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Abstract

We develop a comparative theoretical analysis of weak versus strong
party discipline. In our model, political parties first select their policy
platform and, in the case of strong party discipline, they set discipli-
nary penalties; second, candidates select their party label and, once
elected, they choose whether to toe their party line in their legisla-
tive vote. Political parties maximize vote-share and they care about
their candidates’ loyalty. Candidates are ideological and try to satisfy
some psychological needs such as ambition and reputation. We show
that: i) A party attracts more candidates to its party label, the higher
its expected vote-share and the smaller the parties’ political distinc-
tiveness; ii) Legislators deviating from party-line voting arise within
the majority party and provided that there is weak discipline; iii) The
more legislators care about ideology and the less about their reputa-
tion, the more they deviate from party-line voting; iv) Majority parties
with weak discipline can opt for more partisan policies to discourage
switching behavior in legislative votes, that is, polarization incentivizes
loyalty.
keywords: Party switching; party discipline; ideology; reputation;
ambition; policy divergence.
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1 Introduction

In modern representative democracies, candidates for congress and parlia-
ment are usually grouped around different political parties. It is in the
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interest of political parties to define a common ideological ground for their
affiliated candidates. The political party defines the ideology, which is the
party label for its candidates (Snyder and Ting, 2001). When candidates’
incentives are purely ideological, we would expect that like-minded ideolog-
ical candidates would be sharing party membership. However, party labels
do not only differ from each other on ideological principles, but also on their
electoral prospects when facing new elections. This implies that different
parties may offer different career opportunities for politicians, and ambi-
tious candidates may opt for a party even when the party label does not
represent their own ideology. It is not rare in some settings, however, for
elected legislators to deviate from party-line voting. When a legislator fails
to toe his/her party line and joins another party, the literature refers to such
a legislator as a “switcher.”

The phenomenon of party switching is huge in many countries. In Italy
almost one-fourth of the members of the Chamber of Deputies switched
parties at least once between 1996 and 2001 (Heller and Mershon, 2005, 2008,
2009). Similarly, in Brazil, more than one-third of the Brazilian members
of the parliament elected in 1986 transferred from one party to another
by late 1990 (Mainwaring and Pérez-Lindn, 1997). However, as far as we
know, there is little theoretical research exploring this phenomenon and
many questions abound at the very nature of candidates’ incentives and
political parties’ strategies. Why do candidates switch party? Do parties
respond with some strategies? Does switching behavior have an impact on
elected policies?

In this paper, we develop a new model describing the interaction between
candidates for parliament and political parties. We consider the following
timing: First, parties set their policy platforms. Second, candidates select
their party label. Third, elected candidates cast their vote in parliament.
Candidates are ideological and face some phycological needs such as ambi-
tion and reputation. Ambition represents politicians’ career opportunities
and reputation is a cost associated with the loss of social credibility when
deviating from party line voting. Political parties are office-motivated and
they care about their candidates’ loyalty in their legislative votes.

We analyze two different scenarios: one in which there is strong party
discipline and those legislators who deviate from party-line voting face a
disciplinary penalty, and another where party discipline is weak. These two
scenarios differ in the influence that political parties exert over their leg-
islators. The Spanish political system provides a good example of these
two alternatives. The strong party discipline scenario reproduces the post-
Constitutional period, from 1978 up to 1983, when political parties had
strong power and could influence the decisions of their political legislators
with control instruments. The weak party discipline scenario reproduces the
legislative change that occurred after the 1983 Resolutions by the Spanish
Constitutional Court, when legislators were considered to be entitled to their



seats and, consequently, the party could not dismiss or expel its elected can-
didates. Other important examples of weak party discipline are the United
States Congress and the Italian Parliament.

Our model provides the following main predictions:

First, the higher the expected vote-share of one party and the closer the
policy of that party to that of the rival, the higher the number of candi-
dates that opt for that party label. While joining the majority party allows
candidates to satisfy their ambition, the closeness between parties’ policies
implies that, from an ideological perspective, parties do not differ too much
from each other.

Second, legislators switching party arise among those affiliated to the
majority party and provided that the party does not posses disciplinary
penalties. Being part of the majority party satisfies ambitious incentives.
Beside, the absence of disciplinary penalties implies that the candidate, if
elected, does not face a direct cost when deviating from party-line voting.

Third, the phenomenon of party switching in the legislative vote expands
when legislators care more about their ideology than about their reputation.
When casting legislative votes, there is a cost associated to the distance
between one’s ideal policy and the policy for which the legislator votes, this
is the ideological cost. When not toeing party line voting, there is another
cost associated to deviating from party line voting, this is the reputation
cost. Thus, when the ideological cost is high enough, the legislator will vote
in parliament for its most preferred policy, no matter what political party
proposes such policy.

Fourth, expected majority parties with weak discipline can opt for more
partisan policies to discourage switching behavior in legislative votes. This
is our most unexpected result. We find the following trade-off: if a party
proposes a moderate platform, it increases its vote-share but some of its
candidates, when elected to parliament, may not toe their party line. If the
party platform tends to the left or to the right, it becomes more partisan
and it decreases its vote-share. However, candidates then face a stronger
penalty when deviating from party line voting due to the increment in their
reputation loss (which is increasing in the distance between the platforms of
the parties). That is, in the absence of disciplinary tools, party polarization
incentives candidates’ loyalty.

