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The impact of national politics on local county and municipal elections singe thout 1970 is
sludied at the aggregae national level in Denmark, Norway and Sweden, AL this level, the
local politics swing, e, the change in party support from one local election o the next, can 1o
a high degree be predicied by the swing in national politics support. In Sweden, the national
politics suppont is simply the pany support at the national election held on the same day as the
local elections, while opinion polls are used for Denmark and Norway, With the swing model
firr proportional impact from national o local politics. o appears that the national impact is
stromger in Morway and Sweden than in Denmark. The swing model can be improved by
including fecdback from the difference berween local politics and national politics support at
the previows election, The feedback force from national to local politics estimated by the
feedback model s also sironger in Norway and Sweden than in Denmark. Further, a
preliminary anialvsis of Danish data indicates that the feedback model 35 especially relevant for
analysis of data from the individual municipalinies.

Introduction

How important is national politics compared to local politics for the outcome
of local elections in Denmark, Norway and Sweden? The standard approach
to this problem is to ask individual voters if they would vote for the same
party at national as well as at local elections (Gilljam & Holmberg 1993, 57;
Mouritzen 1997, 290). In contrast, this article uses an ccological approach
where aggregate clectoral and aggregate public opinion data about national
politics party support is used 1o explain and predict the aggregate results of
local clections. Further, the mathematical models and the estimated values of
the parameters of the models are wsed w0 answer the guestion about the
importance of national politics compared 1o local politics for the outcome of
local elections.

Because of similarities as well as differences  between  the  three
Scandinavian countrics in the period under study, they offer interesting
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opportunities for a comparative study. In this study, the comparative part of
the analysis is only made at the national level. However, based on the results
of a separate preliminary analysis of Danish data at the municipal level, it is
argued that a more sophisticated comparative study could be carried out by
including data from all three countries at this level. In this way, the article can
be regarded as an argument for a more comprehensive comparative
Scandinavian study.

The Problem

As all observers of voting behavior in Scandinavia know, the outcomes of
local elections differ from the outcomes of national elections. Like in many
other European countries with stable party systems, the outcomes of national
elections are very much decided by national politics, while local elections are
affected by local politics in the individual counties and municipalities. The
importance of national events independent of local affairs at national
elections is witnessed by the prevalence of what is known in Britain as “the
swing,” i.e., the uniform change of party support across nearly all
conslituencies since the last national election. This is also the reason it is
possible to make a quite good forecast of the final national election results on
election night based on a few local results, The dominance of the swing is also
an indicaticn that local politics has little impact on national elections.

In contrast, national politics seem to have an important impact on the
outcomes of local elections in Scandinavia. Although the swing is not as
uniform as at national elections, on average the party swing at local elections
seems to reflect the change of party support in national politics to a certain
exient. In this way, local polilicians are to some degree victims of the affairs
of national politicians. This is, of course, only relevant for those parties that
participate in both national and local elections and not for the so-called “local
lists.” However, the support for these lists is, on average, quite low and quite
stable in the Nordic countries.

Now, the primary problem in this article is to study and describe to which
extent the national politics swing has an impact on the local politics swing in
Denmark, Norway and Sweden at the national aggregate level. On the one
hand, this level is not so interesting for an observer who wants lo study how
local party organizations in the individual counties and municipalitics can
influence local election result. On the other hand, it will indicate the average
impact of national politics on local elections across all units. .

Since the local successes and failures of a certain party tend lo
counterbalance cach other across all local units, the importance of local
politics is not so visible at the national aggregate level. For this reason, a
methodology for studying the impact of national politics in the individual
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units is proposed. With this methodology it should be possible to estimate a
“normal” outcome of a local election in each unit considering the impact from
national politics. Comparing actual local election results with these estimates
could then assess the effects of local politics.

