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Chapter 1.
Introduction
When Tony Blair entered the British Prime Minister’s office in June 1997, he had
not devoted much time to discussing immigration policy. The 1997 party manifesto contained only a vague promise to ensure “fairness towards asylum
seekers” (Labour 1997a; see also Seldon and Snowden 2005: 135; Bara and
Budge 2001: 27). However, five years later, his Labour party clamped down on
immigrants and asylum seekers arriving to Britain without documents and
made provisions to facilitate the detention, deportation, and removal of rejected claimants in the “Asylum and Immigration Acts” of 2002 and 2004. Rather
than the 1997 call for “fairness”, the Labour government adopted far-reaching
restrictions to British asylum policy.
Labour’s policy U-turn came after loud criticism from the Conservative opposition of the Blair government for mismanaging and undermining the British
asylum system, allowing entrance to bogus asylum seekers: “The asylum system is in chaos” (Conservatives 2000a), and “our ability to be a safe haven for
the genuinely oppressed is severely hampered by the virtual collapse of our
asylum system” (Conservatives 2001b). According to the Conservatives, the
executive’s lax attitude had turned the UK into a magnet for asylum seekers.
Much stronger measures such as secure reception centres and a removal
agency were required (ibid.). The Conservatives worked to put the issue on the
agenda, continuously posing questions to the Prime Minister and causing the
media to take up the story (cf. Bale et al. 2011; Norris 2001; Seldon and Snowdon 2005; Gibney 2008; Jennings 2009, 2010).
Blair’s response was an outright accommodation of the opposition. The
move is neither coincidental, nor unusual. To the contrary, it reflects a widespread yet rarely recognized mode of government-opposition competition in
parliament. Across parliamentary democracies, governments regularly legislate to silence a critical opposition. Through criticism, the opposition exerts important influence on policy. This is the central argument of this book.
In highlighting the opposition’s policy influence, the book engages with a
prominent literature: Parties’ impact on policy has preoccupied political science since its inception (Hofferbert 1966; Dye 1966; Cutright 1965; Cameron
1978; Castles and McKinlay 1979; Rose 1980; Klingemann et al. 1994; Hofferbert and Budge 1992; Budge and Hofferbert 1990; Imbeau et al. 2001; Blais et
al. 1993; Schmidt 1996). Given the extant work and great advancements
made, the neglect of the importance of the opposition is striking (see also
13

Helms 2008; Kaiser 2008; Anderson et al. 2005). Though it is hard to imagine
that the government is unaffected by its rival party’s criticism, it is unknown to
what extent the opposition can systematically pressurize the government to
legislate. Rather than taking the opposition into account, existing research has
tended to focus almost exclusively on the policy impact of the party in government. In this way, the important “do politics matter” question has been reduced to a “does the composition of the government matter to policy” question
(Schmidt 1996: 156). With its formal majority to enact policy, the government is
the main force in shaping policy, but this does not render the opposition unimportant from a policy perspective.
The neglect of the opposition in policy studies calls for a revision of the
“politics matters” thesis. If we want to understand how parties matter for policy,
we need to move beyond the predominant view of a government-run policy
process and broaden our perspective. Importantly, the intention of such reorientation is not to expel the government, nor to argue that the opposition is responsible for most policy change, but only to reaffirm that “politics matters” –
not only by who is in government, but also by who is not.
As a first step in reconceiving the influence of parties on policy, the book
develops a model of opposition policy influence. The model starts from the assumption that the opposition party seeks to remove the government party. To
do this, it criticizes the government systematically to draw attention to issues
that make the government look bad before the electorate, potentially to make
them turn against the government. This criticism matters to the government insofar as voters elect the party they find to be the most competent to solve the
issues of greatest importance to them (Borre 2001; Van der Brug 2004; Meguid
and Belanger 2008; Green 2007; Green and Jennings 2011; Green and Hobolt
2007; Petrocik 1996; Budge and Farlie 1983). If the government seeks reelection, it cares about what issues are salient and about the electorate’s rating
of the government on these issues. When the opposition assigns blame to the
government, points to unresolved problems, and questions its issue-handling
reputation, it negatively affects the government’s chances of re-election (cf.
Thesen 2013; Weaver 1986; Carmines 1991).
To avoid electoral defeat, the government must silence the opposition and
regain the voters’ confidence. Legislation is the most effective means to this
end. Adoption of legislation demonstrates commitment to an issue and a capacity to handle it. The legislation potentially tackles the problems related to
the issue, which makes it harder for the opposition to continue its criticism. If the
legislation in its content also accommodates the opposition’s policy preferences, it removes disagreements on the issue. This is central, because disagreement fuels conflict. As Schattschneider puts it (1960: 1-2): “Nothing attracts
14

a crowd so quickly as a fight. Nothing is so contagious. […] At the root of all politics is the universal language of conflict”. Hence, by removing disagreement,
the government dismantles the conflict which the opposition is seeking
through its criticism of the government. Even when such legislative response
from the government does not completely remove the opposition’s attention to
the issue, it may still help the government prepare for the next election by
building a record on this critical issue pursued by the opposition (cf. Sulkin
2005).
Since the opposition seeks to politicize problems in its criticism of the government, its impact depends on social circumstances. Does it have actual
problems to refer to? If not, it is difficult for the opposition to really pressurize the
government. The circumstances in which problems grow vary over time and
across issues. As a result, the policy influence of the opposition through criticism
can also be expected to vary. Moreover, since a core ingredient in the pressure
which the opposition seeks to build on the government is its appeal to the
electorate, the opposition’s ability to pressurize the government depends on its
reputation on the issue it pursues. Accordingly, the government cannot only be
expected to be more likely to legislate when societal problems undergird the
opposition’s criticism, but also when the opposition holds issue ownership
(Petrocik 1996) – an expression of its reputation on an issue – on the issue it pursues.
Understanding how criticism causes policy change as well as the factors
that generate variation in this relationship therefore offers fresh insights into
one of the most important and enduring normative and empirical question in
politics, namely how parties matter to policy.
Accompanied by examples from the cases, the argument is tested statistically on the issues of asylum/immigration, law and order, health, education,
tax, and unemployment in Britain from 1992-2005 and on the issues of law
and order in Denmark from 1984-2001 and the environment from 1993-2009.
With unique quarterly data, these extended time-series overcome many of the
challenges in unlocking the rather subtle dynamic between the opposition and
the government. The UK Westminster system is the principal case of analysis
because its concentration of power in the one-party executive with solid majorities provides for a solid test. With the unambiguous division between the
opposition and the government, the case is clear – and opposition policy influence would be highly surprising. Denmark is included to further bolster the empirical test of the argument by providing a multiparty system which by the tendency of its parties to act in two blocks resembles the UK system but at the
same by its norms of cooperation and consensus departs from the UK system in
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a way that may affect the incentives of the opposition to criticize (Lijphart
1997).
The claim that parties in opposition influence policy challenges conventional wisdom on representative democracy. It is not always the parliamentary
majority who decides. According to the present model of opposition influence,
the government may have the formal parliamentary majority to adopt policy,
but this does not mean that the government legislates without constraints.
Through its criticism, the minority indirectly has an impact. On the one hand,
this fact may be encouraging insofar as the opposition primarily pursues issues
motivated by real world problems and public concern. In this case, the government’s adjustment to the opposition’s agenda enhances responsiveness
and strengthens the representative democracy. Issues which would have been
neglected or ignored by the government, intentionally or unintentionally, are
brought into the light. On the other hand, the vehement battle between government and opposition produces an elitist system where responsiveness to
problems is guided more by political logics than by the objective need for political action (cf. Kingdon 1995; Walker 1970; Wittman 1983; Thesen 2013).
Policy-making becomes distanced from the real world and policy changes are
generated not because the public asked for it or problems were piling up, but
as strategic moves by the government to combat the opposition in its quest for
re-election. Responsiveness becomes less proportionate and less rational as a
consequence. Given these important implications and the lack of research on
the opposition’s policy influence, there is a real need to shed light on the policy
influence of the opposition.

Plan of the book
The study consists of eight chapters. Chapter 2 presents and discusses the
“politics matters” literature, which the model of opposition influence is principally developed in response to. The chapter also presents the policy agenda
literature, which is the primary theoretical underpinning of the model.
Drawing on the insights put forward in Chapter 2, the theoretical model is
developed in Chapter 3 and six hypotheses are deduced. First, the model’s
underlying assumptions on party behaviour are established: re-election as the
primary goal of parties and issue competition as the context in which this goal
is pursued. Second, the opposition’s and the government’s relation to the policy
agenda is discussed. Third, it is discussed how the opposition puts the government under pressure to respond to it and why the government will decide to
respond. Finally, it is discussed why legislation – and opposition-accommo-
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dating policy changes in particular – is a preferred response strategy of the
government.
In Chapter 4, the issues and countries for the analysis are presented, and
the coding and data collection for the indicators of the analysis are introduced.
Finally, the statistical method, by which the theoretical propositions are tested,
is discussed.
Chapter 5 reports the first and principal empirical analysis of the proposed
model. It tests the extent to which the government legislates in response to opposition criticism and adopts opposition-accommodating or non-accommodating policy changes. Finally, it examines if the effects of opposition influence
on these three types of policy changes depends on and increase with opposition issue ownership of issues as well as inputs of problems on the issues.
Chapter 6 provides additional evidence on the theoretical model. It adds
further control variables to the model, tests the robustness of the argument
across issues, and looks for cross-issue and cross-country variation in the effect
of opposition criticism on policy. Finally, it investigates moderators of the effect
of opposition criticism on policy.
Chapter 7 discusses two concerns for the argument and analysis. First, how
may issue characteristics matter for the opposition’s policy influence? This
leads to an empirical test of systematic variations across issues in the effect of
the opposition on policy. Second, what is the status of the median voter for the
argument – is the model of opposition influence really just Downs in disguise? It
will be argued that the spatial logic is explicitly embedded in the theoretical
model, but this does not mean that the theoretical model can be reduced to
spatial modelling. Important reasons for this are provided.
Chapter 8 summarizes the results of the empirical analysis with the purpose
of making an overall assessment. Based on this, the main implications for the
“politics matters” literature and the policy agenda literature are discussed.
Moreover, suggestions for the next step on the proposed model of opposition
influence are considered.
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Chapter 2.
Parties, Policies, and Agenda-Setting
The model that is proposed for the opposition’s influence on policy is developed principally in response to the large “politics matters” literature. Hence, to
set the background for the model, insights and especially some important limitations of this research will be discussed. Since the agenda-setting literature is
the primary theoretical underpinning of the model, the central ideas of this research area are explained in the last part of the chapter.

“Politics matters”
Different parties in government generate different policy outputs. This is the essence of the “politics matters” thesis, which originated in a wave of work by
Hibbs (1977), Rose (1980), Cameron (1978), Castles (1982), and Castles and
McKinley (1979). They were keen to disprove initial conclusions by Cutright
(1965), Dye (1966), and Hofferbert (1966) that the development in policy is
predominantly determined by socioeconomic structures – economic development and modernization – and that political institutions do not make much of a
difference in this larger context. Expenditures on public services are seen as a
direct function of the wealth created in society to build such welfare provisions
– and parties are bound by these structures in terms of influencing this construction. This wave of rectifying studies stubbornly insisted that given ideological disagreements between parties of the left and the right, it has to matter
which party holds office. The predominant economic cleavage among voters
would shape policy through the party in office. Since parties of the left primarily
represent the material interests of the working class, they put economic redistribution and social protection over personal freedom, full employment over
inflation, and state over market. Parties of the right, representing the middleclass and business interests, have the reverse priorities. Because both parties of
the right and the left form responsible governments programmatically using
office to realize the material interests of their constituencies, the size of the
government and the level of public spending will increase more under a left
government than under a right government (Hibbs 1977: 1470; Castles and
McKinley 1979: 175; Blais et al. 1993: 43). This argument eventually dispelled
doubts as to whether “politics matters”.
This work has later been extended by Klingemann, Budge, and Hofferbert,
who used party manifestos to evaluate the partisan influence on policy
19

(Klingemann et al. 1994; Hofferbert and Budge 1992; Budge and Hofferbert
1990; Hofferbert and Klingemann 1990). Though party manifestos and ideology are closely related, the first is more than just a proxy for the latter because
manifestos serve an important democratic function. The authors explain:
“When a party amasses enough votes to form a government, it has a mandate
to put through its electoral programme. […]By submitting its programme to the
electorate and gaining a near-majority of votes, the governing party has acquired a moral right and responsibility to put its programmes into effect”
(Hofferbert and Budge 1992: 152). Hence, what parties aim for and why is not
built on an assumption of ideology but observed directly through this more
manifest function of representation. As the authors remark, this is an improvement on previous work: “[research on] party participation in government has
necessarily treated interparty differences as static and each party’s policy position as intrinsically time-invariant. That is, prior to the availability of the data
used here, there was no systematic means by which to track any one party’s
change in issue or ideological orientation – in spite of the very obvious fact that
few consequential parties have been utterly issue-inflexible” (1994: 14). This
mandate model not only ensures a more adaptable conception of partisan influence, it also expands the conception to include issue emphasis. Parties influence policy not only by where they stand, but also by what they say.
The more context-dependent conception does not render parties’
longstanding ideologies obsolete or irrelevant. As the authors comment, “if
programmes were stripped of identifying labels, it would be hard to say
whether they are issued at the same election or not; but given the consistency
of underlying ideology, it would not be hard to identify which political party
produced them” (Hofferbert and Budge 1992: 155). Past record and general
ideology both direct intention, but intentions also allow parties to adjust their
appeals to the electorate. By emphasizing and de-emphasizing different aspects of their ideology, parties may influence what policies voters expect them
to enact if elected to office.
This introduces a more fluid concept of party positions, but it is a continuation of rather than a break with past work on the topic. Klingemann et al. note
that “parties sustain an identity that is anchored in the cleavages and issues
that gave rise to their birth” (Klingemann et al. 1994: 5), which implies that
“parties turn demands into political issues by working out policy alternatives in
light of the general principles for which the respective parties stand” (1994: 5).
Like the first wave of studies which showed that “politics matters”, the mandate model finds general support in a series of analyses across issues and
countries. Thus, the party-to-policy correlation is documented to such an extent
that the argument that policy is just a product of socioeconomic factors ap20

pears invalid. Ideology and the mandate thesis alike, who governs matters; the
alternation of parties in government causes policy changes (Schmidt 1996:
156; Imbeau et al. 2001: 2; Blais et al. 1993: 52). At the same time, the party-topolicy question is not definitively settled. Overall, the thesis finds support but
empirical analysis, such as Klingemann et al.’s, also leaves a lot of unexplained
variation and mixed results. As several reviews have documented, the effect of
party differences on policy is volatile and conditional (Blais et al. 1993: 54-55;
Schmidt 1996: 166-67; Imbeau et al. 2001: 18-22). One reason may be that it is
difficult to get adequate indicators to prove parties’ impact on policy in existing
work; another may be unfinished theorizing. To remedy this, two general limitations in the existing “politics matters” account will be addressed in order to enhance our understanding of parties’ impact on policy.
An advantage of the “politics matters” account is that it points to the differing policy influence of government and opposition parties. However, its emphasis on incumbency may have been carried too far, and the understanding
of incumbency not far enough. As will be argued below, too much of the former and too little of the latter seriously limits the understanding of parties’ impact on policy.
The merits of incumbency may have been carried too far in the sense that
incumbency is implicitly made a prerequisite for exerting any impact on policy
(Blais et al. 1993: 49; Imbeau et al. 2001: 9; Klingemann et al. 1994: 31;
Schmidt 1996: 155). Behind most studies lies the assumption that the difference parties make for policy materializes in the alternation of parties in office.
Policies change with the changes of parties in government. Such government
bias leads research down an unnecessarily narrow alley and reduces the “politics matters” question to a simplified “do differences in the partisan composition
of government matter for public policy” question (Schmidt 1996: 155). The
question is whether a manifest policy influence from being in government has
to preclude an opportunity to influence policy from a position outside of government?
This government bias also permeates studies that actually seek to address
the question of opposition influence on policy. Here, the opposition is automatically placed in the periphery of the real concern, namely the government’s
ability to put through its electoral programme. If the opposition is able to influence policy, this is according to Petry (1988, 1991) and Hicks and Swank
(1992) due to a contagion effect in which the government moderates its translation of policy intentions into policy in response to the opposition. For Petry,
this means that policy changes in one area may correlate more with the priorities of the opposition than those of the government. According to Hicks and
Swank, the opposition may in proportion to its seat and vote shares decrease
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the government’s influence on policy. In such a setup, the opposition may at
best modify policy at the margin. With a slightly different logic, Klingemann et
al. (1994: 44-47) allow for the possibility that policy alongside the isolated influence of the government may be determined by the overall political agenda
formed by the opposition together with the government. Again, this allows at
best for an indirect if not distant and weak influence on policy by the opposition.
These are surely plausible opportunities for the opposition to influence policy, but the point is that neither account dares put the opposition centre stage
and take its influence seriously. If the aim is to understand parties’ impact on
policy, the existing accounts are insufficient because they do not allow for the
possibility that the government may do more than just moderate its intended
policy adoptions marginally in reaction to the opposition. The current approach cannot tell whether the government may also more thoroughly put its
own priorities aside and adopt legislation in immediate response to the opposition and potentially in contradiction of its own programme.
Taking into account that we still lack consistent and unambiguous evidence in support of the existing “politics matters”, the emphasis of the government may be exaggerated and parties’ impact on policy underestimated.
Alongside this disproportionate emphasis of the prerequisite of incumbency, the “politics matters” account may ironically not have gone far enough in
understanding what it means to be in government and how this may affect
policy. A few accounts, e.g. Rose (1980) and Klingemann et al. (1994), do go
some way to comprehend the task of governing. However, even these ambitious studies fail to systematically address this facet and investigate its empirical implications. As will be argued, this insufficient examination of incumbency
aggravates the problems of the rather one-sided focus on the incumbents and
neglect of the opposition.
As explained above, an underlying presumption of both the ideology and
the mandate account of the “politics matters” thesis is that governing is primarily about putting the party’s ideology or programme into effect. This is certainly
a motivation for parties to get into office and an important priority of the electorate, but it leaves a simplified and naïve view of holding office and maintaining office in three ways.
First, realizing the material interest of its constituencies and adhering to its
program surely is a major force for the government, but so is its need to maintain office. The usual “politics matters” approach seems to forget about the
competitive element in elections pioneered by Downs (1957, see also Jackman 1986) which makes winning (maintaining) office a precondition for anything else and the median voter a preoccupation more so than its core constit22

uency. To specify, when a majority government is elected, it represents the
median voter by definition. Between elections, however, this may in reality
change, especially if the median voter is at the margin of or even outside the
government’s core constituency more than solidly anchored in the centre of it.
In this light, it is unrealistic to expect the government to stick to its promises and
program, if an adjustment to the median voter – and hence, a break with its
programme – is perceived to be warranted for electoral reasons. Accordingly,
governments have more diversified preferences than often depicted in the
“politics matters” approach.
Second, governments are not only delegated by the electorate to enact a
particular programme but also trusted to solve emerging problems (Rose 1990;
Weaver 1986; Kingdon 1995). Governing is complicated and often takes
place in a hostile environment with great expectations to the government to
correct all sorts of societal problems. Consecutive electoral studies clearly indicate that the electorate uses elections not only prospectively to signal the
mandate of the next government – as contained in the “politics matters” account – but just as much to evaluate how the current cabinet has handled
emerging problems (Fiorina 1981; Marsh and Tilley 2009; Rudolph 2003; Petrocik 1996). Hence, fulfilling its promises is not enough for the incumbent to ensure re-election. The “politics matters” account may therefore be enriched by
more fully appreciating the constraints of the real world (Baumgartner and
Jones 2009 [1993]; Kingdon 1995; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010) as
well as the retrospective aspect of elections (Fiorina 1981; Marsh and Tilley
2009; Rudolph 2003; Petrocik 1996).
This advancement seems increasingly warranted given that the changes in
the electorate are at odds with the underpinnings of the existing “politics matters” account. Parties are strongly embedded in the socioeconomic structure
and act as close delegates of the voters according to both versions of the “politics matters” account. However, according to several electoral studies, these
ties are not as strong anymore (Dalton 2002; Mair et al. 2005; Thomassen 2005;
Franklin et al. 1992). Voters are less loyal and more prepared to defect if disappointed with the current performance than the existing “politics matters” account would lead us to expect. Whereas the prospective aspect of voting may
still apply, the retrospective aspect has probably become more important. This
should be integrated stronger into the “politics matters” thesis.
Third, just like governments do not govern in isolation from the surroundings, they do not govern in a political vacuum. Multiple studies have shown that
parties are engaged in constant and intense internal competition to garner
electoral support by strategically adjusting policy positions and policy emphasis (Downs 1957; Robertson 1976; Budge and Farlie 1983; Adams et al. 2006;
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Adams and Somer-Topcu 2009; Green-Pedersen 2007a; Carmines 1991).
Such work suggests that the government probably spends considerably more
time and energy navigating in this highly competitive political environment
than appreciated in existing “politics matters” work. The extent to which the
government adopts legislation in strategic response to the positions of other
parties rather than to fulfil its election programme is unexplored. Deciding its
electoral destiny may not only be up to the government in its capacity to honour its pledges.
These interrelated shortcomings in understanding the task of governing redirect attention to the neglect of the opposition. The opposition is a vital part of
the immediate political environment of the government and potentially a key
catalyst in making the voters evaluate the incumbents on its performance and
the government more concerned with the median voter than its core constituency (Weaver 1986; Armingeon and Giger 2008). Underestimating its role risks
leaving a partial account of the task of governing and, hence, of how policies
are affected by parties. As a step towards addressing these shortcomings of
the “politics matters” thesis and broadening the perspective on parties’ impact
on policy, the agenda-setting theory will be laid out. It can broaden the perspective because it implies an alternative mechanism of policy change to the
one centred on the alternation of government parties proposed by the “politics
matters” account. It provides the means to address the discussed shortcomings
through its insights on the constraints of the real world. These advancements
are feasible because the agenda-setting theory shares its focus on issue attention with the work of Klingemann et al. (1994) and this ensures a reference
point from where to move on.

Political agenda-setting
With its emphasis on problems and its understanding of attention dynamics,
insights from the political agenda-setting literature may help clarify how the
real world feeds into party competition as well as how agenda-setting influence can translate into policy influence and hence fertilize the theorizing of
how parties influence policy.
Political agenda-setting springs from the idea that at a certain point in time
there is a hierarchy of issues to which the relevant actors must pay attention
even as they compete about the future content of this hierarchy (e.g., Dearing
and Rogers 1996: 1-3). These are the issues that occupy the macro-political
arena. Hence, as a theory of agenda dynamics, it shares the tenet of the mandate model elevated by Klingemann et al. (1994), that issue attention is an
important element in the political system (see Dearing and Rogers 1996;
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McCombs 2004; Jones and Baumgartner 2005). However, the agenda-setting
account goes much further than Klingemann et al.’s focus on the correlation
between issue attention in manifestos and subsequent policy enactments.
The agenda-setting account focuses on how issues are elevated to the political agenda. Inspired by the seminal work of Schattschneider (1960), Cobb
and Elder (1983), Walker (1977), and Kingdon (1995), Baumgartner and Jones
(2009) firmly established the agenda-setting research agenda by systematically accounting for how issues move from the subsystem operated by bureaucracy and stakeholders and hence outside the spotlight to become one
among the handful of issues up for serious consideration and debate in the political system. The authors argue that politicization often starts from a challenge
of the current definition of an issue. That is, the understanding of the issue is
questioned and problems in need of a solution on the current policy are
stressed. In this way, attention is drawn to the issue by the relevance, scope,
and importance of the problems that are articulated. Typically, this challenge
comes from the losers of the current policy status quo, i.e. those who are not
heard.
From there, issues may politicize, i.e. become problems for the political system to solve (Stone 1989), through a process of positive feedback and mobilization. Other politicians at all levels, the public, interest groups, as well as the
media turn attentive, and the involvement of these groups together with the
mutual repercussions of mobilization elevate the issue to the macro-political
arena. In other words, actors fight to bring issues in and out of the macropolitical arena by politicizing and depoliticizing issues. Since attention is tied to
an object – a problem or an event – an issue remains on the agenda as long as
a problem is perceived to demand the government’s attention. If this urgency
cannot be upheld, the issue evaporates from the agenda (Walker 1977; Kingdon 1995; Adler and Wilkerson 2013; Green-Pedersen and Walgrave forthcoming; Stone 1989). As a result, the political agenda is in constant formation
and no single actor is in control of the process (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen
2010).
When an issue is moved from the regularity and structure in the subsystem
to the unpredictability and high level of conflict in high politics, policy rarely
remains untouched (Baumgartner and Jones 2009: 21). If an issue attracts decision-makers’ attention, policy often changes. As a theory of policy change,
the agenda-setting theory therefore presents an alternative perspective on
policy change to the “politics matters” account. The mobilization and demobilization of issues is according to agenda scholars an overlooked impetus
of change. That is, parties may not only affect policy due to the election promises they try to implement but also due to the agenda-setting they pursue be25

tween elections (Mortensen et al. 2011). As Baumgartner and Jones (2009)
contend, no single actor is entirely in control of this process. Though only hinted
at, but not systematically studied in the agenda-setting tradition, this implies
that policy is not always decided by the party that controls the cabinet, but can
also be indirectly decided by whoever sets the policy agenda (Kingdon 1995).
Loser and winner are equally likely to be the agent of politicization and
change. Put differently, accounts of parties and policy cannot, according to the
agenda-setting theory, ignore the importance of political agenda-setting, the
constraints of the real world, and the catalysing role of the opposition.
Despite a shared focus on issue attention allocation and the dynamics of
policy change, it is not surprising that the agenda-setting theory has not yet
been integrated into the “politics matters” thesis. Nurtured and fertilized in
American soil, the agenda-setting theory does take some account of parties
and party competition but focuses predominantly on the legislative institutions
as the units of analysis (Baumgartner et al. 2006, 2011). With such focus, the
agenda-setting theory says little explicitly about the deliberate political strategies of agenda-setting.
Recently, this lack of integration has started to change. Green-Pedersen
has pioneered research which applies the party competition logic to understanding agenda-setting dynamics in Western democracies (2007a, 2007b,
2010a, 2010b, 2011; Albæk et al. 2007; Green-Pedersen and Krogstrup 2008;
Green-Pedersen and Wolfe 2009; Green-Pedersen and Odmalm 2008;
Green-Pedersen and Wilkerson 2006). Addressing the issues of euthanasia
and abortion, tobacco policy, the EU, and immigration and asylum, he shows
how issues are politicized if or when a party sees an interest in making it the
subject of political controversy and is able to trigger a reaction from its opponent in parliament. In most instances, an issue is politicized because the opposition party pursues an issue where it holds an electorally attractive policy position and is able to force the government to address the issue because the government has the policy responsibility. Thesen (2013) has expanded on this, arguing that political agenda-setting dynamics determine the mode of issue
competition between opposition and government. The opposition seeks to
emphasize problems that assign blame to the government, and the government seeks to avoid these issues and promote issues of its own success. These
studies point to the opportunities in integrating the strategic behaviour of parties into agenda theory as well as the clear merits of accounting for important
policy developments through the lens of parties in relation to agenda-setting.
To sum up, agenda-setting theory offers an alternative to the mechanism
of policy change cherished in the “politics matters” literature. Agenda dynamics is a more important impetus of change than the alternation of parties in of26

fice at elections. Since the formation of the agenda is in essence a matter of
perception and persuasion of real world problems, the party that is able to use
real world circumstances and trigger issue politicization sets the agenda. This is
not necessarily the government. In this way, the agenda theory not only suggests broadening the perspective on how parties matter to policy, it also suggests a point of departure for developing a model of opposition influence.
Against this backdrop, a model of opposition policy influence is constructed.
Though stressing some problems with the current understanding of parties’ impact on policy, the contention behind the model is not that the party in government does not matter to policy, only that the party in opposition also matters.

