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Abstract. The global financial crisis and economic collapse in countries across the world 

presents new challenges for economic voting models. While there is a consensus that 

economic voting exists, even the most ardent supporters will agree that it is a variable force 

and can only explain a portion of voting behaviour (Lewis-Beck 2007). However, when 

changes in economic circumstances are life altering, the impact is likely to be far greater. 

This paper explores the asymmetry effects of boom and bust economics on voting patterns at 

Irish national elections from 2002 – 2011, a period which contains three elections with the 

most recent in 2011 being the third most volatile in European post-war history (Mair 2012). 

Drawing on the Stegmaier and Lewis-Beck (2011) framework, the paper investigates 

asymmetric economic voting as a force at routine and crisis elections. Ireland presents a 

fascinating case study in the examination of economic voting in times of crisis. Indeed, the 

scale of the political change in Ireland since the economic crisis is at the extreme end of the 

spectrum of what has previously been captured as economic voting. We find that economic 

shocks matter a great deal, Irish voters like their counterparts elsewhere are economic voters 

and this was never as clear as when the economy collapsed in 2011. 
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Introduction 

Voters at elections in the Republic of Ireland engage in economic voting but like voters in 

many other jurisdictions, the extent of the economic vote varies across time. This paper 

considers economic voting at elections conducted in very different economic environments. 

The study covers three elections which span the boom and bust in the Irish economy. As 

such, the paper provides an opportunity to investigate whether economic crises can amplify 

economic voting. Generally, economic voting is a relatively small force which is significant 

because it moves voters in one direction; a positive economy will encourage voters to support 

the incumbent government while the converse is also true. Indeed, some work has suggested 

that voters are harsher in an economic downturn and more likely to punish the incumbent. 

Consequently, economic voting can be a decisive force at elections putting parties in and out 

of government.  

 

The 2011 general election in Ireland was the third most volatile in Western Europe since 

1945 and the transformation of the political landscape is attributed to the fallout from the 

financial and economic crisis. Ireland was one of the first countries to enter recession and the 

economic crisis has been deep and protracted. The Irish party system can be seen as lying 

outside the dominant explanatory frameworks used in many European systems but voting 

behaviour displays evidence of convergence on European norms; partisan de-alignment, 

leader effects, and economic voting are all in evidence. This paper employs economic voting 
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to explore election outcomes at the boom elections of 2002 and 2007 as well as providing a 

test of economic voting in the midst of economic turmoil and ultimately an EU/IMF bailout. 

 

Literature 

The economic voting literature is united by a fundamental question: do voters evaluate 

governments on their economic management and if yes, how? Within this broad parameter, a 

variety of questions have been examined ranging from national to personal economic 

conditions, how far back voters evaluate; myopic or long range, is there clarity of 

responsibility within the political system, which level of government is accountable, and are  

parties within government treated differently. The most persuasive evidence has been 

uncovered in traditional economic voting models which hypothesise that incumbent 

governments do better at the polls when the economy is performing well and that voters are 

generally retrospective. These retrospective models focus on the extent to which voters hold 

the government to account for past performance. Drawing on V.O. Key’s argument that 

voters attribute responsibility for current economic performance to the government of the 

day, successive iterations of economic voting models have assessed this relationship (Fiorina 

1978; Peffley 1984; Kiewiet and Rivers 1984; Lewis-Beck and Paldam 2000; Nadeau and 

Lewis-Beck 2000). In a special volume of Electoral Studies (2000: 117), Nadeau and Lewis-

Beck collate the evidence from the thirteen papers in the edition and conclude that 

retrospective economic voting models continue to outperform prospective models. The global 

economic crisis has presented new challenges for retrospective models as they are now being 

invoked to explain electoral swings against a backdrop of rapidly deteriorating economic 

conditions (Anderson and Hecht 2012). 
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With persuasive and extensive evidence to support the retrospective economic voting theory, 

the field of research diversified into questions of what conditions the economic vote i.e., why 

does it vary across time and space. Powell and Whitten (1993) in a cross national study 

demonstrated that responsibility for economic decision making, the ideological image of the 

government and its electoral base all condition the economic vote. In an extension of this 