Local Elections in Scandinavia

The similarities of the three Scandinavian countries are that they are all small,
affluent socicties with high social welfare, with the same kind of multiparty
system and with local elections in both counties and municipalities. The
differences with regard to local elections concern the timing of the elections.
Local elections are held with fixed intervals in all three countries, but they
differ with regard to the timing of national elections in relation to local
elections.

Tables 1-3 show the data about party support at national level in all three
countries since about 1970 when administrative reforms were introduced in
all three countries.

In Denmark and Norway, the national politics support for the parties is
estimated by public opinion polls of party support “if a national election were
10 be held” at about the same time as the local elections. In Sweden, the
estimation of the national politics party support at the same time as local
elections is no problem, since local elections to counties and municipalities
are held on the same date as the national election at regular three-year
intervals. In comparison with Denmark and Norway, Sweden offers the
opportunity to study the effect of synchronism of national and local elections.
Another interesting difference concerning election dates exists bebween
Denmark and Norway. In Denmark, local elections are held at regular four-
year intervals, while the Prime Minister can call for a national election at any
time. This means that national election dates are randomly distributed in
relation to local election dates. In Norway, local elections are held exactly in
the middle of the regular four-year period between national elections.

Another important difference between Sweden and the two other countries
is that local lists outside the national political parties get more voles in
Denmark and Norway (about eight percent in Denmark and about five percent
in Norway). However, since we will concentrate on the parties, the party
support in Tables 1 and 2 for Denmark and Norway is computed as
percentages of all party votes, excluding local lists. In Denmark, since no
county elections are held in Copenhagen City, the results from the municipal
election in Copenhagen City are included in the county election results.

327



Table 1. Party Support at Supposed Mational (), County (C), and Municipal (M) Elections in
Denmark

Year Type A B C D E F G K FO Q@ V Y@ Z X

1970 N 408 136 193 06 32 0.6 174 14 1.0
1990 C 430 98 210 0y 35 1.1 20.0 0.6 0.3
1990 M 468 B6 209 04 34 1.1 1.9 0.6 0.3
1974 M 279 94 T8 44 32 56 3.5 43 150 13 145 05
1974 C 333 86 131 23 17 44 7 35 196 11 B4 03
1994 M 361 77 1335 22 11 43 i6 22 199 09 B2 03
1978 N 396 36 116 40 35 38 32 20 115 36 133 03
1998 € 389 55 145 18 17 37 3.5 21 167 23 90 04
1978 M 408 49 149 14 11 34 3.6 1.4 171 22 88 04
1981 MW 333 59 152 45 20 920 1.G 221 128 34 101 0.2
1981 C 359 60 171 L7 11 68 1.9 L7 173 31 70 03
1981 M 372 52 17.7 L0 06 62 20 1.3 187 27 69 03
1985 N 317 46 244 31 10 138 13 05 23 120 1 2B 05
1985 ©C 356 43 2001 13 05 114 28 1.1 1.8 161 22 23 05
1985 M 380 37 204 08 03 114 13 1.2 1.3 178 20 1% 01
1985 MW 322 37 155 48 03 129 18 01 1.1 1.8 143 106 0.8
1989 C 365 35 150 26 03 111 21 00 08 20 183 12 09
1989 M 389 3.0 15% L7 00 109 09 00 05 15 196 61 0.9
1993 N 327 37 119 23 02 87 04 00 08 1.9 283 1B 6% 04
1993 C 350 40 131 1.0 02 23 0% 01 03 1.7 296 1.5 52 02
1993 M 378 31 140 06 01 &8 04 01 02 13 277 12 47 02
1997 N 302 42 118 2.7 8.0 07 L7 256 28 16 0.7
1997 C 3.1 48 125 1.0 8.2 7.0 1.7 238 28 18 0.2
1997 M 368 36 134 046 8.2 55 1.2 268 21 17 02

Party mames: A = Social Democrats; B = Social Liberals; C = Conservatives; [ = Center
Democrats; E = Justice Party; F = Socialist People’s Farty; G = Green Parly; K = Com-
munist Pary; P = Common Course; O = Danish People’s Party (1997); Q = Christian
People’s Party; ¥ = Agrarian Liberals; Y = Lefi Socialist; % = Left Alliance (from 1993);
L = Progress Parly, X = Other. Party support at local elections in percent of parly voles
(local lists excleded). Expecied national clections estimated by average support in public
opinion polls abowt the time of the local elections (AIM and Greens/Borsen; Gallup!
Berlingske Tidende; GIK-Observa/B.T.. SonarfIyllands-Posien; Vilstrup/Politiken). Resulls
from municipal elections in the municipalitics of Copenhagen and Frederiksberg are
included in the county resules.

