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Abstract
Voters hold governments to account through elections, but which criteria are most 
important to voter evaluations of incumbent performance? While (economic) out-
comes have long been central to studies of retrospective voting, recent studies have 
considered the influence of policy output—the policies implemented by incumbents 
to achieve their goals. Building on this promising development, this study identifies 
three ways in which policy output is expected to affect voter evaluations of incum-
bent performance—the congruence between implemented policy and (1) individual 
preferences; (2) public opinion; and (3) election pledges. A discrete choice experi-
ment was designed to assess the relative importance of these three aspects of policy 
output in comparison to each other; as well as to two important economic indicators. 
Overall, the findings support the notion that policy output matters to voters even 
beyond outcomes. The findings also show that voters value congruence between 
policy and their personal preferences considerably more than policy congruence 
with public opinion; and election pledge fulfillment. This indicates that voters are 
egotropic in their evaluation of implemented policy, and more policy-seeking than 
accounted for in much of the empirical retrospective voting literature. These results 
inform our understanding of how policy output matters to voters, as well as of how 
voters hold governments accountable for their performance.
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Introduction

A central principle in most conceptions of representative democracy is that voters 
hold governments accountable through elections. The findings of a large number 
of studies on retrospective voting have provided empirical support for the princi-
ple that incumbents’ re-election is contingent upon voter evaluations of their ten-
ures in office (see for overviews e.g., Ashworth 2012; Healy and Malhotra 2013). 
Therewith, voter evaluations of prior performance can be an important determinant 
of vote choice, even if it is by no means the only one. The focus of this study lies 
entirely on the retrospective component of a vote decision, namely the overall evalu-
ation of an incumbent’s performance—namely, which performance criteria are most 
important to these evaluations? While most empirical studies to date have focused 
on the consideration of economic outcomes (see also Anderson 2007), a growing 
body of work is attesting to the importance of non-economic performance indicators 
to voter evaluations (see e.g., Healy and Malhotra 2013). These indicators include 
both non-economic policy outcomes—i.e., the effects of implemented government 
policy on society (e.g., De Vries et  al. 2011; Giger and Nelson 2011; Tilley and 
Hobolt 2011; De Vries and Giger 2014; Gidengil and Karakoç 2016); as well as 
policy output—i.e., the policies implemented by incumbents to achieve their goals 
(e.g., Healy and Malhotra 2009; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011; Gasper and Reeves 
2011; Corazzini et al. 2014; Born et al. 2018; Naurin et al. 2019b; Matthieβ 2020; 
see also Healy and Malhotra 2013).

This study is particularly interested in the role of policy output in voter evalua-
tions of government performance. While attention for the effects of policy output is 
on the rise in studies of retrospective voting, no comprehensive account has thus-far 
reconciled the various ways in which policy output may affect incumbent evalua-
tions—nor has the relative importance of policy output for incumbent evaluations 
been explicitly compared to that of economic outcomes. Therein lies the dual aim 
of this paper, to study how, and how much the policies implemented by incum-
bents matter to voters. Drawing on the notion that voters are policy-seekers coined 
by influential classic accounts of representative democracy (e.g., Downs 1957) and 
supported by recent empirical work (e.g., Esaiasson et al. 2016; Naurin et al. 2019b; 
Werner 2019), three ways were identified in which policy output should matter to 
voters. These were the congruence between policy output and election manifestos 
(i.e., election pledge fulfillment); between policy output and public opinion (i.e., 
policy congruence with majority preferences); and between policy output and indi-
vidual preferences (i.e., policy congruence with individual preferences). The rela-
tive importance of these three aspects of policy output to incumbent evaluations 
was compared to each other, as well as to sociotropic and egotropic economic con-
siderations through a discrete-choice experiment1 conducted on 1786 respondents 
in Sweden.

1 The design of which was pre-registered with EGAP under Registration Number 20190603AA.
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Thus, the scientific contribution of this study is twofold. First, this study contrib-
utes to the knowledge of how policy output matters to voters by identifying three 
competing aspects of policy output and comparing their relative importance to voter 
evaluations. Second, by comparing the relative importance of various aspects of pol-
icy output to that of important economic indicators—this study enhances the under-
standing of evaluations of government performance beyond economic outcomes and 
non-economic policy outcomes. Therewith, the findings of this study inform the lit-
eratures that address the relevance of various aspects of policy output, such as policy 
congruence with majority preferences and election pledge fulfillment, to voters; as 
well as the wider literature that seeks to understand how voters hold incumbents 
accountable for past performance. The latter aspect is also where this study finds its 
societal relevance. The results of this study expand existing knowledge on what vot-
ers believe to constitute good government, and how incumbent political actors may 
be held accountable for various aspects of their performance in a democracy.

In brief, the most important findings of this study are that policy output is impor-
tant to voter evaluations of government performance, even beyond outcomes. Voters 
also value congruence between policy and their personal preferences considerably 
more than policy congruence with public opinion and election pledge fulfillment. 
These findings indicate that voters are primarily egotropic in their evaluation of 
implemented policy, and that voters may be considerably more policy-seeking than 
accounted for in much of the empirical retrospective voting literature.