work Duch and Stevenson (2008) argued that economic voting is a conditional law rather 

than a universal one. Their results confirmed strong economic voting patterns and they 

identified three sets of conditional factors which are critical to understanding variations in 

economic voting across countries and time; political control of the economy, concentration 

and distribution of policy making responsibility over parties and the pattern of contention 

among parties for future decision making. In an important refinement to the clarity argument, 

they hypothesise that in countries with “perennial governing parties”, the economic vote is 

weaker. This contention is borne out in their empirical analysis for Belgium, the Netherlands 

and Italy (2008: 345). Brug et al (2007) also address voters’ ability to identify the source of 

responsibility for economic decision making. While coalitions are conceived as posing a 

particular challenge because economic decision making may be shared across a number of 

parties, they argue that the focus should be on the party occupying the post of prime minister 

and the department of finance. They identify these as important shortcuts available to voters 

for attributing political responsibility for economic performance. Ireland provides a clear test 

of the Duch and Stevenson model, in that there was a dominant party of government, high 

clarity of responsibility conditions and in line with Brug et al, a single party with direct 

control of economic policy making for fourteen years, albeit within coalition and minority 

governments. The 2002 and 2007 elections are classified as routine and provide a “normal” 
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test of this hypothesis while the 2011 election offers the opportunity to consider whether 

economic crisis can overcome low level political competition. 

 

The economic voting literature on Ireland is relatively slim. A small number of studies have 

produced some evidence of a moderate, yet variable retrospective economic vote (Marsh and 

Tilly 2010; Harrison and Marsh 1998; Borooah and Borooah 1990). The first was by Borooah 

and Borooah (1990) who found that there was a strong relationship between government 

popularity and the performance of the national economy from 1974-1987. Unemployment 

was the most important economic variable identified in this study. A subsequent replication 

study by Harrison and Marsh  (1998) also recorded significant economic voting in Ireland 

over an extended time period. Both of these studies covered elections which took place 

against the backdrop of economic crisis, particularly elections in the early 1980s. This work 

was updated by Marsh et al (2008) which again supported the existence of an economic vote 

while Marsh and Tilly (2010) later revisited this territory and found it was variable; favoured 

parties are not blamed for policy failures and less favoured ones are not credited with policy 

success. More recently, the evidence is that during the period of boom from 2002 to 2007 the 

economic vote was crowded out by quality of life issues (Marsh et al 2008, and Marsh and 

Tilly 2010). As such, the studies provide evidence of a positive economic vote. However, it 

would appear that the economic vote was stronger during recession with voters preferring to 

punish than reward, with other issues coming to the fore during boom times. The economic 

collapse offers an opportunity to revisit the economic vote in a time of crisis. There is a 

limited crisis literature focussing on periods as varied as the 1930s in the US to the 1980s in 

Ireland to Hungary in the 2000s (Achen and Bartels 2005, Stegmaier and Lewis-Beck 2011). 
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Achen and Bartels (2005) explored the impact of the Great Depression on voting behaviour in 

the 1930s. For the US, they argue that voting patterns can be understood most accurately 

through the use of retrospective economic voting models, arguing that the political 

realignment which took place in the 1930s was a consequence of persistent economic voting 

rather than an ideological shift. Extending this analysis to a number of other countries in the 

1930s (including Ireland and Sweden), they hypothesise that economic voting was a major 

factor in elections in the 1930s was supported. Departing from the nationalist narrative, they 

argue that economic voting was a component of the growth in support for Fianna Fáil in the 

1930s, as the incumbent Cumann na nGaedheal government was punished for poor economic 

performance arising from the 1929 Wall Street Crash and the ensuing global depression. 

They conclude that in times of crisis, a strong economic vote can have long lasting impacts in 

the form of a re-alignment of the party system.  

 

The impact of the recent crisis on election outcomes is only starting to become clear as 

elections occur. Some early evidence on the impact of the crisis has been provided by Marsh 

and Mikhaylov (2012), Stegmaier and Lewis-Beck (2011) and Anderson and Hecht (2011). 