27

Chapter 3.
A Model of Opposition Influence
on Policy
The opposition has an underestimated opportunity to put the government under pressure and gain considerable influence on policy. Drawing on the logics
of political agenda-setting in particular, this alternative account of the “politics
matters” thesis will be offered, which specifically focus on the opposition’s influence on policy. The model rests on a set of assumptions on party behaviour,
which will be outlined in the following before turning to the government, the
opposition, their interaction, and the policy implications of this dynamic.

The electoral incentive of parties
Deciding policy is the ultimate motivation of both opposition and government.
This means that, above all, the opposition and the government strive to hold
power because holding power means having the authority to decide policy.
Therefore, they care intensely about re-election. It is not their only goal, but it is
their dominant goal. In line with many other accounts of party competition
(Downs 1957; Robertson 1976) and politics (Mayhew 1974; Arnold 1990), this is
the assumption of party behaviour on which the model is built. Making this assumption serves as an attempt to remedy the existing rather naïve depiction of
a policy-focused government predominantly wanting to implement its programme with little eye to the median voter or the next election, as discussed in
Chapter 2 (cf. Jackman 1986).
Assuming that the principal goal of the opposition party and the government party is to hold office does not imply that they do not seek policy influence. It simply implies that they will do nothing to advance policy goals if such
activity threatens their principal goal of holding office. Nor does it imply that
they do not hold policy preferences. Rather, policy preferences are important
to them and offering the most attractive policy to the voters is part of their
competition for office. In that sense, the assumption underlying the model of
opposition influence does not fundamentally break with previous work on parties and policy. But it implies that they are willing to adapt their policy preference if necessary in order to win office. Most often, expressing a policy preference and an interest in holding power are compatible aims (Green [2007]
provides an example of this) but when they collide, office is put before policy.
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If the government turns to an issue the opposition has elevated or even
adopts a policy the opposition has advocated for, the government does this
not because it is convinced by the opposition to adopt a better policy, but because policy accommodation is necessary as a defence of office. Legislative
enactments impede the opposition from continuing its attack on the government. The opposition too is election-oriented and the influence it attains on
policy through the government’s legislative enactment is not part of its policyseeking strategy per se. This is not to say that the opposition does not value
such policy influence. The point is that holding office, not influencing policy
drives the opposition. If policy changes due to opposition criticism, this is not
because the opposition aimed for this policy change, but because the government responded to the opposition to defend office. Concomitantly, if a
government enactment puts a stop to opposition criticism, it is not because the
opposition got what it wanted, but because the government removed the
means for the opposition to pursue its office-seeking strategy.
These are the expectations to party behaviour in a simple two-party system
where the two parties alternate in office. Such a system presents a simple scenario and will be used to develop the model. The model still applies to the
main parties of the left and the right in a multiparty system – indeed, the proposition is tested on both a two-party and a multi-party system. Of course, structures specific to these political systems may affect the dynamic, and this will be
discussed further in the case selection.

Re-election and issue competition
To win office, parties engage in issue competition. Issue competition arises
over two critical aspects: the saliency of various issues to voters and voters’
evaluations of the different parties’ ability to handle the salient issues. In its attempt to influence its chances of winning elections, a party has strong incentives to focus on both aspects.
First, saliency – the importance voters attach to certain issues (Wlezien
2005; Wlezien and Jennings 2011) – is important because voters tend to support the party they consider best at handling the issue(s) of most importance to
them. Hence, for a labour or social democratic party, it makes a difference
whether a campaign is fought on tax and crime or social security and education. Due to the traditionally strong standing of its conservative or liberal adversary party on the issues of tax and crime, it will be more likely to lose if the election becomes a choice based on tax and crime. The distribution of issue saliency can be changed through selective emphasis of issues – deliberately
avoiding certain issues and drawing attention to other issues (Budge and Farlie
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1983; Robertson 1976; Carmines 1991; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010;
Walgrave and de Swert 2007; Holian 2004; Green and Jennings 2011; Green
2007; Green and Hobolt 2007; Dolezal et al. 2013; Meyer and Müller 2013).
Second, though keeping tax and crime off the agenda and putting social
security and education on the agenda will be a key concern to an electionoriented labour party, changing the voters’ issue handling evaluation must be
just as critical. The distribution of issue handling reputation can be influenced in
three ways: by moving closer to the median voter, the party presents a more
attractive policy position; by legislating on the issue, the party shows its abilities
and capacities on the issue; conversely, by criticizing the opposing party’s
handling of the issue, the party may undermine the opposition party’s reputation (op.cit.).
Hence, saliency and issue reputation are factors that can be influenced –
and at least in the short to medium term probably more so than other factors
for vote choice, e.g. party identification (Campbell et al. 1960) – and this
makes it plausible to expect (re)election-oriented parties to target them. Recent studies seem to support this view. The outcome of elections does depend
on which issues are salient (Meguid and Belanger 2008; Van der Brug 2009;
Dalton 2002; Abbe et al. 2003; Freire 2004; Green and Hobolt 2007; Aardal
and Wijnen 2005; Keuchler 1991). Moreover, the importance of saliency for
elections has probably grown along with the increasing erosion of ties between voters and parties through party identification and ideology (Dalton
2002; Mair et al. 2004; Franklin et al. 1992; Evans and Tilley 2011). The fracture
in established structures leaves increasing room for such changeable factors.
Though cleavages, class, and party identification still matter (Stubager 2010),
the vote choice is less self-evident. Voters are more receptive to persuasion
and defection is more common (Herrnson and Curry 2011).
This issue saliency-focused (re)election-oriented party behaviour has consequences for the partisan influence on policy. This will be discussed below
and a model of opposition influence will be established.

A model of opposition influence
The model of opposition influence built here starts from the opposition’s and
the government’s relationship to the political agenda – what are their opportunities and predispositions, where are they positioned in relation to the political
agenda? This leads to considerations about how opposition and government
use these opportunities or positions, and eventually about the policy implications.
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The positions of the opposition and the government in relation to
the political agenda
A defining characteristic of the difference between opposition and government is that only the latter can adopt legislation. This may seem trivial and immediately deem the opposition uninteresting in a question of partisan influence on policy. However, as will be argued below, such a conclusion is premature. In an issue attention context in which government and opposition are
(re)election-oriented, this distinction brings the opposition centre stage rather
than rules it out.
With access to legislate comes responsibility for policy, which makes the
government the subject of blame (Weaver 1986; McGraw 1990, 1991; Hood et
al. 2009) and eventually subject to the voters’ punishment on Election Day
(Marsh and Tilley 2009; Rudolph 2003; Powell and Whitten 1993; Lewis-Beck
2006). Importantly, this affects not only the government’s but also the opposition’s circumstances: Without this responsibility, the opposition is not only free
from blame and punishment, but is offered the means to potentially oust the
government. Before elaborating on the circumstances of the opposition, the
government’s vulnerability to blame and electoral punishment is substantiated.
As Weaver (1986) explains, avoiding blame is a preoccupation of the government. It attempts, to the extent possible, to avoid or minimize blamegenerating decisions such as concentrated welfare cutbacks or at least exposure to blame from such policy changes. However, a government has policy
responsibility and cannot always control the blame-generating process –
blame also comes unexpected (McGraw 1991: 1135). It is difficult to shun responsibility for sudden failures, fiascos, or flaws in policies, even if authority has
been delegated (Hood et al. 2009; Mortensen 2012). And blame does not require an actual causal link between specific actions taken by political leaders
and specific consequences (McGraw 1991: 1134). A government may be
haunted by mistakes or dysfunctional programmes adopted by the previous
government. As Rose (1990) observes, a government inevitably inherits the
legacy from past administrations, which becomes its responsibility from the
day it takes office. The most effective way to escape a predicament is, according to Weaver (1986: 384) and McGraw (1991), to remove the issue from the
agenda or, preferably, ensure that it never gets there in the first place.
Doing nothing on an issue may also earn the government blame. In a study
of representatives in the US Congress, Sulkin (2005) shows that challengers
tend to pick issues the incumbent has tended to neglect. Priming such an issue
as important, the challenger picks it up to expose a lack of concern and commitment by the incumbent. According to her study, incumbents who do not an32

ticipate or read such charges and engage on the issue, systematically lose
votes at the next election. It seems likely that the same logic applies to oppositions and governments in parliaments.
Blame is inconvenient for a government that seeks re-election because if it
sticks, the voters will hold the incumbent accountable and punish it accordingly. Due to its policy responsibility, the government will have a hard time avoiding the electoral costs of failure to deliver satisfactorily (Petrocik 1996: 828; Rudolph 2003; Marsh and Tilley 2009).
As Thesen (2013) shows in a study of media influence on the party policy
agenda, the opposition is keen to put the government in this situation. Whereas
the government prefers to draw attention to news stories describing an issue in
a positive development, the opposition has the opposite preference. It is eager
to pick up stories about issues in negative development, especially if responsibility is assigned to the government. Weaver adds (1986: 391): “opposition parties in parliamentary systems can do little other than generate blame, for they
cannot hope to have an effective voice in formulating policy. In countries with
Question Time or its equivalent, this blame-generating process has become
highly institutionalized. The opposition seeks to embarrass the government and
the government seeks to dodge the questions, obfuscate, or counterattack”.
The opposition has opportunities to elevate its preferred issues. As GreenPedersen shows (2007a, 2010a), the opposition increasingly uses longstanding legislative institutions such as questions to the minister, speaking from
the floor during legislative hearings, calling for inquiries or interpellations, or tabling motions to elevate issues to the political agenda (see also Vliegenthart
and Walgrave 2011). In a complementary study of the political agenda,
Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2010) show that the opposition indeed has
opportunities to set the agenda. Due to its responsibility, the government is not
only impeded in its position vis-à-vis the policy agenda because it has to reply
to problems and defend and justify the legislation it adopts but as the authors
argue also because every time it raises a problem, it has to provide the solution
in tandem. This constrains the government in pursuing its own agenda (Jennings et al. 2011a). Despite its control of a legislative majority, the government
does not control the political agenda. In fact, because of its control of a legislative majority, the government is influenced by more than it influences the content of the political agenda. In contrast, the opposition is without this responsibility far less constrained, and its scope to influence rather than be influenced
by the political agenda is considerable (Green-Pedersen and Mortensen
2010).
Accordingly, because the opposition is in a position to set the policy agenda, it has considerable leverage in deciding if the government gets into trou33

bles. Pursuing its strategy to eject the government, it will ensure that the voters
are aware of problems and the government’s role in this and in this way induce voters to disapprove of the government and punish it. With a preoccupation to remove the government, undermining its issue handling reputation in
the eyes of the voters is most likely a core concern of the opposition and the
access to politicize issues can be expected to be used to this end (Norris 2001:
576; Robertson 1976: 35; Green and Jennings 2011: 1, 27).
Overall, there is considerable divergence in the strategic situation of the
government and the opposition in their competition for office. With its policy
responsibility, the government is constrained in setting its own agenda and setting the broader political agenda, and it is predisposed to get punished for deficiencies in its issue handling and become the subject of blame. This puts the
government in a vulnerable position where damage control often replaces intentions to fulfil electoral promises. The opposition has considerable opportunities to harm the government and make its way to re-election difficult. An example of this dynamic is the issue of asylum/immigration in the UK in the early
2000s. Blair originally became prime minister by promising a fair asylum policy
(Labour 1997b), but in the early 2000s, the opposition directed its attention towards the inflow of illegal immigrants and refugees. Whereas Labour would
probably have preferred to debate health and education, issues on which they
were popular among voters (Bara and Budge 2001), the Conservatives talked
about “bogus asylum seekers” and “a wrecked asylum system” (Conservatives
2001b), thus blaming the incumbents for a failing asylum policy. The Conservatives worked to put the issue on the agenda, continuously posing questions to the Prime Minister (Norris 2001; Seldon and Snowdon 2005) until the
media took up the story (Gibney 2008; Jennings 2009, 2010; Bale et al. 2011).
Several studies provide important insights on the positions of opposition
and government in relation to the policy agenda, but do not venture into the
arguably more important policy consequences. How did the Blair government
respond to the Conservatives’ pressure on the issue of asylum? This will be
remedied in the following, where it will be substantiated why and how diverging positions matter to policy. It will be argued that the opposition party can influence policy by setting the policy agenda. Because the opposition has strong
incentives to criticize the government, put it in a bad light, and turn voters
against it, the government has similarly strong incentives to respond to the opposition to counter such unwanted development, often in the form of legislation. This mechanism will be folded out in two steps by first looking at why the
government reacts to the opposition’s criticism and then why the government
chooses to legislate.
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Opposition criticism and government response
Opposition criticism can make the government respond in two ways: reaction
through issue expansion and reaction through anticipation (see Figure 3.1).

Reaction through issue expansion
The agenda-setting literature suggests an issue expansion mechanism to describe how opposition criticism leads to government legislation. The mechanism entails that government legislation does not come instantly, but only as
the saliency of the issue spirals. Based on Schattschneider’s observation, “nothing attracts a crowd so quickly as a fight” (1960: 1), the argument is that the
opposition – by relentlessly criticizing the government – can provoke a conflict
that attracts attention to the issue. Not only from its companying party in parliament, but potentially also from the media because they are drawn by the
confrontation. And media coverage may draw the public’s attention (Cobb
and Elder 1983). As Baumgartner and Jones (2009: 37) assert, a challenge to
the policy status quo ignites a positive feedback mechanism where other actors and venues are drawn to the issue. The repercussions from increased attention of various actors and venues amplify the saliency of the issue and
eventually spirals the issue onto the macro-political arena.
With re-election being a principal concern to the government, an expansion of the conflict puts the government in a position where a reaction may
become hard to avoid. If it remains unresolved, the issue may have electoral
repercussions because the public has become attentive and expects the government to come up with solutions. As discussed, if it fails to do so, the public
will punish it (Abney et al. 2011; Armingeon and Giger 2008; Petrocik 1996).
Hence, the attentiveness of the public is the core component of this mechanism. The British Conservatives’ sustained criticism of asylum policy in the early
2000s and the accompanying media and voter attention is an example of issue expansion which in the end forced Labour to respond (Gibney 2008; Jennings 2009, 2010).
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Reaction through anticipation
In response to this agenda-setting perspective, it can also be argued that mere
anticipation of issue expansion is enough. This is the anticipatory mechanism.
Given the possible eventual electoral consequences of issue expansion, a preventive move seems a very likely strategy for the government. Even if the
move does not preclude issue expansion, it may protect the government in
case the public becomes attentive.
The logic of anticipation has been advanced in particular by Arnold
(1990), who persuasively stresses that legislators – before choosing between
policy alternatives – estimate the probability that their constituencies will be
able to draw a causal link between the decision and some set of outcomes. If
legislators predict that they will be held responsible for unpopular decisions,
they will refrain from making such decisions. Anticipation is in other words a
pervasive restraint on incumbents.
In identifying and assessing the outbreak of an unwanted issue expansion
process, the government can be expected to pay extra attention to signals
from the opposition. Since the opposition is preoccupied with removing the
government and has access to voicing its criticism, the government can be
certain that if the opposition signals its disapproval of the government’s performance on an issue, it will either keep doing so or it will save its criticism for
later and potentially use it at a critical point in a future campaign – or do both
(Weaver 1986). Therefore, the government can be expected to respond to the
opposition and put considerable efforts into obstructing its pursuit of office.
The development on crime in Denmark in the 1990s exemplifies how the
government anticipated an issue expansion and to avoid it, made a firm and
quick reply. Shortly after assuming office, the government raised the maximum
imprisonment for assaults under different circumstances (L366 in 1994, see also Balvig 2004; Estrada 2005). The government may have anticipated the interests of the Conservative party, which had just left office and the constraints
of governing in a coalition. After years of internal wrestling in government with
its minor coalition partner, the less restrictive centre-party the Social Liberals,
and a lack of penal policy reforms accordingly, it was longing to reaffirm its
position as the party of law and order and throw its frustration at the new leftwing coalition government in which the Social Liberals took part (Seeberg
2013). Hence, though the engagement of the left-wing government in Denmark on the issue of crime ended up in a series of packages to penalize offenders in the mid-1990s, the quick and considerable reply by the government
in 1994 before the opposition criticism had attained a noticeable level may be
seen as a preventive intervention to avoid an issue expansion.
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If re-election is the dominant interest of the government as assumed, it
leads to the expectation that anticipation is a more prevalent reaction mechanism than issue expansion. The logic thing to do would be to avoid unpleasant
politicization rather than gamble and having to fight the fire with lots of spectators; especially if the government feels threatened by the opposition on the
issue. This does not necessarily imply that both mechanisms do not to some extent co-exist: If the government has less to fear on the issue, it may wait and
see and only respond if the issue became salient. A government response can
therefore follow in direct reaction to the opposition’s criticism – this will be Hypothesis 1 (H1) – as well as indirectly because opposition criticism increases the
saliency of the issues and this forces the government to react – this will be Hypothesis 2 (H2). H1 and H2 are summed up in Figure 3.2, which is an elaboration of Figure 3.1.

Moderators on the government’s propensity to react
The understanding of these mechanisms by which the opposition can put the
government under pressure may be extended by explicitly incorporating problem pressure and the notion of issue ownership to the model.
In terms of problem pressure, issue expansion is not unprovoked and the
government cannot be expected to react to every little sign from the opposition. The fight that according to Schattschneider (1960) draws the attention of
the audience and brings about politicization needs to be triggered. Irrespective
of how rude the opposition is, the government needs to realize the stakes involved in order to take part. As agenda-setting theory underlines, the image of
the issue decides the policy response (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Stone
1989; Kingdon 1995; Walker 1977). If the issue description elevated by the op-
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position has sufficient appeal to the public and is sufficiently inconvenient to
the government – problems need to be tackled – it will respond.
Two examples from the UK illustrate this mechanism: In the early 2000s, the
Conservatives used the ten-year high in number of asylum seekers (the UK
Home Office 2012), which had also caught the eye of the media, to pressure
the Labour government to limit the inflow (Gibney 2008; Jennings 2009, 2010;
Bale et al. 2011). In the 1990s, as evident from the content of questions to the
Prime Minister (the UK Parliamentary Hansard 2013), the Labour opposition
used manufacturers’ protests that regulatory burdens forced them to move
their production lines abroad to politicize labour market policy despite declining unemployment rates.
A central contention of the issue expansion mechanism is therefore not only that criticism may attract the public and hence put the government in a bad
situation, but also that problems are critical to this process. Through a response
by anticipation or through a response by issue expansion, the effect of the opposition’s criticism on the government’s response is expected to depend on
and increase with a problem pressure. This conditional effect of problems, as
illustrated in Figure 3.3, comprises Hypothesis 3 (H3) and is an add-on to the
first two hypotheses.

In addition to a problem pressure, the notion of issue ownership may help to
comprehend the scale on which opposition criticism can put the government
under pressure. As formulated by Petrocik (1996: 826), issue ownership entails
“a reputation for policy and programme interest, produced by a history of attention, initiative, and innovation toward problems [related to the issue], which
leads voters to believe that one of the parties is more sincere and committed
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to do something.” Drawing on this concept, there are several reasons why the
government may do more in response to the opposition if the opposition advances an issue it owns. First, ownership entails that on this issue, the opposition
holds the most attractive policy, i.e., it sides with the median voter. If anything,
this clearly increases the chances of mobilizing a critical mass of voters against
the government. Second, ownership entails that the opposition on this issue
holds a record of commitment, concern, and performance (Petrocik 1996).
Most importantly, though, ownership is normally associated with an electoral
dividend. A party gains votes if an issue it owns dominates the agenda (Van
der Brug 2004; Borre 2001; Petrocik 1996; Budge and Farlie 1983; Green and
Hobolt 2007; Freire 2012; Abbe et al. 2003). Hence, if the opposition promotes
an issue which it owns, the government is probably even more interested in
keeping that issue off the agenda and hence more inclined to react.
This is exemplified on the issue of tax in Britain where Labour – amid considerable attention from the Conservatives in opposition, who owns the issue
(see Chapter 4, Collings and Seldon 2001: 71-72) – breaks with its past approach to taxation and significantly lowers corporation tax and income tax
shortly after taking office in 1997 (the “Finance Act 1997”; “Finance Act No.2
1997”; “Finance Act 1998”; Labour 1992b, 1997b). On health and education,
which were also subject to Conservative attention after Labour took office in
the 1997 election, the Labour government held issue ownership and presumably therefore stood more up for its principles, i.e., not to allow a market with
competition in the public provision of health and education as advocated for
by the Conservatives (Labour 1997a-2002a), at least in the first years of its incumbency.
For these reasons, issue ownership most likely provides the opposition with
a strong platform from which to criticize the government. Since it is considered
particularly competent and credible on the issue, its criticism carries more
weight in its appeal to the public and hence in its pressure on the government.
Accordingly, opposition criticism is expected to be more likely to trigger a reaction – through anticipation as well as through issue expansion – from the government if the opposition owns the issue. This is Hypothesis 4 (H4) and it adds
to H1 and H2 (see Figure 3.4).
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Legislation as response from the government to opposition criticism
The focus so far on why the government reacts to opposition criticism is only
the first step. The next step is to look at how the government reacts to opposition criticism. First, it will be argued that policy tends to change as a consequence of opposition criticism. Second, it will be argued that the government
picks its legislative response strategically. Its most likely response is to change
policy in the direction of the opposition’s policy stance (see Figure 3.5). These
arguments follow from the above discussion of why the opposition can put the
government under pressure to react. Third, it will be argued that the government may try to talk the issue off the agenda before moving to legislate, even
though the most likely response to opposition criticism for the government is to
legislate (especially in line with the opposition’s programme).

Legislating makes sense for an anticipatory and risk-averse government faced
with opposition criticism, because legislation is an effective way to dampen
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politicization and potentially silence the opposition. The only way to firmly remove the underlying reasons for the politicization is to address the problem
(Green-Pedersen 2011: 128-30). By legislating, the government demonstrates
commitment and makes it more difficult for the opposition to keep accusing
the government of neglecting the problem. Moreover, and most importantly,
legislation can be used to address the problem that motivated the politicization. When the problem is removed, politicization will according to an attention-logic implode. If, e.g., unemployment figures start to improve after the
adoption of a labor market reform, it becomes more difficult if not impossible
for the opposition to credibly continue its criticism.
Even if the legislative reply does not fully resolve the issue, it still serves an
important end. As Sulkin argues (2005), to have a response to refer to is pivotal
for the incumbent in order to reject and, hence, escape blame from the challenger. The incumbent therefore most likely uses a response record on the
problem as campaign armour. This may have guided the Conservatives on the
issue of unemployment in the 1990s. As Blair restated in consecutive speeches
in the early 1990s during the economic recession, unemployment resembles
the backbone of what Labour has fought for. Establishment of a benefit to
cover living expenses for claimants actively seeking work in the “Jobseekers
Act 1995” might therefore serve such an end for the Conservative incumbents
in the approaching 1997 election. Even if it did not counteract unemployment
as it was designed to, the opposition could not credibly criticize the government for a lack of effort in competently steering Britain out of recession. Another example is on the issue of education in 2005. Following a surge in opposition criticism concerning education, the Labour government passed an Education Act, which increased school inspectors’ authority to ensure that elementary
and secondary schools comply with the quality standards for education (see
also Schmithers 2001); probably not only to fulfil its own electoral promises, but
also to reply to a surge in opposition criticism.
In reflection of these examples and preceding arguments, opposition criticism is expected to lead to government legislation. This is a key implication of
the argument and leads to a refinement of H1 and H2: Opposition criticism is
not simply expected – immediately or after an increase in saliency – to trigger a
response from the government, it is expected to trigger a legislative response.