The Models

Thomsen (1986; 1992) proposed a model for national impact on local
elections in Denmark, the swing model. With this model, the party swing at
local elections, i.e., change of party support from one local election to the
next, was found to be approximately proportional to the swing at supposed
national elections. Since national parliamentary elections in Denmark are not
held at the same time as local elections, the support at the supposed national
elections were estimated by lincar interpolation between aclual national
elections before and after the local elections. In Thomsen (1993), this crude
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Table 2. Party Support at Supposed National (M), County (C), and Municipal (M) Elections in
Morwvay

Year Type A F H K 3 L v x
1963 N 46.2 213 9.0 9.1 3.6 &8

1963 M 43.9 21.1 7.3 8.8 3.0 9.0

1967 N 439 20.6 8.0 9.7 77 10,1

1957 M 45.8 20.2 T4 *7 6.6 10,3

1971 N 425 18.5 .1 128 BT B4

1971 M 44.8 19.2 0.4 12.4 3.1 9.1

1975 N 375 1.6 21.3 13.9 1.6 7.4 el 1.4
1975 C 38.1 L4 22.6 12.3 11.2 6.2 38 4.4
1975 M 40.0 0.8 23.0 12.1 11.3 6.2 39 2.6
1979 N 72 45 28.6 10.9 7.2 4.9 58 1.1
1979 C 6.0 2.5 29.9 10.2 8.6 57 5.3 1.8
1979 M 312 2.0 30.2 10.1 8.8 5.3 5.4 1.0
1983 N 392 Tl 27.5 B4 6.0 5.6 4.2 2.0
1983 L K1 R 6.3 26.4 B.E .2 53 4.4 237
1983 M 09 5.4 26.6 8.7 7.7 6.6 4.6 0.5
1987 N 38.6 10.7 24.8 8.0 5.5 6.7 38 1.9
1987 C 59 12.3 23.7 8.1 6.8 37 4.3 3.2
1987 M 376 10.9 24.4 8.2 7.4 1 4.1 0.4
1991 N KY I 8.1 231 £.0 10.0 14.0 33 25
1991 C 04 7.0 219 .1 120 12.2 335 4.9
1991 M k) B 6.8 224 8.1 12.0 13.6 39 1.7
1995 N 36.2 13.1 18.6 8.2 10.6 37 4.6 3.0
1995 C 313 12.0 19.9 8.3 1.7 7.9 4.7 39
1995 M 322 11.1 21.3 87 122 gD 5.2 14

Party names: A = Labor Party; F = Progress Party: H = Conservatives, K = Christian
People’s Party; 3 = Center Parly; L = Left wing (NKP, FV, RV} V = Liberals; X = Oiher.
Party support at local elections in percent of party votes (local lists excluded). Expected
natipnal elections estimated by average support in public opinion polls about the tme of the
local elections {Gallup, NMD, NMI, MOI). Expected national election in 1995 from
Rommetvedt (1996). There was no county clection in Mopway before 1975,

approach to estimation of national party support was replaced by estimation
with public opinion polls about national politics party support at about the
same time as local elections. With this new approach, the fit of the swing
model was much improved.