There is a large literature quantifying the phenomenon of party switch-
ing all over the world: in Turkey (Turan, 1985), in Japan (Cox and Rosen-
bluth, 1995 and Reed and Scheiner, 2003), in Spain (Bowler et al. 1999
and Tomds Mallén, 2002), in Ecuador (Mejia Acosta, 2004), in Italy (Heller
and Mershon, 2005, 2008, 2009 and Mershon and Shvetsova, 2008, 2014), in
Brazil (Desposato, 2006), in Russia (Mershon and Shvetsova, 2008), and in
the U.S. and Canada (Mershon and Shvetsova, 2014). There are, however,
few contributions analyzing party switching from a theoretical perspective.
As far as we know, the first important theoretical contribution is the work



by Aldrich and Bianco (1992), followed by Laver and Benoit (2003), De-
sposato (2006), Heller and Mershon (2008), Mershon and Heller (2009), and
Mershon and Shvetsova (2014).! These authors highlight three elements
as being the driving forces behind switching. The first one is the role of
ambition (Aldrich and Bianco, 1992; Desposato, 2006; Mershon and Heller,
2008). Aldrich and Bianco (1992) show that switchers aim to enhance their
prospects both for reelection and legislative influence. The second impor-
tant element to understand switchers’ behavior is the degree of ideological
compatibility with their own ideal policies (Desposato, 2006; Mershon and
Heller, 2008). The third driving force behind switching is the underlying
formation of majority coalitions. As explained by Mershon and Shvetsova
(2014) in a model of policy bargaining within parliaments, switching behav-
ior is motivated by movements in the policy core. Against the benefits of
switching, Desposato (2006) highlights some costs that act as a deterrent to
switching. Our model builds on the relevance of these contributions incor-
porating ambition incentives, ideological incentives and elaborating a more
sophisticated endogenous switching cost associated to candidates’ concern
about their political career.

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 presents the model.
Section 3 characterizes candidates’ behavior in the strong and weak party
discipline scenarios. Section 4 analyzes the endogenous location of policy
platforms. Finally, the last section offers the conclusion. All the proofs are
in the Appendix.

2 The Model

There are two political parties (or factions), L and R. Each political party
selects a policy proposal that is denoted by [ and r respectively, where I,
r € [0,1]. Party L is the “leftist” and party R is the “rightist.” There is a
set of candidates who decide their party label (or the political faction that
they join) and, once elected, they choose whether to toe their party line in
their legislative vote. For non-elected candidates, their subsequent decision
on toeing party line voting is redundant. Therefore, we just focus on those
candidates that are finally elected and we use both terms, candidates or
legislators, when referring to them.

Political parties compete for seats in a parliamentary election, and a
number of candidates become legislators in parliament.? For the sake of
simplicity, we consider a unique electoral district where seats in parliament
are assigned in proportion to each party’s vote-share. Once in parliament,

'See Mershon (2014) for an excellent survey on party switching.

2For the sake of expositional clarity, the model is explained in terms of parliamentary
elections. However, the model can also be interpreted in terms of two distinct factions that
compete for positions in a council committee (regional councils, city councils, professional
councils, or a board of directors).



the majority party leader launches his/her party policy proposal (either [
or r), and legislators have the option of voting in favor or against such pro-
posal. We interpret that those legislators that vote against the proposal are
implicitly supporting the policy of the minority party. Thus, for expositional
clarity, we refer to two voting strategies, voting for [ or voting for r, where
i) voting for [ means voting in favor of policy [ when party L is the majority
party and voting against r when party R is the majority party, and ii) voting
for r means voting in favor of policy » when party R is the majority party
and voting against [ when party L is the majority party.?

Legislators have the option of switching in making their legislative vote.
This means that they can select one party label while voting in parliament
for the policy proposal of the other party. That is, if their party label is
party L, they switch when voting for policy r, and when their party label is
party R, they switch when voting for policy I. When a legislator does not
toe the party line and votes for the other party proposal, we refer to such a
legislator as a “switcher.”

We consider two different scenarios, one in which parties are endowed
with strong discipline and can impose certain disciplinary measures or penal-
ties F' > 0 on those legislators engaging in switching behavior, and another
in which parties do not have the ability to impose penalties; this is the weak
party discipline scenario.

We analyze the strategic decisions of two types of players: political par-
ties and candidates. Political parties pursue strong support for their policy
proposals in general elections and also try to avoid switching behavior among
their legislators. Candidates’ incentives are driven by different forces: ambi-
tion, ideology, and reputation. We analyze parties’ and candidates’ optimal
strategies in the two above-mentioned scenarios.* There is also a population
of voters that participate in the parliamentary election. These voters are
ideological and vote for the party proposing the platform that is closer to
their most preferred ideal policy. Thus, we assume that these voters are not
strategic, meaning that they do not account for the possibility of elected
legislators switching vote.

The timing of the proposed electoral game is as follows:

Stage 1: Parties announce their policy platforms and, only in the case of
strong party discipline, specify disciplinary measures.

Stage 2: Candidates observe the announced policy platforms and discipli-
nary measures, and decide their party label.

Stage 3: Once general elections have been held, legislators vote in parlia-
ment.

3We do not take elected candidates abstaining in parliament into account. This can
be, however, an interesting extension of the model.

‘In an alternative model, Galasso and Nannicini (2015) address the composition and
order of the list of candidates for each party.



We assume that political parties foresee candidates’ decision with respect
to their chosen party label and subsequent voting decisions in parliament. In
order to provide a prediction of candidates’ and parties’ optimal decisions,
we solve the proposed game by backward induction. That is, first, we analyze
in Section 3 the two-stage candidates’ decisions on their party label and
legislative votes and, secondly, we analyze in Section 4 the political parties’
optimal decision. In the strong party discipline scenario, the optimal penalty
imposed by the party is analyzed in conjunction with candidates’ decisions.

Preferences of candidates

Each candidate has an ideal policy denoted by i € [0, 1]. The preferences
of each candidate are defined over the two decisions that they make, the
party label under which they run h € {R, L} and their subsequent voting
decisions in parliament p € {r,l} . The utility of candidate 7 from winning
a seat with party h and subsequently voting p in parliament is represented
by the following career utility function

wi(hp) = T, - p@—p?® — Xow-p)? - LF,

ambition  ideological cost  reputation cost disciplinary cost

where o, is the policy platform of the political party with which the can-
didate decides to run, o, = [ and op = r, where u, A > 0, and where
I; = 1 if the candidate runs for office in a strong party discipline scenario
and op, # p, whereas I; = 0 if the candidate runs for office in a weak party
discipline scenario or in a strong party discipline one but op = p.

