{
DIDI −1.37 −2.57 to −0.17

Decrease Accommodative




ACAC −1.52 −3.05 to 0.00
DIAC −0.92 −2.15 to 0.31
ACAD AC> −1.12 −2.09 to −0.15
ACAD AD> +1.12 0.15 to 2.09

Increase Adversarial
{

DIAD +3.72 0.70 to 6.75
ADAD +6.54 3.97 to 9.11

Note: In the second column, the mainstream party strategic combinations are grouped by the tactic of the party proximal
to the niche party on its new issue dimension.

confounding effects of hesitation is necessary in future
studies.

On the whole, then, the regression results provide
support for my strategic model of niche party success.
Do they, however, contradict the claims of the tradi-
tional spatial theories of party interaction? Can we con-
clude that strategies follow a micro-level mechanism
whereby tactics alter issue salience and ownership, not
just party programmatic position? To help answer these
questions, I have summarized in Table 4 the expected
impact of each strategy in a unidimensional space ac-
cording to the standard spatial model along with the
strategy’s observed effect from the regression. Recall
that the actions of a non-proximal party are considered
irrelevant by the standard spatial theory. Thus, if we
focus only on the behavior of the mainstream party
closest to the niche party on this new issue, we can
reduce our set of six different strategic combinations
to three: those where there are no proximal parties
(DIDI), those where the proximal party is accom-
modative (ACAC, DIAC, ACAD where AC > AD,
and ACAD where AD > AC) and those where the
proximal party is adversarial (DIAD and ADAD).32

These three strategic groupings are presented in col-
umn two of Table 4.

A comparison of the predicted and observed effects
of these strategies offers some support for the standard
spatial model. As anticipated by that theory in unidi-
mensional competition, adversarial tactics employed
by the proximal party—–represented by DIAD and
ADAD in our set of mainstream party responses—–lead
to neophyte vote gain. Accommodative strategies, in
general, also have the expected effect—–niche party
vote loss. The standard spatial theory offers no clear
predictions about the impact of dismissive tactics, or

32 Proximity to the niche party in this unidimensional space is deter-
mined by the position adopted by a mainstream party upon entering
the new issue dimension. A party acting accommodatively is prox-
imal to the niche party on the new issue. The adversarial party is
considered to be non-proximal unless no other mainstream party
is accommodative; in that case, the adversarial party is considered
proximal. Where both parties refuse to take a position on the new
issue dimension (i.e., both act dismissively), there is no proximal
party.

not taking a position along the new policy dimension,
on target party vote levels.

But the shortcomings of the standard spatial model
begin to surface when we compare the effects of strate-
gies within each of these three categories. No two of
the combinations containing accommodative strategies
have regression coefficients of the same magnitude.
Greater inconsistencies emerge when we compare the
coefficients of the strategic combinations in which the
proximal party is adversarial. Consideration of the con-
fidence intervals around these point estimates reduces
the perceived differences between the strategies within
each of the three categories, but several discrepancies
remain. When accommodative tactics are paired (i.e.,
ACAC strategy), they reduce niche party support by
1.5 percentage points. Yet, when accommodation is
joined with a more intense adversarial tactic (ACAD
where AD > AC), niche party vote increases by 1.1 per-
centage points.33 The power of the “irrelevant” non-
proximal party is also evident when we compare the
effect of the accommodatively dominant (AC > AD)
and the adversarially dominant (AD > AC) versions of
accommodative–adversarial (ACAD) strategies. Ac-
cording to the standard spatial model, the effect of
these strategies should be the same; yet there is a sig-
nificant difference in niche party vote obtained after
their implementation—–a difference expected by my
modified spatial model. These findings clearly demon-
strate that the behavior of the distant party matters.
Based on this comparison of the observationally dis-
tinct predictions of the two strategic theories, it seems
that the logic of the modified spatial model captures
competition between unequals better than that of the
standard spatial model.

FROM ONE ELECTION TO MANY:
EXPLAINING A NICHE PARTY’S
ELECTORAL TRAJECTORY
The regression parameter estimates confirm the cen-
tral claim of my strategic model: mainstream party
strategies affect the electoral strength of niche parties

33 The two-tailed 90% confidence intervals of these two strategic
combinations do not overlap.
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TABLE 5. Electoral Trajectory of Radical Right Party
Cumulative Electoral Change in Electoral Support

Electoral Periods Support Level (%) (in Percentage Points)
Party Emerged: Base Level Vote 3.00
(Exogenous to Model)
Period One: DIDI 4.96 +1.96
Period Two: DIAD 11.19 +6.23
Period Three: ACAD (where AD > AC) 12.23 +1.04
Period Four: ACAD (where AD > AC) 12.84 +0.61
Period Five: ACAD (where AC > AD) 10.95 −1.89
Note: Values calculated for a centralized state with a plurality electoral system and sociological variables held constant
at their means. The French country dummy variable is coded 1.

in a given election. But what can this model tell us
about the shape of a niche party’s electoral trajectory
when mainstream parties employ different strategies
over time? In Table 5, I present a typical set of main-
stream party responses to a radical right party and its
estimated effect on that niche party’s vote over several
elections. In this example, the electoral support lev-
els are evaluated under plurality-based electoral rules
in a centralized state with all economic variables held
constant at their means. A vote of 3% was chosen to
represent the niche party’s opening electoral perfor-
mance.