Before addressing the experimental design of this study, the following sections 
first provide a review of the relevant literatures. After a brief discussion of the cen-
tral premise of retrospective voting, the findings from previous work on voter evalu-
ations of incumbent performance are discussed. This discussion then provides the 
foundation for the theoretical argument of this study, that policy output should mat-
ter to voters in three important ways; through its congruence with individual voter 
preferences; public opinion; and election pledges, leading up to the specific ques-
tions addressed in the experiment of this paper.

Previous work and theoretical background

Evaluations of government performance

That voter evaluations of government performance are important is attested to by 
a large body of literature that underlines the importance of retrospective voting for 
democratic accountability2 (see for an overview Healy and Malhotra 2013). Expand-
ing on the classic insights on retrospective voting (e.g., Key and Cummings 1966; 
Kramer 1971; Fair 1978; Fiorina 1981), it has been argued that retrospective voting 
allows voters to sanction poor performing incumbents (Ferejohn 1986) and select 
future leaders that have proven themselves to govern in a competent and honest man-
ner; while removing from office those that have exhibited the opposite (Fearon 1999; 

2 Arguably even more important than commonly presumed (Becher and Donnelly 2013).
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see Healy and Malhotra 2013). This entails that the re-election of an incumbent in 
subsequent elections is conditional upon voter perceptions of the incumbent’s tenure 
in office preceding the elections.

While vote choices are notoriously complex decisions, it is well-established that 
evaluative retrospection forms an important part of voter psychology when it comes 
to incumbent re-election. In order for voters to vote retrospectively, there needs to 
be a reflection or evaluation of some sort on the voters’ part—which is the primary 
focus of this study. The notion that voter evaluations of incumbents’ prior perfor-
mance underlie incumbents’ chances for re-election puts forth an important ques-
tion: based on which criteria do voters evaluate incumbents? Arguably, the aspects 
of incumbent performance that matter most to voters can be viewed as an extension 
of voters’ representational preferences (e.g., Carman 2007; Bengtsson and Wass 
2010; Werner 2019). A central theme in studies on voters’ representational prefer-
ences is that different views on democratic representation suppose varying degrees 
of discretionary freedom available to representatives to serve the interests or will 
of the people they represent (e.g., Pitkin 1967; Fox and Shotts 2009; Bengtsson 
and Wass 2010). Applied to evaluation criteria of incumbent performance, if voters 
allot their incumbents a limited degree of discretionary freedom, the incumbents’ 
actions—i.e., policy output—should be the primary performance criterion. When 
larger amounts of discretionary freedom are apportioned to incumbents, voters’ pri-
mary focus should be on policy outcomes instead—i.e., the perceived consequences 
of government action for society.

Most empirical studies interested in the evaluation criteria voters use when decid-
ing to re-elect an incumbent, to date, have focused on the importance of outcomes 
(see Healy and Malhotra 2013). Recent developments in the study of retrospective 
voting have led scholars to consider non-economic policy outcomes in domains such 
as social policy (Giger and Nelson 2011), health care (Tilley and Hobolt 2011), and 
European integration policy (De Vries et al. 2011). Some studies have also addressed 
a wider spectrum of non-economic outcomes at once (Fournier et  al. 2003; Hell-
wig 2008; Boyne et  al. 2009; De Vries and Giger 2014; Gidengil and Karakoç 
2016). However, the vast majority of studies on retrospective voting have focused 
on economic outcomes—aiming, among others, to determine whether voters evalu-
ate short-term or longer term economic development (e.g., Hellwig and Marinova 
2015; Wlezien 2015; Jankowski 2018); the global, national, or subnational economy 
(e.g., Atkeson and Partin 1995; Carsey and Wright 1998; Ragusa and Tarpey 2016; 
Thorlakson 2016; González-Sirois and Bélanger 2019); which economic indicators 
voters find most important (e.g., Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; Bélanger and 
Lewis-Beck 2004; Van der Eijk et al. 2007; Stevenson and Duch 2013); and whether 
voters are primarily concerned with macro-level economic development in the form 
of sociotropic considerations, or with the development of their personal finances, 
i.e., egotropic or pocketbook considerations (e.g., Kiewiet and Lewis-Beck 2011; 
Stubager et al. 2014; Healy et al. 2017). A few notable studies have also undertaken 
to compare the relative importance of economic to non-economic outcomes such 
as the development of crime rates, and property values during an incumbent’s ten-
ure for the evaluation of that incumbent’s performance (e.g., Singer 2011; Holmes 
and Gutiérrez de Piñeres 2013; Hopkins and Pettingill 2018). These comparisons, 
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however, have not typically included performance criteria pertaining to policy out-
put (see also Healy and Malhotra 2013, p. 289).

Policy performance

Despite the implicit assertion of much of the empirical literature that what voters 
care about in incumbent performance is outcomes, a compelling argument is to be 
made for the importance of policy output as well. What incumbents (do not) do, 
arguably reflects more directly on their performance than the outcomes that may be 
attributed to their actions. For example, if a government implements a certain labor 
policy, this constitutes an active choice on the government’s part. However, if unem-
ployment decreases, this may be the result of a policy choice made by the govern-
ment; but it could also be due to global economic trends arguably well beyond the 
reach of that government.