The first term of the above expression 7 is the positive benefit from
holding office and reflects candidates’ ambition. We assume that such a
benefit is not party-independent but depends on the power of party h in
parliament.’ Thus, the value 7}, is the expected vote-share of party h. Can-
didates enjoy greater utility if they win a seat in the party which, in expecta-
tion, possesses higher vote-share. In the model, 7 and 7w are endogenous
variables that depend on the announced policy platforms.

The second term is the ideological cost, which measures the disutility
derived from voting for a policy that is different from the ideal policy i of
the candidate. We refer to this as ideological cost because its magnitude
depends on each candidate’s ideal policy.

The third term is the reputation cost, which measures the disutility
derived from switching in the legislative vote. Observe that this third term
is either 0 when oj, = p, or equal to A (I — 7‘)2 when the legislator does

>For instance, in the U.S. the speaker of the House of Representatives and the chairs
of every committee are members of the majority party. Moreover, the party holding a
majority control of the chamber is entitled to have at least one more member on each and
every committee.



not toe the party line, and therefore, o, is different from p.® Besides, the
greater the distance between the policy platforms of the two parties, the
higher the reputation cost. This cost captures how breaking party discipline
may truncate the politician’s career.”

The fourth term Fj, is the disciplinary cost that only applies in a strong
party discipline scenario and provided the candidate that selects party label
h, engages in switching behavior.

The parameters p, A > 0 are the weights that candidates assign to their
ideology and their reputation respectively. When for instance p > A, each
unit distance of ideological cost has more impact on candidates’ utility than
each unit distance of reputation cost, in short, candidates care more about
their ideology than about reputation. The opposite holds when p < A.

Note that candidates’ party label decisions are based on expected vote-
shares, while legislative vote decisions are based on realized vote-shares. In
this respect, we consider rational expectations implying that once political
parties announce their policy platforms, candidates perfectly estimate the
parties’ vote-shares.® Thus, parliamentary vote decisions in our model are
not contingent to different electoral results, but are just specified for the
right prediction of the realized vote-shares. Therefore, each candidate can
select one of the following four strategies:

1. Adopting party L’s label and voting for the policy proposal of this
party, [. In this case, we denote the candidate’s utility by Ur where

Up = wi (L,1) = mp, — p(i — 1)°.

2. Adopting party R’s label and voting for the policy proposal of this
party, r. In this case, we denote the candidate’s utility by Ur where

Ur = us (Ror) = 7 — uli = )?.

3. Adopting party R’s label and switching on the legislative vote to the
policy proposal of party L. In this case, we denote the candidate’s
utility by Ufz and this takes two different values depending on whether
we account for a strong or weak party discipline scenario:

o - 2 _ o 2 _ . . . .
US — u; (R,1) = { mr — p(i — 1)* — A(r — 1)* — Fp if strong discipline

np — (i —1)% — M(r — 1)? if weak discipline.

5This modelization resembles that in Huang (2010), where elected candidates incur
a quadratic “internal” cost if the implemented policy differs from candidates’ own true
policy position, and a quadratic “reputation” cost if the implemented policy differs from
their announced policy.

"When the electorate or party militants are very partisan, switchers usually have little
credibility, and face difficulties to attract votes or campaign support (Desposato, 2006).

8This is a strong assumption implying that candidates, in equilibrium, make their best
decision (i.e., candidates do not regret their selected choices due to wrong expectations).
An alternative, yet interesting question, would be analyzing the prediction of the model
when candidates overestimate or underestimate the vote-share of a certain party.



4. Adopting party L’s label and switching on the legislative vote to the
policy proposal of party R. In this case, we denote the candidate’s
utility by U f and this takes two different values depending on whether
we account for a strong or weak party discipline scenario:

US = u; (L,7) = 7 — (i — )% — A —r)? — Fy, if strong discipline
L= = i — (i — )2 — M1 — 7)? if weak discipline.

Candidates engage in switching behavior when they opt for either (h, p) =
(R,1) or (h,p) = (L,r). In these two cases, political parties, in a strong
party discipline scenario, can inflict penalties on legislators who fail to toe
the party line.

When comparing expressions Ur and U f , and if 77, < wR, we deduce
that Ug is always greater than U f . Thus, for every candidate, strategy (R, 1)
strictly dominates strategy (L, ), both in the weak and in the strong party
discipline scenarios. This means that candidates adopting the party L’s
label, do not intend to engage in switching behavior. If instead 7w > mp,
candidates with party R’s label are the ones that do not intend to engage
in switching behavior. Finally, if 7 = mg, there is no switching behavior
at all.

We assume that in those cases in which the candidate is indifferent be-
tween the two party labels, the candidate opts for party R. Likewise, if a
legislator is indifferent about switching or not in the legislative vote, the
legislator opts not to switch.

The preferences of parties

Political parties have some flexibility regarding the policy platform they
can select. Each party has some well-defined inherit upper and lower bounds
within which it can locate its policy platform.? Party L can set its policy {
in the interval [E —e, L+ 8] € [O, %] and party R can set its policy r in the
interval [R —& R+ E] € [%, 1] , where policies L and R represent some well
established or historical position of the political parties, and € represents
the margin of flexibility around this historical position that it is accepted by
the parties’ current leaders. We consider that L + ¢ < R — €, which implies
that the policy platforms of the parties always satisfy the conditions I # r
and [ < r.

Political parties are uncertain about the ideal policies of those candidates
that select their party label. More precisely, from the parties’ viewpoint, the
ideal policies of candidates and those of voters for parliamentary elections
are distributed according to a uniform distribution function over the unit
interval [0,1]. This simplifying assumption implies that political parties

?See, for instance, Cadigan and Janeba (2002) or Martinez-Mora and Puy (2014).



consider that every ideology is equally likely to be a candidate’s (or a voter’s)
ideology.'?