Although a mainstream party’s initial strategy is con-
tingent on a neophyte’s degree of electoral threat, a
survey of the data shows that most implement a cau-
tious, low-cost dismissive tactic in the first electoral
period.34 Following the second electoral showing of
the niche party, mainstream parties often take more
active measures. Here a dismissive–adversarial tactic is
modeled, a combination which more than doubles the
vote level of the radical right party and transforms it
from a minor irritant into a significant electoral threat.
Tempering the effect of adversarial strategies with ac-
commodative ones slows the rate of new party electoral
gain. However, it is clear that a reduction in the abso-
lute level of neophyte support occurs only when the
intensity of the mainstream party’s cooptative tactics
surpasses that of the vote-bolstering adversarial ones.

Far from being a mere hypothetical, this scenario
resembles the set of strategies pursued by the French
mainstream Socialist (PS) and Gaullist (RPR) parties
against the radical right Front National (FN) from 1978
to 1997. The Socialist party adopted an early, adversar-
ial stance against the niche party. The internally divided
Gaullist Party, on the other hand, was slow to respond
actively to the threatening anti-immigrant party; the
RPR pursued a cooptative strategy only as of 1986, af-
ter the electoral and reputational entrenchment of the
FN. In contrast to the hypothetical presented above,
the RPR’s accommodative strategy remained weaker
than the PS’s adversarial tactics throughout this time
period.

A comparison of the predicted effects of these
mainstream party strategies with the niche party’s ac-
tual electoral trajectory demonstrates the explanatory

34 For a discussion of the factors affecting mainstream party strategic
choice, see Meguid 2002.

power of my model. In Figure 1, I plot these trajectories,
with the model’s predictions of FN support from 1981
to 1997 based on the set of mainstream party strategies,
institutional and sociological conditions, and lagged FN
vote observed in France. As the Figure reveals, in four
of the five predicted elections, the 95% confidence
intervals around each point estimate encompass the
actual FN vote share. Although we cannot fully ignore
how GDP per capita and unemployment rates varied
during this time period, the significant electoral gains
made by the FN cannot be attributed to these socio-
logical variables; in each of these elections, the joint
effect of the sociological variables was to depress—–not
to boost—–the vote share of the niche party. Thus, it
was the strategic maneuvering of the French Socialists
and Gaullists that served as the workhorse of the FN’s
electoral success.

In addition to confirming the power of mainstream
party strategies, this comparison also calls attention to
the role played by each established party in altering
niche party success. In my model, increases in niche
party support came largely at the hands of a tradi-
tionally ignored, non-proximal party. This prediction
is consistent with the facts in the French case: it is
readily accepted by French scholars and journalists
that the FN’s high vote percentages were the direct
result of the PS’s adversarial behavior (Faux, Legrand,
and Perez 1994).35 Being the “enemy of the PS’s en-
emy” proved electorally fruitful for the FN. On the
contrary, the proximal Gaullist party was relatively in-
effective at containing the radical right party’s support.
The vote-diminishing influence of its dismissive and ac-
commodative tactics was repeatedly overwhelmed by
the adversarial behavior of its Socialist counterparts.
Had we assumed that meaningful interaction only oc-
curs between proximal actors, as claimed by standard
spatial models of party competition, we would have
predicted FN electoral failure rather than its apparent
success.

35 The Socialist Party also engaged in institutional forms of adver-
sarial strategy towards the FN. To boost the niche party’s support to
the detriment of the RPR, the PS changed the electoral rules from a
two-ballot plurality formula to PR in 1986. The RPR reinstated the
plurality formula in 1988. These changes to the electoral system are
reflected in the predicted values in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Electoral Trajectory of the French Front National: Actual versus Predicted (With 95%
Confidence Intervals)

Note: Predictions calculated for a centralized state with plurality rules and GDP/capita, unemployment levels and lagged FN vote as
observed in France.

CONCLUSION

By focusing on electoral rules, state structure, and the
economic health and value orientation of a society, the-
ories of new party electoral strength have prioritized
the structure of the competitive arena over the be-
havior of the actors within it. The evidence presented
here suggests that party strategies should not be over-
looked. Across Western Europe, the strategies of the
electorally and governmentally dominant parties shape
the electoral fortunes of niche parties. Moreover, when
the actions of the mainstream parties on the niche
party’s new issue dimension are taken into account,
the standard institutional and sociological factors fail
to exhibit a consistently significant effect on green and
radical right party vote levels.