Classic accounts of representative democracy apportion a pivotal role to policy 
performance. If voters are policy-seekers (Downs 1957), not only should the policy 
proposals contained in election manifestos allow voters to elect governments with 
favorable policy agendas prospectively (e.g., Downs 1957; Dahl 1991; Grossback 
et al. 2005; McDonald and Budge 2005; Elinder et al. 2015)—it should also allow 
them to base re-election decisions on the policies that were, and those that were not, 
implemented by these governments. This is an important theme in mandate mod-
els of democratic representation, as well as in the study of election pledges (e.g., 
Klingemann et al. 1994; Naurin et al. 2019a).

The idea that incumbents’ actions affect voters is further supported by recent 
empirical findings. For example, several studies have underlined that voters care 
about incumbents’ preparedness for, and response to natural disaster3 (Healy and 
Malhotra 2009; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011; Gasper and Reeves 2011). Other 
studies have found that congruence in policy positions between constituents and 
incumbents affects incumbents’ chances for re-election (e.g., Hogan 2008; Kassow 
and Finocchiaro 2011). It has also been found that voters select representatives pro-
spectively based on the policy they propose prior to elections (e.g., Lachat 2011; 
Elinder et al. 2015; see also Weldon and McNeney 2019)—and more importantly, 
that incumbents’ delivery on those proposals matters to voter evaluations of govern-
ment performance (Naurin et  al. 2019b), and retrospective vote choice (Corazzini 
et al. 2014; Born et al. 2018; Matthieβ 2020).

What policy output represents to voters, and whether this meaning extends 
beyond the perceived outcomes of implemented policies, has received lesser 
attention in empirical work. This paper identifies three important values of 
democratic representation that policy output should appeal to in voters. First, 

3 Which can be seen as a partial rebuttal of the conclusion of Achen and Bartels (2016) that voters 
blame governments for ‘irrelevant’ events such as shark attacks. The prevailing opinion is that it is not 
the events itself that are considered, but rather the government’s preparation and response (see Healy 
and Malhotra 2013). However, Healy et al. (2010) found that truly irrelevant events such as sports scores 
impact voters’ evaluations of government performance as well.
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if voters are indeed policy-seekers (Downs 1957), they should find it impor-
tant that their government implements policy that corresponds to their policy 
preferences. Second, following the fundamental principles of majoritarian rule 
and government responsiveness in representative democracy (see e.g., Canes-
Wrone 2015), voters should find it important that implemented policy is an 
expression of public opinion—i.e., majority preferences. Finally, if governments 
are expected to be honest, predictable, and capable, voters should want them 
to implement the policies they promised prior to taking office—i.e., fulfill their 
election pledges (see Naurin 2011; Naurin et al. 2019a).

These values are not mutually exclusive per definition. If a voter’s preferences 
are in line with public opinion (as they should be for the majority of voters), 
both those values can be appealed to by implementing the same policy. Simi-
larly, if a voter selects a representative based on a certain election pledge they 
made prior to the election, implementing the policy contained in that pledge 
does not only pertain to pledge fulfillment, but also to satisfying that voter’s pol-
icy preferences (see Naurin et al. 2019b). That said, political conditions tend to 
change over time (Stokes 2001), and policy preferences are not set in stone (e.g., 
Page and Jones 1979; Carsey and Layman 2006). A voter’s policy preferences 
will not typically correspond entirely to any candidate’s policy platform even 
before the election; voters will find themselves in situations where their policy 
preferences will not be in line with public opinion; and the policy positions of 
voters, society, and incumbents may diverge. In those situations, do voters find it 
more important that an incumbent produces policy that is in line with their own 
preferences; public opinion; or the incumbent’s election manifesto?

This exact question has not been posed by an empirical study thus-far, but 
similar topics have been addressed in recent work. A study by Esaiasson et al. 
(2016) on the responsiveness-acceptance connection found that voters that are 
dissatisfied with a policy decision are unlikely to reward the decision-maker 
for its responsiveness to majority opinion. A study by Naurin et  al. (2019b) 
of the effects of broken and fulfilled election pledges on voter evaluations of 
government performance found that voters may punish incumbents for imple-
menting policies that correspond to the incumbent’s election manifesto, if the 
implemented policy does not correspond to those voters’ individual preferences. 
Finally, a recent study by Werner (2019) of voters’ representational preferences 
found that while voters value parties’ election pledge fulfillment highly, they 
prioritize favorable policy outcomes or ‘enactment of the common good’ over 
policy output in the form of pledge fulfillment and policy responsiveness to pub-
lic opinion. In conjunction, these findings suggest that voters find both policy 
outcomes, and congruence of policy output and individual preferences more 
important than congruence of policy output and majority preferences or election 
pledges. However, no comprehensive study has thus-far compared the relative 
importance of all these aspects simultaneously, and whether voters find it more 
important that policy output corresponds to their preferences, or that favorable 
outcomes are obtained, consequently has not been tested. Bridging that gap is an 
important aim for this study.
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Theoretical expectations

The aim of this paper is to study how, and how much, incumbents’ policy output 
matters to voter evaluations of government performance. This aim produces two 
concrete empirical questions for the study to focus on. First, to determine how pol-
icy output matters to voter evaluations: are voter evaluations of government per-
formance more affected by congruence of incumbents’ policy output to individual 
preferences; to public opinion; or to the incumbents’ election pledges? The second 
question pertains to the aim to determine whether the effects of policy output extend 
beyond the more-established effects of policy outcomes. To that end, the identified 
ways in which policy output should affect voter evaluations were compared to two 
well-established measures of outcome-based performance indicators. These were 
the development of the national economy and voters’ personal finances during the 
incumbents’ tenure in office—pertaining to sociotropic and egotropic economic 
voter considerations, respectively. The second question was formulated as follows: 
are voter evaluations of government performance more affected by policy output 
than by the development of the national economy, or voters’ personal finances over 
the incumbents’ term?