We analyze two scenarios, strong and weak party discipline. In both
scenarios, parties aim at maximizing its (expected) vote-share, subject to
avoiding switching behavior. Both candidates and parties, decide on a com-
mon correctly estimated vote-share function, already denoted by 7, which
depends on the parties’ policy platforms, [ and r. Since seats in parliament
are assigned in proportion to vote-shares, note that maximizing vote-shares
is equivalent to maximizing seats in parliament.

In the strong party discipline scenario we already mentioned, political
parties can apply certain disciplinary penalties Fj, > 0 to those legislators
who do not vote with the party line.!! Imposing penalties is costly for the
parties and, consequently, parties set the minimal disciplinary penalty that
prevents switching behavior. Besides, parties select those policy proposals
that maximize their expected vote-share. Analytically, parties’ maximiza-
tion problems are

M}gm mr(l,r) — Fr, Max 7wg(l,r) — Fr

I,Fy, r,Fr

ot { (h7,p7) # (L) { (h3,p) # (R.1)

l e [L—e,L—{—s]

rE [R -, R+ s]

In the weak party discipline scenario, parties are exposed to switching
behavior and legislators, independently of their party label, opt for one of
the voting proposals, [ or r. Parties cannot set a disciplinary penalty. We
then assume that parties set a policy proposal that maximizes their expected
vote-share conditional to avoiding switching behavior. Analytically, parties’
maximization problems are

Mlax wr(l,r) Mrax mr(l,T)
(g # (L) (L) A (R

U elLoeL+e "% re[R-eR+e

We say that there is policy convergence when parties select centrist plat-
forms, that is, | = L + ¢ and » = R — . Otherwise, we say that there is
policy divergence.

3 Party label and legislative votes

We analyze candidates’ decisions regarding their party label and their subse-
quent legislative votes. Candidates’ incentives are different in the strong as

0 Qur results do not depend on the uniform distribution of ideologies, or on the unit
interval over which the ideologies are distributed. These are simplifying assumptions.

1Tn the real world, the threat of punishment is not absent. Party leaders control several
disciplinary tools, including ballot access (Cox and McCubbins, 1994), committee positions
(Kiewiet and McCubbins, 1991), advancement within the party, increased influence over
party policy positions, and access to legislative perks (Bowler et al., 1999).



opposed to the weak party discipline scenarios. In a strong party discipline
scenario, legislators face a disciplinary penalty F' > 0 when deviating from
the party line, whereas in a weak party discipline scenario there is no such
penalty.

For the sake of tractability, suppose along this section that 77 < g (the
opposite case 7, > TR is symmetric).

3.1 The strong party discipline scenario

We analyze political parties’ optimal disciplinary penalties. As already ar-
gued, when 7 < mpr candidates whose party label is L never engage in
switching behavior; therefore, only party R will impose disciplinary penal-
ties. Party R seeks to minimize the value of the penalty F' while still seeking
to ensure that their candidates do not engage in switching behavior.

Let (h!,p}) denote the optimal decision of legislator ¢ regarding party
affiliation and subsequent voting decisions when parties’ platforms are con-
sidered to be fixed at r,] where | < r. Party R sets F'r so as to solve

Min FR
o 1)
st. (b, pl) # (R,1) for all i € [0,1].

That is, party R sets Fr so as to eliminate switching behavior.

Candidates compare their utilities under three available strategies: se-
lecting party R’s label or party L’s label and not switching in these two cases,
and selecting party R’s label and switching afterwards (we have already dis-
carded the possibility of switching on legislative votes once the candidate’s
party label is L and w7, < wg). The associated utilities are U, Ugr and U g
respectively. The disciplinary penalties aim at preventing the following two
types of candidates’ preferences:

Us > Up >Ug and Ug > Ug > Uy. (2)

These preferences reflect that some candidates may prefer switching their
legislative votes over the two other strategies, selecting party R’s label or
party L’s label and not switching. Thus, Fgr is set so as to prevent the
preferences in (2).
First, requiring Uy, > U }% implies

FRZWR—WL—A(T—Z)Q, (3)
that is, the penalty cost has to be greater than the difference between am-
bition benefits and the reputation cost. Note that the higher the ambition
benefits with respect to the reputation cost, the greater the penalty has to

be in order to prevent switching behavior.
Second, requiring Ur > U g implies

Fr>pl[(i— r)? — (i — Z)Q] — A —1)? for every i, (4)

10



that is, the penalty has to be greater than the difference between the ideo-
logical benefits derived from switching and the reputation cost.

In both cases, (3) and (4), we find that a high reputation cost is enough
to prevent switching behavior.

We deduce that party L does not need to impose a penalty and party
R has to impose a penalty in those cases in which ambition incentives are
high, ideological incentives are high, or the reputation cost is low. The
following proposition describes the optimal decision of both party R and
the candidates:

Proposition 1 In the strong party discipline scenario, party R sets an op-
timal penalty F'y, that prevents switching behavior:

Ffy=min{rg —mp — Ar — )%, p(r® —1?) — A(r — 1)*}
when g — 7, > Nr — )% and p(r? —12) > X(r — )2, otherwise F}, = 0.
Regarding candidates, there is a threshold

r41 TR — T,
2 2u(r —1)
such that if the ideology of the candidate satisfies condition © > %, then the

candidate selects party R’s label, and if © < i, the candidate selects party L’s
label.

7=

The threshold 7 results from comparing Uy, and Ug, and defines the party
with which the candidate decides to run in the elections. That is, all the
candidates with ideal policies in the interval [0,7) opt for (h},p}) = (L,1),
and those candidates with ideal policies in the interval [z, 1] opt for (b}, p}) =
(R,r). Given that tp—my, > 0 and r—1 > 0, 7 is always below the mid-point
of the interval [/, 7] (defined by Z£!). This implies that candidates’ optimal
decisions are not only ideological, but are also driven by their ambition. In
fact, the larger the difference in mp — 7, or the smaller the weight that
candidates assign to their ideology p, or the closer the parties’ proposals to
each other, then the broader the range of ideologies under which a candidate
decides to run with party R.'? Besides, it can be the case that i < [ when
the ambition benefits mp — 71, are sufficiently high. In particular, condition
i <l is equivalent to mr — 77, > u(r — 1)?, that is, when ambition benefits
are above p(r — )2, the threshold 7 is below the policy proposal of party L.
Likewise, condition 7 > [ is equivalent to g — 77, < u(r — )2, that is, when
ambition benefits are below u(r — )2, the threshold 7 is in between policy [
and TTH

12The threshold that we derive in Proposition 1 resembles the one obtained in the
model of political competition with valence advantage proposed by Groseclose (2001). In
Groseclose’s model, however, the threshold is to the right or to the left of the mean policy
because the two competing political parties are asymmetric with respect to their valence
advantage.