In spite of a quite good fit of the swing model in all three countries, the
model is criticized from a theoretical point of view. The main argument i1s that
the logic of the swing model has absurd consequences for long-term electoral
dynamics. Especially, it can, in the long run, lead to extreme deviations
between national and local elections. To comply with this criticism, a
feedback model is suggested. It is only a minor modification of the swing
madel with a slightly better fit at the national level, but it leads to much better
prediction of the long-term dynamics and to more interesting comparisons
between the three countries. Further, it turns out that a non-linear version of
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Table 3. Party Suppont at National (M), County (C), and Municipal (M) Elections in Sweden

Year Type M C F K G 5 v X
1970 N 115 19.9 162 1.8 45.3 4.3 0.4
1970 C 11.7 19.5 16.2 L8 45.6 4.4 0.8
1970 M 11.8 18.8 161 1.5 453 4.4 1.7
1973 M 143 25.1 &4 18 436 2.3 0.6
1973 C 138 252 9.5 21 43.8 5.0 0.6
1973 M 139 237 10.4 2.1 432 5.1 1.7
1976 N 15.6 24.1 11.1 1.4 42.7 4.8 0.4
1976 C 149 23.2 10.9 1.9 437 4.7 0.&
1976 M 15.1 211 11.3 2.0 43.0 4.9 1.5
1979 N 203 1.1 106 1.4 43.2 56 0.8
1979 C 18.6 18.6 10.4 2.0 43.9 3.5 L0
1979 M 18.6 17.7 10.5 21 4340 5.8 24
1982 N 236 15.5 59 1.9 1.7 45.6 56 0.2
1982 C .9 16.0 2.7 24 Lo 46.6 51 0.4
1932 M 2.7 15.3 6.0 24 L6 43.5 34 21
1985 N 213 10.1 14.2 2.3 1.5 44.7 54 0.5
1985 C 20.7 12.0 13.2 20 20 444 5.1 0.5
1985 M 20a 11.9 12.4 20 25 426 53 2.6
1934 N 18.3 1.3 12.2 2.9 3.5 432 58 0.7
1988 C 17.9 12.4 12.3 3.1 4.8 43.7 5.3 0.6
1988 M 18.1 12.5 11.3 2.8 5.6 41.4 5.5 26
19 M 21.9 8.5 9.1 7.1 34 Y 4.3 7.7
1991 C 23.2 11.0 10.3 7.0 31 B3 48 1.7
1991 M 22.2 11.2 0.6 3.8 6 36.6 4.8 6.3
1994 M 224 .7 7.2 4.1 5.0 453 6.2 22
1994 C 20.2 9.4 T4 i3 4.6 455 6.0 il
1904 M 0.2 10.1 6.9 iz 33 43.4 6.0 4.9

Party names: M = Conservatives; C = Center Party; F= People’s Party; K = Christian
Democrats; G = Green Party; 5 = Social Democrats; 'V = Leflist Party; X = Qther. Party
support in percent of all valid votes. The local elections were held on the same dates as the
national elections.

the feedback model is superior to the swing model at lower aggregate levels
than the national level.

The Swing Model

The percentage of national politics support for a party at local election no. tis
denoted F,, while local politics support for the same parly al the same time is
denoted Q. Please note that in the comparative analysis of the three
Scandinavian countries, local politics support is not the support for the party
in a local county or municipality, but the aggregated national resull across all
local units at either the county or the municipal election.
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The national politics swing is called (lower case) p, and it is simply
computed by subtracting the old national support from the new national
support between two elections:

(1) p,=P, =P,
Similarly, the local politics swing is
(2) 4=0,-0-

The local politics swing can be either the swing at county or at municipal
elections.

The swing mode! is the simple linear regression model with intercept
forced to zero

(3) q=ap+¢

which means that the local politics swing is proportional 1o the national swing
with the multiplication factor a, also called the national impact on the local
election. As will be discussed in more detail below, the term hints that the
causal direction is supposed to go from national to local politics. If, for
example, impact a is (.5 then the local politics swing is only half the size of
the national politics swing. €, is a random “error” component with zero
expectation, accounting for the deviations from exact proportionality. The
coefficient a is estimated with the ordinary least square method.

