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In order to measure ideology, political scientists heavily rely on the so-called left-right scale. Left and right are, however, abstract political concepts and may trigger different associations among respondents. If these associations vary systematically with other variables this may induce bias in the empirical study of ideology. We illustrate this problem using a unique survey that asked respondents open-ended questions regarding the meanings they attribute to the concepts “left” and “right”. We assess and categorize this textual data using topic modeling techniques. Our analysis shows that variation in respondents’ associations is systematically related to their self-placement on the left-right scale and also to variables such as education and respondents’ cultural background (East vs. West Germany). Our findings indicate that the interpersonal comparability of the left-right scale across individuals is impaired. More generally, our study suggests that we need more research on how respondents interpret various abstract concepts that we regularly use in survey questions.
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                    Notes
	In their seminal work “The Psychology of Survey Response” Tourangeau et al. (2000, p. 45) dedicate a whole chapter to the general problem (see Chap. 2.4.2) and discuss the study by Belson (1981). Belson (1981) reports that only 8 % understood the question as intended. Whereas some respondents associated “children” with “kids 8 years old or younger”, “others understood children as those 19–20 years old or younger” (Tourangeau et al. 2000, p. 45).


	See the ANES 2000 pilot study open question on generalized trust. Uslaner (2002) finds that this question fares better than two other questions on fairness and helpfulness of Rosenberg’s faith in people scale (Rosenberg 1956).


	Google Ngram Viewer seems to indicate that widespread use really picked up in 1970.


	Person A might have a small car in mind whereas person B might think of a Hummer which may affect their evaluation of e.g. the impact of cars on the environment.


	It has long been argued that differences between scale points (e.g. the step from 9 to 10) may be interpreted differently by different respondents. Quantifiers on response scales such as “totally agree” also represent vague concepts and might be used differently by different respondents. For instance, Tourangeau et al. (2000, p. 47) and King et al. (2004a) discuss this problem and potential solutions. The problem we discuss here is similar in nature, however, we want to emphasize the role played by more abstract concepts such “democracy” or “left”. Especially, in cross-cultural and cross-linguistic research the error induced by the latter concepts should be more relevant.


	We only illustrate the impact on measurement for different associations with “left”. The same problem exists of course exists for “right” which is the other end of the scale.


	This might also hold for politically interest or sophistication. More interested and sophisticated individuals are assumed to be aware of the multidimensionality of the policy space and the complexity of political concepts. Therefore they might refer to abstract ideologies rather than to specific policy fields or the position of a specific party. It is also likely that partisans of different parties have different associations with “left” and “right” which might affect the relationship between partisanship and ideology as measured through left-right self-placement (see Inglehart and Klingemann 1976). For instance, supporters of left-wing parties might have more positive associations with “left” than supporters of right-wing parties.


	As we will see below a large percentage of respondents did not give any associations with “left” and “right” when being probed in our study.


	In terms of overall validity it is clear that a survey question should match a researcher’s conceptual definition (Sturgis and Smith 2010, p. 89). The problems of interpersonal incomparability discussed here may, however, render a seemingly valid measure of a scientific concept invalid.


	In the first sample stage municipalities (Gemeinden) in Western Germany and municipalities in Eastern Germany were selected with a probability proportional to their number of adult residents; in the second sample stage individual persons were selected at random from the municipal registers of residents. Targeted individuals who did not have adequate knowledge of German to conduct the interview were treated as systematic unit non-responses. The method of data collection were personal interviews with standardized questionnaire (CAPI—computer assisted personal interviewing) [see http://www.gesis.org/en/allbus/study-profiles/2008/ (12/28/2015)].


	A different approach would be to query their associations before letting them locate themselves on the left-right scale. However, here we want to investigate how respondents deal with the left-right scale, and thus we consider this question order to be more adequate for that purpose. Another technique to reveal associations during the answering process could be the think aloud technique. Note, however, that this method comes with certain weaknesses suggested by Tourangeau et al. (2000, pp. 44–45).


	In additional analyses (not reported here) we investigated the missings (don’t know, no information) for a set of more concrete closed-ended policy questions in the same survey. The number of missings seems to increase with the difficulty of the question. Morever, don’t knows regarding associations with left/right seem to predict those missings, albeit the effects are not very strong.