As discussed in the previous subsection, this study has identified and selected 
five important evaluation criteria for voter evaluations of incumbent performance, 
and compares their relative importance to overall incumbent evaluations. These five 
criteria are policy congruence with majority preferences (i); individual preferences 
(ii); election pledge fulfillment (iii); development of the national economy (iv); and 
development of personal finances (v). These five criteria all come with the straight-
forward hypothesis that better performance on that given criterion leads to more 
positive evaluations of an incumbent’s overall performance, and that lower perfor-
mance on each criterion leads to more negative evaluations. No additional hypoth-
eses were formulated with regard to the relative importance of the criteria, as com-
pared to each other, to voter evaluations of government performance. Instead, their 
comparison, and the conflicting theoretical expectations that policy outcomes (i.e., 
the economy) should matter most and that policy output should be most important to 
voter evaluations, are taken as the guiding focus of the empirical part of this study.

Data and design: a discrete choice experiment

To compare the relative importance of the five evaluation criteria for voter evalu-
ations of incumbent performance, a discrete choice experiment was designed—an 
increasingly used method in political science, which has proven to be useful for 
studying multi-dimensional political preferences (e.g., Hansen et al. 2015; Knudsen 
and Johannesson 2019).4 The experiment was conducted in Sweden in June 2019, in 
wave 34 of the Laboratory of Opinion Research (LORE). LORE is an organization 

4 The design of which was pre-registered with EGAP under Registration Number 20190603AA.
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within the University of Gothenburg, devoted to conducting data collection through 
web questionnaires. Collection of data in collaboration with LORE is performed 
through a number of web panels, of which the Citizen Panel is the largest with 
more than 60,000 active respondents in Sweden.5 The gross subsample size of the 
non-probability sample was 3200. At least partial responses were provided by 1988 
respondents, and 1786 respondents finished the experiment (56%). The gross sample 
was pre-stratified by age, education, and gender—and was therein representative of 
the Swedish population aged 18–70.

In this experiment, each respondent was provided with one discrete choice task 
pitting against each other two fictive former government parties. The tenures of both 
these parties were concisely described to the respondent, in terms of five attrib-
utes: the development of the national economy; the development of the respond-
ents’ personal finances; the pledge fulfillment of the party; the congruence of the 
party’s implemented policy to public opinion; and the congruence of the party’s 
implemented policy to respondents’ personal preferences. All these five attributes 
were assigned three possible values—positive, negative, and neutral. Sociotropic 
economic considerations were operationalized in terms of development of the Swed-
ish national economy. Following the growing amount of evidence that voters use 
cross-national benchmarks (e.g., Kayser and Peress 2012; Hansen et  al. 2015; but 
see also Arel-Bundock et al. 2019) or reference points (Aytaç 2018) when evaluat-
ing the economy, respondents were presented with benchmarked information about 
the development of the Swedish economy compared to the EU-average. Pocketbook 
considerations were defined in terms of the development of respondents’ personal 
finances. Pledge fulfillment was described as the degree to which the respective par-
ties fulfilled the promises they made prior to being elected. Policy congruence with 
majority preferences was presented as the degree to which the respective parties’ 
implemented policies corresponded to public opinion. Finally, policy congruence 
with individual preferences was incorporated as the congruence between imple-
mented policy and the respondents’ own preferences. An example of a party profile 
that the respondents were confronted with can be found in the supplementary mate-
rial (p. 3). Table 1 provides an overview of the attributes included in the scenarios, 
and the values they were allowed to take on.6

After the confrontation with two competing party profiles, respondents chose 
whether they would vote for former government party A or B; and evaluated on a 
scale from 1 to 7 for the separate parties’ tenure in office7—all based on the pro-
vided information. A full description of the experiment can be found in the supple-
mentary material (pp. 1–4).

6 With five attributes and three values per attribute 243 different party profiles can be generated – for 
29,403 possible choice tasks. As shown by Hainmueller et al. (2014), it is not necessary to test all these 
possible combinations of profiles, as long as the attribute values are randomly assigned – which they are 
here.
7 Comparable to the measures used in other studies on voters’ evaluations of government performance 
(e.g., Naurin et al. 2019b).