11



3.2 The weak party discipline scenario

In a weak party discipline scenario, candidates know that when switching
on legislative votes, parties cannot apply a disciplinary penalty.

Candidates decide on one out of three available strategies (note that
when 77, < wr we have already discarded the possibility of switching on
legislative votes once the candidate’s party label is L). The first two pos-
sibilities are the ones in which the candidate runs with one party (R or L)
and follows the party line. The third alternative for the candidate is running
with party R and switching on legislative votes.

When comparing Uy, and U }% — that is, running with party L and voting
for I, with respect to running with party R and switching — we deduce that
U,>U Ig implies

R —mr < Ar—1)% (5)

This condition requires that the gains from ambition 7 — 77, do not
compensate for the loss in reputation when switching. That is, the rep-
utation cost surpasses the benefits associated with ambition. Thus, when
condition (5) is satisfied, we say that there is strong social pressure.

In the opposite case, that is, when Up, < U E , we deduce that

R — 7L > Ar —1)2, (6)

we then say that there is weak social pressure. In this latter case, the benefits
associated with ambition mr — 7, are greater than the reputation cost and
candidates opt for either running with party R and switching on legislative
votes, or running with party R and voting 7.

The following proposition describes the optimal decisions:

Proposition 2 In the weak party discipline scenario:

i) If there is strong social pressure, candidates behave as in the case of strong
party discipline;

ii) If there is weak social pressure, there is a threshold

r+1 B Ar—1)
2 2u

such that if the ideology of the candidate satisfies condition i > %, then the
candidate selects party R’s label and votes for this party’s policy proposals,
whereas if i < i, then the candidate selects party R’s label and switches on
legislative votes.

Proposition 2 shows that strong social pressure results in a scenario
similar to the one with strong party discipline. This is due to the high
reputation cost that mitigates candidates’ incentives to switch. However,
when there is weak social pressure, we find that those candidates whose

12



ideologies are close to that of party L run with party R to satisfy their
ambition and once elected, they break party discipline. That is, all the
candidates with ideal policies in the interval [0,%) opt for (hf,p}) = (R,1),
and those candidates with ideal policies in the interval [7, 1] opt for (b}, p}) =
(Rr). ..

Since % < 0 and g—; > 0, we deduce that the larger the weight that
candidates assign to the reputation cost A, or the smaller the weight that
candidates assign to the ideological cost u, the narrower the range of candi-
dates’ ideologies for which candidates switch their legislative votes.

Notice that since » — [ > 0, then 7 is always below the mid-point of the
interval [I,r] (defined by Z). Besides, it can be the case that i < [ when A
is high or when p is low. In particular, condition 7 < [ is equivalent to p < A
and, therefore, 7 > [ is equivalent to p > A. That is, when u < A, candidates
care more about their reputation than about their ideology and there is
less switching behavior. On the contrary, when p > A, the phenomenon of
switching behavior expands. In particular, the lower the ratio 2 the larger
the fraction of centrist candidates affiliated to party R that vote for party
L’s policy proposals.

3.3 Comparing weak and strong party discipline

The next result compares the two analyzed scenarios. These two scenarios
differ from each other when there is weak social pressure or/and high op-
portunistic advantages (that is, when 7z — 77 > A(r —1)?). In this case,
legislators are tempted to engage in switching behavior if there is weak party
discipline, and such an option is prevented in the strong party discipline sce-
nario with the disciplinary penalties.

Proposition 3 If there is strong social pressure, then the strong and the
weak party discipline scenarios induce the same strategies from candidates.
If there is weak social pressure, then 1 < &, which implies that in the weak
party discipline scenario (with respect to the strong party discipline scenario)
there is a higher fraction of legislators who vote in accordance with their
ideology.
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Strong party disciphne:

(L1 (R, 7)

- T
2
Weak party discipline: :
(R, 1) (R, 7)
l [Tl r
2

Figure 1: Candidates’ optimal choices if T > 7

Figure 1 illustrates the above result in the case of weak social pressure.
The black straight lines represent the unidimensional policy space where the
ideologies of the candidates and the political parties are located. Note that
a candidate with an ideology i € (i,7) does not engage in switching behavior
when there is strong party discipline, but he would engage in the weak party
discipline scenario when there is weak social pressure. We can interpret that
i < 7 implies that among moderate legislators (those with an ideal policy
between [ and r), the fraction of those who vote [ over r is higher under weak
party discipline. Besides, since 7 is closer than 7 to the midpoint HTT, we say
that there is more ideological voting under weak party discipline than under
strong party discipline.

4 The policy location of political parties

As stated above, political parties foresee candidates’ decision with respect
to their chosen party label and their subsequent voting decision in parlia-
ment. In this section, we analyze the first stage of the electoral game in
which political parties simultaneously select their policy proposals, [ and 7,
respectively.

Voters for parliamentary elections are ideological and vote for the party
which is closer to their ideological point. Given the policy proposals [ and
r where [ # r, every voter with ideology i € [0, ”TT] votes for party L. and
every voter with ideology ¢ € (HTT, 1] votes for party R.