	As we demonstrate in Figs. 15 and 16 in the Appendix, these results also hold even if we do not rely on this topic modeling technique and use instead simple word counts. This analysis shows that individuals located on different extremes of the left-right scale associate very different words to describe these two concepts. To facilitate reading these figures, in Table 4 in the Appendix  we provide the top ten words on each extreme of the x-axis that were mentioned 5 or more times.


	Preliminary analyses (without controls) not reported here but included in the replication files seem to indicate that associations with left and right are also linked to party left-right placements.


	Importantly, however, our results also matter for questions that ask respondents’ to locate others (such as parties) on the left-right scale.
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Appendix
Appendix
History and Usage of the Left-right Scale
The two concepts, “left” and “right”, are used as description of the political space measured by a scale contrasting liberal or progressive with conservative political positions. They originate from the seating arrangement in the French Parliament (Fuhse 2004; Raschke 1998). Right after the French Revolution the Members of Parliament started to sit next to each other according to their ideological position: the conservatives sat on the right side, the progressives sat on the left side. This is how we began to associate these two simple adjectives of spatial positions and directions with political ideologies. From the very start, distinguishing between “left” and “right” has thus been a means to reduce the complexity of the political space, “which serves primarily to provide an orientation function for individuals and a communications function for the political system” (Fuchs and Klingemann 1990, p. 205).
The first step towards measuring ideologies on a one-dimensional scale was made by the economist Hotelling (1929) who analyzed effects of the distance between the relevant market actors on the market price of a good. Taking up this concept of a spatial market, Downs (1957) developed the idea of a one-dimensional political market in which the whole spectrum of political preferences is “[...] ordered from left to right in a manner agreed upon by all voters” (Downs 1957, p. 115). His political spatial market ranged from 0 to 100, covering the degree to which percentage the government should intervene in economic affairs which made his model the first to be based on a liberal-conservative scale, ranging from left to right. The liberal-conservative scale is the Anglo-American counterpart to the Western European left-right scale and they are theoretically very similar (and practically often treated as the same) (see Fuchs and Klingemann 1990, p. 204; Huber 1989, p. 601; Inglehart and Klingemann 1976, p. 244; Neundorf 2011, p. 233; Poole and Rosenthal 2007; Stokes 1963, p. 368).
In current social science research the left-right scale is widely-used to measure respondents’ ideology as well as to position political actors and parties.Footnote 15 The response scales used in these publications differ widely. While some use three- to eleven-point scales, others forgo a neutral middle point and apply scales with an even number of scale points. Even though the vast majority of these articles trusts in the explanatory power of the scale, we are, of course, not the first social scientists to be suspicious of the left-right scale. There are a number of studies mainly focusing on the variance of interpretations of this scale (Bauer-Kaase 2001; Conover and Feldman 1981; Corbetta et al. 2009; Freire 2006; Freire and Belchior 2011; Fuchs and Klingemann 1990; Inglehart and Klingemann 1976; Jahn 2011; Klingemann 1972, 1979; Knutsen 1995; Leonisio and Strijbis 2014; Neundorf 2009, 2011; Piurko et al. 2011; Rudi 2010; Schmitt and van der Eijk 2009; Vries et al. 2013; Zechmeister 2006). With the exception of Corbetta et al. (2009) and—to some extent—Rudi (2010), all of them report difficulties with the scale. Schmitt and van der Eijk (2009), Jahn (2011) and Vries et al. (2013) for example show that the issue preferences or policy orientations associated with “left” and “right” differ across countries and within countries over time. Differences in the party polarization might be one explanation for different interpretations across countries (Freire 2006). Regarding differences within a country, Freire and Belchior (2011) find that the interpretations of Portuguese citizens concerning “left” and “right” lack clarity and structure. Zechmeister (2006) comes to the same conclusion for Mexico and Argentina. Regarding Germany, Neundorf (2009, 2011) concludes that there has been a considerable increase in the diversity of understandings of “left” and “right” over time that is the concepts lost clarity and became more and more vague. The study of Weber (2011) uses another approach by assessing the measurement equivalence using two different wordings of the question within one survey. According to her results, group means of self-placement on the scale are comparable among different countries, while relationships to other variables are not. We build our study on these former analyses dealing with potential problems of the left-right scale.
Validation Using the Dictionary by Züll et al. (2010)