5 For more information, see https ://lore.gu.se.

https://lore.gu.se
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The use of a discrete choice experiment offered two tangible advantages to other 
methodologies for answering the questions posed in this study (see Hainmueller 
et al. 2014; Knudsen and Johannesson 2019). First, the chosen design allowed for 
simultaneous, isolated estimation of the influence of a larger number of evaluation 
criteria on voters’ evaluations of government performance than a typical survey 
experiment would have. It also allowed for an exclusive focus on retrospective con-
siderations. Second, the design enabled fulfilling the aim of this study to compare 
the relative contribution of these five criteria to overall evaluations of government 
performance. Moreover, it has been argued that the use of scenarios in a discrete 
choice experiment provides voters with an easier and more realistic choice, than if 
they were asked to specify the relative importance of various criteria themselves; 
and that there are statistical and cognitive benefits of asking voters to compare 
combinations of attributes in scenarios (see Hansen et al. 2015). It is important to 
note that this study does not provide a full model of vote choice; only the retrospec-
tive aspect of a vote choice, namely the evaluation of government performance, is 
studied in this design. Asking the respondents whom they would vote for, however, 
forces the respondents to prioritize evaluation criteria and choose which they find 
most important. The secondary dependent variable question, in which respondents 
rated the competing party profiles individually, does not force the respondents to 
make such a choice. Respondents can provide the same evaluation to both party pro-
files, irrespective of which information is supplied in these profiles. This question is 
mostly asked in a supporting fashion to the understanding of the central dependent 
variable question, the choice task. Indeed, it is the choices that the respondents make 
together, as a sample, that answer the question which performance criteria voters 
truly find of most importance in evaluating incumbents. As a potential moderator, 
the ratings task is placed after the choice task in the experimental design.

The analysis of the results was conducted in accordance with the influential 
standards set out by Hainmueller et al. (2014)—with a small modification. The unit 
of analysis was the choice task, consisting of two party profiles, instead of the party 
profile itself. This decision follows from the deliberate choice to restrict the number 
of choice tasks per respondent to one. As thoroughly argued by Franchino and Zuc-
chini (2015), the common approach of presenting several choice tasks and correcting 
for repeated measurements in the statistical analysis can create a problem with the 
number of degrees of freedom available in those analyses. In such designs, the num-
ber of choice tasks needs at the very least to be greater than the number of included 
attributes to allow for simultaneous regression of all attributes. Moreover, if interac-
tion effects are included or non-linear analyses are required, the number of required 
choice tasks increases to heights that cannot be reasonably accommodated by most 
experiments; and even if that were possible, questions should arise about the cogni-
tive challenges such experiments would pose to respondents. This study sought to 
circumvent the problems of limited degrees of freedom, or a challenging number of 
choice tasks for respondents, by eliminating repeated measurements from the equa-
tion. This way, the standard errors did not need to be clustered on the respondent 
level, and the degrees of freedom available were plentiful. However, even with only 
one choice task, if the unit of analysis were set to party profile instead of choice 
task, two measurements per respondent would still be included. This would likewise 
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impede the availability of degrees of freedom. To accommodate the use of the dis-
crete choice task (0 for party A; 1 for party B) as the unit of analysis, the attributes 
provided for both party profiles included in the task were also included in the regres-
sion analysis. This way, the trade-offs underlying the respondents’ choice are also 
accounted for in the model.

With regard to other common concerns in the design of discrete choice experi-
ments, attribute order was randomized per respondent to rule out the influence of 
ordering and primacy effects; and attribute orthogonality was achieved by design 
as no possible combinations of attribute values were excluded (see Hainmuel-
ler et al. 2014; Franchino and Zucchini 2015; Knudsen and Johannesson 2019). In 
order to address the recent criticism of using Average Marginal Component Effects 
(AMCEs) for studying voter preferences (see Abramson et al. 2019), several robust-
ness checks were conducted to further validate the direction of the observed effects, 
and in particular the relative importance of the competing attributes for respond-
ents’ evaluations of government performance. The main findings of relevance to the 
interpretation of the results are reported along the regression coefficients in the next 
section where important, while more on the underlying analyses can be found in the 
supplementary material (pp. 5–6). In addition, it should be noted that Bansak et al. 
(2020) make a strong case for the continued viability of AMCE usage in political 
science research.

On top of the referenced general advantages of using discrete choice experiments 
for studying voter preferences, the particular design here has a few additional ben-
efits. Omitting party labels other than the generic terms ‘Party A’ and ‘Party B’ 
removes the need to provide false information to respondents, and eliminates the 
risk of evaluations being affected by partisan bias. An important implication of this 
choice is that the findings of this study rely on the assumption that partisan bias 
would affect how voters process performance information on all included evaluation 
criteria equally. While this is arguably not an unreasonable assumption, its accuracy 
cannot be tested with the available data, and the degree to which the assumption may 
be false, takes away from the external validity of the findings. That said, the results 
should still provide a reliable estimate for the relative importance of the included 
evaluation criteria for any given voter that is either attached, or not attached to the 
incumbent party in question.