One of the more plausible explanations for the asymmetric reaction of voters to economic 

crisis lies in the attention that voters pay to recession rather than boom. The attribution of 

responsibility literature has also shown that voters are more adept at punishment than reward 

(Kramer 1971, Erikson 1990). In addition, voters with a negative perception of economic 

performance are more likely to vote (Arceneaux 2003). Furthermore Soroka (2006) has 

shown that there are asymmetric effects among voters to economic news. Negative 

information is demonstrated to have a more significant impact on voters’ attitudes. As a 

consequence, a strong negative economic vote would be expected in Ireland in 2011. The 
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enormous scale of the economic crisis in Ireland from 2008, a rapid rise in unemployment 

and the incessant media coverage of the collapse allows us to postulate that voters were 

conscious of the crisis and that it was a factor in their decision making at the 2011 election.  

In addition, we know that knowledge matters, and voters with higher levels of knowledge are 

more likely to punish the government (Bartels 1996; Tillman 2011). Specifically, Tillman 

demonstrated that UK voters with higher levels of political knowledge were more likely to 

attribute blame for the financial crisis to the Labour Government. 

 

If voters react more decisively to hard times, it is instructive to know which issues in 

particular, are the focus of most attention. Perceptions of national economic performance are 

important for voters and unemployment emerges as a critical litmus test for governments in a 

range of studies of economic voting (Lewis-Beck and Mitchell 1990; Nannestad and Paldam 

1997; Sanders 1999; Bengtsson 2004). Evidence here has been variable, for example 

Nannestad and Paldam (1997) found high levels of voter ignorance among Danish voters, a 

subsequent study by Sanders (1999) indicated that although UK voters only have limited 

economic knowledge, their perceptions of economic performance were reasonably attuned to 

reality. Nannestad and Paldam (2000) demonstrated that more than half of the Danish voters 

studied had reasonably accurate knowledge about unemployment figures but few had realistic 

perceptions of inflation and they knew even less about the overall budget balance.  

 

There are a number of clear messages which can be drawn from the literature. A wide variety 

of political and institutional factors can condition the economic vote. The evidence is 

strongest for the retrospective economic voter. Furthermore, voters are more inclined towards 
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punishment in times of poor economic performance than reward in good times and they are 

willing to turn against a government which they had previously trusted to have economic 

competence. While there are questions about voters’ knowledge levels, unemployment 

resonates strongly with voters and it is this economic variable which is most clearly 

understood by them. Finally, negative information matters more than positive information. 

Consequently, we hypothesise that a small economic vote should be evident at Irish elections 

in 2002 and 2007, when the economy was growing strongly, and that the scale of the 

macroeconomic crisis, but particularly the employment collapse, should contribute to a 

significant and large punishment economic vote in 2011. Furthermore, we argue that, 

although the literature argues that political and institutional factors may condition and 

constrain the economic vote in normal times, these factors are overwhelmed in the face of the 

2008 economic collapse in Ireland. The final element of the argument is that, in times of deep 

economic crisis, we will expect economic voting to be closer to a universal law and less 

conditional, with much larger impacts evident. 

 

Boom and Bust in Ireland 

The Irish economy became the subject of international attention in the late 1990s arising from 

a dramatic surge in economic growth and a particular success in attracting foreign 

multinational investment into the country. Ireland experienced a remarkable reversal of 

fortune and the foundations for what became known as the ‘good boom’ and the ‘bad boom’ 

were set. The ‘good boom’ was marked by a period of export-led growth with GDP rates in 

excess of 5 per cent and is often known as the Celtic Tiger. The ‘bad boom’ started to evolve 

from 2002 and refers to the period of domestic construction-led growth, as construction 

began to account for 10 per cent of GDP. The global financial crisis collapsed the Irish 
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banking system, already imperilled by a domestic property mania (discussed in Breen 2012). 

Ireland was the first country officially to enter recession and growth rates remained in 

negative territory in 2010, when Ireland accessed a joint EU and IMF package of financial 

support. 

 

Economic growth matters in Ireland, as elsewhere, but a peculiar historical experience of 

high unemployment and emigration have combined to elevate public sensitivity to 

unemployment which is the most salient macroeconomic variable found in previous studies 

of economic voting. While employment levels rose to unprecedented levels during the boom 

years, the crisis resulted in a catastrophic collapse. The unemployment rate was just below 15 

per cent when the election was called in 2011. It had increased from 4.5 per cent in just two 

years. Figure 1 provides an overview of the scale of the unemployment volte face in just 

twenty years. 