We relied on topic models to analyze respondents’ answers. A different approach would have consisted in employing the dictionary (based on manual coding) developed by Züll et al. (2010) to automatically code respondents’ answers into different categories based on the their answers. This dictionary currently comprises a total of 7814 phrases, full words or parts of words and can be applied to any raw text data containing associations with “left” and “right”. It was developed with the aim of allowing cross-time and cross-country comparisons of interpretations of the left-right scale. Their general scheme draws on earlier similar work by Fuchs and Klingemann (1989, 1990) and Bauer-Kaase (2001) and comprises eight broad categories into which respondents’ answers can be coded: Ideologies, general social values, specific social values, social change (comprising forms, characteristics and means of social change), social groups, political actors, concrete aspects and affective evaluations (Züll and Scholz 2012, pp. 7–16). However, prior to coding answers into these eight categories, answers are coded into the 270 categories that are derived from an empirical “atheoretical” coding stage. In other words respondents’ answers are coded into about 270 subcategories into which answers or parts of respondents’ answers are sorted (see Züll and Scholz 2012, pp. 7–16 for the subcategories).
Any categorizing of open responses into fewer dimensions be it manually or automatically lumps together respondents. Generally, the fewer the lumping categories the higher the variance within the categories. As a consequence, groups are blurred, as is their distinctiveness and as a consequence there impact of their distinctiveness on e.g. left-right self-placement. While we prefer a model driven approach that avoids human error, we want to ensure that the general conclusions of our empirical analysis are not largely due to our approach of categorizing data with the topic models. Therefore we carry out additional analyses using the dictionary. In particular, besides using the topic model we also analyzed respondents’ answers after they have been coded into the 270 different categories included in the left-right dictionary devised by Züll and Scholz (2012).
Figure 10 displays absolute numbers of respondents in the most common categories for both “left” and “right”. Most respondents associate “left” with either values (solidarity, justice), ideologies (communism, socialism), parties (left party, SPD) or some political figure (politicians). The picture for “right” is similar with many people mentioning ideologies or values (national socialism, right wing radicalism, conservatism, patriotism), parties (NPD, DVU, republicans) but then also descriptions such as xenophobic or radical. Importantly, Fig. 10 only displays the 10 most frequent categories.
Fig. 10
Most common categories of associations as coded with the dictionary
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                    In addition we compare means for respondents whose associations belong into one of the most frequent categories. Figure 11 displays the left-right scale means of those respondents whose answers were in the 11 most mentioned subcategories for “left”. Figure 12 is the same but for “right”. The sample mean is indicated by the dashed line. Just as for our previous categorization into 4 topics throughout the study we can see here that left-right measurement values differ for groups of respondents whose answers have been coded into categories using the dictionary. Groups that associate “left” with values such as equality, justice or solidarity display measurement values that lean to the left. In contrast, groups that associate “left” with real socialism, with radicals or with communism display measurement values that lean to the right. Groups that associated “right” with national socialism, xenophobia or violence display measurement values that lean to the left. Importantly, these associations are highly consistent with our findings when we employ the four categories discovered by our topic model. In sum, these additional analyses seem to confirm our main conclusions, namely that there is considerable variation in the associations and that this variation may impact measurement values (Figs. 13, 14, 15, 16).
Fig. 11
Left-right scale means for 11 most common categories of associations with “left” (dashed line = sample mean)
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 Fig. 12
Left-right scale means for 11 most common categories of associations with “right” (dashed line = sample mean)
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 Fig. 13
Question wording in Allbus 2008 (see Scholz and Züll 2012, p. 1420)
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                    Table 3 Summary statisticsFull size table


                  
                    Fig. 14
Words that are associated with “left” and “right” (size \(\propto\) wordcount)
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                    Fig. 15
Words that are associated with “left” by individuals of different self-reported left-right position (size \(\propto\) wordcount)
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                    Fig. 16
Words that are associated with “right” by individuals of different self-reported left-right position (size \(\propto\) wordcount)
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                    Table 4 Top 10 words that self-reported left- and right-wing individuals use to define “left” and “right”Full size table


                  
                    Table 5 Linear regression of left-right scale measurement values on topics of associationsFull size table


                  
                    Table 6 Linear regression of left-right scale measurement values on topics of associations (controlling for associations with right)Full size table


                  
                    Table 7 Linear regression of left-right scale measurement values on topics of associations (controlling for associations with left)Full size table
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