Attributing responsibility for the presented performance-related information 
to the appropriate actor was further simplified by its assignment to individual par-
ties—not government coalitions (see e.g., Fisher and Hobolt 2010; Giuliani and 
Massari 2019). In addition, many potential problems associated with voter aware-
ness and attribution are circumvented by the fact that voters are explicitly told what 
the government tenure of these parties entailed. As this study is primarily interested 
in determining which criteria voters find most important for evaluating incumbents, 
creating scenarios in which voters possess all important information is an elemen-
tary prerequisite. Indeed, such a comparison would be fatally hampered if respond-
ents were unaware of certain performance-related information, or if they were to 
attribute responsibility for this information to the wrong actor. The possibility to 
isolate effects offered by the design of this discrete choice experiment is therefore 
very important. In addition, a serious challenge would be posed to the results of 
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the comparison if respondents were to disagree with any of the performance-related 
information provided. This notion also motivated the decision not to include spe-
cific policy information in the scenarios—as it would make the analysis vulnerable 
to concerns as mismatching definitions of what constitutes an election pledge (e.g., 
Naurin 2011; Dupont et al. 2019); when pledges can be considered fulfilled/when 
a policy can be considered implemented; effects of varying policy preferences or 
perceptions of public opinion; etc. Similar measures were taken to insure the analy-
sis against voter myopia—no alternative timeframe is offered; and level concerns in 
economic perceptions—the national economy is addressed for former national gov-
ernment parties.

Also, while the abstract formulations used may decrease how realistic the scenar-
ios are, they help improve the comparability of the included attributes. Using con-
crete measures would have required assumptions on how many percent an economy 
should grow, or how many percent of election pledges should be fulfilled for it to 
count as a ‘good outcome’ or ‘good performance’. Even if reliable estimates could 
have been obtained from earlier work, it would have been a tough sell to argue that 
such estimates would represent an equal or at least similar distribution of ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ performance across attributes for all respondents. Using fictive informa-
tion and abstract formulations allowed for a clear division of information in more 
positive, and more negative information, as compared to the reference (‘neutral’) 
category. Still, no assumptions are made about the perceived equidistance of these 
values per and across attributes—and arguably such assumptions are unnecessary 
when the hypothesized direction of the effect is clear (see Hainmueller et al. 2014). 
This condition is easier to satisfy with abstract than with concrete information, and 
with fewer possible values per attribute. For all included attributes here, the the-
oretical expectation is that more positive outcomes or performance are associated 
with more positive evaluations of incumbent evaluations; and all attributes can only 
take on three values. Thus, for determining the relatively importance of the included 
evaluation criteria to voter evaluations of government performance, comparing the 
effects of more positive performance information and more negative performance 
information per attribute should provide a reliable estimate of the ranked importance 
of the included attributes.

There was an important trade-off between the internal and external validity of 
the experiment behind these considerations. While the fictiveness of the scenarios, 
the direct delivery of information, and the deliberate vagueness of some of that 
information in the treatments helped in isolating the effects this study aimed to 
obtain, this had a natural cost in the generalizability of the results and therewith 
the external validity of this study. Indeed, the results of this study can only speak 
to the retrospective considerations of voters, i.e., their evaluations of prior govern-
ment performance, and which criteria they find most important to form these evalu-
ations. In addition, there is a possibility that voters would respond somewhat differ-
ently to more concrete or different performance information about an incumbent’s 
tenure in office. However, this study chose to generally prioritize internal validity 
over external validity, for the reason that many studies have been conducted on the 
effects of policy output and outcomes on voter evaluations in more realistic settings, 
but no studies to date have directly compared the importance of the five modes of 
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performance to voters that are studied here. That is where this study makes its most 
important contribution.

Empirical results

The main results of the experiment are presented in Table 2. The table contains the 
coefficients of a simultaneous ordinary least squares (OLS) regression including all 
five attributes as independent variables for both party profiles (A, − 1 to 1; and B, − 1 
to 1), and respondents choosing one party profile (‘Party B’, 1) over the other party 
profile (‘Party A’, 0) as the dependent variable.

The results confirm the basic expectations for all attributes. The predicted prob-
ability of respondents choosing party B over party A increases for positive values 
(i.e., good performance) for all attributes assigned to party B; while it decreases for 
negative values on all attributes assigned to party B. Reversely, the predicted proba-
bility of respondents choosing party B over party A decreases for positive values on 
all attributes assigned to party A; and increases for negative values on all attributes 

Table 2  OLS coefficients 
‘voting’ choice task party 
profiles

Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.001

Party choice (Party B)

National economy Party A − 0.117*
(0.012)

National economy Party B 0.111*
(0.012)

Personal finances Party A − 0.112*
(0.012)

Personal finances Party B 0.115*
(0.012)

Individual congruence Party A − 0.162*
(0.012)

Individual congruence Party B 0.194*
(0.012)

Majority congruence Party A − 0.043*
(0.012)

Majority congruence Party B 0.051*
(0.012)

Pledge fulfillment Party A − 0.085*
(0.012)

Pledge fulfillment Party B 0.070*
(0.012)

Constant 0.511*
(0.010)

Number of respondents 1701
Adjusted R2 0.338



 SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:2626 Page 14 of 21

assigned to party A. In other words, the anticipated direction of the effects for all 
attributes is confirmed by the regression analysis. All else equal, respondents choose 
the party with a more positive value for each included indicator of government per-
formance—as expected.8

While the direction of the effects is the same for all attributes, their magnitude 
differs substantially. For both sociotropic and egotropic economic considerations, 
the estimated difference in predicted probability of party choice is 11–12% points. 
For policy congruence with individual preferences, this is 16–19% points; for pol-
icy congruence with public opinion 4–5% points; and for pledge fulfillment 7–9% 
points.