 

Figure 1 about here please 

 

Ireland had a dominant party system dating from the 1930s. Party attachment is low by 

international standards and Marsh (2006) has described the party system as having weak 

foundations. While ideology has had a limited role in driving electoral outcomes, in recent 

years, a reputation for competent economic management emerged as the mainstay of support 

for the dominant party, Fianna Fáil. The party acquired a reputation for competence at 

economic governance during their 1987-89 period in office and this is identified as a 

contributing factor to their success at elections from 1997-2007 (Marsh et al 2008; Marsh and 
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Mikhaylov 2012).  Consequently, the economic crisis in 2008 represented a major threat to 

the support base of Fianna Fáil, in that the party’s reputation for economic management 

disintegrated. The election campaign was dominated by economic issues, unemployment, the 

terms of the financial bailout and management of the public finances (O’Leary 2012). 

Sanders (1996) in a paper on election forecasting considered the possible election impacts of 

the decline in the UK Conservative Party’s reputation for competant economic management 

after Black Wednesday, when the Conservatives saw their support levels drop from 43 per 

cent to 29 per cent in opinion polls over just one month in 1992. Sanders concluded that if the 

party did not regain its reputation, it was unlikely to win the 1997 election. The reputational 

damage of the economic crisis in Ireland for Fianna Fáil appears to have been much more 

severe and its share of the vote plummeted below 20 per cent in the 2011 election, its lowest 

vote ever. Mair (in Gallagher and Marsh 2012) has demonstrated that the 2011 general 

election in Ireland was the third most volatile in Western Europe since 1945. 

 

Hypotheses and Model 

Following the approach used in economic voting we explain FF popularity with sequential 

additions of individual variables.  

The general model is as follows: 

Incumbent Vote = f (Retrospective Evaluations, Economics ) 

This paper tests two central hypotheses.  Hypothesis one considers the retrospective 

economic voting relationship. This hypothesis is drawn from a general retrospective 

macroeconomic voting model. Brug et al (2007) demonstrate that retrospective voting is 

more prevalent in high clarity countries and Ireland falls into this classification, having had 
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the same party in power, through a variety of different coalitions for the duration of this 

study. In addition, the main economic ministry remained with the Fianna Fáil party for the 

full period. The independent variable of interest was coded from the following survey 

question: 

Thinking back over the last XXX years – the lifetime of the XXXXX government  – 

would you say that the ECONOMY in Ireland over that period of time got a lot better; 

a little better; stayed the same; got a little worse; or got a lot worse? 

The second hypothesis employs macroeconomic objective variables, however because of 

strong multicollinearity and little variation across years it is not possible to utilise more than 

one objective macro variable at a time. For obvious reasons (and also because on testing it 

proved the most significant) we have chosen the unemployment rate.  In other words we are 

hypothesising that changes in the unemployment rate will lead directly to changes in vote 

intention. 

 

Data and Method 

This paper utilises the 2002 to 2007 Irish National Election Study, a five wave panel study 

extracting the data from the general election years of 2002 and 2007 and appending the  more 

recent election study in 2011,  utilising the three years as a cross sectional database. Variables 

which are common to both strands are renamed and recoded for consistency to allow the 

researcher to view changes in overall attitudes over time.  Thus the dataset is, in effect, a time 

series for three years 2002, 2007 and 2011. However, we are not able to take full advantage 

of this data structure by tracking changes among specified individuals over time because the 

2011 survey questioned a fresh sample of respondents. 
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The dependent variable tested in this paper is recalled vote, as all election studies were taken 

within a short period of a national election. This obviates the necessity for predicting vote 

from vote intention. As is standard in economic voting models, this is a dummy variable for 

government and opposition. This has been found to be problematic in many multi party 

systems given that coalition government affects the ability of voters to clearly identify a 

party’s contribution to policy outcomes. In many countries, coalition government on occasion 

allows parties to blame each other and obfuscate responsibility, making it difficult for voters 

to discern who is actually to blame for political and economic outcomes  (Anderson, 1995a, 

b, Anderson and Hecht 2012) However, in Ireland the governing party Fianna Fáil was 

dominant over all periods with voters readily able to attribute responsibility. The party has 

also held the central finance portfolio at all times when it was in government. 