The government changes policy in the direction of the opposition
There are good reasons why legislation will stop the opposition’s criticism, but
not all legislation is equally effective to this end. To illustrate, a problem like
unemployment can be addressed in many ways. Subsidizing companies to
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hire more people may be just as effective as introducing a financial incentive
for unemployed to seek jobs. The choice of policy may be determined by the
perceived effectiveness, but in the optic of opposition criticism it is more likely
that government party’s election strategy decide the choice. Subsidizing companies is more in line with the Conservatives’ usual approach to economic policy. Nevertheless, Major went for the financial incentive to the unemployed in
the “Jobseekers Act” in 1995; and for good reasons, as it will be argued in the
following.
The point is that even if the identified problem is directly addressed by the
legislation, it may not silence the opposition. If the opposition in the context of
an economic recession prefers to take care of the unemployed, as Labour before 1997, and the government chooses to focus on subsidizing companies,
dissatisfaction and disagreement with the selected policy response then feeds
into a continuation of the politicization. Though the criticism will be harder to
substantiate in the presence of a problem that has been directly addressed instead of an unresolved problem, the prolonged criticism may still be a pain to
the government. Along these lines, it will be argued that the “Jobseekers Act”
was no coincidence – when the government legislates to contain the opposition, it is particularly likely to adopt the option which directly accommodates
the opposition’s criticism.
Similarly on the issue of education, Prime Minister Major – faced with a vocal Labour leader who announced that “education will be the passion of a Labour government” (Labour 1994a, 2000a; Kavanagh 1997: 30-31) – adopted
the large “Education Act” probably not only to show commitment on a key issue for the Labour opposition right before an election, but also to match the
opposition’s offer to the voters on the issue. Borrowing from Labour’s policy
palette (Labour 1992b, 1997b), Major stepped up provisions to ensure discipline in the classrooms giving schools the powers to restrain, detain, and exclude pupils who contravene principles of order and good behaviour in the
school and introducing a home-school partnership document to commit parents to comply with the requirements of having a child enrolled at the school.
Although Major stressed that “the government does not know best how to interfere in every classroom” (Conservatives 2000a), he introduced “baseline assessment schemes” to monitor and plan the individual student’s education and
established a “Qualifications and Curriculum Authority” to advance education
and promote quality.
Getting back to the issue of asylum/immigration, the Labour government –
following the Conservatives’ politicization of immigration in the early 2000s –
not only legislated but significantly accommodated the Conservatives. The
“Immigration and Asylum Act 1999” provided for the removal and deportation
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of persons on unlawful stay in Britain, including asylum applicants, and made
carriers (vehicle, ship, or aircraft) liable for concealing entrants (among several
restrictions to access to Britain). The measures are closer to the Conservative
opposition’s policy palette on the issue than to Labour’s “fairness towards asylum seekers” (Seldon and Snowden 2005: 135; Bara and Budge 2001: 27; Gibney 2008).
The government moves policy in the direction of the opposition’s preferences not only to remove the problem that motivated the conflict but also to
remove the conflict that motivated the issue expansion. By co-opting the opposition’s policy measures, the government gains parity with the opposition.
This gives the government an opportunity to rhetorically turn the issue into an
issue of agreement and, hence, an issue largely free of contestation (Holian
2004: 101; Riker 1996). As conflict fuels politicization according to
Schattschneider’s logic (1960), the absence of conflict may eventually depoliticize the issue. The opposition has nothing to offer that the government does
not already provide, and as some of the new provisions are from the opposition’s own policy programme, the opposition will have to endorse rather than
criticize the new legislative enactments. The issue ceases to be of political interest (Hellwig 2012; see also Wagner 2012).
This is in large part what happened to the issue of education after Labour
won office in 1997. After becoming the target of opposition criticism, Blair first
held on to his principles, i.e., a belief in quality standards in education, monitoring of schools and an outright rejection of the Conservatives’ steps to introduce
(greater) market forces in the provision of health and education, but then
moved to warmly embrace the very same measures a few years into his incumbency ((Labour, 1991a-1997a; see also Glennester 2005: 283-305). He
closed down the conflict on the issue. Suddenly, “choice is not a Tory word”, as
Blair explained to his comrades in his speech to the 2004 party conference
(Labour 2004a). As the Conservatives continued to demand improvements in
public health provision, Blair’s “Education Act” in 2002 allowed schools to form
or invest in companies to provide services or facilities for the school as well as
the local community and to form a federation with other schools. Essentially,
the Labour executive realized – in a wide-ranging manner – a market in the
provision of education. The fact that it takes these steps during a surge in questions from the opposition after the 2001-election indicates that the legislation
did not come unrelated to opposition criticism.
This turnaround on education policy created a fuss in the ranks of the Labour party (Norris and Wlezien 2005; Seldon and Kavanagh 2005). Legislative
enactments carry manifest risks for the government, e.g., party infighting, defection by supporters, or rebellion in the party ranks, if the legislation goes
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against the ideology of these most likely very policy-concerned groups (Gijs et
al. 2013; Pedersen 2012, Strøm 1994: 118-20). Nevertheless, a government
makes unpopular moves because the electoral costs of not making them may
be even greater. Only by adopting legislation that matches the opposition can
it make a serious bid to those voters the opposition has mobilized (or is about
to mobilize) against the government.
The argument on the government’s propensity to use this rather drastic response to the opposition largely follows recent empirical evidence on party
behaviour. Parties and governing parties in particular – despite ideological
constraints – do if warranted adapt to changes in their immediate environment
(Adams et al. 2004, 2006; Adams and Somer-Topcu 2009b; Budge 1994;
Meguid 2008; Tavits 2007). Based on these considerations, opposition criticism
is expected to lead the government to move policy in the direction of the opposition’s policy stance, and this response is more likely than just “doing something”. This is Hypothesis 5 (H5) and it is illustrated in Figure 3.5.

The government takes up the issue before it legislates
Finally, due to the manifest risk of legislating, and in large part adhering to the
logic of agenda-setting, the government may not move directly to legislate.
Whereas the government may find it most convenient to just ignore the criticism, this is a risky strategy because it leaves it to the opposition to decide how
far the issue expands. Since the problem that has motivated the politicization
probably does not disappear on its own, the opportunities to criticize will remain as long as the problem stays unresolved. And since the opposition aims
to remove the incumbents, it will probably be keen to emphasize this problem.
Moreover, if the government ignores the issue, it signals indifference to the
public. Hence, if the issue has reached the public, this may further provoke the
voters to punish it.
As a way to avoid the problems from ignoring the issue and the risks of legislating, the government may take up the issue and attempt to talk it off the
agenda, especially if it does not feel seriously threatened. As issue politicization
lies within the realm of persuasion and manipulation (Riker 1996), the government may be able to influence the perception of whether the issue truly presents a problem (Jerit 2008; Stone 1989). Since saliency grows on a sense of
urgency and need for action, the government may be able to limit the scope
of the conflict by downplaying the importance of the issue and the scale of the
problem (Cobb and Elder 1983). Such an agenda-setting strategy may potentially defuse criticism and remove attention to the issue. However, equally likely, the government’s engagement will only fuel the contestation and enforce
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the expansionary forces according to the anatomy of conflicts described by
Schattschneider (1960). Even if the pressure to resolve the problem intensifies,
the government at least gets an opportunity to offer its own version of the story.
Accordingly, from an agenda-setting perspective, it makes sense for the government to initially try to talk down the issue if it sees an opportunity to do this.
From this perspective, the government can thus be expected to increase its attention to the issue before legislating, especially if the pressure on it is low. This
is Hypothesis 6 (H6), and it is illustrated in Figure 3.6.
An example is the increased emphasis on health and education in the
Queen’s Speeches and in the government party leader’s speeches to the party
congress in the years after Labour took office in 1997. Blair tried to win acceptance for his approach to better public health provision and education and
later to justify and pave the way for a new approach, the market-inspired way
suggested by the Conservatives (Norris 2001: 7).

This hypothesis does not undermine the expectations in H1 and H5 to the legislative responses from the government to opposition criticism which – adhering
to the anticipatory response mechanism – state that a direct move to legislate
to avoid such unnecessary attention to the issue makes more sense. Rather it
suggests an alternative rationale and adds a possible indirect response mechanism through increased government attention.
Moreover, since this hypothesis on government uptake revolves around the
pressure on the government to respond to opposition criticism, the availability
of problems and the presence of issue ownership for the opposition may affect
the propensity of the government to engage on the issue similarly to the conditional effects expressed in H3 and H4. That is, the government will see a greater need not only to legislate, but also to address the issue if the opposition criticism is accompanied by prior media attention, public attention, or real-world
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indicators, or the opposition holds ownership of the issue. Accordingly, H3 and
H4 are extended to cover the propensity of the government to take up an issue
contained in H6.
To sum up, the opposition is more important to policy change than previously held in the party policy literature. It should be possible to observe situations where the government adopts legislation that it would not have adopted
had it not been for the opposition’s criticism. Legislation which not only adheres
to the government’s policy stance but more likely – and perhaps more remarkably also – accommodates the opposition’s policy position. The opposition’s
criticism of the government has more manifest and greater policy implications
than previously believed. Since holding the government accountable and criticizing it is as inherent to the opposition as policy responsibility and re-election
is to the government, government legislation spurred by opposition criticism
should be present irrespective of the party in government and opposition.
A total of six hypotheses have been formulated to test the argument. They
are repeated in Table 3.1, but in a different order that reflects the priority of the
hypotheses in terms of their status for the test of the argument. H1 and in particular H5 reflect the core proposition of the argument and H2, H3, H4 and H6
add important detail to the mechanism of government response to opposition
criticism. Hence, the empirical test of the argument will concentrate on the
former two propositions. Before the test, the next chapter presents the cases
and the data of the analysis.
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Chapter 4.
Research Design, Data, and Method
This chapter presents and discusses the selection of cases and data for the test
of the model of opposition influence. The first part introduces the choices of
countries, issues, and time period. In the second part, the variables of the model are operationalized. In the final section, the statistical method used to test
the propositions is presented.

Britain
In the development of the model of opposition influence in Chapter 2, the twoparty system is the underlying institutional structure because it provides a simple scenario for the theorizing (cf. Kitschelt 2001). The majority party holds office and decides policy. Unlike in a multiparty system, the government in a
two-party system does not rely on opposition parties for a legislative majority to
enact legislation. This provides a clear-cut distinction between the government
and the opposition. In addition, it provides a fertile ground to elaborate on an
agenda-setting mechanism of policy change. If the opposition cannot hope to
have an effective voice in formulating policy, agenda-setting becomes its best
option.
To reflect this institutional structure of the model as closely as possible, Britain is used to test the model. The first-past-the-post electoral system ensures a
two-party system with a solid majority of seats in the House of Commons to the
winning party.1 The government can normally rely on the parliament to pass its
legislation and the opposition has no formal opportunities to tell the government what to do. Moreover, there are no counter-majorities. Though the UK is
formally bicameral, the constraints of the upper House of Lords on the lower
House of Commons are very limited in comparison to other systems with separation of powers, e.g., the American system (Lijphart 1999; Rush 2005; Rogers
and Walters 2006). In fact, its concentration of power in the one-party executive, for the time period analysed here, is considered exceptional (Norton 1990,
2005; Rose 1983: 282-99). As articulated by John et al.: “[if] one party gets a
majority of seats in the House of Commons, as they did for much of the period
from 1945-2008, they have access to an unlimited legal power to do things
without much constraint” (2013a: 24), “it monopolizes the law-making process”
(2013a: 54), and “the electoral system provides the incentives for even a party
elected with a minority to govern […] without consulting other groups and es47

tablishing cross-party consensus” (2013a: 55; see also Rose 1974; Cox 1987;
Kaiser 2008; Norton 2005, 2011). John et al. show that this indeed allows the
incumbent to exercise its preferences; The Queen’s Speech “drives the agenda
of Parliament” (2013a: 32) and the correlation between the government promises in the annual Queen Speech and Acts of Parliament in that parliamentary
year is strong (John et al. 2013a, 2013b; Bevan et al. 2011).
Hence, Britain is not only an appropriate case because it approximates the
institutional structures of the model, but also because it makes evidence for
opposition policy influence highly surprising. In that sense, Britain is a least likely case for the argument – if opposition influence is found here, there are reasons to believe that it may be found also in other countries. Indeed, this is what
a recent large-N study of welfare spending by Jensen and Seeberg suggests
(2013). Klingemann et al. expand the characterization by showing that Britain
is a proto-typical case for the “politics matters” claim – “who governs” matters
greatly (1994: 55-80). Most literature on Britain – not only on the parliament
(Norton 1990, 2008), but also in policy studies (Kavannagh and Seldon 1994;
Seldon 1997; Seldon and Kavanagh 2005), and on the political agenda (John
et al. 2013a; John and Jennings 2010; Jennings et al. 2011a, 2011b; Jennings
and John 2009) – pervasively concentrates on the executive, which only
makes a study of opposition influence in Britain more relevant.
Six key issues in British politics, for voters and parties alike and of broad importance to society at large (Norris and Garvin 1997; Norris 2001; Norris and
Wlezien 2005), are analysed: health, education, asylum/immigration, crime,
tax, and unemployment. The issue characteristics vary considerably: Health
and education are big welfare issues, taking up large parts of public spending;
appropriations for asylum/immigration and crime are minor in comparison, but
through their regulations of rights they have equally important implications for
citizens. Tax and unemployment are classic economic issues characterized, in
contrast to the other four issues, by their direct regulation of economic redistribution in society. Such divergences in issue characteristics should prevent that
the issue selection biases the test of the argument.
Data on these issues are collected from the 1992 election, which returned
John Major and the Conservatives to office with a 21-seat lead in parliament,
through the 2005 election and the third consecutive win of Tony Blair and New
Labour. With the “landslide” election in May 1997, which sent Labour into office
with a historic 177-seat majority (Norris 1997), the period includes prolonged
time in office to the Conservatives and Labour in equal measures. This not only
rules out that only a Conservative or Labour opposition can influence policy
along the lines proposed in the model; it also provides variation in the colour of
the opposition to test if a Conservative opposition has more influence than a
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Labour opposition on certain issues (the distribution of issue ownership across
the parties will be discussed below) as proposed by the model. As the study
uses observations on a quarterly basis, the selected period provides an extended series of data with great temporal variation on both the independent
and the dependent variables for the analysis. Such temporal variation provides
the means to test whether the level of the opposition’s criticism is systematically related to the policy changes adopted by the government.

Denmark
The institutional structure underlying the model should be part of the test. That
is, what happens, if the opposition and the government, as in the UK, are not
rivals strictly set apart? The party competition structure is important for this. It
refers to the strategic environment in which the parties navigate and is described by the number of parties, their relative size, their relative location in the
political space, and by the way they relate to each other (cf. Kitschelt 2001). As
elaborated on below, Denmark is added to the analysis to shed light on this.
The party competition structure matters to the model by the way the opposition and the government relate to each other. The closer their relationship,
the less the opposition is expected to criticize the government. That is, as part
of a party system, a party must always ask who is friend and who is foe. In a
two-party system like the British with only one party in government, knowing
your enemies is simple (Norton 1990, 13-15). For the opposition, there are accordingly no reasons to not be relentless to the rival party in government. In
multiparty systems this is often different.2
In Denmark, foe may become friend. The Danish political system is distinguished from its British counterpart by its norms of consensus, cooperation, and
compromise in parliament (Lijphart 1997; Damgaard 2004, 2005; Damgaard
and Svensson 1989; Damgaard and Jensen 2006). One important way in
which this materializes is in the tradition of formal legislative agreements in
which the government invites the opposition to become a co-legislator on a
major piece of legislation. Because such settlements normally contain large
policy provisions and entail a binding agreement whereby future changes to
the policy area can be vetoed by any participating party, they usually imply
considerable policy influence to the opposition (Christiansen 2008; Christiansen and Damgaard 2008; Nørgaard and Klemmensen 2005; Pedersen 2011).
In exchange, the agreements make the opposition co-responsible for policy.
Hence, if the opposition politicizes a problem in the issue area, it will boomerang. This means that the opposition when entering an agreement foregoes an
opportunity to criticize the government on an issue to gain an opportunity to
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legislate with the government (see also Seeberg and Christiansen 2013).
Hence, in such situation, opposition criticism on this issue probably diminishes.
In addition, government status is no longer a requirement to decide policy, and
the opposition influences policy through another mechanism than the one
proposed in the current model. Hence, of importance for the current model, the
opportunity to join an agreement potentially makes the pursuit of office less
dominant for the opposition and in accordance may reduce its use of agendasetting to pressurize the government.
Accordingly, in comparison to the UK, Denmark ensures variation in the underlying party competition structure by relaxing the assumption of a strict twoparty institutional structure. The division between the opposition and the government is less clear-cut and this presents other opportunities for the opposition
to influence policy alongside the effects it can have from setting the agenda.
Importantly, the institutional structure is relaxed, not undermined because
the Danish political system – despite its multiparty character – does resemble a
two-party system such as the Westminster system with regard to the political
competition structure. That is, Danish parties tend to group in two blocks on
each side of the political spectrum (Green-Pedersen and Thomsen 2005;
Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010; see also Bale 2003). Negative parliamentarism, whereby a minority government receives a vote of no confidence if
a majority forms against it, is important for this formation because the Danish
parliament at any point in time can be divided into one group of parties which
seeks its removal and one that does not. As a reflection of this, a minority government rarely holds office without one or more parties with which it has formalized cooperation. Despite their formal minority status, Danish governments
quite often enjoy a de facto legislative majority through loyal support parties
(see also Bale and Bergmann 2006). Accordingly, the two-block nature ensures that an opposition working to replace the incumbents is distinguishable
from the government and makes the institutional structure comparable to the
British. In this way, Denmark is a neat match to Britain in the test of the model.
In Denmark, the issue of environment is analysed from 1993 to 2009, and
law and order is analysed from 1984 to 2001 (see also Seeberg 2013). Both
issues cover periods of similar length to the British issues. As in Britain, the periods are selected to ensure variation in the party in government. The bourgeois
parties in Denmark were in power in the periods 1982 to 1993 and 2001 to
2011. The periods differ for the two issues simply to broaden the empirical
scope of the analysis. In terms of issue characteristics, both issues belong to the
regulatory category discussed for the British issues above.
To focus on the general test of the argument, the data on Denmark and
Britain are collapsed into the same model and a variable is included to control
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for country differences, for the most part of the empirical testing. To be explicit
on potential differences in the extent to which the opposition influences policy
through agenda-setting, a subsequent model which sets the two countries
apart is also estimated.

Data
Before presenting each variable for the analysis, the selected design of inquiry
and its advantages are discussed in more general terms against the standard
approach in the literature.
The standard way to test if “politics matters” is to use budget data as the
dependent variable and party manifesto statements as the independent variable (see e.g. Klingemann et al. 1994). This seems unsatisfactory for several
reasons, and the analysis is therefore based on an extensive new data collection to get at the subtle dynamics between the opposition and the government.
If policy output is only measured once a year and the behaviour of parties
every third or fourth year, as in the standard approach, the data wash away
the dynamics between the opposition and the government and distances the
test design from realities (Freeman 1989). Instead, in the current study, the content of all Acts of Parliament is coded and all significant policy changes are
recorded. Policy changes occur every month, so there is no reason to summarize them on an annual basis.
The literature generally holds that “politics matters” if spending increases on
an issue which the party in government has emphasized in its manifesto (see
e.g. Klingemann et al. 1994). However, the coding employed in this analysis
ensures more leverage in examining the influence of both the government
and the opposition. Each change is compared to the party manifestos and annual speeches at the party congress in order to code the partisan content – did
the change reflect the platform of the opposition or the government? Hence, a
direct and concrete measure of the partisan content of the policy changes is
introduced. In contrast, looking only at spending output, it is hard to tell if the
opposition also mattered alongside the government (for an exception, see
Jensen and Seeberg 2013). Employing changes to policy as the unit of analysis, it becomes possible to identify the influence of the opposition. Additionally,
important regulatory changes, e.g., to penalties in the criminal code or to prohibitions or orders in the environmental code, do not affect spending in that
area. Such changes are captured in the coding framework introduced for this
analysis.
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Furthermore, a more fine-grained and direct measure of opposition party
pressure, Questions to the Minister (The Prime Minister in Britain), is employed
rather than the broader and less frequent manifestos used by Klingemann et
al. (1994). With these indicators, annual estimations are avoided and the dynamics can be modelled by shorter time units, in this case quarterly observations. This should provide the most realistic and reasonable research design to
address the dynamic and bring the analysis four times closer to the subtle dynamics compared to annual data (Freeman 1989).
Since the measures of policy and questions are manually coded, an element of discretion is unavoidable and may bias the indicators systematically.
Accordingly, to evaluate the reliability of the data, standard Krippendorff alpha-scores are reported, which rely on independent coding of the data (Hayes
and Krippendorff 2007).
In the following, the dependent variable, policy changes, is first presented
in detail. Questions to the Minister are then introduced as the key independent
variable along with the measures on issue ownership, real world developments, media agenda, public agenda, and government agenda. Finally, the
statistical estimation is discussed.

The dependent variable
Counts of policy change
The dependent variable is a count of changes to existing policy. For Britain,
policy changes have been counted on the issues of health, education, asylum/immigration, crime, tax, and unemployment adopted through UK Public
General Acts of Parliament.3 This legislation was identified from the comprehensive law database provided by the UK Policy Agenda Project (2012) and
accessed for the coding of changes through the UK National Archives (see
John et al. 2013a). It amounts to 230 pieces of legislation. For Denmark, all legislation falling within the remits of the domain of environment and the domain
of law and order has been read and coded (accessed through the Danish legislative database, Retsinformation). This amounts to 131 pieces of legislation
for the environment and ten for law and order.
Every provision that substantially changed existing policy has been registered. In the absence of a manual for such coding procedures, the coding relies on close inspection and careful consideration of each piece of legislation
to – as far as possible – correctly identify all changes. Generally, this enterprise
proved feasible. For the most part, substantial changes are indicated already
in the heading of the law as well as from its table of contents.
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The counting concentrated on noticeable changes above a threshold of
triviality. This means that administrative re-organizations in the bureaucracy
which are considered to have no detectable effect on the target group, be it
criminals, schools, or companies, are not counted. Moreover, the establishment
of an agency is only counted once although it might imply adjustments of several aspects of the existing law.
As an example of a count on health in the UK, the “Care Standards Acts
2000” establishes a new National Care Standards Commission. The abolishment of the “assisted places scheme” in the “Education (Schools) Act 1997” is
an example of a count on the issue of education. Examples of counts for crime
include the creation of racially aggravated offences in the “Crime and Disorder
Act 1998” or the limitations introduced to granting bail in the “Criminal Justice
Act 2003” (UK Parliament 2012). The consolidation of the “1944 Education Act”
in the “1996 Education Act” and similar consolidations in the “1996 School Inspections Act” and the “Health Service Commission Act 1993” are examples of
unsubstantial changes which are not counted for the analysis.
As these examples illustrate, some changes may add only one word to the
existing body of legislation, some two sentences, and some several pages depending on the intent of the change. The examples also show that changes
are not identical across policy domains. Some involve large appropriations, or
reorganization when an agency is set up, others “just” change the criminal
code. However, the changes are similar in that they all significantly affect the
policy status quo. This ensures some level of unit homogeneity for the analysis
and further attempts to homogenize the units seem demanding.
As summarized in Table 4.1, this adds up to 97 counts for health, 116
counts for education, 84 counts for immigration, 64 counts for tax, three counts
for unemployment, and 339 counts for crime (in the UK). For the individual acts,
counts range from zero changes reported if a law consolidates existing policy
to 30 changes adopted in the “Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994”
and 31 changes in the “Immigration and Asylum Act 1999”. For the environment in Denmark, the number of changes varies across the laws from zero to
five changes with an average of 2.66 per law and a total of 161 changes. For
crime in Denmark, the number of changes varies across the laws from zero to
12 changes with an average of 0.33 per law and a total of 27 changes (see
also the descriptive statistics in Appendix 1).
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Direction of policy change
To evaluate if criticism from the opposition has effects on policy, it needs to be
ascertained if the opposition’s criticism not only made the government legislate, but also made it adopt changes which drew policy in the direction of the
opposition’s policy stance. It is thus necessary to place the opposition party and
the government party on each issue in the analysis to assess if one, both, or
neither informed each policy change. The strongest evidence in support of the
model is provided if results from the analysis indicate that opposition criticism
made the government adopt policy which was in line with the opposition’s
policy stance but not the government’s policy stance. In this situation, the government most clearly adopts legislation which it would not have adopted had
it not been for opposition criticism.
To obtain a measure of imprints from the opposition on policy, party manifestos and party leader speeches are used to identify party positions and
match them with the content of all identified policy changes. Since speeches
are directed at the public and hence serve the same means as manifestos,
these two sources can be taken to provide the same quality of information on
the parties’ policy positions.
Information on parties’ policy positions has been extracted from these two
sources, and no issues were empty. That is, on all issues, the parties expressed
a position. On one issue, crime in Denmark, the information was so limited that
the manifestos and speeches were supplemented with minutes from parliamentary debates to place the parties. Hence, a situation where the govern-
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ment continuously moves policy in the direction of the opposition because only
the latter has addressed the issue does not occur.
The intension of this extraction of issue-specific information on the parties is
not to precisely locate the parties on a 0-10 left-right continuum but to list all
concrete policy statements of the parties. Examples are Labour’s statement in
its 2001 party manifesto that it will hire 10,000 more teachers if elected to office or the Conservatives’ statement in their 1997 manifesto that they will install
10,000 CCTV cameras in town centres and public places in the three years up
to 1999. Though the research group behind the compilation of the Comparative Manifesto Data, which is normally employed in this type of analysis, holds
that manifestos are vague and thin in content and, hence, not suitable as a
measure of actual policy positions (Volkens et al. 2012), the identification of
concrete policy intentions did not, in line with other studies based on party
pledges (Royed and Borelli 1999; Royed 1996; Thomson 2001), prove difficult
in the coding conducted for this analysis.
To give an idea of this approach: When the Labour government in 2000
adopted tougher rules for prisoners on bail or early release in terms of electronic monitoring and community rehabilitation orders (the “Criminal Justice and
Courts Services Act 2000”; the “Criminal Justice and Police Act 2001”), and the
Conservatives in contrast to Labour explicitly mentioned the need for such
measures, this policy enactment is ascribed to the Conservatives. It may be
that Labour in its longer and more exhaustive five-year party principle program
mentions prisoners on bail or early release, but this document is not part of the
background for identifying partisan content of legislation. Even if such more
complete documents as well as careful analysis of parliamentary debates
were used, it would most likely be difficult to separate parties and allocate all
policy changes accordingly. Too often, the parties would implicitly or explicitly
agree or at least not go against each other’s new initiatives.
The point of using only manifestos and speeches is that in order to talk
about influence on policy, a party needs to care about the policy and the
measures/position it subscribes to. If youth crime had been important to Labour, it had addressed it in its manifesto or speech. In contrast to other channels of communication like parliamentary debates, where a set meeting
agenda decides the parties’ focus, manifestos and speeches present an opportunity to tell the electorate what the party wants it to know about the party
and how it differs from the alternatives. A pro-con positioning by the parties is
therefore less common in manifestos and speeches than in parliamentary debates. Exactly because of this structure of manifestos and speeches, these are
central in placing the parties on specific issues.
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In this way, policy influence is not only measured on positions but also on
priority (see Jones et al. 2009 for a related discussion). That is, instead of having
to go against an initiative from the opponent party, an alternative initiative is
selectively emphasized and this initiative is not necessarily presented in direct
contrast to the other party’s announcement. Direct confrontation, where one
party speaks in support of a policy initiative and the other party opposes it,
does take place to varying degree over time and across issues, but selective
emphasis is also prevalent in the manifestos and speeches. Rather than laboriously substantiating its view on every matter, a party uses this platform in large
part to selectively indicate what issues are important and how it will solve
them (cf. Budge and Farlie 1983; Robertson 1976). Acknowledging the importance of issue priority in tandem with issue positions brings the current study
in line with existing work in the tradition (see e.g. Klingemann et al. 1994).
To give examples of the content of the party documents, Blair announced
on the issue of law and order that “the Labour party is now the party of law and
order in Britain today” (Labour 1994a), and promised to “bring young offenders
to court” (Labour 1996a), ban handguns, have zero tolerance on crime, and
tackle antisocial neighbours (Labour 1997a). The Conservatives state that it
will “stop turning a blind eye to the graffiti, vandalism, and truancy” (Conservatives 1999a), and use electronic tagging also of younger offenders (Conservatives 1996a), make “the possession of child pornography a crime that can lead
to imprisonment” (Conservatives 1993a), and ensure “no more of Labour’s early release schemes for rapists and burglars and muggers, [… and] reclaim the
people’s streets from the drug dealers and car thieves” (Conservatives 2000a;
see also Morris 2001; Newburn 2007). This sample of information extracted
from the manifestos and speeches on the issue of crime reflects how disagreements are expressed as much through selective emphasis as direct confrontation.
There is more overlap on the issue of education where the parties share
many priorities, such as extended nursery places to all four- and potentially
three-year olds and a national curriculum in elementary school. However, disagreements also keep the parties apart. The Conservatives want to assign
more autonomy and self-governance to head teachers to run the schools, give
parents free school choice, increase the prevalence of grant-maintained
schools, and introduce standardized tests and performance tables for schools
(Conservatives 1992a). In contrast, Labour intends, at least up until its 2001
manifesto, to set standards through new authorities and inspection teams besides massive investments. Moreover, spending and investment in skills through
training and acquiring competences remains a key concern to Labour. Both
parties aim to deliver better education. To the Conservatives, the means to that
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end is market forces. To Labour (at least up to its 2001 manifesto), it is greater
surveillance and investment. The parties do not speak directly against each
other’s solutions, but set out two alternative paths to the goal (see also
Schmithers 2001; Norris 2001).
As these examples from crime and education show, divergences between
the parties can clearly be identified. Although not completely exhaustive on
the priorities and preferences of the parties, the pledges, statements, and
promises made in these documents give a solid and dynamic measure of parties’ policy positions on which the partisan content of policy changes can be
assessed.
As sources of information on the parties’ positions, manifestos and speeches appear closely related. This can be seen, for example, on the issue of asylum. In their 2001 manifesto, the Conservatives criticize the incumbents for
mismanaging the asylum system and allowing systematic entrance to bogus
asylum seekers: “our ability to be a safe haven for the genuinely oppressed is
severely hampered by the virtual collapse of our asylum system” (Conservatives 2001b). Statements like “the Conservatives are against bogus asylum
seekers” in 1999, “the asylum system is in chaos” in 2000 are echoed in party
leader speeches. In the party leader speech in 2003, the party promises to cut
the number of asylum seekers by 80,000, whereas in the 2001 manifesto it
promises reception centres and a new “Removals Agency” (Conservatives
2001b). As this shows, the Conservatives want a tougher line on the issue of
asylum and immigration and in these statements make pledges to get there.
Based on this information, all policy changes are categorized into four
groups. As illustrated by Figure 4.1, a change can either refer back to the opposition, marked by the white box with a solid black frame; refer back to the
government, marked by the white box with a dashed black frame; refer back
to both, marked by a dark grey box “overlap”; or not refer back to any of them,
marked by the light grey area “unrelated” surrounding the white boxes. By collapsing the latter three groups, the allocation becomes exhaustive and mutually exclusive. Either a change reflects content from the opposition platform, but
not the government platform (marked by the box with the solid black frame
but without the dark grey area) or it does not reflect the opposition platform
but maybe the government’s platform (the remaining part of the space). In the
former case, the government “does as the opposition says”, and in the latter
case the government “does something”. By adding the category of policy
changes which reflect both parties’ manifestos to the “doing something” category, this grey area is assigned to the government’s own preferences although
the government may adopt these particular policy changes to move policy in
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the direction of the opposition rather than to fulfil one of its own pledges. This
makes the test of opposition influence rather conservative.
As an example of policy changes which match the opposition’s policy program only, Major stepped up the provisions to maintain discipline in schools
and established a “Qualifications and Curriculum Authority” (in the “Education
Act 1997”) just before Britain’s 1997 election, as touched on in Chapter 3. This
was not part of his party’s policy platform, but standards and quality in primary
education and monitoring of this featured prominently in Labour’s program.
Similarly unanticipated based on his prior policy announcements, Prime Minister Blair clamped down on immigrants and asylum seekers arriving to Britain
without documents and made further provisions to facilitate the detention, deportation, and removal of rejected claimants. Although he had not previously
expressed much concern about increasing inflows of asylum seekers he
adopted one of the most far-reaching restrictions to British asylum policy when
he established accommodation centres (in the “Asylum and Immigration Acts”
of 2002 and 2004). These are coded as changes which move policy in the direction of the opposition due to the Conservatives’ announcement in their
2001 manifesto to stop a “wrecked asylum system” by “housing all new asylum
applicants in secure reception centres until their cases are determined, speeding up the process of establishing which claims are well-founded, and ensuring
that those whose claims are rejected are quickly deported by a new Removals
Agency” (2001b).