Since parties consider that voters’ ideal policies are uniformly distributed
over the interval [0, 1], their expected vote-shares 7y, and 7 are measured
by

[+ I+

mr =Pr(i < ), TR=1—Pr(i <

).
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In the strong party discipline scenario, the disciplinary cost prevents
switching on legislative votes. Thus, parties in this scenario only care about
maximizing its expected vote-share. In the weak party discipline scenario,
note that switching behavior only occurs within the party with higher ex-
pected vote-share, i.e., the party with maximal expected vote-share below
1

5 is not exposed to switching behavior.

4.1 The strong party discipline scenario

The only strategies for candidates in this scenario are joining party L and
voting [ in parliament, versus joining party R and voting r in parliament.
According to Proposition 1, if a candidate ¢ is such that ¢ < ¢, then this
candidate affiliates to party L and votes [, and if ¢ > 7, then this candidate
affiliates to party R and votes r. As already mentioned, parties select a policy
in the intervals [l_} —e, L+ e] and [R — e, R+ 5] respectively.

Given some fixed value of the policy proposal of party R, that we denote
by 7, party L selects the policy proposal [ that maximizes its expected vote-

share: [+ 7
Maz Pr(i < + T) (7)
le [E—s,i-{-a] 2

Likewise, given some fixed value of the policy proposal of party L, that
we denote by [, party R selects the policy proposal r that maximizes its
expected vote-share:

o~

Maz 1—-Pr(i < +T). (8)
TG[R—E,R—I—&] 2

The following proposition describes the optimal policy of the parties.

Proposition 4 In the strong party discipline scenario, it is always the case
that both parties select their most moderate platform, that is, party L sets
its platform at I* = L + ¢ and Party R sets its platform at r* = R —¢.

Note how party competition in the strong party discipline scenario leads
to the standard result of both parties offering centrist platforms (Downs,
1957).

The location of L+¢ and R—e with respect to the midpoint % determines
what party has better expected vote-share. In fact, only when R —¢ is closer
to % than L + ¢, we deduce that 77, < 7p.

4.2 The weak party discipline scenario

In this scenario, non-loyal candidates may benefit from the opportunistic
advantage offered by the majority party. That is, switching behavior can
occur within the party with higher expected vote-share.
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Party R shows better expected vote-share than party L when mrg—mg > 0
(and therefore, mp > %) and party L when mg — 77, < 0. When there is a
tie, mr = 7, there is no switching behavior.

As already analyzed in Proposition 4, the strategy that allows parties to
maximize their expected vote-share is [ =L +¢c and r= R —¢.

When selecting these strategies, the expected percentage of votes for
each party are the following

max L+R

pax = LR and o =1 — (LH8).

L
We deduce three cases: i) L + R = 1, in which case L = R = % which is
not compatible with assumption L + & < R —¢; ii) L + R < 1, in which
case TR > %; and iii) L + R > 1, in which case TR > % Note that only
when cases ii) or iii) hold, there is a party exposed to switching behavior.
Since only one of the parties can be exposed to switching behavior, we find
that when there is weak party discipline, there is a party that maximizes
its expected vote-share subject to preventing switching behavior while the
other party only cares about maximizing its expected vote-share. We now
analyze case ii (which is symmetric to case iii).

By assumption, L < % and R > %, so that case ii) implies that % —
L>R- %, i.e., policy R is closer to the median voter, located at %, than
policy L. In this scenario, party R is exposed to switching behavior and its
optimization problem is as follows

Max 1-Pr(i < _LQ’")
TG[R—E,R+E]
st. (1) mg >y (9)
(ii) mg — 7 < A(r —1)2.

By Proposition 2, restriction 7r — 7, < A(r — 1) implies that high
reputation cost, measured by A(r — )2, mitigates candidates’ incentives to
switch, and condition mp > 7y implies that party R’s expected vote-share
should be greater than % Notice that the maximization problem above has
no solution when r satisfies restriction (ii) in equation (9) but it does not
satisfy restriction (i), i.e., in those cases in which the policy proposal that
discourages candidates from switching behavior provides a expected vote-
share below % (and therefore, incentives to switch vanish). In this case, party
R just cares about maximizing its vote-share. Regarding party L, since it is
not exposed to switching, it maximizes its vote-share

I+7

Mazx Pr(i <
le[i—e,i—f—a]

)- (10)

Solving parties’ optimization problems yield the following result.
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Proposition 5 In the weak party discipline scenario, parties select their
most moderate platform, I* = L + ¢ and r* = R — ¢ unless the weight that
candidates assign to their reputation cost is neither too high nor to small,
in which case the party with higher expected vote-share opts for certain more
partisan platform, that is I* < L +¢ orr* > R —¢.

Figure 2 illustrates the location of the optimal policy r* when [ = L +«.
We show that mr — 7, is decreasing in r, whereas A\(r — [)? is increasing
in 7 and 7* solves 1 — | — r* = A(r* — [)2. Thus, every policy 7 below r*
avoids switching behavior, which implies that party R will select it unless
the reduction in its vote share moves below % In the figure, we provide an
example where R —e¢ < r* € (R—¢,1 — L — ¢) which implies that policy r*
maximizes vote-share conditional to avoiding switching behavior.

TR ML Ar — )2
A2 TR

7| T* - 7: ’
R—e v 1—-L—-€¢ R+c¢ T
Mg > My, TR < Ty,

Figure 2: Optimal policy in the weak party discipline scenario

We conclude that in a scenario with weak party discipline, the party
that, in expectation, obtains a majority may propose a more partisan policy
platform, one that opportunistic legislators find it too hard, in terms of their
reputation, to deviate from party-line voting.'3

Figure 3 represents the optimal policies in the two scenarios, weak and
strong party discipline. For the case of weak party discipline, we represent
the two cases, the one in which party R holds better expected vote-share
(where L + R < 1 and so, condition r < 1 — L — € should hold to guarantee
that mr > 71,), and the other in which party L holds better expected vote-
share (where L + R > 1 and so, condition [ > 1 — R + ¢ should hold to
guarantee that 7 < 7). In the weak party discipline model we show

13In real politics, there are races where different pre-electoral polls provide different
majorities. From the candidates’ and political parties’ perspective, this situation would
be equivalent to mg = 7, and there is no a priori benefit of adopting party L’s or Party
R's label.
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that at least one of the parties may deviate from its most moderate policy
position. The parties, however, always propose their most moderate policies
when party discipline is strong.