 

The independent variables, which may account for the collapse in the dominant party vote 

share over time, measure both the routine and the crisis. In general vote function models, 

from the US to the UK, France and Hungary there are two separate categories for 

independent economic variables (vigorously tested in France and the United Kingdom, 

(Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 2011; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier, 2000, 184–188). The first 

concerns objective macroeconomic indicators, such as unemployment, inflation, or growth 

(for example, Norpoth 1985). The second concerns subjective indicators, such as subjective 

indicators of attributions and evaluations pertaining to economic and political performance 

(See, for example, Marsh and Tilly 2010; Anderson and Hecht 2012). This paper utilises 

subjective sentiments available from election studies as well as an objective measure of the 

unemployment rate (survey based ratio of the number of persons unemployed to the number 
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of persons in the work force, Central Statistics Office). The subjective measure is a 

sociotropic retrospective evaluation that asks the individual how they view the performance 

of the economy over the last year. In terms of the objective indicators, the lack of variation 

means that we can only run one marco variable in any single estimation. This of course 

severely hinders its explanatory power but, nonetheless, we think it is worth doing for 

exploratory purposes. 

 

For control, we also include standard measures of partisanship, information and vote, namely 

education, income and age.  In order to allow for error at this macro level, this paper employs 

a standard multi-level fixed effect model. The objective macro variables are fixed as are the 

individual subjective variables. Thus, we argue that the only random effect would be the 

intercept at individual level, which will be partly explained by the macro level fixed effects 

and will allow for any unexplored variation between survey years.  

 

Descriptive results 

Before delving into the detailed econometric analysis, it is worth visually examining the data 

in order to observe the broad patterns that exist. As discussed above, we argue that economic 

voting is asymmetric and that voters are disproportionate in their responses to punishment 

and to reward. In Figure 2, we can see that economic voting looks to have been in existence 

to varying extents in the last three Irish general elections in 2002, 2007 and 2011. In all three 

cases we see that government supporters are more positive about economic performance over 

the previous five years than opposition supporters. We can also see that these patterns were 

asymmetric and more extreme in 2011 with very few voters voting for the Government who 
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believed the economy had gotten worse. The difficulty of course for the Government was that 

most people were now in most negative category: very few voters believed the economy had 

improved. 

 

Figure 2 about here please 

 

We first turn our attention to the extent of economic voting in each of the last three elections. 

If we examine Table 1, which includes a basic model of economic voting, we can see that 

there is evidence, as expected, that retrospective evaluations of the economy mattered in both 

2002 and in 2011 but not in 2007. A plausible interpretation for the lack of economic voting 

in 2007 is that as the economy was turning down, Fianna Fáil was trading on its reputation 

for economic competence to get the state out of the economic difficulties rather than in any 

sense being rewarded for a well-run booming economy; however, we cannot be certain 

because the 2007 model does not pass conventional tests of significance. 

 

The coefficients in Table 1 represent a change in the log odds of voting for the government 

for a one unit increase in the independent variable, holding other variables constant. All of 

the variables have been placed on a common scale (0-1) to facilitate comparison. Our main 

variable of interest – evaluation – has consistently the largest impact on voting behaviour, 

following closely by partisanship and education. An increase of one unit from the best to the 

worst evaluation of the economy reduces the log odds of voting for the government by 1.47 

in 2002, 2.88 in 2011 and 1.07 for all three elections. These findings suggest that while 

economic voting matters at routine elections it is even more important at crisis elections. By 
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contrast, neither income nor age is a statistically significant predictor of the vote in any time 

period. We now proceed to interpret our main finding using a more intuitive approach: the 

change in the predicted probability of voting for the incumbent. 