The findings also challenge the sufficiency of the
standard spatial conception of party strategy. Addi-
tional data on voter perceptions of the salience and
ownership of the niche parties’ issues are needed to
examine explicitly the micro-level mechanism behind
party tactics, but the regression results reveal that main-
stream parties competing with niche actors are not
merely altering their positions along established pol-
icy dimensions with fixed salience. Rather, the results
are consistent with a modified spatial logic, whereby
mainstream parties also manipulate the salience and
ownership of the new party’s issue. It follows that
competition is not restricted to interaction between
ideological neighbors, as the standard spatial theory

claims; non-proximal parties play a critical role in
the success and failure of Western Europe’s niche
parties.

In affirming the general hypotheses of my spatial
theory, this analysis implies that mainstream party
strategies influence more than just niche party vote.
Indeed, competition between party unequals has ram-
ifications for the long-run competition between main-
stream party equals. First, mainstream party responses
to the new parties change the effective dimensions of
political competition. By adopting either an accom-
modative or an adversarial strategy, the mainstream
party is prioritizing the niche party’s issue dimension
and including it within the mainstream political debate.
Thus, not only is the shape of the policy space endoge-
nous to party competition, but also the “success” of
the niche party’s issue is distinct from niche party elec-
toral success. Immigration and the environment have
become mainstream campaign topics in most Western
European countries, even though many of the niche
parties that introduced them have disappeared. Strate-
gies directed against short-term threats, therefore, may
have a lasting impact on the content of the political
debate.

Second, in an even more direct manner, these
strategies affect the very survival of the mainstream
parties. When adversarial strategies are employed
against a non-proximal niche party, they turn it into a
weapon against an established party opponent. Even
though mainstream party electoral success typically
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depends on the party’s attractiveness on multiple
policy dimensions, such single-issue adversarial tactics
have been responsible for the loss of mainstream party
legislative seats and even governmental turnover.
Examples are not restricted to Western Europe,
as demonstrated by the role of the Republicans’
adversarial tactics toward Green Party candidate
Ralph Nader in the defeat of Democrat Al Gore in
the 2000 U.S. presidential election. At the extreme,
adversarial strategies could result in party system

APPENDIX

TABLE A1. Western European Mainstream and Niche Parties Included in the Analysis

Country
Center-Left

Mainstream Party
Center-Right

Mainstream Party Environmental Party Radical Right Party
Austria SPÖ ÖVP Die Grüne FPÖ

Alternative, VGÖ
Belgium PS/SP PRL/PVV Ecolo/Agalev Vlaams Blok,Front National
Denmark SD KF De Grønne Fremskridtspartiet
Finland SSDP KOK Vihreät/Vihreä Liitto —–
France PS RPR Les Verts, Génération

Ecologie
Front National

Germany SPD CDU Die Grünen DieRepublikaner,Deutsche
Volksunion

Greece PASOK Nea Dimokratia OIKIPA —–
Ireland Labour Fianna Fáil, Fine

Gael
Comhaontas Glas —–

Italy PCI DC Liste Verdi Movimento Sociale Italiano
Luxembourg LSAP CSV Di Grëng Alternative,

Greng Lëscht
Ekologesch Initiative

Lëtzebuerg fir de
Letzebuerger National
Bewegong

Netherlands PvdA VVD Groen Links,
De Groenen

Centrumdemocraten,
Centrumpartij /
Centrumpartij ‘86

Norway A H Miljøpartiet de Grønne Fremskrittspartiet
Portugal PSP PSD Os Verdes Partido da Democracia

Crista
Spain PSOE AP/PP Los Verdes —–
Sweden SAP M Miljöpartiet de Gröna Ny Demokrati
Switzerland SPS/PSS CVP/PDC Grüne Partei der

Schweiz/ Parti
écologiste suisse,
Grünes Bündnis
der Schweiz/
Alliance socialiste
verte

Schweizerische
Demokraten/Démocrates
suisses, Schweizer Auto
Partei/Parti automobiliste
suisse

United Kingdom Labour Conservative Green Party National Front, British
National Party

Sources: Caramani (2000); Castles and Mair (1984); Laver and Hunt (1992); Mackie and Rose (1991, 1997).

realignment through the elimination of the main-
stream party opponent and its replacement with
the niche party. With consequences for both the
number of parties and the issues dominating po-
litical debate, mainstream party tactics against
niche parties are not just means to counteract
a set of single-issue political actors; these ev-
eryday strategies have effectively become tools
in the larger political processes of party system
change.
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