Strong party discipline:
L
T

~r=
oo | =
T

$
r

Weak party disciplinei)when L + R < 1,ii)whenLZ + R > 1:

J )

B Ll—z—e
L 2 R
]
U T
1_}_?+_E 1
L = R
i ]
r T

Figure 3: Parties’ optimal policy location

5 Conclusion

We develop a model describing the interaction between candidates for par-
liament and political parties. Candidates differ in their ideal policies and
maximize their utility, which is a function of their ambition less some ideo-
logical cost and a reputation cost associated with switching in their legisla-
tive votes. Political parties are office-motivated and they care about their
candidates’ loyalty in legislative votes.

The purpose of the paper was two-fold. First, we analyzed elected candi-
dates’ incentives to deviate from party-line voting, in two different political
scenarios: one in which there is strong party discipline and those legislators
who deviate from party-line voting face a disciplinary penalty, and another
one where party discipline is weak. Second, we investigated whether politi-
cians’ incentives to potentially deviate from party-line voting once elected
may impact parties’ announced policy platforms.

Our analysis yielded interesting results which are open to empirical
scrutiny.

First, regarding party affiliation, the expected majority party attracts
more candidates, specially when policy platforms are close to each other
and there is weak party discipline. The reason is that candidates satisfy
ambitious incentives and the close distance between the parties’ platforms
reduces the ideological cost of party line voting. Besides, when there is
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weak party discipline, the reputation cost of switching party is low due to
the small distance between the policy platforms.

Second, regarding party-line voting, legislators switching party arise
among those affiliated to the majority party and provided that the party
does not posses disciplinary penalties. Intuitively, ambitious candidates bet
on the winning horse when seeking party affiliation. Once elected, they may
improve by deviating from party line voting. This argument is in coherence
with empirical evidence in the Spanish legislature. When comparing the
period of strong party discipline 1982-1986 to that of weak party discipline
1986-1989, switching behavior in parliament increased from 1 percent to 12
percent (Tomds Mallén, 2002).'4

Third, and regarding party-line voting, the more legislators care about
their ideology and the less about their reputation, the higher the magnitude
of party switching. When legislators are strongly ideological, voting in par-
liament for a policy which is too distant to ones’ ideal policy is too costly. If,
in addition, legislators show low concern about their reputation, their cost
for not following party-line voting is low.

Lastly, and regarding parties’ policy positions, strong party discipline in-
duces policy convergence, whereas weak party discipline provides incentives
for divergent policy positions. Our unexpected result is that the majority
party in a weak party discipline scenario, can opt for a polarized policy to
discourage switching behavior in legislative votes. This is the mechanism
that deters switching behavior: the more polarized the party is, the higher
the distance between the parties’ proposals and, thus, the higher the rep-
utation loss of a candidate when deviating from party-line voting. When
instead parties can impose direct disciplinary penalties, there is no need to
offer a polarized platform. We can interpret this result in a more general
setting in which two factions compete for committee positions. Our results
reveal that the advantageous faction will opt for a more extreme policy pro-
posal to obtain the support of loyal committee members. That is, we can
argue that polarization and loyalty go hand in hand.

Our results reveal that weak party discipline and the absence of disci-
plinary tools can exert a negative social impact. When candidates are am-
bitious and they care about their reputation for not toeing the party line,
weak party discipline induces divergence of policy platforms, which implies
that the implemented policy moves away from the one that better repre-
sents the electorate. Against the theory of pure ideological candidates and
the robustness of the policy convergence result (of the Downsian prediction),
our unexpected result is that human psychological needs, such as ambition

""Heller and Mershon (2008) show that in the Italian Chamber of Deputies for the period
1988-2000, strong party discipline created incentives for legislators to switch parties. For
these authors, party discipline is measured by the degree of cohesion in the vote of partisan
legislators. In our model, strong party discipline refers to parties with available disciplinary
tools. Our results, therefore, are not in contradiction.
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and concern about one’s own reputation, lead to alternative theories that
can explain why political parties do not always converge to the policy rep-
resenting the social optimum. This is an unexplored argument which can
be added to those trying to explain why convergence to the electoral center
is an extremely unlikely phenomenon (Ansolabehere, Snyder and Stewart,
2001; Klingemann et al., 2006).'?

The findings of this study also raise interesting questions for future re-
search. An important one would be to analyze the effects of different elec-
toral and legislative rules on politicians’ incentives to switch parties, as one
might think that different political systems—Iike candidate-centered systems
(such as single-member district systems or open-list proportional represen-
tation systems), or party-centered systems (such as closed-list proportional
representation systems)—may offer different incentives for the frequency and
patterns of party switching. This is an issue that has already been high-
lighted in the literature (Heller and Mershon, 2005; McLaughlin, 2011), but
we are not aware of any theoretical contribution analyzing it, and existing
empirical research has yet to agree fully on the extent to which electoral
rules increase or decrease incentives for switching.

Finally, although it is common in many democracies that elected legisla-
tors do not follow party-line voting or abandon one party and join another,
even during the legislative term, to date economists and political scientists
have done little theoretical research into party switching. We hope that this
study of switching by legislators and party policy positions can enrich our
understanding of political parties, party discipline and policy making, and
will open the door to further research into that area.