The relative importance ranking provided by these coefficients is upheld in the 
analysis of the percentages of respondents that preferred one party over the other for 
different values of the same attribute (see Supplementary Material, p. 5).

Figure 1 provides a visual overview of the change in predicted probabilities for 
various levels of disparity between party profiles, per attribute. This disparity was 
defined as the difference between the value for any attribute assigned to party A and 
the value for that same attribute assigned to party B, per choice task.9

The results presented in Table 2 and Fig. 1 indicate that what voters care most 
about in policy output is that incumbents act in accordance with their preferences; 
much less that implemented policy corresponds to public opinion or previously 
made promises. The AMCE recorded for the policy congruence with individual 
preferences attribute is more than twice as big as the AMCE for pledge fulfillment; 
and more than triple the size of the AMCE for policy congruence with majority 
preferences. Moreover, if respondents were presented with a choice task that had 
one party profile with a positive value for policy congruence with individual prefer-
ences versus one with a positive value for pledge fulfillment, or policy congruence 
with public opinion; respondents preferred the party associated with a positive value 
for individual preferences in 62 and 68% of the cases, respectively (see Supplemen-
tary Material, p. 6).

The results also indicate that voters care about policy output beyond its perceived 
outcomes. While the AMCEs for pledge fulfillment and policy congruence with 
majority preferences are smaller than for both sociotropic and pocketbook economic 
considerations, the AMCE for policy congruence with individual preferences is 
considerably larger. Indeed, a positive value for policy congruence with individual 

8 Running the same analysis with binary logistic regression (logit) produced similar results. The same 
applies to analyses where the unit of analysis was set to party profile, rather than choice task, and where 
dummy variables were used instead of continuous variables. The results of these analyses are presented 
in the supplementary material (pp. 7–10).
9 For example, if one respondent received a choice task in which party B was assigned a positive value 
for pledge performance (‘most were fulfilled’; 1), and party A a negative value (‘most were not fulfilled’; 
− 1), the resulting value for that respondent’s choice task would be ‘Party B + 2′ for pledge performance. 
Differences between positive (1) and neutral (0) values; and between neutral (0) and negative (− 1) 
values were assigned + 1. The reference categories are the choice tasks in which party A and party B 
received the same values —both neutral, both positive, or both negative—for the same attribute, and the 
resulting value is thus 0. In the supplementary material (p. 11) a comparison is presented of the effects 
for different compilations of these categories.
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preferences increases the predicted probability of party choice by approximately 
18% points, where positive values for either economic attribute increase this pre-
dicted probability by less than 12% points. Respondents presented with a choice task 
that had one party profile with a positive value for policy congruence with indi-
vidual preferences versus one with a positive value for development of the national 
economy, or personal finances; respondents preferred the party associated with a 
positive value for policy congruence with individual preferences in 62% and 60% of 
the cases, respectively (see Supplementary Material, p. 6).

Similar but less pronounced results were recorded for the secondary dependent 
variable, the rating task (1–7). The most notable difference (see Supplementary 
Material, p. 12) was that when not forced to choose, and trade-off effects are thus of 
lesser importance, voters find economic outcomes and policy congruence with their 
preferences of approximate equal importance. Varying levels of political interest, 
self-reported ideology, age, income, and gender of the respondents were not found 

Fig. 1  Difference in predicted probabilities of choosing party B over party A under various per attrib-
ute trade-off conditions, all else equal. Horizontal bars represent 95% confidence intervals; dots without 
horizontal bars represent the reference category (same attribute value for both parties in choice task). 
For all attributes, the four other categories represent the difference in predicted probability of choosing 
party B over party A compared to the reference category, if values provided for that attribute in a choice 
task were positive for party A and negative for party B (‘Party A + 2’); positive for party A and neutral 
for party B or neutral for party A and negative for party B (both ‘Party A + 1’); positive for party B and 
neutral for party A or neutral for party B and negative for party A (both ‘Party B + 1’); and positive for 
party B and negative for party A (‘Party B + 2’). The coefficients were obtained from an OLS regres-
sion analysis with dummy variables for these categories—excluding all reference categories—and party 
choice (party B = 1; party A = 0) as the dependent variable
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to materially change the reported effects (see Supplementary Material, pp. 13–19). 
In line with the prevailing consensus in studies on economic voting, respondents 
found the development of the national economy and their personal finances of simi-
lar importance.

Discussion and conclusion

This study set out to investigate how, and how much, incumbents’ policy output 
matters to voter evaluations of government performance. As expected, voters attach 
value to different aspects of government performance. Good performance on all 
included evaluation criteria is associated with better voter evaluations of govern-
ment performance, while poor performance is associated with worse evaluations. As 
evidenced by the more balanced results obtained by the secondary dependent vari-
able question included in the experiment, the ratings task, voters look for good per-
formance on all criteria. However, when forced to choose, it is revealed what voters 
generally find most important when evaluating incumbents.