Accordingly, in addition to using all counts of policy changes without taking
manifestos or speeches into account as the dependent variable, two dependent variables have been generated which separate two types of policy re58

sponses – changes that accommodate the opposition, and changes that do
not accommodate the opposition. Together the two types of policy responses
sum up to all policy changes. This is an important distinction because it can be
used to evaluate how much or how far the opposition is able to push the government through its criticism. We can expect that it is most difficult for the government – but, as argued, it may be most inclined – to adopt policy which does
not accord with its own platform but rather the opponent’s platform if it feels
threatened by criticism. Hence in the analysis, this directional version of the
dependent variable will receive particular attention in comparison to the nondirectional version, which contains all policy changes.

The counts of policy changes are summarized across issues and governments
in Table 4.2. Of 910 changes in total across the issues, 260 (i.e., 28.6%) are
changes which move policy in the direction of the opposition. Hence, though
not the prevalent mode of changes, this type of changes (even excluding
changes that may be ascribed both to the government and the opposition)
makes up a considerable part of all changes. The policy changes are widely
spread across governments and issues. Law and order has by far the most
changes followed by education and immigration. In comparison, few changes
are introduced on the issue of unemployment. Changes which follow the gov59

ernment’s platform or are unrelated dominate, but the changes which specifically match the opposition’s program are also numerous. The majority of these
latter changes is on the issue of law and order under the Blair cabinets and to
a lesser extent on health and on education under the Major cabinet. On law
and order, this policy development stands in contrast to the relatively lower
number of accommodations adopted by the Major cabinets – and likewise for
the contrast on health and education between the larger proportion of accommodative changes passed by the Major cabinets in comparison to the
Blair cabinets.
The issues in Denmark deserve special mentioning since almost all changes move policy in the direction of the opposition. That is, the changes on law
and order are almost all restrictive in the sense that all options to punish are
expanded. Similarly, changes on the environment uniformly expand the
measures to protect the environment or preserve nature. This is noteworthy, but
to a large extent it is a natural consequence of the sketched partisan landscape on the issues.
On the issue of the environment, the Social Democratic party leader persistently and vocally calls for further reductions of pollution and higher priority on
environment protection – such as bans on chemicals, levies on the consumption of products containing toxic materials, directions to producers of electronic
gear to receive and recycle used goods – also at the expense of agricultural or
industrial production and the cost of private car consumption (Social Democrats 1993-1998). In comparison, the Liberal party leader is far more reluctant
and hesitant if not sceptical of putting the environment over companies’ production costs. His preference for business interest over the environment comes
out clearly in his strong criticism of the “green” levies on production introduced
by the left government, where he points to the excessive burdens on consumers and businesses (see e.g. the speech in 1997 or 1998). The bourgeois parties
accuse the left government of employing an emotional, hasty, and premature
environmental approach driven by its affection for the environment and advocates instead for a rational cost-benefit approach to policy (op.cit.). Hence, on
the issue of the environment, the parties are consistently on opposing sides.
This shows up in the policy changes where a long series of pro-environmental
measures adopted in almost equal measures by the left and the right government cannot be ascribed to the intentions of the right. Accordingly, when the
left is in power (as it was before 2001), policy changes are ascribed to the
government. When it is in opposition (as it was after 2001), policy changes are
assigned to the opposition.
Similarly, on the issue of law and order in Denmark, the left wing and the
right wing clearly diverged in their approach. The left-wing parties in opposi60

tion 1982-1993, i.e. the Social Democrats, the Socialist People’s Party, and the
Red-Green Alliance, show little interest in crime and no intentions of tightening
the criminal code. Furthermore, as evident in several parliamentary debates
just before and after they took office in 1993, the left-wing parties and the Social Democrats in particular do not hesitate to oppose the right-wing parties’
call for a change in penal policy and stubbornly defend their law and order
policy focus on rehabilitation (Parliamentary minutes [Folketingstidende (FT)]
1992-93, 2232-2236). The right-wing parties, i.e. the Liberals and the Conservatives, immediately turn to the issue of law and order in 1993 after eleven
years in office constrained by resistance to penal policy restrictions from its
support party, the Social Liberals. With reference to every tabloid cover story
about assaults, they vehemently criticize the government for not doing enough
and call for a tougher penal policy (FT 1992-1993, 834-842). With the Social
Liberals now part of the left-wing government, the right-wing parties presumably see an opportunity to portray the government as unable to maintain law
and order in society. The aggressive line taken by the right-wing opposition
appears to have forced the left-wing government to attend to the issue. It
adopts the right-wing opposition’s rhetoric and characterization of the development in crime to a surprising extent as it emerges in several parliamentary
debates (FT 1993-1994: 2032-33; 1996-1997; 3599; see also Balvig 2004; Estrada 2005; Seeberg 2013). As on the issue of the environment, one group of
parties – the right-wings – dominates the issue of law and order and little policy
change can be ascribed to the left-wing parties in as well as out of office. This
means that when the right-wing parties are in power (as it was before 1993),
the handful of policy changes is ascribed to the government. But when the
right-wings are in opposition (as it was after 1993), a series of restrictions to the
criminal code is ascribed to the opposition.
To test the reliability of this coding of legislation, first a random sample of
74 Acts from all years and across four issues (education, health, law and order,
and asylum/immigration) has been coded by a research assistant. Based on
coding instructions and an initial training session, the assistant followed the
procedure described above to code the dependent variable. First, the assistant
read all party manifestos and party leader speeches noting all party policy
content, then read each Act of parliament and recorded all policy changes.
The reliability test on this count is reported in column one in Table 4.3. A second random sample of 13 pieces of legislation has been selected among the
Acts in which 107 changes have been identified in the text. The task of the assistant was to code the partisan content of each change to decide whether it
did or did not accommodate the opposition. The reliability test on this content
coding is reported in column two in Table 4.3. It was necessary to separate the
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coding of counts from the coding of the content of these counts to avoid disagreements in the identification of counts spilling over to unavoidably change
the material on which to code the partisan content of policy changes.

For the identification of counts of policy changes, the Krippendorff’s alpha is
0.94, and hence clearly an acceptable level of reliability in the coding. The
score for the identification of the direction of a change is at a level of 0.52 less
than desirable, but it still indicates that in three out of the four codings, there is
an agreement on the direction (Hayes and Krippendorff 2007). This score
probably reflects the limited number of observations for this evaluation of reliability in combination with the relatively difficult task of correctly identifying the
direction of every policy change (see also De Swert on this [2013]).

Independent variables
Opposition criticism
Questions to the Minister have been shown to be a good indicator of the opposition’s issue emphasis (Green-Pedersen 2005; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen
2010; Vliegenthart et al. 2011; see also Russo and Wiberg 2010). As Bevan and
John highlight for Britain, the Questions to the Prime Minister (PMQs) are an
ideal place to tap opposition criticism: “PMQs is a prominent and dramatic
venue for agenda-setting for the government and opposition parties that is often noted by media commentators and political satirists alike” (2012: 4) – and
“PMQs is one of the few institutional venues where the opposition is given a
voice in British politics” (2012: 9). As they also note, “In the case of PMQs, what
counts is the ability of the opposition party to move the government party or
parties onto policy topics that it does not want to address” (2012: 6).
Hence, as an indicator of the opposition’s criticism, the proportion per quar4
ter of all questions in the UK to the Prime Minister in his weekly questions time
addressing the issues of health, education, asylum/immigration, crime, tax, and
unemployment have been coded and counted from the UK Parliament Han-
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sard (2012). The collection of data includes all questions posed by the opposition leader since he can be expected to represent the opposition’s issue focus
(Bevan and John 2012; see also Alderman 1992). As Bevan and John put it:
“Party leaders and followers have different interests, with the former having an
eye to public opinion highlighting any issue that gets attention and makes the
government uncomfortable. Party followers will be more attentive to the interests of their constituencies and more restricted in their questioning due to parliamentary procedure” (2012: 3). Like other studies (Green-Pedersen and
Mortensen 2010; Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011; Bertelli and Dolan 2009;
Bevan and John 2012), the levels rather than the changes are used to test the
effects of opposition criticism.
For crime in Denmark, the proportion of all questions to the ministers (mainly the Minister of Justice) addressing the issue of violence and assaults is used
(available from the Danish Policy Agenda Project (DPAP), www.agendasetting.dk; Green-Pedersen 2005). Leaving out questions from government
support parties5, the indicator for the analysis focuses on all questions tabled by
the opposition, which works to replace the government.6 For the environment
in Denmark, all questions to the Minister of the Environment7 as a proportion of
all questions to the ministers per quarter8 have been recorded. These were accessed through the parliamentary webpage, www.ft.dk and for 1993-2003,
the data were available from DPAP (Green-Pedersen 2005). Again, only questions asked by the “true” opposition working to replace the incumbents are
used.9

To test the reliability of this data, the PMQ coding is compared to John et al.’s
(2013a) coding, which covers 1998-2008.10 As Table 4.4 reports, a Krippendorff’s alpha of 0.88 indicates that the data are reliable at an acceptable level
(Hayes and Krippendorff 2007).
The activity in questions on the eight issues in Denmark and the UK is
summed up in Table 4.5. The general level of activity is noteworthy. As Table
4.5 shows, the mean level of questions per quarter across issues is 1.7 per cent
with a standard deviation of 2.4 per cent. On half of the issues, the questions
activity reaches about ten per cent in at least one quarter. Hence, the opposition is far from quiet in general. If anything, such activity level certainly provides
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the means to test if the opposition can pressurize the government to legislate.
This overall pattern covers quite substantial variation over time and across issues, which is also important for the test because the government’s legislative
activity should systematically follow the opposition’s questions activity according to the model.

The development over time in questions activity in the UK is displayed in Figure
4.2. The generally low questions activity on unemployment indicates that this
issue is of limited interest to the opposition in the period of analysis. Tax, however, is the subject of more opposition attention, predominantly in 1997-2001
when the Conservatives are in opposition. The issue of asylum/immigration
and in particular the issue of law and order display quite strong partisan patterns. That is, opposition attention to law and order is almost absent under the
Labour opposition before 1997 but changes dramatically when the Conservatives are sent in opposition in 1997. Swells of questions are targeted at the
Prime Minister.
In comparison, the issue of asylum and immigration generally receives limited attention from the opposition, but the increase in attention from near zero
under the Labour opposition to five per cent several times during the Conservative opposition is remarkable. The pattern on health and education is less
partisan. On health, the questions activity is considerable across every opposition, though strongest after 1997. Hard to administer and often highly salient,
this is probably an opposition favourite (Green-Pedersen and Wilkerson 2006).
Hence, Labour as well as the Conservatives ask a lot of questions on this issue.
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In contrast, the activity in questions on education is – apart from two spikes in
1999 and 2002 – moderate.

In Denmark, as displayed in Figure 4.3, the environment is of fairly great interest
to both the left and the right opposition with no noteworthy differences in levels of questions activity with the party in opposition. In comparison, attention to
law and order is lower but more determined by party colour: It increases as the
right gets into opposition in 1993.

With quite strong questions activity on several issues, there are reasons to test
whether the opposition can influence policy on the eight issues selected for the
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analysis. Moreover, with some noteworthy changes in the intensity of questions
following changes in the opposition, there are also reasons to expect more
pronounced effects when specific parties are in opposition. This may be
picked up by the distribution of “issue ownership”, on which data will be presented next.

Issue ownership
According to the argument, opposition policy influence should generally occur
when the opposition criticizes the government, but in particular when it has issue ownership. The seven issues (law and order appears in both countries) of
analysis are often highlighted as typical examples of issues which are owned
by parties. The right wing typically owns law and order, asylum/immigration,
and tax, and the left wing traditionally owns the environment, unemployment,
health, and education (Belanger 2003: 540; Budge and Farlie 1983: 271-80;
Petrocik 1996: 832; John et al. 2013; Abbe et al. 2003; Freire 2004; Keuchler
1991). This distribution also largely applies to the seven issues in Britain and
Denmark in the periods of analysis.
Data on issue ownership comes from surveys where the respondents are
asked which of the two main parties of the left and the right in the UK and the
two blocks on the left and the right in Denmark are best/most competent at
handling the issue in question. Ownership is then measured as the difference
between the proportion of respondents who prefer the right and the proportion
that prefers the left. The data come from Ipsos Mori in the UK (other polling stations did not produce more data on asylum/immigration; www.ipsosmori.co.uk) and from the Danish Election Survey in Denmark
(www.valgprojektet.dk).
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In Denmark, as Table 4.6 displays, the bourgeois parties have firmly established
ownership of law and order, and the left clearly owns the environment. In the
UK, as Table 4.7 reports, Labour is well ahead of the Conservatives on health,
education, and unemployment. Despite sparse data on asylum and immigration, the data suggest that the Conservatives own the issue. On tax and in particular on law and order, it seems that the Conservatives do have ownerships,
but the ownership on each issue gradually declines up to 1997 and then gradually increases again after 1997. The same decline appears to take place for
Labour on health and education as it assumes office after 1997.

In line with other recent studies of issue ownership (Clarke et al. 2009; Green
and Jennings 2011; Walgrave et al. 2009; Walgrave and de Swert 2007), this
trending in ownership may say more about the costs of ruling – as highlighted
in the model of opposition influence, the government is easily blamed for a
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lack of progress in any sector of society – than about generally weak, volatile,
or ephemeral fundamental ties between parties and certain issues. A growing
literature has started to look into the ups and downs in issue ownerships (op.cit.;
Holian 2004; Blomqvist and Green-Pedersen 2004; Damore 2004; Tresch et al.
2012; Brasher 2009), and points exactly to this two-layered construction of issue ownership where the performance component is easier to influence than
the deeper associative component (Stubager and Slothuus 2012; Stubager
2013; Walgrave et al. 2012).
Overall, the data exhibit stability rather than volatility. Accordingly, the current analysis tests the effect of the traditionally distributed issue ownerships
based on the view that parties in opposition will tend to fall back on their wellknown, historic issue associations. This is based on the view that even if the
non-owning party has made some inroads on the competence evaluations of
the traditionally issue-owning party while the latter was in office, the historic
issue owner still has a special position on this issue from where to point to problems and draw the attention of the media and the public when it is back in
opposition. This take on issue ownership is much in line with the accounts of
the UK elections in 1997 and 2005 in which jobs, health, and education were
highlighted as Labour core issues and tax, crime, and asylum/immigration
were emphasized as key issues for the Conservatives (Norris 2001; Bara and
Budge 2001; Seldon and Snowdon 2005; Kavanagh 1997).
Adhering to this view, Labour is expected to have particularly strong influence on policy from its position in opposition on the issues of health, education,
and unemployment. The Conservatives are expected to enjoy the same opportunities on asylum/immigration, law and order, and tax. In Denmark, the left
is expected to be able to take advantage on the environment in opposition
and the right similarly on law and order.
Reassuringly, these party-specific issue preferences to a large extent also
show in the issue emphasis of the parties. In the overview of the questions activity in Figures 4.2 and 4.3, the attention to tax, asylum and immigration, and
law and order rose markedly as the Conservatives came into opposition. Similarly in Denmark, the right pursued law and order significantly more than the
left in opposition. This pattern fits the issue ownership distribution. Furthermore,
the divergences in issue ownership also appear to come up quite consistently
in the parties’ electoral manifestos. Table 4.8 reports the issue emphasis in Labour’s and the Conservatives’ manifestos for the 1992, 1997, and 2001 UK
elections. The code book developed by the UK Policy Agenda Project (see
John et al. 2013a) is used for this coding. Similar to the pattern in the questions
activity, health and education are the subjects of intense party competition in
all three elections. Labour has a consistently stronger presence on these issues,
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which is particularly evident when the party is in opposition in the 1992 and
1997 elections. The Conservatives tend to emphasize law and order, far more
than Labour until Labour – now in government and forced to attend to problems – also addresses the issue in the 2001 manifesto. The attention to tax, unemployment, and asylum/immigration is in comparison to the former three issues quite limited. The Conservatives’ strong emphasis on tax in the 2001 election is an exception and indicates that this is a preferred issue of the Conservatives when in opposition (see also Norris 2001; Bara and Budge 2001).

In Denmark, as displayed in Table 4.9, both issues are the subject of considerable but varying levels of party attention in the manifestos. The right-wing parties devote great attention to law and order when they are in opposition in
1993-2001, and the left-wing parties pay increasing attention to the issue during their time in government in the same period. Outside government, the left
wing seems to avoid the issue. Whereas the environment is continuously important to the left-wing parties, the attention reaches a particularly high level
when they are in opposition after the 2001 election. The right-wing parties, in
contrast, direct most attention to the issue when they are in government before
1994 and after 2001. In that sense, the two issues are inversely related. When
in opposition and free from responsibility to confront problems, the right wing
prefers to emphasize law and order as much as the left wing emphasizes the
environment.

69

To test the conditional effect of issue ownership, a dummy variable is generated which takes the value 1 for each quarter in which a party that owns the
given issue is in opposition (otherwise 0). By multiplying this variable with the
questions variable, the product term (when the opposition holds ownership) is
expected to have a positive effect on the likelihood of policy changes (Brambor et al. 2006).

Problems
Problems may condition and if present enhance the opportunities for the opposition to pressurize the government. As indicators of problems, non-political
factors which have been suggested by others as important inputs to the political system are employed. These are media stories (Green-Pedersen and
Stubager 2010; Soroka 2002), the public’s concern with the policy domain
(Erikson et al. 2006; Soroka 2002; Wlezien 1995), and statistical indicators on
the actual development in the policy area (Baumgartner et al. 2009: 77-79).
These are three complimentary ways in which the objective circumstances
may feed into the political system. The public agenda is measured through the
“most-important-question” (for the UK from Ipsos-Mori 2012, for Denmark from
the DPAP; Green-Pedersen 2005).
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For the developments in the policy areas, the indicators described in Table
4.10 are used. As far as possible, the relative level of the indicator is calculated
against the OECD average, since this may be more informative of the problem
pressure than the “pure” numbers. If the proportion of a cohort that gets an education is smaller than the OECD-average, this will quickly and certainly be
seen as a problem of national education which has to be tackled.
Quarterly observations are used for all indicators except environment,
health, education, and asylum/immigration, which rely on annual data interpolated to quarterly data for the analysis. By reversing the indicator for education, so that high figures reflect a low level of pupil enrolment, and GDP growth,
all indicators signal the scope of the societal problem on the policy area in increasing order. Finally, all real world indicators have been rescaled 0-100 to
make them internally comparable and externally comparable to the questions,
the media agenda, and the public agenda, which are all measured in percentages.
To get the broadest and most sensitive indicators of the real-world development, complementary indicators on health and education had been desirable because they may not vary much from one year to the next. Hospital
waiting lists on health and grades on education are potential alternatives, but
consistent data over the entire period have not been found. Similarly for the
environment, it would have been useful to also include alternative measures,
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e.g., levels of pesticides in drinking water, but these data are not available in
long and consistent time series.
In the coding of the UK media agenda, “The Times of London” is used as
source following John et al. (2012: 80-85) and examples from prior coding in
the US (Baumgartner and Jones 2009) and Denmark (Green-Pedersen 2005).
“The Times” may not be the market leader, but in a market with pronounced
herd effects among the outlets, its coverage will most likely reflect the entire
news space (cf. Boydstun, 2013). The collection of data is based on key word
searches in the entire newspaper for each quarter.11 An alternative, but much
more time-consuming approach, would be to manually content code each
story in the newspaper (as done by John et al. 2012), but since the media is not
the main objective of the analysis, the employed key word searches are expected to be sufficiently correlated to the true media agenda to be appropriate for the analysis. The key words are reported in Table 4.11.

For media attention to the issue of the environment in Denmark, key words
searches are carried out in three major newspapers, Politiken, Berlingske, and
Ekstra Bladet, which represent different parts of the newspaper market,12 to
identify stories with a length of at least 200 words on the environment as a
proportion of all stories. This was conducted through the Infomedia database
by the search string reported in Table 4.11.
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Media attention to crime in Denmark is measured as the quarterly average
proportion of each daily 12 o’clock national news broadcast devoted to law
and order (Green-Pedersen and Stubager 2010; source: DPAP [GreenPedersen 2005]). As an indicator of the media agenda, this source is closely
related to the major newspapers in Denmark (op.cit.).
The three societal variables (media, voters, and policy-specific real-world
developments) are not only used in the analysis to test effects of criticism on
policy conditional on problems inputs, but also to rule out a spurious relationship between the opposition and the government. To test if the impact on policy of opposition criticism depends on the input of problems, a term which interacts questions and each problem input is included in the model. The inputs
are the media agenda, the public agenda, and the real-world indicators and
three separate interaction terms are therefore generated.

Government agenda
For the examination of mediators of the effect of criticism on policy, additional
data on the government’s agenda is collected. For the UK, the Queen’s
speech, which the Head of State delivers on behalf of the Prime Minister to the
Parliament at the opening of each session, is used (Mortensen et al. 2011; Jennings et al. 2011; Jennings and John 2011). The data are available from the UK
Policy Agenda Project (see John et al. 2013a) and follow the same issue coding manual as the one used for policy and questions. For Denmark, the opening speech delivered by the Prime Minister on behalf of the government to the
Danish Parliament is used. In this speech, the government publicly sets its
agenda for the coming parliamentary year and makes concrete promises to
introduce new legislation. Since this highly formal and publicized government
address is only delivered once a year at the opening of the Parliament in the
fall, the data have been extrapolated to continuous quarterly observations.
These data are available from the DPAP (Green-Pedersen 2005). The public
agenda and the media agenda, presented above, are also used as mediating
variables. Moreover, since it may be argued against the model that both the
opposition’s criticism and the legislation adopted in Parliament follow directly
from the government’s agenda, the Queen’s Speech is also used to rule out
such spurious relationship. All key variables are summarized in Appendix 1.