 

Table 1 about here please 

 

Figure 3 illustrates the marginal effect of retrospective evaluations on voting for the 

government, holding other variables constant at mean values. We know that these 

calculations are unrealistic in that the demographic and attitudinal profiles of party supporters 

do vary in reality; but nonetheless we considered this to be an interesting exercise. The first 

panel illustrates the impact of evaluations during the 2002 election. It shows that a change 

from the best to the worst evaluation reduces the probability of voting for the government by 

.35, holding other variables constant at mean values. Moreover, the confidence intervals 

suggest that our estimates of mid-range evaluations (“Little Better” and “Same” categories) 

are the most precise, while the confidence intervals of our estimates of very negative 

assessments overlap somewhat. The second panel illustrates the impact of evaluations during 

the 2007 election. The confidence intervals show that the effect of evaluation is not 

significantly different from zero. By contrast, the panel for the 2011 election shows that 

evaluations have a substantial effect on voting behaviour. It shows that a change from the 

best to the worst evaluation reduces the probability of voting for the government by .59, a 68 

per cent increase in economic voting over the 2002 estimate. The confidence intervals in the 

2011 panel suggest that our estimates for individuals who hold negative views (in the “Little 

Worse” and “Lot Worse” categories) are very precise, at least compared to our other 

estimates. However, we’re less confident about our point estimates for more positive 

categories, as the confidence intervals overlap considerably. The fourth panel illustrates the 
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impact of evaluation on voting when one pools the data from all three elections. This panel 

suggests that a move from the best to the worst evaluation reduces the probability of voting 

for government by .25. The confidence intervals suggest that our estimates are more precise, 

especially for respondents in the middle of the distribution, reflecting the efficiency gains 

from the larger sample size.  

 

Figure 3 about here please 

 

Table 2 shows results for the same estimation but with the macro variable of unemployment 

being included. It is statistically significant and associated with a reduction in government 

support. Due to issues with multicollinearity, the dummy variable for 2011 drops from our 

fixed effects specification. As a consequence, we present additional estimates from pooled 

observations and random effects. The substantive effect of a change in the macro rate of 

unemployment is larger than any other variable, including individuals’ evaluations of the 

economy. A move to the lowest to the highest level of unemployment reduces the probability 

of supporting the government by .37, whereas retrospective evaluations in the same model 

predict a .23 reduction. 

 

Table 2 about here please 

 

We also run a number of simulations for 2011 as reported in Table 3 where we can see that 

that under most scenarios the Government parties were likely to do badly. The exception is if 

all voters had positive evaluations of the economy (a very unlikely scenario given the 
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economic collapse) the Government would have had a far larger share of the vote (50 per 

cent). However, the retrospective evaluation of the economy does appear to do the heavy 

lifting. If all had a negative evaluation of the economy the Government’s vote share would 

have amounted to just 8 per cent. This again underlines the dominance of the retrospective 

evaluation variable. 

 

Table 3 about here 

 

Conclusions 

Support for the government in Ireland can be broadly explained with a straightforward model 

of economic responsibility, accounting for much of the variation in vote intention. It appears 

that economic shocks matter a great deal, Irish voters like their counterparts elsewhere are 

economic voters and this was never as clear as when the economy collapsed in 2011. 

Consistent with the literature discussed, the retrospective evaluation variable is significant at 

the 2011 election. Voters look back especially in times of economic crisis. Overall the 

standard reward punishment model for understanding the vote stands up well in Ireland, both 

at times of routine but even more so in times of crisis. 

 

Interestingly, it is clear that negative economic performance has a far greater impact on 

support levels for parties. The scale of the desertion of Fianna Fáil by voters in 2011 far 

exceeds any reward which the party accrued in 2002 when the economy was booming and 

had been given the Celtic Tiger epitaph. The reward for positive performance is limited and 

might be best seen as inertia. This point goes someway to explaining the long period in 
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government which Fianna Fáil experienced from 1997 - 2011. It coincided with a decade of 

economic growth and retrospective voters stayed with the party in power until the economic 

crisis, reinforcing arguments that reputation for good economic governance can aid a party in 

power. Conversely, governing through an economic crisis may have the effect of 

overwhelming existing levels of partisanship. The Irish party system has had weak levels of 

party attachment for some time which may have made Fianna Fáil more vulnerable to loss of 

support in a crisis. 