Overall, the findings support the central premise that the policy that incumbents 
implement is important to voters. This is in line with influential theoretical accounts 
of representative democracy that allocate an important role to policy output in 
accountability processes (e.g., Downs 1957; Dahl 1991). In particular, the findings 
illustrate that voters find it important that incumbents implement policy that cor-
responds to their preferences—much less so that implemented policy is in line with 
public opinion or incumbents’ election manifestos (pledge fulfillment). Moreover, 
the congruence between policy output and voters’ individual preferences was found 
to have a substantially greater impact on voter evaluations of government perfor-
mance than economic outcomes in the form of either economic growth or devel-
opment of voters’ personal finances. In summary, the findings indicate that voters 
seek government policy that represents their preferences, and in that way care about 
implemented policies even beyond their perceived outcomes.

These findings are in line with previous work that has argued for the importance 
of policy output to voters (e.g., Corazzini et al. 2014; Born et al. 2018)—and in par-
ticular with the notion that the congruence between policy output and voters’ indi-
vidual preferences may matter more to evaluations of government performance than 
policy congruence with public opinion (Esaiasson et  al. 2016) or election pledge 
fulfillment (Naurin et al. 2019b). As noted in studies on policy responsiveness (e.g., 
Esaiasson et al. 2016), voters want to ‘win’—and those who ‘lose’, are not consoled 
by the idea that incumbents are responsive and policy action is in line with major-
ity preferences; nor that incumbents show predictability, capability, or honesty by 
implementing the policy agenda they promised to implement prior to the elections. 
This notion also resembles the concept of ‘recognition politics’ which posits that 
citizens care about their views and rights being reflected beyond their personal expe-
riences with the outcomes of policy change (see Burlacu et al. 2018).

Of course, if incumbents are incentivized to implement policy that appeases as 
many as possible voters’ individual preferences—on aggregate, their policy out-
put may still be responsive to public opinion/majority preferences. Similarly, since 
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voters select representatives based on their policy proposals (e.g., Elinder et  al. 
2015), fulfilling pledges should to a large degree correspond to implementing desir-
able policy for an incumbent’s supporters. The important distinction, however, is 
that individual voters were found to care considerably more about the implemented 
policy corresponding to their own preferences, than to majority preferences or elec-
tion pledges. Taken together, one possible implication is that voters are egotropic in 
their evaluation of implemented policy—caring about the recognition of their own 
views more than about the recognition of majority preferences. The notion that vot-
ers care more about themselves than society has recently received additional support 
in the literature on economic outcomes (Healy et al. 2017). However, when it comes 
to policy output rather than outcomes, it is possible that voters believe that the pol-
icy they personally support will ultimately benefit the rest of society as well.10

The findings also provide encouragement to the signaled trend that the retrospec-
tive voting literature is starting to look beyond the economy (see e.g., Healy and 
Malhotra 2013). While the findings of this study, as well, support a pivotal role for 
both sociotropic and pocketbook considerations in incumbent evaluations—and that 
policy congruence with majority preferences and pledge fulfillment are less impor-
tant than those considerations (Werner 2019)—they also provide a clear indica-
tion that voters care about more than the state of the economy and their personal 
finances. The literature on performance voting has already picked up on this notion 
(e.g., De Vries and Giger 2014; Gidengil and Karakoç 2016), but should also see the 
findings of this study as motivation to consider policy output in addition to policy 
outcomes.

Indeed, in terms of representational preferences, voters appear to place more 
emphasis on the actions of their representatives than commonly presumed. This 
suggests that voters allocate limited discretionary freedom to incumbents to obtain 
desirable outcomes by any means necessary (see e.g., Fox and Shotts 2009). In line 
with theories of mandate representation, the findings indicate that voters see obtain-
ing favorable policy output itself as a form of performance, not as an—irrelevant—
means to obtain favorable outcomes. Of course, in real world voting decisions differ-
ent modes of incumbent performance are more entangled, performance information 
is not as readily available to voters, and evaluations are exposed to varying levels 
of influence of partisan bias; voter awareness; and clarity of attribution, especially 
in coalition governments. However, previous work has found that the media report 
in quite clear terms about policy promises and implementation (e.g., Kostadinova 
2017; Duval 2019); that voters are quite aware of which policies are implemented 
(Naurin and Oscarsson 2017; Pétry and Duval 2017; Thomson and Branden-
burg 2019); and that partisan bias impacts overall evaluations of government per-
formance, but not necessarily the effect of policy performance on these evalua-
tions (e.g., Naurin et  al. 2019b). It is up to future research to determine whether 

10 In essence the mirror image of the popular notion in studies on economic voting that voters are socio-
tropic in economic evaluations because they believe economic gains for society will eventually benefit 
their personal finances (e.g., Kiewiet and Lewis-Beck 2011). In terms of policy output, voters may be 
egotropic because they believe implementation of their views will ultimately benefit society.
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partisanship and voter awareness impact the consideration of economic outcomes 
and policy output by voters in different ways. Similarly, it is up to future studies to 
determine whether the found effects hold up in more realistic settings—using non-
fictive scenarios, more concrete information, additional attributes, or perhaps real-
world performance evaluations or vote decisions. While it is important to acknowl-
edge the limited external validity of this highly fictive experiment, the results found 
in this study speak to an important part of voter psychology regarding preferences in 
government performance, that should travel to other contexts. For now, the findings 
of this study warrant the conclusion that voters care which policies their government 
implements, even beyond outcomes, and are therewith more policy-seeking than 
commonly accounted for in the retrospective voting literature.
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