Additional control variables
A few additional control variables are added to the model estimations. Since it
may be argued that the government is influenced by short-term performance
measures (e.g. Clarke et al. 2009), the government’s approval ratings are in73

cluded (for the UK by data from Ipsos mori; for Denmark by data from Thomsen
2012). Control for elections has also been performed; although it can be argued based on the model that the government is equally sensitive to criticism
throughout the parliamentary term, it may also be argued that the government
grows increasingly attentive to the opposition as the next election comes closer. Not only because the threat from the opposition may become more immediate, but also because the government is no longer at the outset of its incumbency when it has electoral promises to fulfil, energy, great momentum, and is
not yet bogged down by incoming problems. This is taken into account by including a variable that counts the distance to the next election. Moreover, a
left-right dummy (1 for right, 0 for left) is included to control for the party in
government. The model estimation also takes into account that legislation activity may be subject to natural seasonal fluctuation. In particular, the summer
break may for practical reasons make the government legislatively unresponsive to any situation which is not in a state of emergency. A dummy taking the
value 1 for the summer (the third quarter of the calendar year, JulySeptember), and the value 0 for the remaining part of the parliamentary year is
therefore constructed.

Statistical estimation
A zero-inflated fixed effects Poisson regression is used to estimate the models
(see Long 1997; Long and Freese 2006; Cameron and Trivedi 1998, 2009). The
reasons behind this choice are substantiated in the following. The introduction
to the statistical method ends with considerations on the choice of lags and
concerns about endogeneity.
The estimation relies on the Poisson distribution rather than the Gaussian
distribution to fit the discrete count data on the dependent variable (Long and
Freese 2006). As Long (1997: 217) puts it, “the use of the linear regression
model for count outcomes can result in inefficient, inconsistent, and biased estimates[, whereas] there are a variety of models that deal explicitly with characteristics of count outcomes. The Poisson regression model is the most basic
model.”
Rather than doing separate analyses for each issue, a single model is used
for all issues following the advice of Long (1997: 54): “it is risky to use samples
smaller than 100, while samples over 500 seem adequate. These values
should be raised depending on the characteristics of the model and the data.
If there are a lot of parameters, the data is ill-conditioned (e.g., independent
variables are highly collinear), or there is little variation in the dependent variable. A larger sample is required”. With a host of possibly interrelated inde74

pendent variables and an interest in also mediating and moderating effects
apart from the “straight” effect of opposition criticism on policy, this warning
from Long certainly applies to the current analysis. Pooling the data gives 461
observations (eight issues of between 54 and 72 cross-time observations), and
hence greater certainty of more robust results (the number of observations is
still in the low end). As the independent variables are lagged (as discussed below), this number is in reality lower.
Fixed issue effects are used to take the variance of issue characteristics
and its effect on dynamics into account. Hence issue dummies are included in
the estimation (one for each issue). A country dummy is also included (1 for
Denmark, 0 for the UK). In addition to issue and country dummies, all model estimations contain the dummy for the government colour and the dummy for
the time of the parliamentary year. In this way, all unobserved variation related
to the dependent and independent variables is eliminated to the extent possible to allow for a solid test of the effects of criticism on policy. These dummies
are not reported in the analysis.
To further address the influence of issue characteristics, jack knife analyses
(Kittel and Winner 2005: 285) are conducted to test the robustness of the results to the exclusion of issues. Similarly, country differences are explicitly addressed by the interaction term of the country dummy and the questions variable.
A zero-inflated version of the Poisson regression is employed to handle
overdispersion, i.e. an excessive amount of zeros, in the dependent variable.13
This statistical approach is commonly used in many related settings (e.g.
Proksch and Slapin 2010; Ruhil and Teske 2003; Vliegenthart et al. 2011;
Pedersen et al. 2013; Hanggli 2012). Likelihood ratio tests of the model estimations indicate that the zero-inflated version is preferred over a non-inflated
Poisson regression.
The overdispersion is a result of the absence of changes recorded in 72.7
per cent of the quarters. This means that the conditional variance of the dependent variables is greater than its conditional mean, often referred to as
overdispersion – a violation of the assumptions underlying the Poisson estimation. It seems plausible that the zeros – overall – are generated in two ways.
One way has to do with the opposition according to the proposed model.
Here, zero policy changes may be registered in some quarters because the
opposition and hence the government do not attend to the issue, or because
the government does not respond to the opposition’s criticism (against the expectations of the model of opposition influence). This is the part of the data –
the quarters – in which a limited number of zeros are expected because opposition criticism triggers counts of policy changes.
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The zeros may also come in another way, one unrelated to the opposition:
The government does not legislate on an issue for structural reasons, i.e. it may
want to respond to the opposition, but it is hindered in doing so by things which
do not have to do with the model of opposition influence. Such a situation may
arise due to for instance a recess in parliament, an EU summit, an international
crisis, a humanitarian crisis, a natural disaster, or even an intra-party or intracoalition crisis, which all may interfere and prevent the government from attending to an issue. For example, when the Danish government hosted the
Copenhagen Climate 2009 summit, it devoted all energy and attention to the
project and therefore missed the opportunity to counteract the incipient financial crisis. Likewise, the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001 and Hurricane Katrina in
2005 not only demanded the full attention of President Bush but also shaped
the aftermath of these events. Irrespective of the opposition’s efforts, the government is structurally precluded from attending to critique from the opposition
which is unrelated to the event that occupies the government. In such situations, the score of zero in policy changes throughout the quarter is certain. No
policy changes are counted. Though the latter production of zeros is not of direct interest for the test of the model, taking this “group of always zero observations” into account gives a stronger estimate. By statistically separating the two
processes in which zeros are produced, it becomes possible to focus on the
former part of the data in which the observations are not certain – here, only
the propensity of the government to respond to the opposition when it actually
has a choice is considered.
The zero-inflated version of the Poisson regression can handle such a data
structure (Long and Freese 2006: 294-96). This model assumes that there are
two latent (i.e. unobserved) groups – an “always zero” and a “not always zero”
group – and that zero counts are generated by two independently operating
processes. The zero-inflated model estimates the two processes of zeros by a
separate set of predictors. This statistical model is a mixture model that combines a logit model predicting the systematic zero observations, and a Poisson
model predicting the counts of policy changes for those quarters that are not
systematic zeros. A simple estimation by the intercept is used in the logit model
to predict the systematic zero observations because this part is not the focus of
the present model of opposition influence. In the Poisson model, all independent variables are included in order to test the opposition influence model.
An alternative way to handle the overdispersion is to use the negative binomial distribution rather than the Poisson distribution. This method is not used
in the current setup because it treats the overdispersion as a matter of heterogeneity in the zeros rather than as a matter of systematic processes in the generation of the zeros. As argued above, ignoring the latter possibility does not
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seem appropriate. According to Cameron and Trivedi, alternative estimations
using either the Poisson distribution with robust standard errors or using a nonas well as a zero-inflated negative binomial estimation generates substantially
comparative results (2009: 641).14
Further, since the relationship estimated in the Poisson model is non-linear,
it is important to go beyond the single-coefficients in the regression table and
evaluate the results for the entire range of observations on the independent
variables. This is done graphically and following Hanmer and Kalkan (2013),
the effect of the explanatory variable on the outcome for various values of
each control variable is illustrated while all other variables are held at their actual level for each observation.
With the longitudinal data, the independent variables may enter this Poisson model with lags. Choosing the time length of the lags is difficult and conclusive answers are few (Freeman 1989). Thus, the choice of lags rests on substantial considerations. In the UK, the laws were on average passed in parliament in 5.5 months for health, in 4.8 months for education, and in 5.5 months
for crime, i.e. on average in two quarters. This calculation relies on a sample of
laws from 1998-2005, the only years in which the information was available
(26% of all laws for crime, 31% of all laws for education, and 29% of all laws for
health). This calculation refers to the time from the bill is introduced until the
law receives Royal Assent. In Denmark, it took 4.6 months on average from a
crime bill was tabled until it was passed in the period of analysis (FT 2012).
Taking the average passage of bills into account and the spread around
this mean, questions precede policy by five lags in the analysis, i.e. about a
year and a few months, to ensure that questions realistically precede policy.
This appears as a realistic assumption on the time it takes for the government
to see a need to respond to the opposition, agree on a response, draft a response, and get the response adopted. The connectedness between opposition criticism and the legislative reaction from the government enhances the
certainty that legislation is in fact a reaction to the criticism. As discussed
above, the dynamics of criticism and government legislation is surely more
complicated than expressed in this simplified specification. However, it appears to be the most appropriate choice.
As control variables as well as conditional factors for the effect of questions
on policy, the societal factors precede questions by one lag to establish the
correct order in time. Hence, the spurious effect will be revealed if in fact societal factors explain both questions and policy. Again, to ensure a direct link, the
temporal distance between questions and these factors is minimized. If the
opposition picks up societal developments, the response is probably fairly immediate.
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The lag structure is important not only to specify the impact of criticism on
policy as correctly as possible but also to rule out concerns of endogeneity,
whereby opposition criticism, which is argued to be an important determinant
of policy change, is determined by the changes to policy. This is important because if the level of opposition criticism is systematically related to preceding
policy activity, then opposition criticism does not have much independent effect on policy. With questions activity preceding policy activity by five quarters,
it seems unlikely in the current test setup that this legislation decides the criticism preceding its adoption.
Problems of endogeneity seem unlikely, not only because of the test design but also based on the theoretical model. The reverse causality, whereby
policy changes determine opposition criticism, is an integrated part of the
model: The rationale of the government to legislate in reaction to the opposition is to undermine the opposition’s opportunities to criticize on the issue.
Hence, policy change should decrease if not remove criticism. However, sometimes, the government’s legislative initiative is not sufficient or the opposition’s
interests in continuing its criticism too great for the issue to be silenced. Legislation may even encourage or provoke an intensification in criticism if solutions
are adopted with which the opposition disagrees. Accordingly, increasing as
well as decreasing effects of policy changes on criticism are expected. A statistical estimation of the effect of policy changes (all policy changes as well as
only those changes that refer back to opposition criticism) on criticism confirms
that there is no unambiguous, systematic reverse relationship (the p-value is
0.22 and 0.36, respectively). Hence, opposition criticism and government legislation are interrelated, but the most plausible systematic effect runs from the
former to the latter.
To sum up, the propositions deduced from the model of opposition influence will be tested on six issues from the UK and two issues from Denmark,
each covering periods of different governments. This generates eight issue
panels for a general cross-sectional and cross-time test of the argument. To
ensure a strong test of the argument, the data on the dependent variables differ from the data in other studies. Instead of relying on aggregate, annual
spending data, changes to policy in legislation on the eight issue areas have
been identified, counted, and content coded on a quarterly basis. Combined
with equally detailed data on the opposition’s questions to the minister, this allows for a direct test of the effects of opposition criticism on policy. The testing
comprises not only effects of differences between issues, countries, parties, and
periods of the parliamentary year into account, but also effects of attention
from the media, the public, and the government. Due to the nature of the dependent variable, a count model based on the Poisson distribution is used to
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estimate the models. The next two chapters use this encompassing test design
to test the hypotheses stemming from the model.

Notes
1

The Liberal Democrats normally also gain representation in the UK parliament, but
the analysis focuses only on Labour and the Conservatives for the sake of simplicity
and because only these parties worked explicitly to remove the incumbents when in
opposition.
2
Important facets of the party competition structure in multi-party systems other than
Denmark are discussed in Chapter 8.
3
Acts applying only to Wales, Northern Ireland, and Scotland as well as statutory instruments are not included.
4
Since there may be cyclical pattern in the questions activity, the analysis has for a
check of robustness also been carried out on monthly as well as half-year and fullyear units of analysis without changing the main results.
5
The support parties are: The Social Liberals (SL) and the Progress Party (PP) from
1984-1988; the Centre Democrats (CD), the Christian People’s Party (CPP), and the
PP from 1988-1990; the CD, the CPP, the SL, and the PP from 1990-1993; the Socialist
People’s Party (SPP) and the Red-Green Alliance (RGA) from 1993-1994; the CPP, the
SPP, and the UL from 1994-1996; the CD, the CPP, the SPP, and RGL from 1996-2001.
6
The opposition includes both mainstream parties (the Social Democrats from 19841993 and the Liberals and the Conservatives from 1993-2001) and niche parties (Socialist People’s Party and the Red-Green Alliance from 1984-1993 and the Progress
Party/the Danish People’s Party from 1993-2001). Minor centre parties (the Social
Liberals, the Centre Democrats, and the Christian People’s Party) are excluded from
the analysis since their status is unclear due to their frequent but volatile support to
the government (see endnote iv).
7
This departs from the other analyses which report questions on the environment disregarding the minister to whom the question is directed. This alternative approach is
theoretically more valid in the sense that – in contrast to my approach on the issue of
the environment – it picks up equally important questions which may not have been
directed at the minister of the environment, but the minister of transport, agriculture or
energy. However, empirically, it does not make a substantial difference for the analysis. For the period 1993-2003, both operationalizations (questions about the environment to any minister and questions asked specifically to the minister of the environment) are available. With a correlation of 0.85, they are strongly related if not almost
equivalent. Hence, in this particular case of analysis, it makes less of a difference
which operationalization is employed. Since the alternative operationalization requires a careful examination of all questions asked to any minister, and hence is beyond the scope of the analysis, the less perfect but surely still trustworthy measure of
questions to the environmental minister is relied on.
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8

In the last three quarters of 2003 and the first quarter of 2004, the total number of
questions to all ministers in the four quarter period divided by four was used as the
denominator in the fractions for each of the four quarters instead of quarter-specific
numbers. This was due to data access limitations.
9
For the period before 2001, this group of parties includes the Liberals, the Conservatives, and the Danish People’s Party. For the period after 2001, this group involves all
other parties than these three right-wing parties.
10
The coding by John et al. (2012) is not used in the analysis because it was only recently made available.
11
Since the data from John et al. (2012) were not released before the analyses were
conducted, their data was not used.
12
Politiken is a centre-left outlet, Berlingske is a bourgeois publisher, and Ekstra Bladet
is a tabloid.
13
In the analysis of indirect effect of questions on policy, i.e. the effect of questions on
media attention and government attention, a Fixed Effects Panel OLS Regression is
used. To improve on the test of causality, each independent variable enters the model with one lag. A Fischer unit-root test (using one lag) shows that the data on the
Queen Speech is stationary (inverse chi2 = 43.95; p < 0.000), and so is the data on the
media agenda (inverse chi2 = 64.55; p = 0.000) and the public agenda (inverse chi2 =
45.90; p = 0.000).
14
This has also been found to be the case for the current analysis.
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Chapter 5.
General Test of the Model
The theoretical proposition on the opposition’s influence on policy through
agenda setting has a number of empirical implications, each of which will be
tested in the following two chapters. In this chapter, a general test of the argument is conducted through three steps: the extent to which the government
tends to legislate in response to opposition criticism; the extent to which the
government moves policy closer to the opposition when the opposition criticizes it, and whether it is more likely to do so compared to just “do something”;
for each step the conditional effects of problems and issue ownerships are
tested subsequently. Additional tests of the argument are conducted in Chapter 6.

Opposition criticism and government legislation – is
there an effect?
Chapter 3 gave plenty of examples of policy changes which seem difficult to
explain without taking opposition criticism into account on the issues of education, tax, unemployment, and asylum/immigration in the UK under both the
Major and the Blair government as well as on crime under the left-wing government in Denmark in the 1990s. Examples only, the question remains if there
is a more general pattern in the extent to which the government systematically
responds with legislation to opposition criticism.
This is estimated in Table 5.1 and the relationship is illustrated in Figure 5.1.
To control for competing explanations, the effect of opposition criticism on policy is estimated against the effect of the media agenda, the public agenda,
the government agenda, and real world indicators. Even with these variables
in the estimation – one by one or together – opposition criticism systematically
leads to government legislation according to the positive, significant coefficient in columns three to seven in Table 5.1. The reported coefficient of 0.143
in the full model in column seven suggests that every time the opposition steps
up its criticism by one percentage point, the government is 15.4 per cent more
likely to make a policy change.1 Reassuringly for the fit of the model, the effects of the societal factors in the full model (column seven) are positive and
statistically significant as would be expected (so is the government agenda in
the slim model in column six).
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In magnitude, the coefficient for opposition criticism exceeds the coefficients for the agendas of the government, the media, and the public, as well
as the real world indicators. These are all below 0.04. Hence, as a factor of policy change, opposition criticism stands out against relevant alternative factors
for change. This is also evident from the McFadden adj. R2, which is 0.141 for a
model which fits the impact of all societal factors and the government agenda
in the first column of Table 5.1 compared to 0.180 for the model which only fits
the impact of opposition questions in the adjacent column in Table 5.1. Alone,
opposition criticism explains more than the societal factors taken together.
When all control variables are added to this model, the model fit increases
from 0.180 to 0.190.

Whereas a 15.4 per cent increase in the likelihood of a policy change may not
seem like much, it accumulates into a far more sizeable amount if the opposition puts in more emphasis and effort than just the one percentage point step
up in criticism (see Figure 5.1). Ranging from 0 to 14 per cent on the x-axis, the
figure covers the interval in which all observations on questions fall (with a
mean of 1.73 and a standard deviation of 2.41, the questions are quite spread
out). As demonstrated by the upward sloping line, the effect is not strictly linear
but has a slightly multiplicative character much in accordance with the argu82
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0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

To existing “politics matters” literature, the government’s influence on policy –
expressed through the positive effect of the government agenda on policy – is
not surprising, but the opposition’s policy influence certainly is. With dummy
variables identifying issues, countries, parties, and the slow and busy parts of
the parliamentary year also included in the estimation, this is a rather strong
and robust result. Irrespective of the issue in focus, the party in government, the
political system in question, or the time of the parliamentary year, the opposition can push the government to legislate by criticizing it. This evidence supports H1.

Does the government accommodate the
opposition in response to its criticism?
When it legislated on education, as described in Chapter 3, the Labour government did not only draw on measures from its own palette in response to
criticism. In a rather dramatic way, it broke with its criticism of market measures
to become a market advocate echoing what the Conservatives had promoted
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for a long time. Interestingly, the same thing happened on health, where Labour made provisions for Primary Care Trusts to give more financial autonomy
to GPs in 1999 (the “Health Act 1999”) – directly reflecting the Conservatives’
announcements on the issue. This continued with manifestly accommodative
policies in 2001 and 20032 and is also exemplified, as touched on in Chapter
4, by the Danish left-wing government’s toughening on crime in the 1990s and
the right-wing government’s adoption of pro-environmental legislation after
opposition criticism started in the early 2000s. The examples beg the question:
Does the government more generally accommodate the opposition in response to its criticism?

This is examined in Table 5.2, which follows the structure of the test of the preceding analysis of all policy changes. It reports the effects not on all policy
changes, but on those that accommodate the opposition. The results are very
similar. Again, the effect of criticism is statistically significant and robust to the
inclusion of the alternative explanations. According to the estimate, the government is 14.3 per cent more likely to adopt an accommodative policy
change every time the opposition steps up its criticism by one percentage
point. Opposition criticism explains more than all control variables together
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(McFadden’s adj. R2 of 0.121 in column two against 0.104 in column one) and
little leverage is gained by adding all control variables to the model, which already contains opposition criticism (McFadden’s adj. R2 increases from 0.121 to
0.127 in column seven). As Figure 5.2 illustrates, the predicted number of accommodating policy changes at increasing levels of criticism follows – similar
to the illustration of all policy changes – an exponential growth curve. From this
evidence, it is clear that the government adopts accommodating policy
changes in response to opposition criticism.
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Is the government more likely to “do as the
opposition says” than just “do something” in
response to criticism?
As stated in H5, the government is not only expected to “do as the opposition
says” and adopt accommodative policy changes as demonstrated in the previous section – it is expected to be more likely to do so rather than just “do
something” and adopt policy changes in line with its own policy programme or
unrelated to any of the parties’ programmes. This is tested in Table 5.3, which
puts the effect of criticism on the likelihood that the government “does something” against the effect that it “does as the opposition says”.
As an important initial observation, the government does not only systematically “do as the opposition says” but also “does something” in response to
criticism. The statistically significant estimate of the effect of criticism on “doing
something” in column one suggests that every time the opposition steps up its
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criticism by one percentage point, the government is 9.7 per cent more likely
to “do something”. Since the government in response to criticism is 14.3 per
cent more likely to “do as the opposition says”, the most important observation
from Table 5.3 is the difference in the likelihood of the two types of policy responses. In correspondence with H5, the estimations indicate that the government is 47 per cent3 more likely to “do as the opposition says” rather than just
“do something”. Hence, H5 on the particular likelihood of accommodative policy changes is validated.

Opposition effects on policy in the presence of
issue ownership
As proposed in H4, the opposition has particular influence on policy on issues it
owns. The development in crime in the 1990s in Denmark as well as the developments in tax and asylum/immigration in the UK (see Chapters 3 and 4)
provide examples on this logic. On tax for instance, Labour in opposition before
1997 did not pursue the issue in contrast to the Conservatives’ opposition after
1997, who owned the issue in this period (as identified in Chapter 4) and
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made it a key target for criticism (Collings and Seldon 2001: 71-72). Fearing
voter punishment on these issues on which it was not considered the most
competent party, the Labour government turned to substantial legislative actions directly contradicting the party’s original stance on the issue. In contrast,
on health and education, as described in Chapter 3, the Labour government,
owning the issues (see Chapter 4), apparently felt less pressurized in the first
years of its incumbency to make the same firm responses on these issues. Does
this pattern apply more generally across issues? This is reported in Table 5.4 for
all policy changes as well as the two types of policy responses.

The evidence in Table 5.4 is rather clear. Issue ownership makes a statistically
significant and in magnitude very substantial difference to the effect of criticism on the likelihood of policy changes. In the absence of issue ownership,
opposition criticism does not bear much weight against the government. For
the likelihood of a policy change, the coefficient for the effect of opposition
criticism is only 0.042 and the tendency is no longer systematic (i.e. statistically
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significant). Against the average effect on the likelihood of a policy change of
0.143 in Table 5.1, this is a marked collapse. In the presence of issue ownership, this is very different. The coefficient for the effect of criticism on the likelihood of a policy change climbs to 0.170, well beyond the average effect in
Table 5.1.
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This difference between having and not having issue ownership comes out
clearly in Figure 5.3, which depicts the two situations. In the left-hand graph,
the line is almost flat and not much above the x-axis for the entire interval of
the questions activity, indicating that even high levels of opposition criticism on
an issue without opposition ownership do not substantially increase the
chances of a policy change. The right-hand graph, on the other hand, indicates how increasing opposition criticism on opposition-owned issues markedly raises the expectations to a government response to the level of 3.3 policy
changes where opposition criticism is at its highest (its 90th percentile). This is
slightly above the average expectation of 3.1 policy changes in Table 5.1,
which did not take issue ownership into account. Together, this is evidence in
support of H4.
The importance of issue ownership for the effect of criticism on the likelihood of policy change is further underlined by the results for the two types of
policy responses from the government in columns two and three in Table 5.4.
For the likelihood that the government “does something” as well as “does as
the opposition says” in response to criticism, issue ownership is essential in both
situations. Though both are statistically significant, the coefficient for the former
response is 0.101 and for the latter it is 0.158. Hence, when the opposition criti88

cizes on an issue which it owns, the government is considerably more likely to
accommodate the opposition. This speaks directly to the model of opposition
influence and H5 in particular. In a situation of great pressure – illustrated by
the presence of opposition issue ownership – the government uses the quite
drastic accommodative reply.