 

Unemployment is the most powerful macroeconomic factor at Irish elections. The surge in 

unemployment from 2008 drove partisans away from Fianna Fáil in large numbers. However, 

unemployment mattered at all elections and those uncertain about their employment 

prospects were more likely to vote against the government, although these were relatively 

small groups at the 2002 and 2007 elections. The evidence reported is consistent with the 

long standing salience of unemployment in Irish politics. 

 

Overall, this work demonstrates that economic voting models work well in explaining 

patterns at Irish elections, both routine and crisis. The economic crisis brought about the 

collapse of the dominant party of Irish politics for nearly a century. The party continues to 

struggle more than a year after its Waterloo. More than anything else, the Irish example 

shows that voters attribute responsibility for an economic crisis to the incumbent government. 

The Irish political system may turn out to be one of the first to experience the consequences 

of what has been termed the Great Recession. While economic voting has long been 

considered a small but consistent force at elections, this paper demonstrates that in an 
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economic crisis, economic voting can become a powerful and transformative force in a 

political system. It may be a predictor of widespread political change ahead in many 

countries which have been heavily impacted by the economic crisis. 
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Figure 1. Standardised unemployment rate 1983-2013 
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Figure 2. Economic voting: Retrospective evaluations of the economy. Notes: 1=Lot Better, 

2=Little Better, 3=Same, 4=Little Worse, 5=Lot Worse. 
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Figure 3. Change in predicted probability of government vote. Notes: Figures computed from 

models 1-4 in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Economic evaluations over time 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 2002 2007 2011 Fixed 

          

Evaluation -1.47*** -0.19 -2.88*** -1.07*** 

 (0.278) (0.310) (0.622) (0.195) 

Close -1.43*** 0.23 -2.19*** -0.99*** 

 (0.308) (0.386) (0.560) (0.221) 

Education -1.23*** 0.10 -0.99** -0.71*** 

 (0.225) (0.256) (0.448) (0.156) 

Income -0.01 0.40 -0.10 0.15 

 (0.291) (0.277) (0.328) (0.167) 

Age -0.23 0.50 0.43 0.13 

 (0.380) (0.444) (0.628) (0.257) 

     

Observations 1,662 1,104 1,025 3,791 

ll -1109 -758 -414 -2312 

chi2 86.0 4.50 50.7 535 

p 0.00 0.48 0.00 0.00 

Dependent variable: vote for the government (recalled). Logistic 

regression. Standard errors in parentheses. Model 4 includes 

election year fixed effects (not displayed). 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 2. Retrospective unemployment 

  (1) (2) (3) 

 Pooled Fixed Random 

        

Evaluation -0.99*** -1.07*** -1.05*** 

 (0.194) (0.195) (0.195) 

Close -0.97*** -0.99*** -0.99*** 

 (0.220) (0.221) (0.221) 

Education -0.71*** -0.71*** -0.71*** 

 (0.156) (0.156) (0.156) 

Income 0.30* 0.15 0.18 

 (0.162) (0.167) (0.168) 

Age 0.21 0.13 0.15 

 (0.256) (0.257) (0.257) 

Unemployment -1.63*** -1.41*** -1.62*** 

 (0.208) (0.216) (0.295) 

Observations 3,791 3,791 3,791 

ll -2319 -2312 -2315 

chi2 520 535 179 

p 0 0 0 

Dependent variable: vote for government (recalled). Logistic 

regression. Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** 

p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 3. Expected vote in 2011 under simulated conditions 

 Government 

vote would 

be 

Opposition 

vote would 

be 

At maximum   

If all had  negative evaluation of 

economy 

8 92 

If none close  7 93 

At minimum   

If none had negative evaluation of 

economy 

50 50 

If all close  23 77 

Actual vote was 17/83. N=930. Table is predicted outcome if 

variable at its maximum/minimum value and all others at their 

mean value. Initial gives 85% correctly classified. Log likelihood 

Full Model -425.366. Prob > LR 0.0000. 

 

 

 

Table 4. Change in predicted probability of government vote 

 2002 2011 Pooled with 

country 

fixed effects 

Pooled 

(controlling 

for macro 

unemployment) 

Evaluation -.349 -.589 -.252 -.234 

Close -.343 -.312   

Education -.298 -135   

 

 