15 Among others, platform divergence-based factors are entry deterrence (Palfrey, 1984;
Osborne and Slivinski, 1996; Besley and Coate, 1997; Callander, 2005), politicians’ policy
preferences with uncertainty about voters’ preferences (Calvert, 1985; Wittman, 1983),
valence issues (Groseclose, 2001; Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2000; Aragonés and Palfrey,
2002), voter abstention, primary elections, party activists, and special interest groups (see
Bernhardt et al. 2009, p. 570).
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APPENDIX
Proof of Proposition 1: Simplifying Expression (4) yields
Fr>pu [1"2 — 12— 2i(r — D] = A(r— 1)? for every i

Since the above expression is decreasing in ¢, then ¢ = 0 is the ideology of the
candidate with more incentives to switch. Substituting ¢ = 0 in the above
expression yields

Fr > u(r® —12) = Xr —1)%, (11)

which guarantees that Ug > U 12: for every candidate. By (3), when mp—7p, <
A(r —1)2, then for every agent it holds that Uy > Us and by (4), when
p(r? —12) < X(r —1)? then for every agent it holds that Uz > Ug. That is,
there are no incentives to switch in any of these two cases and the optimal
penalty is F* = 0. We deduce that F™* # 0 only when mr — 7, > A(r —1)?
and p(r? —12) > A(r —1)2, in which case, the minimal F* in the comparison
between (3) and (4) guarantees that either U, > U3 or Ug > Uj satisfies
for every candidate. When Fj = mg — 7, — A(r — ()%, then whatever the
ideology of the candidate U g = Ur, and candidates do not switch. When
Fy o= u(r? —12) — A(r — 1)2, then whatever the ideology of the candidate
U Ig = Up and candidates do not switch. Since no candidate switches, they
affiliate to party R and then vote r, or they affiliate to party L and then
vote [.

We therefore compare the utilities Uy, Ugr

U < UR<:>7TL—/L(i—l)2S?TR—/L<Z'—7’)2<:>
tr—n; < pli—-r)P-pi-0<=
2ui(r —1) > u(r®—1?) - (rgp — L) =
r+l wp—mp .
<~ =1.

- _
=T 2u(r —=1)
and this completes the proof.

Proof of Proposition 2: When 7y — 7 < A(r — )%, we have shown
that there are no incentives for switching behavior. Therefore, our results
in Proposition 1 apply and the threshold ¢ characterizes candidates’ optimal
decisions.

When 7g — 71, > A(r — [)?, we have already shown that the candidate opts
for either affiliating to party R and switching afterwards, or affiliating to
party R and not switching. We therefore compare the utilities Ufz and Ugr

Up > Up<=mr—pli—1)?>7mp—pli—0%=\r—1)>
= —p(i=)? 2 —pi = D7 = A= 1)?
= 2ui(r —1) > p(r® = 12) = Ar - 1)?
PN Z,Zr—i-l_)\(r—l)zi

2 21
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and this completes the proof.

Proof of Proposition 3: By Propositions 1 and 2, the two scenarios, weak
and strong party discipline, yield the same result when there is strong social
pressure. If there is weak social pressure, then 7 —m, > A(r —1)2. Dividing
both terms by 2u(r — 1) yields

TR—TL A(r—1)
2u(r —1) 2p
TR —TL A(r—1)

tR—7p > Mr—1I1)? <

— -
2p(r — 1) 20
Adding TTH to both terms

r+l mp—mp _r+l Ar-=10)
2 2u(r —1) 2 24

7 i

and this completes the proof.

Proof of Proposition 4: Voters are uniformly distributed over the interval
[0,1], so that Pr(i < 4T) = &L, Solving for the first derivative of the
optimization problems in (7) and (8):

Pr(i <HI)y 1 a1 —Pr(i < B 1

M:_>O ( (_2)):__<07

ol 2 or 2

which implies that {* = L 4+ ¢ and 7* = R — ¢ are the optimal policies for
party L and party R respectively.

Proof of Proposition 5: Party R can avoid switching behavior when
reducing its expected vote-share 7z up to the point where 71—y < A(r—1)?2
and conditional to mp > 7.

Substituting w7, = H'TT and g =1 — (HTT), we deduce rg —mp, =1 -1 —r.
Then, condition 7z — 7, < A(r —1)? is equivalent to 1 — 1 — 7 < A\(r — ).

Let r*(1) be the solution to 1 — [ —r = A(r — [)2, from where:

1
A2 r* (1=2M\) = (1=-N2=1) = 0 <= r*(I) = ﬁ(m—um +4M(1 - 20)

As we already know, party L’s optimal policy when maximizing its vote-
share is [ = L + ¢, and substituting in the above condition yields:

r*(f/+€):%((l_}+5)2>\—1+\/1+4)\(1—2(l_}+5)). (12)

For restriction mr > 77, to be satisfied when [ = L + ¢, the policy of party
R should be closer to % (the median voter location), than that of party L,

1 i

ie., 5 (L+¢)>r— 5. Thus, condition 7z > 7, is equivalent to

r<l—L-—e. (13)
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From equations (9) and (10) we distinguish three cases:

Case 1: r*(L +¢) < R — e. In this case, condition 1 —1 —r < \(r — [)?
holds for every 7 € [R — ¢, R +¢]: the Lh.s. term is strictly decreasing in r,
the r.h.s. term is strictly increasing in r and both terms equal at 7*(L + €).
Thus, similar to the strong party discipline scenario, Party R selects the
policy with which it maximizes votes r = R — . Note that A high enough
guarantees condition 1 — 1 — 7 < A(r — [)? holds.

Case 2: R—¢ < r*(L+¢) < 1 — L —¢. In this case, party R selects
the policy r*(L + €), with which it maximizes its vote-share conditional to
avoiding switching behavior and obtaining a majority. For this case, the
weight assigned to the reputation cost (A) can neither be too high, nor to
low. If X is high, candidates do never incur in switching behavior, if A
is too low, candidates will always incur in switching behavior, no matter
the distance (r — 1) between the parties’ policy positions. Thus, only for
intermediates values of A, Case 2 can occur.

Case 3: 1 — L —e < 7*(L + ¢). In this case, the policy with which Party
R avoids switching behavior does not guarantee the electoral victory. In
such a case, Party R selects the policy that maximizes its vote-share, that
is r = R — ¢. Note that, just the opposite of Case 1, A low enough implies
that A(r — 1)? is low and therefore condition 1 — [ —r = A(r — )2 requires
some small r.
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