Does the opposition rely on problems to pressurize
the government?
The effect of criticism on the likelihood of a policy change – accommodative or
not – decreases consistently in Tables 5.1-5.2 when the societal variables and
the government agenda are included in the model. Hence, these factors affect
the effect of criticism on policy. This gives reasons to test if the effect of opposition criticism on policy is influenced by the societal factors. This relationship
can be unpacked by looking at the effect of criticism at different levels of each
of the control variables. An interaction term between criticism and each control variable allows for such assessments and is reported in Table 5.5 (next
page).
Looking at the likelihood of a policy change as well as the likelihoods of
the two types of policy responses in Table 5.5, the leverage of criticism relies
systematically on the availability of problems to refer to. The general effect of
criticism on policy masks varying effects depending on the level of media attention, and problem statistics, but not public attention. That is, the interaction
terms are positive, but only statistically significant for media attention and the
real world indicators (i.e. in two out of three estimations). Hence, as media attention intensifies or the figures in the statistical indicators deteriorate, the same
level of criticism from the opposition has a stronger effect on policy.
These relationships are illustrated in Figure 5.4, which shows the average
effect of a one percentage point increase in questions across its entire interval
on the likelihood of all policy changes at increasing levels of media attention,
public attention, and real world problems. These figures are useful because the
expected count of policy changes depends on the specific level on the questions variable (and the level of all other variables in the model). Accordingly, a
relationship only unfolds when looking at predictions across the entire interval
of the independent variables where all variables are at their observed values
for each observation (Hahner and Kalkan 2013).
In Figure 5.4, all lines are upward sloping and as illustrated by the confidence intervals above the x-axis statistically significant for media attention and
real-world indicators in most of their interval. A further examination of the lines
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shows that when real world indicators move from the 25th to the 75th percentile
(the figures deteriorate), the increase in the likelihood of a policy change from
an increase of one percentage point in opposition criticism changes from 15.1
per cent to 50.3 per cent. As this clearly shows, the preceding societal circumstances matter for the effect of criticism on policy. Accordingly, the observation
in Chapter 3 for instance on the issue of asylum/immigration in the UK in the
early 2000s under the Blair government, where criticism from the Conservative
opposition about an asylum system out of control anchored in actual problems
and substantial media coverage appears to apply more broadly. For the media, when its attention to the issue is at the 25th percentile, 0.075 fewer policy
changes are expected on average from a one percentage point increase in
questions activity. When media attention is at its 75th percentile, the same
change in criticism from the opposition is expected to trigger 0.29 changes to
policy.
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The combined effect of consecutive increases in both questions activity and
the problem inputs can grow quite strong. If questions activity and media attention increase one percentage point to their 75th percentiles, i.e. quite high,
2.51 changes to policy are expected. A change to policy is 82 per cent more
likely compared to the situation where questions activity and media attention
moved to their 25th percentile. This is an uncommon cocktail but illustrates the
point. In contrast, when the problem indicators are at their lowest values (below their 25th percentile), the effect may even turn statistically insignificant as
indicated by the confidence intervals on separate sides of the x-axis in Figure
5.4. Hence, as expected from the model, the circumstances set a scope condition for the model: Only in the presence of problems does the opposition have
opportunities to pressurize the government. Accordingly, H3 is supported.
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As the predictions of the three versions of policy changes in Table 5.4 show,
media attention is consistently more important than real world indicators for
the opportunities of the opposition to pressurize the government. This difference is also reflected in the model fit, where McFadden’s adj. R2 for the policy
changes that accommodate the opposition increases from 0.127 (in Table 5.2)
to 0.152 by the inclusion of the product term of the media agenda and opposition criticism in contrast to the inclusion of the other conditional factors where
the adj. R2 hardly improves (there is a similar albeit less marked pattern for all
policy changes when comparing Table 5.1 and column one in Table 5.5).
Since the media is an official interpreter and communicator of what is going
on “out there”, this makes good sense (McCombs and Shaw 1972; McCombs
2006). This central role of the media agenda is also demonstrated by the
slightly negative effect of questions on policy in the absence of media coverage as depicted in Figure 5.4. If the media is completely inattentive to an issue,
which is uncommon, the result indicates that the government may ignore the
opposition’s criticism and even try deliberately to refocus attention on other
more convenient issues. With an insignificant effect in this region of the media
agenda variable though, more evidence is needed to conclude on this.
There is more to the influence of the media. According to the estimates in
Table 5.5, media attention is more important for the opposition’s opportunities
to get the government to “do as it says” than just get it to “do something”. The
coefficient for the interaction term on the likelihood of the government “doing
something” is 0.009 (column four) against 0.025 for the policy changes that are
in accordance with the opposition’s policy programme (column seven). If media impact can be taken to indicate the extent to which the criticism of the opposition refers to real, important problems, the larger impact of the media on
the effect of criticism on accommodating policy changes suggests that as the
government is confronted with increasing evidence of problems, it is inclined
to move policy in the direction of the opposition rather than just “do something”. This corresponds directly to the expectation from the model of opposition influence that the government if required is prepared to go against its own
policy preferences in order to silence the opposition. In that sense, it sheds
some light on H5 on the government’s inclination to “do as the opposition says”
rather than “do something” if faced with strong criticism.
Legislation on crime in Denmark is illustrative. Amid intense media coverage and questions activity, the left-wing government carried out far-reaching
changes in the 1990s. Rather than enhancing rehabilitation as it had advocated for before assuming office in 1993, it turned against criminals and increased sentencing dramatically in several steps in 1994, 1997, and 2001, the
year it lost office, ostensibly to match the right-wing opposition. At least, it is dif92

ficult to dismiss the marked overlap in the content of the parliamentary resolutions tabled by the opposition (L35 in 1993, L134 in 1997, and L2 and L161 in
2001) and subsequent enactments by the government (L366 in 1993, L350 in
1997, and L27 in 2001). These policy changes came in the wake of a marked
surge in questions from the new bourgeois opposition after 1993, see Figure
5.5. Importantly, this growth in questions activity took place in tandem with a
surge in media coverage in the same period. This coinciding development
suggests, as Laursen (2001) finds in his analysis of crime policy in Denmark in
the 90s, that the right-wing opposition deliberately used media stories to refer
to in order to evoke a politicization of the issue. Indeed, right-wing MPs Birthe
Rønn Hornbech, Helge Adam Møller, and Tom Behnke in particular, were keen
to directly address newspaper stories about assaults and murders in their questions to the minister as well as in debates on the floor of the Parliament (see also Laursen 2001). Hence, the development in crime in Denmark in the 1990s
not only illustrates how opposition criticism may trigger remarkable policy
changes but also how media coverage may underpin such dynamics (see also
Seeberg 2013; Estrada 2005; Balvig 2004; Laursen 2001).

Similarly, environmental policy in Denmark took a surprising turn after the
change in government in 2001. When entering office in 2001, the Liberals and
the Conservatives stripped down the Ministry of the Environment, which the
former left government had built, and scaled back several policy initiatives
adopted by that government. This shows up in the relative proportion of public
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expenditures on environmental protection 1993-2009 in Denmark in Figure
5.6. The proportion increases up until 2001 after which a bumpy decline starts.
This was largely in line with their announcements on the issue in the years before they took office.

For the green advocates, the Social Democrats and the Socialist People’s Party,
in opposition, this became too much. Eventually, the government came under
heavy fire. As Figure 5.7 displays, the opposition’s criticism of the government
was very intense in the years after the right wing entered office in 2001. As a
reaction, the government replaced the unpopular Minister of the Environment,
Hans Christian Schmidt, with the celebrated TV-news reporter, Connie Hedegaard. The reprioritization is also evident in Figure 5.6 where the relative public
expenditures increase again in 2003-2004. Moreover, the Ministry of the Environment was re-launched in the wake of the 2007-election when the energy
portfolio was placed under the jurisdiction of Mrs. Hedegaard (cf. Goul Andersen 2008).
That the government was put under pressure by the opposition is also expressed in the policy development. Though never enthusiastic about nature
preservation and environmental protection, the government adopted laws e.g.
to (further) protect wetlands (L326 in 2003), drinking water (L324 and L332 in
2003), beaches (L348 in 2004), and forests (339 in 2004), as well as cities from
traffic-related pollution (L391 in 2006). It established national parks (L408 in
2007), made “green costs” a required assessment in the preparations of public
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constructions and programmes (L340 in 2004), ensured that public and private
buildings became the subject of energy-saving initiatives (L356 in 2005), and
further regulated the sale of electronic devices (L371 in 2005, L392 in 2006).
This was probably mainly adopted as a strategy to accommodate or match
the left-wing parties’ environmental position.4

This development seems in large part to take place alongside a change in
content of the media agenda on the issues. Since this is about a change of
content and not of intensity in coverage, it does not show up clearly in the
amount of media attention devoted to the issue in Figure 5.7. The media coverage is on a high, but constant level. In content though, the climate change
agenda, which grew in the early 2000s, replaces the debate on intensive
farming, the use of pesticides, oxygen depletion in water and intoxication of
the ground water, which had dominated the environmental agenda up
through the 1990s in Denmark (Daugbjerg 1999; see also Kraft and Vig 2006;
Bomberg and Schlosberg 2008). This seems not only to offer the opposition a
platform from where to attack the government for not tackling the problems,
but also a justification for the government to move in a green direction. The
government’s environmental engagement reached the apex with the bid to
host the prestigious climate summit in Copenhagen in 2009 (Green-Pedersen
and Wolfe 2009; Green-Pedersen 2011).
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Conclusion
In this chapter, the principal propositions of the model of opposition influence
have been put against the empirical evidence. The evidence supports the hypotheses. As expected from H1, opposition criticism systematically increases
the likelihood of legislative activity. Moreover, the adoption of policy changes
which move policy in the direction of the opposition’s policy platform is significantly more likely when the opposition criticizes the government. Whereas the
likelihood that the government “does something” also improves in reply to opposition criticism, the former response whereby the government “does as the
opposition says” is considerably more likely as anticipated in H5.
In addition, the opportunities of the opposition to pressurize the government depend on the societal and political circumstances. In accordance with
H4, the impact of opposition criticism on policy is far greater when the opposition has issue ownership. Similarly, as expected from H3, the opposition’s ability
to pressurize the government increases with the opportunities to point to problems and a need for action. Increases in media attention and real world indicators amplify the impact of opposition criticism on both types of policy
changes (the impact of the public agenda is not statistically significant). Unsurprisingly, considering the media’s active role as provider of problem inputs,
media attention is more important for the opportunities for the opposition to
put the government under pressure than real world indicators. Moreover, in
correspondence with the reasoning behind H5, the government is more likely
to “do as the opposition says” than just “do something” in the presence of opposition ownership or media attention. This signals that when the government
is really put under pressure, it moves policy in the direction of the opposition to
silence it as far as possible.
Including important control factors in the model, media attention, public attention, real world indicators, and government attention, does not change
these results. Moreover, they apply across the cases of Denmark and the UK,
across eight issues, across left and right governments, and across the parliamentary year. In combination, this is compelling evidence in support of the
model proposed on the policy influence of the opposition. As the analysis also
shows, this does not mean that the opposition radio-controls the government.
The opposition’s influence on policy shows up alongside the policy impact of
the agendas of the media, the public, and the government as well as the real
world indicators. Though the opposition, through its criticism, holds important
policy influence this does not mean that its powers are limitless. The government also governs in opposition to its adversary.
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The next chapter extends on this principal analysis by testing for systematic
differences in the effect of criticism on policy across countries and issues as
well as estimating indirect effects. First, however, the chapter includes an additional set of control variables in the estimation.

Notes
1

This is also called the incidence rate ratio and is calculated from the coefficient in
column seven in Table 5.1 as e0.143.
2
In the “Health and Social Care Act 2001”, the Labour government made provisions
for the formation of companies to provide services for NHS trusts, i.e. public-private
partnerships, and allowed health authorities to introduce pilot schemes to spur innovation in the provisions of local pharmaceutical services. Further market measures
were adopted in 2003, when the government adopted a provision to authorize NHS
foundation trusts to build and operate hospitals, allowing them financial autonomy to
borrow money, merge, and cooperate (the ”Health and Social Care (Community
Health and Standards) Act 2003”).
3
((e0.134 - 1) - (e0.093 - 1))/(e0.093 - 1).
4
In contrast to the other seven issues in the analysis, a lot of environmental regulation
is adopted in the EU. Since the government is required through its EU membership to
ratify these regulations, some policy changes are not the subject of party competition
and agenda-setting on the national level, but the product of EU legislation. This does
not mean, however, that the government cannot act strategically. Not only can it
adopt its own laws alongside EU legislation, it can also delay or dilute its ratification of
EU laws and influence their content in the EU legislative process, and in that sense
decide what is adopted nationally in the issue area (Beach 2005; Masterbroek 2005;
Borzel 2000). Hence, though the government may be a little less responsive to the
opposition on the environment due to its obligations towards the EU, it still has plenty
of opportunities to respond to opposition criticism.
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Chapter 6.
Further Tests of the Model
This chapter extends on the previous chapter by testing the argument further.
First, an additional set of competing explanations are included in the model.
Second, the extent to which the opposition’s influence on policy depends on
the party competition structure of the political system is addressed. Third, the
extent to which the opposition’s influence on policy applies to all issues is investigated. Fourth, the mechanism through which the opposition influences
policy is examined by testing three mediating factors, namely the agendas of
the media, the public, and the government. This will provide extra evidence for
the test of the hypotheses. Chapter 7 discusses the findings.

Approval ratings, distance to the next election, and
the government’s responsiveness to opposition
criticism
Whereas the model unfolded on the opposition’s policy influence holds that
the government systematically reacts to the opposition regardless of the circumstances, it may be argued that the government only reacts to opposition
criticism under special circumstances, namely in the vicinity of an approaching
election or when approval ratings are low (see e.g. Clarke et al. 2009). This argument is tested in Table 6.1, where distance to the next election and the government’s approval ratings are included as control variables. Whether the dependent variable is all policy changes, opposition accommodative policy
changes, or non-accommodative policy changes, the effect of criticism is unaffected by the inclusion of the control variables. The effect of opposition criticism on policy remains statistically significant and almost identical in magnitude. The lack of importance of the control variables is also reflected in the
modest improvements in the model fit (McFadden’s adj. R2). This supports H1
and H5 and fits the argument; elections do not come as a surprise to the government – they are of constant concern. With regard to approval ratings, it can
be argued that exactly a government with high public approval is likely to be
associated with responding to the opposition because such tactical manoeuvers keep the government on top. Accordingly, an argument that, generally,
only a weak government becomes the subject of criticism and responds to the
opposition is unconvincing (see also Sulkin 2005).
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The effect of opposition criticism on policy and
government issue uptake
In the UK, the Major government actively defended its territory on the issue of
law and order in the mid-1990s in response to Blair’s announcement that “The
Labour Party is now the party of law and order in Britain today” (Labour 1994).
As reflected in the surge in government attention up to the 1997 election (see
Figure 6.1), the Conservatives tried to fence off Labour by assuring the voters
that “no government in recent times has been as tough on criminals as we will
be” (Conservatives 2000a; Newburn 2001). Despite – or maybe more correctly
because of – a change in government, the government’s engagement on the
issue increased further after the 1997 election (see Figure 6.1). Under fire from
the Conservatives, Labour became very attentive to crime (Morris 2001: 366-
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67). This illustrates a dynamic in which the government – as theorized in Chapter 3 – in response to opposition criticism tries to talk down an issue rather than
legislate straight away. Is this propensity of the government to engage in a debate on the issue – take up the issue – alongside or even before legislating a
more general phenomenon that holds across issues? This is tested in Table 6.2.

As evident in columns two, four, and six in Table 6.2, issue uptake by the government systematically mediates the effect of criticism on policy. This goes for
all policy changes as well as for the two subtypes of policy changes. Alongside
an unchanged statistically significant direct effect of criticism on policy, an increase in the government agenda magnifies the likelihood of a policy change
with a factor of 1.151 (see column two). This effect is statistically significant. The
evidence for a mediating effect is completed by the positive and statistically
significant effect of opposition criticism on the government agenda, as reported in column one in Table 6.3. Here, the government’s attention to the issue increases with 0.206 percentage points every time the opposition steps up its
criticism by one percentage point. In other words, when opposition criticism on
an issue increases so does the issue’s position on the government agenda and
this greater priority of the issue in turn leads to an increased likelihood of policy
changes. This supports H6.
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The mediating effect of the government agenda is substantially stronger for
the effect of criticism on non-opposition accommodative policy changes
compared to accommodative changes. This is not only evident from the different coefficients (0.142 against 0.097) but also from the model fits. Whereas the
introduction of the government agenda as a mediating factor improves the
adj. R2 for the estimation of non-accommodative policy changes from 0.125 to
0.154, the fit improves less – from 0.127 to 0.138 – for accommodative policy
changes. Furthermore, the direct effect of opposition criticism remains statistically significant and is crowded out less for the accommodating policy changes (from 0.134 to 0.084) than for the non-accommodating policy changes
(from 0.093 to 0.013). This divergence accords with the model. Here it is argued that the government will do what it takes to silence the opposition. Since
adopting an accommodating measure is a stronger response than just doing
something, it is probably applied in more grave situations. In these situations,
the government is more inclined to make a swift and firm reply rather than
gamble and go for the strategy of talking down the issue rather than legislat102

ing. If the opposition’s criticism is of less concern to the government, it is more
willing to try to talk the issue off the agenda before eventually legislating
(without necessarily accommodating the opposition).

In column two to five in Table 6.3, it is tested whether the government’s tendency to respond to the opposition by talking down an issue before legislating
is conditional on the level of problem inputs and on whether the opposition
owns the issue as proposed in H3 and H4. The table shows that if the opposition has issue ownership, its attention to the issue increases with 0.453 percentage point for each one percentage point increase in questions activity by
the opposition compared to a decrease of 0.004 percentage point in government attention in the absence of opposition issue ownership. Similarly, every
time media attention increases one percentage point, the effect of a one percentage point increase in criticism on government attention increases by 0.056
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percentage point – a little more than when public attention increases one percentage point (the coefficient is 0.039), and markedly more than for real world
indicators (0.007). Taking into account that the effect of criticism on its own, as
reported in the first column, is 0.206, these conditional effects, especially for
opposition issue ownership and for media attention, are considerable. All are
statistically significant. Hence, with four out of four of the conditional relationships confirmed, this adds further support to H3 and H4.

The effect of opposition criticism on policy through
the issue expansion mechanism
The interplay between media attention and opposition criticism addressed on
the issue of the environment in Denmark and particularly on the issue of crime
in Denmark in the closing of the previous chapter may not only be a matter of
the opposition’s reliance on media coverage to put the government under
pressure. It may also be a matter of mutually reinforcing repercussions between opposition criticism and media attention. The media is drawn to an issue because the opposition provokes the government on the issue and the
opposition takes advantage of this coverage to further challenge the government and eventually draw the attention of the public. In the outline of the
model of opposition influence, this dynamic was termed the issue expansion
mechanism and it was theorized how it may sometimes kick in before the
government gives in and legislates in response to opposition criticism.
This mechanism is explored in two steps. First, the effect of an increase in
opposition criticism on the media and public agendas is estimated in Table
6.4. Second, the effect of the media and the public agendas on each of the
three versions of policy change is estimated in Table 6.5. With opposition criticism still at lag five in Table 6.5, the media and public agendas enter this table
at lag four to ensure that they come after criticism in time. If the media agenda
and the public agendas are affected by opposition criticism in Table 6.4 and at
the same time have an impact on policy in Table 6.5 and decrease the direct
effect of opposition criticism on policy in the same table, this is evidence of an
issue expansion mechanism.
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As reported for all policy changes as well as the two subtypes of policy responses in Table 6.5, the media agenda has a positive, statistically significant
effect on the likelihood of policy changes in two out of three estimations while
the effect of the public agenda is consistently insignificant. In the same table,
opposition criticism has a consistent and in magnitude unchanged impact on
the likelihood of each version of the dependent variable disregarding any
mediating factors. And since opposition criticism does not generate media or
public attention to the issues, as evident in Table 6.4, an issue expansion
mechanism does not appear in the model estimations – the effect of opposition criticism on policy works primarily through the anticipatory reaction mechanism in which increased public or media attention is not a prerequisite for the
government to intervene on the issue. Hence, H2 is disconfirmed and further
analyses of conditional effects of opposition criticism on media attention and
public attention are not carried out.
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Estimations across political systems
By including a country dummy in all analyses so far, the estimations have
shown that the argument of opposition influence works in the British two-party
system as well as in the Danish two-block system. Alongside this important
general finding, the two systems are not identical and the effect of opposition
criticism may therefore differ accordingly. As elaborated on in Chapter 4, the
party competition structure is very similar in the Danish two-block system and
in the British two-party system (Green-Pedersen and Thomsen 2005; GreenPedersen and Mortensen 2010; cf. Kitschelt 2001). However, in the two-block
structure in Denmark, the norm of cooperation and consensus may diminish
the opposition’s need to politicize problems and, hence, use of this agendasetting weapon against the government. Such difference is tested by a product
term of the questions variable and the country-dummy in Table 6.6. Since
Denmark is coded 1 in the dummy, the effect of the interaction term should be
negative if the argument holds.
In agreement with this expectation, the interaction terms point in that direction in Table 6.6. Statistically significant for the likelihood of policy changes in
the presence of opposition criticism as well as for both subtypes of policy responses, this is an interesting finding. Though systematically present in both
countries, the effect of opposition criticism on policy is stronger in the UK than
in Denmark. To illustrate this difference, the predicted number of policy changes at increasing levels of opposition criticism is depicted in Figure 6.2 for the UK
to the left and for Denmark to the right. The flat line for Denmark stands in contrast to the steeper curve for the UK. Accordingly, the party competition structure seems to be an important underpinning of the model.
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Estimations across issues
With controls for issue differences through the presence of issue dummies in all
model estimations carried out, the identified statistically significant effect of
opposition criticism on policy applies to all issues. As discussed in the selection
of the issues for the analysis, the seven issues (crime appears twice) differ in
their policy nature. Whereas health and education take up large parts of the
government budget, a characteristic of crime and asylum is their far-reaching
regulation of citizen rights (and wrongs), and unemployment and tax are important in their economic redistribution. It is an open question whether these
differences (and possible other differences) influence the applicability of the
model of opposition policy influence across issues – does the opposition only
have incentives and/or opportunities to criticize the government on some issues and does the government only respond with legislation on some issues?
Do the incentives and opportunities differ across issues? There might be important variations in the effect of opposition criticism on policy underlying the
general effect identified so far.
To look into this, the estimation of the effect of criticism on policy is repeated while excluding one issue at a time. This allows an examination of the fit of
the model to each issue. Moreover, if the general effect identified in Chapter 5
relies on the dynamics on one single issue, this will show up. Hence, this procedure also serves as a robustness check of the results. The alternative approach
– analysing each issue separately – is not used because this would dramatically reduce the size of the sample, a test situation Long warns against (1997: 54,
see Chapter 4). Issue characteristics and their influence on the proposed model of opposition influence are discussed further in Chapter 7 in light of the findings of the current analysis. For ease of presentation, only the estimations of the
effect of opposition criticism on the accommodating policy responses are reported. These are in focus because of their particular importance for the argument. All estimations for the non-accommodating policy responses as well as
for all policy changes are reported in Appendix 2. If the results differ, this is addressed in the following.
The issue-excluding re-estimation of the effect of questions on accommodating policy responses is reported in Table 6.7. Against the reproduced estimation with all issues included in column one, the estimation is repeated in the
appending columns and the excluded issue is specified in the bottom row of
the table. Looking from the full model in column one across the reduced models in the consecutive columns, the effect of criticism remains statistically significant and in magnitude largely unchanged for most of the issue-reduced estimations.
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There is variation in the fit though. The effect of criticism improves by the
exclusion of education in particular (see column nine). As reflected also in the
improvement of the model fit (the adj. R2) from leaving education out, this indicates that the model does not fit this issue particularly well. In contrast, when
crime in the UK is excluded in column ten, the estimate turns insignificant and
slightly negative and the model fit (adj. R2) decreases. This is an indication that
crime in the UK is an important issue to the model. However, the change in the
coefficient may not only be a matter of the absence of crime in the UK in the
model but also the room its absence leaves for other issues to drive the results.
This is scrutinized by excluding one more issue in addition to crime. As reported
in column eleven, it turns out that by excluding also asylum/immigration (and
the control for the government agenda), the coefficient becomes positive and
statistically significant again. This indicates that there is a poor fit of the model
to the issues of education and asylum/immigration. The pattern is the same on
the environment. In the absence of the environment, the effect of criticism becomes statistically significant again by excluding the issue of education. The
conclusion is that the effect of opposition criticism on policy change is not driven by one single issue, but with the given selection of data, crime in the UK and
the environment are policy issues that are particularly important for this dynamic to play out. Crime in the UK is found to be similarly important for the estimations of all policy changes as well as the non-accommodating policy
changes in Appendix 2.
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To further scrutinize the relationship between opposition criticism and policy change, the effects of criticism on policy conditional on the societal indicators and on issue ownership are reported in Tables 6.8-6.10 excluding one policy issue at a time. Since the effect conditional on the public agenda was insignificant, the robustness of the result is not further examined. Second, the indirect effect of criticism on policy through government uptake is examined
across issues in Tables 6.11-6.16.
For the effects conditional on the media (reported in Table 6.8), real world
indicators (reported in Table 6.9), and issue ownership (reported in Table 6.10),
a pattern similar to the above findings appears. The conditional effects are
generally robust to the exclusion of all issues. Again, it is improved when education is included and this time also in the absence of health. As above, the effect deteriorates consistently across conditional factors in the absence of crime
in the UK. Except for the conditioning effect of the media in Table 6.8, a statistically significant effect re-emerges with the additional exclusion of asylum/immigration. The conditional effect of the media remains negative when
additional issues are excluded. For the effect conditional on issue ownership in
Table 6.10 specifically, the exclusion of education also causes a statistically insignificant effect, which is re-established by the exclusion of both education
and unemployment. This also counts for the exclusion of the environment from
this table. The importance of crime in the UK also emerges in the estimations
on all policy changes and the non-accommodating policy responses in Appendix 2.
Finally, the indirect effect of criticism on policy through government uptake
is examined in Tables 6.11-6.16. The first part of the indirect effect, the impact
of the government agenda on policy, is examined in Table 6.11. Across the exclusions of issues, the estimation appears robust except for crime in the UK.
Without this issue, the effect of the government agenda on policy is negative
and the concomitant direct effect of criticism on policy is insignificant. This
does not change with the exclusion of an additional issue. However, for all policy changes as well as the non-accommodating policy changes in Appendix
2, the estimation is entirely robust to the exclusion of crime in the UK.
For the effect of criticism on the government agenda – the complimentary
part in establishing an indirect effect – the unconditional effect (Table 6.12) as
well as the effects conditional on the media agenda (Table 6.13), the real
world indicators (Table 6.15), and issue ownership (Table 6.16) are entirely robust to the exclusion of issues apart from crime in the UK. Similar to all preceding estimations without this issue, a statistically significant, positive effect reemerges in the absence of an additional issue. The effect conditional on the
public agenda (Table 6.14) stands out because it is unaffected by the exclu112

sion of crime in the UK. Thus, like many of the previous estimations, the indirect
effect of criticism on all policy changes as well as the two types of policy responses through government uptake is largely but not entirely robust to the exclusion of crime in the UK. Moreover, specifically for the effect of criticism conditional on real world indicators on the government agenda, the estimation also turns statistically insignificant by the exclusion of education, and it only returns to being statistically significant by excluding the media control variable
from the estimation (see column eight and nine in Table 6.15).
Summing up, the overall impression from the robustness test across issues is
that the argument is not conscribed to only a few issues but applies in general.
Across the different estimations, the results are in most parts unaffected by the
exclusion of issues. They even improve in several instances with the exclusion
of health and especially education. Specifically, when crime in the UK is excluded, the effect of criticism almost consistently turns statistically insignificant.
In the estimations without this issue, a statistical significant effect is reestablished with the exclusion of an additional issue, in most situations the issue
of asylum/immigration and/or the issue of education, apart from one instance
(the effect of criticism on policy conditional on the media). Thus, this sensitivity
seems to have to do partly with the issue of crime in the UK and partly with the
room the exclusion of this issue leaves for other issues to influence the results.
It is not surprising that the identified general effect of opposition criticism on
policy is affected by the exclusion of issues. First of all, the limited sample size
of the study simply means that the number of observations is sizably reduced
(by about 12.5%) by the exclusion of an issue, and this will, according to Long
(1997: 54), show up in the results. With more issues included, the general model would most likely be less vulnerable. Second, differences in characteristics
probably also cause variations in the fit of the model. This is further discussed in
Chapter 7.
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Conclusion
The findings of this chapter have added some important insights to the principal results produced in Chapter 5. Unsurprisingly, neither the distance to the
next election nor the government’s approval rating affects the government’s
propensity to respond to the opposition. As argued, elections are not unexpected events, but rather an ingrained ingredient in the strategic behaviour of
the government. Similarly, it has been argued against the influence of approval ratings that even – and most certainly – a government with high approval
ratings responds to the opposition because this is part of its success. As expected, the effect of criticism on policy through criticism applies to both Britain
and Denmark, but the policy effect of criticizing is systematically lower in Denmark. As argued in line with the model of opposition influence, this may have
to do with the norms of consensus and cooperation among the parties in the
Danish Parliament which diminishes the need and the opportunities for the
opposition to politicize issues and, hence, its policy influence through this
channel.
The issue expansion mechanism did not find empirical support. Opposition
criticism does not consistently increase media or public attention to the issue.
Rather, the direct effect of criticism on policy remains alongside this insignificant indirect path of policy influence. Hence, invalidating H2, this is evidence in
support of the anticipatory response mechanism elaborated on in the proposed model in Chapter 2 by which the government moves directly to silence
criticism.
As expected from the model of opposition influence and as expressed in
H6, the government tends to take up the issue before legislating – in particular
before carrying out non-accommodative policy changes. For the likelihood
that the government “does as the opposition says”, the mediating effect of the
government agenda is smaller and the direct effect of criticism on policy is
crowded less out. This suggests that the government is more inclined to give a
firm and swift response to the opposition if it is put under severe pressure.
Finally, exclusions of issues one by one indicated that the estimations are
generally robust across issues, but crime in the UK rather consistently stands
out. In its absence, the estimation turns insignificant. However, since the effect
in all estimations but one is statistically significant again by the exclusion typically also of asylum/immigration or education, this suggest that the model’s
vulnerability to crime in the UK partly has to do with this issue and partly with
the room the absence of this issue leaves for other issues to influence the effect.
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Note
1

This is the incidence rate ratio calculated as e0.136.
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Chapter 7.
Discussion of the Argument
and the Results
An argument on the influence of the opposition has been advanced and tested in the previous chapters. This chapter digs further into the relationship between the opposition and the government by discussing, first, variation across
issues in the opposition’s impact on policy, and, second, the importance of the
median voter. Is government action dependent on the position of the median
voter – as spatial theory would suggest – rather than dependent on opposition
criticism? Is the model of opposition influence simply old wine in new bottles?
By raising the latter debate, the discussion of the government’s motivation –
programmatic or office-focused – initiated in Chapters 2 and 3 is continued (cf.
Jackman 1986).

Issue characteristics
As advanced in the model of opposition influence, the opposition seeks to politicize problems and attract the attention of the media and the public in order
to prevent the re-election of the government. In relation to variations in the
characteristics of issues, this raises two questions. First, does the opposition
have the same opportunities to politicize problems and reach the media and
the public across all issues? Second, the government responds with legislation
according to the model – but is it equally likely to do so on all issues? The opposition’s opportunities to politicize problems and the government’s propensity
to legislate are the two key components of the model and the following section seeks an answer to the two questions by discussing whether these components vary systematically across issue. Since the discussion identifies three
issues which stand out, it is subsequently tested if the opposition’s policy influence indeed is particular on these issues.

Opportunities for the opposition to politicize
Few policy areas are likely to be completely void of complications and steer
clear of media and public attention. Still, the opposition’s potential to politicize
problems and draw the attention of the media and the public may not be the
same across issues. Cobb and Elder (1983) as well as Soroka (2002) have addressed such variation across issues.
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For the prospects of setting the issue agenda, Cobb and Elder (1983: 94124) outline a five-dimensional typology of issue attributes. Extending on
Schattschneider’s study of conflict (1960), they concentrate on the potential to
initiate and expand a conflict on an issue. Depending on how the issue is situated on five dimensions, it can be pushed closer to or further away from the
policy agenda. The dimensions are issue specificity, extent of temporal relevance, degree of complexity, categorical precedence, and scope of social
significance. According to this logic, an issue reaches a wider audience and
eventually the political agenda if it is specific and tangible, relevant rather
than hypothetical, easily understandable rather than technical, exceptional
and without automatic- or routine-inducing precedents, and finally, is important and affects a large group of people. If it does not possess these attributes, it is not likely to reach the political docket. Whereas Cobb and Elder’s
point is that the same issue can change shape by how it is framed on these
dimensions, their five-dimension typology may also be taken to capture varying generic attributes of issues. Some issues are just simpler, more obtrusive,
and more tangible, and hence by default more apt to reach the political
agenda.
In his study of who influences whom and who sets the agenda, Soroka
(2002: 19-31) picks up on this latter interpretation of Cobb and Elder’s fivepoint battery and develops a typology of issues: prominent, sensational, and
governmental issues. Prominent issues have a direct influence on people and
are pushed on the agenda by real world problems. He uses inflation as an example. Governmental issues do not have a direct influence on the public, and
are promoted to the agenda by political action. Governmental issues are exemplified by the state budget deficit. Sensational issues are somewhere in between; they do not directly affect people’s lives but are still very appealing to
the public and tend to be led by the media. He gives crime and the environment as examples. This suggests that the opportunities to make the media and
the public attentive are greater on sensational (and to some extent also prominent issues) than on governmental issues (see also Walgrave and van Aelst
2006).
Applying these typologies to the eight issues analysed in the current study,
three issues – crime, asylum/immigration, and the environment – stand out and
the opposition should have particular opportunities to politicize these issues.
Crime often involves a dramatic and unpleasant story which is easy to understand and relate to. A person is offended and the offender should be stopped
and punished. Moreover, though a murder, a rape, or the like is not a rare
event, it tends to be exceptional (Balvig 2004; Estrada 2005; Newburn 2001).
Concerning immigration, problems of social and economic integration have
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become increasingly clear as the immigrant population has grown. By attaching these problems to themes within the issue of crime – gangs, drugs, theft, as
well as anti-social behaviour and troubles in local communities or neighbourhoods – the issue of asylum/immigration is shaped by the agenda-inviting
characteristics of crime (Rydgreen 2004; Ivarsflaten 2005, 2008; Bale 2003).
Similarly, environmental problems are often presented in strong or easy-tocomprehend images such as animals suffering in oil spills or citizens flocking to
tank trucks to pick up non-polluted drinking water. The story can often be cast
in simple terms. There is a guilty polluter and an innocent victim (Birkland 1998;
Soroka 2002; Downs 1972). In addition, by their rarity, they tend to take on the
exceptional character which according to Cobb and Elder propels an issue on
to the agenda.
With “real” people as subjects, condemnation and grievance can be energized on these issues. Due to these properties, the media can be expected to
infuse attention to these issues at the slightest opportunity and the public can
be expected to pick up and follow this infusion of attention (Soroka 2002). On
Cobb and Elder’s five dimensions, the simple and easy-to-relate-to character
of the two issues makes them agenda attractive.
Because these issues in Soroka’s words have a sensational shape and according to Cobb and Elder have the generic traits which make them attract attention, they are particularly prone to fuel the issue expansion mechanism proposed in the model. The remaining four issues in the analysis – tax, unemployment, health, and education – fall in the opposite ends on several of Cobb and
Elder’s dimensions and do not have the same sensational character in Soroka’s
terminology. Their complexity is considerable: While this is obvious for anyone
trying to disentangle the tax code, it also applies to the causes of and solutions
to unemployment, and certainly to health given the size of the hospital sector
and the technology involved in treatment. The issues are thus harder to understand. Information is often presented in the form of statistics, which can make
the issues abstract and difficult to relate to. Problems cannot be cast in the
same personified and simple victim-offender terms and therefore do not have
the same traction as the three agenda-apt issues. Though these four issues are
close to crime, asylum/immigration, and the environment in Soroka’s typology
by their obtrusiveness, an issue expansion in the media and the public may not
be as explosive and inflammable based on the scoring on Cobb and Elder’s
dimensions.
Summing up, issues matter to the model of opposition influence on policy
because the likelihood of the issue expansion mechanism kicking in seems to
differ systematically across issues. The opposition has greater opportunities to
politicize problems on the issues of crime, asylum/immigration, and the envi127

ronment. Hence, the issue expansion mechanism should not only be more pronounced on these issues, it should also make the government more prone to
respond to opposition criticism to avoid such expansion, according to the
model. It was found in the previous chapter that an issue expansion mechanism is not present in the current data. The current discussion suggests that it
may actually be present, but only on particular issues. A modification of the
disconfirming conclusion from the initial empirical testing might be necessary.
This is clarified on the eight issues in the UK and Denmark after discussing if the
government’s propensity and opportunities to legislate – the second component of the model – are also greater on some issues.

Propensity of the government to respond
As presented in the introduction, another central component of the model of
opposition influence is the propensity of the government to respond with legislation to the opposition. This propensity may vary across issues because the recipient group of legislation differs across issues. That is, due to its electoral aspirations, the government may be more hesitant to legislate if its legislation disturbs an important part of the electorate.
Schneider and Ingram (1993) have discussed how target groups matter to
policy-making. As the authors argue, social construction of the group of people
whose behaviour a policy seeks to influence affects which type of policy is
adopted. Government intervention is met with decreasing levels of protest and
is increasingly legitimized as the target group on the issue is more negatively
depicted, more marginalized in society, and smaller in size. As the obstacles
diminish and the justification to interfere increases, the regulation extends
deeper and wider.
Drawing on the logic of Schneider and Ingram, the government can be expected to hold back more on education, health, tax, and unemployment than
on crime, asylum/immigration, and the environment. Whereas consumers of
public health and education as well as employees in the labour market and
tax payers comprise the bulk of the electorate, the target groups are much
smaller and more marginalized on crime, asylum/immigration, and the environment. Like criminal offenders and polluters, immigrants are more often offenders than victims in stories about integration problems. Moreover, foreigners
easily become scape goats for all sorts of ills (Rydgreen 2004; Ivarsflaten 2005,
2008; Bale 2003). Hence, criminal offenders, undeserving immigrants, and polluters are in bad standing and inaction may generate more controversy in the
electorate than imposing burdens on these groups. As a result, legislating is less
risky than not legislating on these issues, which makes the government more
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prepared to intervene as a precaution to remove opposition criticism from
these issues.

Opposition politicization and government response
Based on issue characteristics, opposition influence through criticism should be
more pronounced on crime, asylum/immigration, and the environment than
on the remaining four issues; not only because the government can be expected to be more inclined to legislate on these issues, but also because the
opposition has greater opportunities to politicize these issue. For the opposition,
these greater opportunities come from the particularly agenda-attractive attributes of these issues – an issue expansion mechanism is easier to trigger on
these three issues. For the government, this has to do not only with a target
population on these three issues, which as a group of the electorate is less important and significant to the government, but also with the greater likelihood
that the issue expansion mechanism kicks in.
The model of opposition influence was – in agreement with this expectation – found in the analysis in Chapter 6 to bear particularly strongly on the environment and especially on crime. Moreover, also in line with the reasoning,
the model fit was improved by the exclusion of health and education in many
instances. Since the exclusion of asylum/immigration in many instances was
also found to improve the model, it is grouped with the issues of the environment and crime based on the above discussion more than the empirical results.
To push the understanding of the model of opposition influence as far as
possible, the above discussion gives reasons to test if the effects of opposition
criticism on policy vary systematically with the characteristics of issues. This is
accomplished by creating an issue dummy which takes the value 1 for crime,
asylum/immigration, and the environment (and 0 otherwise) and multiplying
this dummy with the questions variable. If the effect of opposition influence on
policy is systematically stronger on these three issues, the interaction term will
be positive and statistically significant. Moreover, because an issue expansion
mechanism is more likely on these issues, the indirect effect of opposition criticism on policy through an increase in the attention of the media and the public is – despite the lack of empirical support in the previous chapter – reestimated conditional on issue characteristics. This is reported for all policy
changes as well as the two subtypes of policy responses in Table 7.1. Moreover, to test the issue expansion mechanism, the effect of opposition criticism on
the agendas of the media and the public is tested in Table 7.2.
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With all of the usual controls included in the model, the effect of opposition
criticism on policy is systematically larger for crime, asylum/immigration, and
the environment. The particular effect of criticism on the three issues applies to
all policy changes (column one) as well as the accommodating (column four)
and non-accommodating (column seven) policy changes. This is indicated by
the positive, statistically significant coefficient for the interaction of the issue
dummy and the questions variable in line three in Table 7.1. With a coefficient
of 0.180 for the effect of criticism on all policy changes on these three issues
(the sum of -0.101 and 0.281), the larger magnitude of the effect for these issues compared to the effect for all issues reported in Table 5.1 (the coefficient
was 0.143) also underlines the difference (this difference appears similarly for
the two subtypes of policy responses).
As regards the issue expansion mechanism, opposition criticism first of all
has a statistically significant and positive effect on the media agenda in Table
7.2. Second, since media attention at lag four (to take into account that the
opposition criticism at lag five should have an opportunity to influence the
media agenda) in Table 7.1 also has a statistically significant and positive effect on the likelihood of all policy changes as well as the opposition nonaccommodating policy changes, this is evidence that on the three particularly
agenda-prone issues, an expansion mechanism can be identified. As a further
sign of an indirect effect of opposition criticism on policy, the direct effect is
0.079 for the non-accommodating policy changes instead of the initial 0.093
in Table 5.3, i.e. it diminishes with the inclusion of the media agenda as a mediating factor. The effect of media attention on the likelihood of opposition accommodating policy changes is in contrast close to zero (the sum of 0.410 and
-0.420 in column eight). This pattern accords with the expectations from the
model of opposition influence where the government is inclined to move directly, i.e. before issue expansion takes place, to avoid it, when it believes the
circumstances require so. Since the opposition accommodating policy changes are expected to be used as a firm reply when the pressure from the opposition is high, it is therefore no surprise that an issue expansion mechanism appears to be present for the non-accommodating policy changes but not for the
accommodating policy changes.
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There is no evidence in Table 7.2 of an issue expansion mechanism for the
public agenda on the three agenda-apt issues because opposition criticism
does not systematically affect the public agenda. The discrepancy between
the confirming evidence for the media agenda and the disconfirming evidence for the public agenda may have to do with the issue expansion
mechanism itself (it may also have to do with the quality of data where the
media agenda is measured on a quarterly basis and the public agenda is
interpolated from annual data making the latter less precise). Strictly speaking, the discrepancy is in line with the proposed issue expansion mechanism
because the public is only expected to be influenced by the media agenda
and not necessarily directly by opposition criticism. That is, the media makes
the public aware of the need to pay attention to the issue. As this would suggest, the media agenda in fact has a positive and statistically significant effect (with one lag) on the public agenda (not reported). Moreover, according
to this more literal interpretation of the issue expansion mechanism, the pub132

lic agenda at lag three (to allow that the opposition at lag five can influence
the media agenda at lag four, which then can influence the public agenda)
should increase the likelihood of a policy change, especially those that do
not accommodate the opposition. However, this is not the case (these results
are not reported). Hence, the testing leaves mixed evidence of an issue expansion mechanism being particularly present on the three agenda-apt issues. It can be verified that opposition criticism increases the likelihood of a
policy change through an increase in the media agenda, but the expected
indirect role of the public in this mechanism cannot be verified.
To sum up, the opposition appears to have greater effects on policy on
issues which can be put in simple, often sensational, eye-catching and
grievance-energizing terms where the policy target group is marginalized,
such as the issues of asylum/immigration, crime, and the environment. On
such issues, the politicization potential is strong and the government is less
afraid of legislating. Empirical evidence supports the existence of a systematic issue pattern in the influence of the opposition on policy. Moreover, in
agreement with this reasoning, there is evidence that opposition criticism on
the three issues of asylum/immigration, crime, and the environment also increases the likelihood of a non-accommodating policy change indirectly
through an issue expansion mechanism. That is, opposition criticism increases media attention to the issue and this in turn makes a policy change more
likely. In the present data, however, the public agenda – which alongside the
media agenda is expected to respond to opposition criticism and enhance
the likelihood of a policy change – does not systematically show up as part
of the issue expansion mechanism as expected. Hence, as in the main analyses in Chapter 6 and 7, a direct effect of opposition criticism on policy is
identified, but evidence on policy influence of the opposition through issue
expansion is less convincing. Overall, it seems fair to conclude that issues indeed matter for the opposition’s impact on policy.
This finding is important because existing work has not attempted to take
issue differences seriously. It either focuses on only one issue (Rose 1980;
Hibbs 1977; Castles and McKinlay 1982; Petry 1990; Hicks and Swank 1990;
Blais et al. 1996) or includes several issues, but does not systematically consider the implications of this (e.g. Klingemann et al. 1994). Accordingly, there
seems to be an unfulfilled potential in applying issue characteristics more
thoroughly in accounts of parties’ influence on policy.
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Party competition and the median voter
Apart from variations across issues, another key question is the status of the
median voter. The basic contention of the model of opposition influence is
that the governing party changes policy position in response to the opposition party. This contrasts with the classic spatial literature on parties’ policy
change, which emphasizes the importance of the median voter (Adams
2001, 2012; Adams and Somer-Topcu 2009a; Adams et al. 2004, 2006;
Stokes 1963; Somer-Topcu 2009; Bawn and Somer-Topcu 2012; Bækgaard
and Jensen 2011).1 Emanating from the pioneering work of Downs (1957),
party behaviour is analysed in this tradition by placing parties on a single
left-right continuum. The assumption is that in elections, each voter chooses
the party closest to its position on the continuum. A party can thus assure
electoral victory by moving to be closest to the most voters. In a two-party
system, a single-peaked distribution of voters along the left-right scale will
lead the parties to converge to the median voter (Downs 1957: 118). Recently, intra-party motivations for position change have also been brought forth
(Gijs et al. 2013; Helboe Pedersen 2012; Ezrow et al. 2011; Adams and Ezrow
2009; Budge et al. 2010; Ezrow 2010; Adams et al. 2005; Budge 1994). This
take on policy change suggests that the government changes policy not to
silence the opposition but to close the gap between its own position and that
of the median voter on the issue. This section discusses whether the government’s response to the opposition is really just Downs in disguise. It will be argued that the spatial logic is imbedded in the model. This does not mean
that the model is reducible to a spatial account. Rather, as it will be argued,
the model adds important insights to a spatial logic.
Though the spatial logic is not explicit in the development of the model
of opposition influence, it is not in disagreement with the propositions. Indeed, the median voter is emphasized in Chapter 2 as an overlooked factor
in the “politics matters” literature in understanding the government’s interests
(cf. Jackman 1986), and garnering enough votes to win office is established
as the principal motivation of parties, and hence, the theoretical underpinning of the model in Chapter 3. Proximity to the median voter is a major motivation for the opposition to criticize and for the government to respond to
the opposition. In the model, this distance to the median voter is expressed
most clearly in connection to the concept of issue ownership for the opposition’s policy influence. Having the most attractive policy on the issue, i.e. siding with the median voter, is a core component of ownership (Petrocik 1996).
A key proposition of the argument is therefore that the opposition prefers to
politicize such issues because this will – for spatial reasons – mobilize the me134

dian voter to support it instead of the government. Similarly, the government
adopts accommodating policy changes in order to move closer – in spatial
terms – to the median voter. Hence, the spatial logic is imbedded in the
model.
Having underlined this compatibility between a spatial logic and the
model of opposition influence, the cardinal point in the relationship of the
model to the spatial logic is that the model does not reduce to a spatial
model – rather, it extends the spatial logic in two ways: First, it stresses issue
saliency. That is, a spatial account can explain what happens to an issue
when the government party is challenged by the opposition party and realizes that it does not occupy the proximal position. But how did such a situation emerge in the first place? Where did the issue come from? While a strictly spatial account cannot tell, the proposed model explicitly addresses this
question by arguing that the issue is elevated to the government’s radar
through opposition criticism. The opposition’s politicization of the issue makes
it necessary for the government to adjust.
By pointing to the importance of saliency, the model also touches on the
government’s adjustment process, which in the spatial geometry is expected
to be rather automatic – when the government finds itself too far from the
median voter, it adjusts. But in reality, the adjustment process may not be that
automatic. As long as an issue is non-salient and unimportant to party competition, a non-optimal policy position is not as problematic to the government because the electorate does not cast their vote based on the issue. In
this situation, the need to provide clarity and stability in the position it subscribes to may be more important than recalibrating its position (Budge
1994; Wittman 1983; Adams et al. 2004, 2006, 2009; Tavits 2007). But as
soon as the opposition pursues the issue and the saliency of the issue increases or the prospects that it will do so materializes, the government adjusts. Adjustment is thus not automatic, but as contained in the proposed
model, dependent on issue competition dynamics and saliency (Robertson
1976).
In continuation of this, there is an additional reason why the model of
opposition influence cannot be reduced to simple, spatial geometry. Spatial
modelling tends to treat parties in opposition and in government equally. As
discussed at length in Chapter 3, this overlooks important, structural differences for a party between being in opposition and being in government.
There is an asymmetry in the relation of the parties to the political agenda
because the opposition has opportunities to set the political agenda, and the
government via its policy responsibility is expected to tackle the issue on the
political agenda. The opposition has the means to decide what issue the
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government should attend to, but the government does not have the same
opportunities to force the opposition to attend to certain issues. The government may through legislation remove the means for the opposition to emphasize an issue, but it cannot impose issue focus on the opposition in the
same way the opposition can do it to the government. Not only because the
opposition – absent policy responsibility – is free to choose not to address the
issue, but also because the government’s policy responsibility will make most
attempts at politicizing boomerang. For parties’ policy changes, this implies
that the opposition can make the government change position, not necessarily the other way around. This important implication of the asymmetry between the opposition and the government would be overlooked in a spatial
account which did not take seriously the diverging position in parties’ relation
to the political agenda.
Though the above discussion suggests that the model is not Downs in
disguise, it may still be argued that this is what appears in the empirical testing. From a spatial perspective, the political development in the UK in 19922005 is a prime example of the centripetal force that makes the parties of
the left and the right cater to the median voter. With the two-party system in
the UK, the parties are in general expected to converge at the point of the
median voter (Downs 1957; Enelow and Hinich 1984). On top of this, several
accounts of the period 1992-2005 suggest that the pull towards the median
voter was exceptional. In particular, the “third way” pursued by Blair government 1997-2005 came to imply great willingness to pragmatically cherry
pick popular policies and frenetically avoid getting into trouble. The 1992
sterling crisis is also emphasized as detrimental to the Major cabinet, which
lost ground, reputation, and ended up pandering to the voters (Clarke et al.
2009; Norris and Gavin, 1997; Norris and Wlezien 2005; Kavannagh and
Seldon 1994; Seldon 1997; Seldon and Kavanagh 2005; Green 2007; Milazzo et al. 2012).
There are a few initial remarks to this. First, this characterization is often
made in contrast to the stewardship of Thatcher 1979-1990, who has been
celebrated for her stealth and ideological stubbornness. Clearly, there is a
difference in style and strategy between Thatcher and the later Prime Ministers, but in that comparison, Thatcher may be the exception rather than the
rule. Second, it seems hard to account for the governments’ chasing of the
median voter 1992-2005 without taking the opposition into account, as the
governments did not move on all issues to close a gap to the median voter.
Especially Blair has been depicted as being highly strategic in his moves to
eliminate any edge built by the Conservatives on asylum/immigration, tax,
health, and education to name some of the issues of the current analysis. The
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strong emergence of Blair as the newly appointed, bold, and visionary leader of the Labour party is also often highlighted in accounts of the Major cabinet. It seems that he forced the Conservatives to be even tougher on crime,
and more focused on health and education (op.cit.).
Despite these remarks, the fact remains that the two-party system in the
UK makes parties gravitate towards the median voter. In most cases, the parties are on each side of the median voter, and it is difficult to see whether a
move by the government party towards the opposition party was really just a
move towards the median voter. Hence, the UK is not a suitable case to
show how parties matter separate from the pull of the median voter. In contrast, Denmark with its multiparty system is from a spatial perspective a suitable case for testing the argument because the median voter is not as uniformly positioned between the two main parties of the left and the right. In a
multiparty system, the voters are less concentrated in the centre and the parties are expected to carve out their own niches, nurture their own territories,
and not receive the same certain awards from moving towards the centre
ground (Downs 1957, Cox 1990). Hence, the affirming results in the previous
chapters on Denmark speak against the objection that the opposition’s influence is really just Downs in disguise. Empirically, there are therefore reasons
to believe that the model cannot be reduced to the geometry of Downs
though Downs clearly is present in the model.
To sum up, the median voter doubtlessly plays an important role for the
government’s change of policy positions. But this does not mean that the opposition party is not of interest in this process. The model of opposition policy
influence is not just new wine in old bottles. Whereas the model of opposition influence embraces a spatial logic, it does not reduce to such logic. Instead, the discussion of the model of opposition influence suggests that a
spatial account may be enriched by getting a better understanding of interparty dynamics, especially the asymmetrical relationship between the government and the opposition, and the importance of issue saliency. Spatial
adjustment processes are not automatic, but require that the party sees a
need to move by the pressure exerted by other parties.

Conclusion
Two important concerns about the model of opposition influence have been
raised and discussed. First, variation in issue characteristics have been argued to affect the influence of the opposition on policy: Because grievance
can be energized, problems politicized, and intruding or disturbing legislation
enacted to a greater extent on crime, asylum/immigration, and the envi137

ronment than on health, education, tax, and unemployment, the opposition’s
effect on policy is expected to be systematically larger on the former three
issues. Statistical estimations confirm this expectation. Whereas there is a
particularly strong direct effect of opposition criticism on policy on these
three issues, there is also evidence that the issue expansion mechanism –
which did not emerge in the previous analysis in Chapter 6 – is present on
these three issues as expected. That is, on the three agenda-apt issues, media attention increases from an increase in opposition criticism, and this increases the likelihood of policy changes.
Second, it has been pointed out that the current focus on the opposition
for adjustment by the government in its policy position departs from the
prevalent focus in the large spatial literature on the median voter for such
adjustments. Although the spatial logic is imbedded in the model of opposition influence, the model is not just Downs in disguise. Rather, by pointing to
issue saliency as a prerequisite for issue repositioning as well as the asymmetry in parties’ ability to trigger a repositioning by the rival party (only the
opposition is able), the model extends in important ways on the spatial logic.
From these considerations, the next chapter moves on to the final conclusions on the argument and the analysis.

Note
1

Exceptions do apply, see e.g. Adams and Somer-Topcu (2009b).
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Chapter 8.
Conclusions and Broader Lessons
This book has argued that a strategic government is quite likely to contradict
its own policy promises and preferences and adopt the opposition’s policy
position. Tony Blair criticized the Major government for introducing market
measures in the provision of public health and education in the mid-1990s,
only to embrace such measures when he was Prime Minister, announcing
that “Choice is no longer a Tory word” (Labour 2004a). In Denmark, the Social Democrats in their time in opposition before 1993 opposed the bourgeois government’s intentions to adopt a more restrictive penal code and instead advocated for a law and order approach based on prevention and
rehabilitation. But when they took office in 1993, they markedly and continuously increased punishment for various offences. This book claims that such
policy U-turns are neither surprising nor coincidental. They are a result of opposition criticism.
Being responsible for policy, the government is vulnerable to blame because the voters will hold it to account for its performance at the next election. The opposition has opportunities to influence whether this happens, and
it will be relentless in its attempt to remove the incumbents. The opposition
can politicize problems to such an extent that it draws the attention of the
media and potentially also the electorate. Failure and crisis then make the
headlines, and this is an embarrassing and unwanted situation for the government. Hence, rather than wait for the issue to expand and reach the media and possibly the electorate, the government may legislate in precaution
and anticipation to silence the opposition. A policy change can solve the social problems targeted by the criticism and show the commitment which the
opposition may argue is lacking. Legislation is thus effective in obstructing
continued criticism. If the legislation also realizes the solution recommended
by the opposition, this outright accommodation removes the disagreement
which is an important ingredient in the politicization of an issue. In short, the
opposition is a threat to the government and enjoys important influence on
policy accordingly. This is the central argument pursued in this book.
The leverage of opposition criticism on policy depends on political and
social circumstances. Political circumstances matter in the sense that parties’
standing before the electorate varies across issues. As expressed through the
notion of issue ownership (Petrocik 1996), parties hold a reputation for issuehandling competence and commitment on an issue in the eyes of the elec139

torate. Since the effect of criticism on policy relies on the opposition’s ability
to build and maintain pressure on the government through its appeal to the
electorate, the policy influence through criticism can be expected to increase if the opposition holds a strong reputation on the issue. The reputation
offers the opposition a strong platform from where to attack the government.
The social context influences the opportunity to criticize by the availability of problem input as well as the impact of this criticism. The more media
stories or bad figures in real world indicators the opposition can draw on, the
more pressure can be built on the government, and the more legislation will
be enacted to silence the opposition. But if the media is preoccupied with
other issues, the opposition may have a hard time putting the government
under pressure.
This argument, developed in Chapter 3, has been tested in an encompassing analysis of six issues in the UK and two issues in Denmark in Chapters
5 and 6. The main finding is that as the opposition’s criticism increases, so
does the likelihood of subsequent policy changes from the government. As
demonstrated in figures in Chapter 5, this effect of criticism on policy is multiplicative in the sense that the impact of criticism on policy increases as the
level of criticism increases. When the opposition vehemently pursues an issue, the likelihood of a policy change is much larger than when the criticism
is sporadic and unstructured.
The analysis provided further insights into how and when criticism sparks
policy changes. First, in agreement with the argument, the opposition was
found to have a stronger impact on policy through criticism if it holds issue
ownership. Second, due to the nature of criticism, the opposition cannot politicize an issue at any time. It needs problems to refer to, and hence, depends on social circumstances to successfully criticize the government. Absent preceding media attention or when real world indicators signal a positive development in the policy area, the analyses showed that opposition
criticism does not systematically spur policy change. It may even make policy change less likely, probably because the government, when news coverage is absent, is able to escape the criticism and instead legislates on other
issues to take focus away from the opposition’s criticism. Hence, scope conditions do apply for the opposition’s policy influence: the objective circumstances are a necessary condition for opposition effects on policy. Without
some issue saliency and factual problems to point to, the opposition does not
get far. But as the issue climbs the media agenda or real world indicators
show unfortunate developments on the issue – two complimentary signs that
there are problems to be tackled – the same level of opposition criticism systematically exerts a stronger impact on the government.
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Furthermore, media attention turned out to be much more important to
the opposition’s policy influence than real world indicators (see Chapter 5).
There are good reasons for that. First of all, the media is an important communicator, interpreter, and amplifier of problems. By its news criteria, it selects and presents what happens “out there” (Baumgartner and Jones 2009:
103-26; Gans 1979). It may even attain the status of gate-keeper in the provision of information (Boydstun 2013; Walgrave et al. 2008). In contrast to real world statistics, it is a pro-active source of information and it deliberately
seeks to set the political agenda, also by requiring a reaction from politicians
to the news (Mazzolini and Schulz 1999). As Bale observes in his account of
the Conservative party in the UK since Thatcher, the media is the elephant in
the room, invisibly exerting enormous influence on the party (2011: 18-19).
Several studies have demonstrated such systematic media influence empirically (Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011; Walgrave and van Aelst 2006; Soroka 2002; Green-Pedersen and Stubager 2010), and as Wien and
Elmelund-Præstkær (2009) and Boydstun et al. (2013) show, when the media attention takes on the shape of a media storm, ignoring the media is not
an option for the parties. Even if there is no actual problem “out there”, the
issue may be the subject of media attention, and hence, political action. This
seems to be the case with crime in Denmark in the 1990s, when the Social
Democratic government adopted several packages of legislation to severely
increase punishment although crime rates were not spiralling. But the media
picked up and thoroughly covered every murder, assault, and rape, providing a platform for the bourgeois opposition to demand action from the government (Laursen 2001; Balvig 2004; Estrada 2005; Seeberg 2013).
Second, as discussed in Chapter 5, political parties are probably so receptive to the media agenda due to its influence on the public agenda
(Entman 1989; Zaller 1992). Saliency of an issue is often established in the
media (McCombs and Shaw 1972; McCombs 2004). Even if there is no problem out there, a perception may grow that political action is required, and
the opposition can use it against the government (Stone 1989; Baumgartner
and Jones 2009).
Thus, the conditional effects of the media and real world indicators have
provided important insights on the nature of opposition criticism and the opportunities for the opposition to influence policy through criticism. Most importantly, the fact that the policy effect of opposition criticism depends on
problem inputs, which was central in the development of the model in
Chapter 3, gives further confidence to the identified influence of the opposition on policy through criticism.
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Another principal finding from the analysis in Chapter 5 is that the government – faced with criticism – in general is more likely to adopt legislation
that accommodates the opposition than legislation that does not. As argued
in Chapter 3, it does so to remove disagreements with the opposition and silence its criticism. This is a very important finding because it indicates that the
government is willing to go far to avoid or counter opposition criticism. It
compromises on its own policy stance and adopts the opposition’s preferred
policy instead. In this way, the opposition leaves clear imprints on legislation
through its criticism.
This tendency to accommodate the opposition was further scrutinized in
Chapters 5 and 6. According to the estimates in Chapter 5, just like legislation in general, opposition accommodating legislation becomes more pronounced if the opposition owns the issue or can draw on problem inputs
such as stories in the media or bad figures in the real world indicators. As discussed above, when the pressure grows, the government is prepared to go
further to contain the opposition.
As the further analysis in Chapter 6 showed, the government is less likely
to try to talk down the issue in this situation. Rather than engage in a debate
on the issue, it moves directly to adopt legislation that accommodates the
opposition. In contrast, before the government adopts legislation that does
not accommodate the opposition, it tends to engage in the debate on the
issue with the purpose of removing the issue from the political agenda rather
than legislating straight away. Hence, if such legislative response is used
when the pressure is less intense, this is evidence that the government tries to
avoid legislating when it believes this is doable. But when required, it does
not hesitate to use legislation to try to silence the opposition.
Furthermore, the analysis in Chapter 6 showed that anticipation of electoral repercussions of opposition criticism is a strong restraint on the government. Issue expansion, by which media attention and potentially public attention increase, does not – according to the analysis of the current data –
have to take place for the government to react to opposition criticism. The
mere expectation that the issue expands if the government does not intervene is enough for the government to respond.
These insights apply across left and right governments in Denmark and
the UK and across eight issues (crime is used both in the UK and in Denmark).
Tested against the impact of the real world development on the issue and
the attention devoted to the issue by the media, the public, and the government, this is a rather strong and robust result.
Though the results indicate that the model is applicable across different
issues and countries, the analyses in Chapters 6 and 7 show that the opposi142

tion’s influence on policy varies across the issues and the countries. As regards issue variation, issue characteristics appear to affect the opposition’s
opportunities to influence policy. This was indicated by changes in the model
fit by the exclusion of issues in Chapter 6. It improved in the absence of
health and education and deteriorated in the absence of crime. Picking up
on this, it is argued in Chapter 7 that the opposition has more influence on
the issues of law and order, asylum/immigration, and the environment because these three issues possess particularly agenda-attractive attributes
and have a weak and less significant target group of policy interventions.
Events on these issues often entail a simple but dramatic story which energizes grievance towards the criminal offender, the undeserving foreigner, or
the polluter. Problems related to these issues are easier to draw attention to.
As discussed above, this is important because media attention, and potentially public attention, is central to the effect of criticism on policy. Hence, an
important generic trait of issues is the character of the related problems,
whereby the media is just more attentive to certain issues like crime, asylum/immigration, and the environment due to the nature of the related problems. The nature of the problems, hence, offers the opposition greater opportunities to politicize these issues.
Moreover, the government faces a lower risk of electoral punishment
when it directs legislation at these target groups – criminals, foreigners, and
polluters are marginal groups in comparison to, e.g., recipients of public
health and education. This makes the government less afraid of legislating
on these three issues. Combined, these issue characteristics enlarge the policy influence of opposition criticism.
Issue variations in the extent to which the opposition can influence policy
through criticism as well as the central role of issue ownership for this influence suggest that politics and policy-making should be studied at issue level,
taking into account issue-specific opportunities and limitations for the government and the opposition (cf. Adler and Wilkerson 2013; Bale 2008). With
a limited amount of research on how issue characteristics affect political dynamics (Lowi 1972; Stokes 1963; Soroka 2002), the current analysis suggests
a closer scrutiny of this. By including a considerable number of different issues to the study and strictly focusing on the implications of the nature of the
issues of analysis for the main components of the theoretical model, it may
even suggest how to approach this important question.
The opposition’s influence through criticism on policy also varies across
countries. That is, the opposition can influence policy through criticism in both
the UK and Denmark, but its impact through criticism is larger in the UK than
in Denmark. This larger effect in the UK may come as a surprise given its
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concentration of power in the executive, but it is in conformity with the proposed model. As argued in Chapter 4, the difference has to do more with
factors that decrease the effect in Denmark than with factors that amplify the
effect in the UK. Differences in party competition structures make country differences important (cf. Kitschelt 2001). Denmark and the UK are not only different in terms of the number of parties represented in parliament, but also in
terms of norms of cooperation and compromise, which have emerged in
Denmark. This affects the structure of party competition in the Danish parliament, as these norms may offer the opposition ways to cooperate with the
government and cooperation may generate policy influence without criticism. The informal institution of legislative agreements between the opposition and the government in the Danish Parliament is one possible way in
which this takes place. If the opposition is invited to legislate with the government in a legislative agreement, it may do so even if this means that it
cannot criticize the government on this issue. This will diminish the opposition’s criticism on the issue and consequently its opportunities to influence
policy through agenda-setting (see also Seeberg and Christiansen 2013).
The party competition structure is an important underpinning of the model of
opposition influence, and will be discussed further below.
In a nutshell, the main finding of this study is that the opposition party
matters for policy. The cardinal point is that by setting the agenda, the opposition is able to pressurize the government to “do as it says”. Though the opposition is found to be much more central to policy than previously recognized, this does not mean that the opposition decides everything. The government is still important to policy and as a great literature on the “politics
matters” question shows, it also pursues other goals than avoiding opposition
criticism.
The policy influence of the opposition and the way by which it affects
policy is good news for the working of the representative democracy. Since
opposition influence, according to the results, in large part depends on real
world problems to politicize, the government is forced to tackle “real” issues
or problems which it might otherwise have tried to avoid despite the need for
a solution. The anchoring of the representative democracy in society is in this
way strengthened. Moreover, if the vision of the representative democracy is
to have an encompassing and inclusive system, the policy influence of the
opposition ensures a greater voice to the minority.
This contribution merely represents the first step in understanding the opposition’s policy influence through agenda-setting. Ideas on how to move on
from here are presented in the final part of the chapter. But whereas it merely represents a first step in understanding the policy influence of the opposi144

tion, the current study still has important implications not only for the representative democracy, but also for affiliated research areas. These will be discussed in the next sections.

Implications for the “politics matters” thesis
So far, the research on whether “politics matters” has focused predominantly,
if not uniformly, on the influence of the party in government. This study shows
a need to broaden this research agenda to take account of the opposition’s
importance for policy. As the study demonstrates, the impetus of policy
change does not only lie in the alternation of parties in office, but also in the
continuous agenda-setting by the opposition. This does not mean that there
is a need to abandon the focus on the government. To the contrary, there is a
need to better understand what it means for a party to be in government.
Catering to its core constituencies and fulfilling its promises is not enough for
a government to ensure re-election because it cannot expect unlimited loyalty and acquiescence from the electorate. On Election Day, it will be held to
account for its performance, and voters will not hesitate to punish it if disappointed. The government governs and governing is inherently difficult. It is
responsible for policy, and hence, the subject of blame, especially from the
opposition. To optimize its chances of re-election, it therefore has to take the
opposition seriously and silence its criticism. Governing does not take place
in a political vacuum and in isolation from the surroundings. Hence, parties
do not only influence policy by occupying office and implementing their
manifesto promises. It is a little more complicated than that. It may make
more sense to approach the “politics matters” question as a matter of party
interaction or party competition and its policy implications. This greater complexity needs to be appreciated and the nuances of the real world must be
taken into account.
The risk of understating the complexity of the real world is not only to end
up with an overly simplified theory but also to generate false evidence. If the
real world is not taken into account, how can we know if one party responds
to changes in the position of the median voter or another party or if they all
respond to objective circumstances causing a spurious relationship?
The study touches on another challenge to the “politics matters” account,
namely to remain capable of understanding and explaining how parties
matter to policy when vote patterns and the relationship between parties
and voters change. This is probably a greater concern to the research area
than hitherto recognized (see also Imbeau et al. 2001; Schmidt 1996). The
study touches on changes over time by using the issue competition frame145

work (Green-Pedersen 2010a; Budge and Farlie 1983; Carmines 1991; Robertson 1976), as laid out in Chapter 3, to understand why the opposition can
influence policy through criticism. A central idea in the issue competition
framework is that the gradual erosion of previously strong ties between parties and constituencies over the last decades has transformed the political
landscape. Most importantly, the saliency of issues has become more important to both voters and parties (Green-Pedersen 2010a; Mair et al. 2004;
Dalton 2002; Franklin et al. 1992). As argued in Chapter 3, this offers the opposition an opportunity to influence the voters, and hence, pressurize the
government. Because the government cannot count on safe constituencies
to the same extent anymore, it becomes more vulnerable. It needs to pay
more attention to and act more to influence the saliency of issues, i.e. the political agenda.
As the study shows, this does not render the “politics matters” account obsolete, but it challenges the existing approach in the “politics matters” tradition, which focuses on the implementation of promises of the party in government (Schmidt 1996). Looking forward from here, the “politics matters”
thesis needs to develop to comprehend this greater complexity. Ideology
and election promises are still important to the government, but so are the
political agenda and the opposition’s issue focus. Though voter-party ties
have weakened, they have not disappeared and probably never will.
Cleavages and constituencies persist (Stubager 2010; Evans and Tilley
2011), but issue competition is probably here to stay. The saliency of issues
will change and so will parties’ reputations on issues. As the study demonstrates, this structure presents new ways for parties to impact on policy. The
study should hence inspire further work to understand how “politics matters”
in times of greater issue competition.

Implications for the agenda-setting literature
For the agenda-setting literature, the principal contribution of the study is that
it proves the merits of studying attention to understand politics (cf. also
Green-Pedersen and Walgrave forthcoming, Baumgartner et al. 2011). By
bringing in the agenda-setting literature, the study shows, for example, how
the roles of the opposition and the government change – what matters in relation to the opposition is not that it does not have the seats in parliament to
adopt legislation but that it is in the centre of political agenda-setting. What
matters in relation to the government is not that it has a parliamentary majority to implement its promises and platform but that it is vulnerable to blame
and criticism.
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In connection, the agenda perspective shows that in party competition,
opposing parties are not equal. Parties are unequal in the sense that they will
not find themselves in the same situation when setting their strategy. The difference between being in power and being outside of power is paramount.
Inevitably, one party is in government having to defend its past and present
performance, and the other party is in opposition. Parties’ competition and
agenda-setting are nested in an antagonism between opposition and government (cf. Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2010). Finally, the agenda perspective demonstrates that parties’ influence on policy is not the same across
issues. Parties have more influence on issues on which they have reputations.
The study highlights the merits of agenda-setting in another way. It shows
that agenda-setting not only has policy implications, but agenda influence
translates into policy influence. Although this connection motivates the
whole literature on agenda-setting, this is rarely showed in a systematic way
beyond case studies (cf. Baumgartner 1989; Baumgartner and Jones 2009;
Baumgartner et al. 2006; Green-Pedersen 2007a, 2010a).
In these ways, the study proves the potential contributions of the expanding agenda-setting literature to important and long-standing debates in political science, in this case on the “politics matters” thesis, and its potential in
revealing important new insights on party behaviour and parliaments.
Although agenda-setting stimulates the study of parties and policy, there
is a need – as the study documents – to further integrate agenda-setting in a
party competition context. Born and raised on American soil, agendaresearch has focused more on inter-institutional agenda-setting (see e.g.
Baumgartner and Jones 2002, 2009; Kingdon 1995; Wood and Peake 1998;
Edwards and Wood 1999), than on the party competition of agenda-setting,
although this is gradually changing (see e.g. Green-Pedersen 2007a, 2007b,
2010a, 2010b, 2011). Agenda-setting is not just a matter of problems and attention but also of incentives and interests in which agenda-setting is pursued strategically by one party against its rival party. A party will deliberately
try to remove non-preferred issues and propel its preferred issue on to the
agenda to force its opponent to attend to it.

Next step
With its search for an overall statistical pattern across issues and countries,
the current study merely represents a first attempt to recognize the opposition’s policy influence. Further evidence of the proposed model can be established by adding supplementary case studies as well as extending the
empirical examination to additional issues and countries.
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Case studies produce denser and more detailed evidence, and therefore
get closer to the mechanics of the model and the proposed causal relations
through, e.g., process tracing. That is, by analysing parliamentary debates
and historical material such as diaries and autobiographies and by interviewing former central MPs from opposition and government, it may be possible to shed more light on the subtle relationship between opposition and
government, most importantly to establish if the government responds to opposition criticism. Did the Conservatives, as suggested in various examples in
Chapters 3 to 6, deliberately pursue the issues of asylum/immigration and
tax in the early 2000s, and did the Blair government clamp down on asylum
seekers, lower taxes, and introduce further market measures on health and
education in response to opposition criticism?
Case studies could also be used to further disentangle the interrelationship of the government, the opposition, and the median voter. As discussed
in Chapter 7, the median voter is central to the model of opposition influence. The influence of the opposition bears on its ability to mobilize the median voter against the government on an issue or capitalize on such disagreement with the government in the electorate. And the government legislates in response to the opposition to get closer not only to the opposition but
also to the median voter. As discussed in Chapter 7, this does not mean that
the model of opposition influence can be reduced to a spatial model. Clearly separating the location of the median voter from that of the opposition
can produce further evidence on the importance of the opposition for legislative adoptions of the government.
Testing the model on additional issues would offer an opportunity to look
more into issue characteristics, a task which was started in Chapter 7 based
on the eight issues sampled for the study. Though the analysis was based on
some of the most central issues to parties and voters, further evidence could
be provided by analysing a complete compilation of issues and in this way
extending the variation in issue characteristics by including issues such as
foreign, security, and defence policy, transportation and infrastructure, as
well as sports, recreation, and culture.
Testing the model on additional countries would offer an opportunity to
examine how the party competition structure affects the model, which has
already been discussed in Chapters 4 and 6. The party competition structure
refers to the strategic environment in which the parties navigate and is described by the number of parties, their relative size, their relative location in
the political space, and by the way they relate to each other (see also
Kitschelt 2001). The party competition structure has been stressed as an important underpinning of the model since it affects the opposition’s incentives
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to criticize the government, and potentially also the government’s propensity
to reply to the opposition.
The party competition structure matters to the model by the way the opposition and the government relate to each other. The closer their relationship, the less the opposition is expected to criticize the government. That is,
as part of a party system, a party must always ask who is friend and who is
foe. In a two-party system like the British with only one party in government,
knowing your enemy is simple (Norton 1990: 13-15). For the opposition there
are, accordingly, no reasons to not be tough on its rival party in government.
In some multiparty systems this is different. In Denmark, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 6, foe may become friend when the government invites the opposition to settle a legislative agreement. In other countries, this confusion of
foes and friends may be more structural, and hence, more pervasive. In
countries such as the Netherlands, Belgium, and Austria, the same centre
party tends to stay in government by forming coalitions with the left and the
right. This pivotal position for government formation makes the parties in opposition depend on this party to form the next government. Having a friend
among the enemies may dampen the opposition’s aggression against the
incumbents to not upset a potential coalition partner and hereby jeopardize
its chances of assuming office. Hence, the structure in which the opposition
and the government navigate changes and this changes the opposition’s incentives to criticize accordingly. In such a context, agenda-setting by the
opposition will be less pronounced and so will its influence on policy through
this trajectory. Countries such as the Netherlands, Belgium, and Austria as
well as Finland and Italy may be used to explore this question and add important insights to the understanding of opposition policy influence through
criticism (Keman 1994; Timmermans 2003; Timmermans and Andeweg
2000; Strøm 1990; Andeweg et al. 2008).
In closing, the “politics matters” thesis has been approached from a new
angle, and this has provided some fresh insights on how parties matter to
policy. “Politics still matters”, but the agenda perspective has highlighted that
the governing party not only initiates policy changes to implement its own
policy platform and manifesto promises, but also to adopt its adversary’s
program as a means in a fight to win the next election. Most importantly, the
agenda perspective has demonstrated that the opposition party is more important to policy than previously recognized.
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English summary
The central argument of this book is that the opposition influences policy
through agenda-setting. That is, the government tends to legislate in the
wake of opposition criticism and even adopt legislation which is not part of
its policy program.
This argument is predicated on the assumption that parties’ principal interest is to win office and that in realizing this goal, parties care about what
issues are salient and how voters evaluate them on these issues. In this context, the government is vulnerable to blame because it holds the policy responsibility, and if the blame sticks, the government may lose office at the
next election. Because of this and because the opposition has opportunities
to politicize issues and in this way turn voters away from the government, the
government is particularly attentive to the opposition to ensure reelection.
Hence, when the opposition criticizes, the government will tend to legislate
to stop the opposition. In content, this legislation will most likely accommodate the opposition’s policy platform because this is the most effective way
to silence the criticism.
By making this argument, the book engages with a prominent literature
on parties and policy which, based on an abundance of studies, holds that
“politics matters”, but according to these accounts only via the party in government. The book questions the merits of continuing this one-sided focus on
the alternation of parties in government and calls for a revision of the “politics
matters” thesis which takes the opposition and hence the task of governing
more seriously.
The argument leads to six hypotheses which are tested in an encompassing analysis of six issues in the UK: health, education, tax, unemployment, law and order, and asylum/immigration, and two issues in Denmark:
law and order and the environment. The evidence is very supportive of the
argument. The government is not only systematically more likely to legislate,
in particularly in the direction of the opposition, on an issue which is subject
to opposition criticism, but also increasingly likely to do so as the media becomes more attentive, as real world indicators show that there is a problem
“out there”, and when the opposition owns the issue. This result applies across
the issues, countries, parties, and governments included in the analysis as
well as against the influence of the agendas of the media, the public, and
the government.
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The book thus offers important new insights on how parties matter to policy and recommends broadening the existing perspective on this topic, most
importantly to take the opposition’s importance for policy more seriously.
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Dansk resume
Denne bog argumenterer for, at opposition har indflydelse på policy (dvs.
indholdet af den lovgivning, som vedtages i det danske Folketing) ved at
sætte den politiske dagsorden. Mere præcist argumenterer bogen for, at regeringen, når den kritiseres af opposition, er tilbøjelig til at vedtage lovgivning, som ofte ikke er ventet ud fra regeringens løfter og hidtidige linje.
Bag dette argument ligger en antagelse om, at regeringsmagten er partiers primære mål, samt at partier i forfølgelsen af dette mål er optaget af
emners saliens (dvs. hvor vigtige vælgerne finder emnerne), og hvordan
vælgerne evaluerer dem på disse emner. I denne kontekst er regeringen
sårbar over for kritik, fordi den har ansvaret for policy. Hvis kritikken bliver
hængende, kan det gå ud over regeringens muligheder for at fastholde
magten ved næste valg. Regeringen vil give oppositionen særlig opmærksomhed, fordi oppositionen har gode muligheder for at politisere emner, dvs.
gøre emner til genstand for politisk opmærksomhed og derigennem genstand for vælgernes opmærksomhed. Heraf følger, at regeringen, når den
kritiseres af oppositionen, vil vedtage lovgivning, som i overvejende grad er i
overensstemmelse med oppositionens policy-præferencer. Sidstnævnte tilnærmelser til opposition kan forventes, fordi det er særligt effektivt til at lukke
munden på oppositionen.
Dette argument udfordrer en stor litteratur omkring partiers indflydelse på
politik, som i langt overvejende grad viser, at partier gør en forskel, men at
dømme ud fra de eksisterende studier kommer dette kun til udtryk gennem
skiftende regeringer. Bogen stiller spørgsmål ved hensigtsmæssigheden af
dette noget ensidige fokus på skiftende regeringer og foreslår i stedet en revideret tilgang til parties betydning for policy, som tager oppositionen og udfordringerne for regeringspartiet ved at have magten mere alvorligt.
Argumentet fører til seks hypoteser, som testes i en omfattende analyse
af seks politikområder i England: uddannelse, sundhed, skat, arbejdsløshed,
retspolitik og udlændingepolitik, og to områder i Danmark: retspolitik og miljøpolitik. Analyserne viser, at regeringen er mere tilbøjelig til at lovgive, når
oppositionen kritiserer den, og lovgivning, som afspejler oppositionens policy-præferencer, er særligt sandsynlig. Regeringen bliver gradvist mere tilbøjelig til at lovgive i takt med, at mediernes opmærksomhed på emne stiger,
at samfundsstatistikker viser et stigende problem, og når oppositionen ejer
emnet. Dette resultat gælder på tværs af de forskellige politikområder, lande, partier og regeringer indbefattet i analysen såvel som ved kontrol for
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mediernes, befolkningens og regeringens opmærksomhed på pågældende
emne.
Bogen bibringer herigennem vigtig ny viden om, hvilken forskel partier
gør for politik, og inviterer samtidig til, at forskningsagendaen på dette
spørgsmål udvides, således at oppositions betydning for policy tages mere
alvorligt.
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