In Figure 1, the national polilics swing for all the parties at all election
periods in Denmark from 1970 to 1997 is indicated on the horizontal axis,
while the county politics swing is indicated on the vertical axis. A party letter
(taken from Table 1) and the year of the new election denote a certain party in
a certain election penod. For example the point denoted by “A74" in the
lower left part of the scattergram indicates that from 1970 1o 1974, the Social
Democrats lost about 13 percent in national support and about 10 percent in
municipal support {which can also be inferred from Table 1). If the swing
model is valid, then most points should be close to a straight line going
through the origin of the coordinate system. The box in the lower right part of
the figure shows that the average impact across all election periods and across
all parties is (.60 (the slope of the line 15 0.60), and the coefficient of
determination, called r-square (adjusted), is 0.91. This means that 91 percent
of the variation in local swing across all election periods and across all parties
can be explained by the national swing. The r-square value can also be
interpreted as the degree of uniformity of the national impact on municipal
clections across all election periods and parties.
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Figure 1. Denmark: County Politics Swing by National Politics Swing 1970-1997.

LaTat
Fay

15 4
10 1 ® Vo3
774
[-T8]
E
=
o
8
& .15 15 1)
]
F=|
8
Impact  0.60
®C4 Adjr-sg 0.591

» AT -10 -

16
i T

Maticnal Politics Swing

Compared to other results in empirical social research, the r-square value of
0.91 is high. Actually, the fit of the model is so good that the swing model in
Denmark can compete with — and often beat — public opinion polls asking
people about their voting intention at local elections in predicting the local
election outcome at the national level.'

Figure 2 shows the national impact on municipal elections in Denmark
with the same kind of scattergram as Figure 1. The national impact is a bit
lower than county elections (0.55) and so is the impact uniformity (0.87). The
explanation why the national impact on municipal elections is significantly
lower than in county elections is probably that Danish voters consider county
politics less important than municipal politics. The volers are probably
responding to national politics to a higher degree at county elections than at
municipal elections.

Figures 3 and 4 show the national impact on local elections in Norway
1967-95 {county elections only since 1975). It is interesting to note that the
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Figure 2. Denmark: Municipal Politics Swing by Mational Politics Swing 1970-1997,
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impact on both kinds of local elections is considerably higher than in
Denmark. This finding is in accordance with the assumption that local politics
is less salient to Norwegian than to Danish wvoters. In practice, local
authoritics in Norway have no possibilities to decide tax revenues, and the
level of government grants to be transferred to the local level is determined by
ceniral authorities (Hansen 1994, 8-11). The high national impact on local
elections in Norway mcans that the change in national party support is highly
reflected at local elections. This does not mean that there are no deviations
from the national trend in the individual constituencies, only that the average
local politics swing has about the same magnitude as the national politics
swing (cf. Gitlesen & Rommetvedt 1994, 169-75).

An outlier A95 appears in both Figure 3 and Figure 4. It indicates that the
considerable gain of the Norwegian Labor Party in national politics support
was much larger than the local politics swing. According to Rommetvedt
(1996}, the polls from before the local elections in 1995 are problematic o

333



Figure 3. Norway: County Politics Swing by Mational Politics Swing 1975-1995,
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use because of a heated national debate about immigrants and the role of the
Progress Party a few days before the election. For this reason, [ am using
Rommetvedt's adjustment of the polls for 1995 (ibid.), but 1t might
overestimate the support for the Labor Party “if a parliamentary election
were to be held.”

Because of the synchronism of national and local elections in Sweden, one
should expect at least the same magnitude of the national impact on local
clections as in Norway. According to Figures 5 and 6, the national impact on
local elections is slightly lower, but this has a simple explanation. In 1991, the
new party Mew Democracy had a successful national election, but it only
stood in very few counties. This explains the poor performance in the 1991
county elections of “Other parties,” which includes New Democracy. In
Figure 5, the outlier X91 shows the low increase for other parties in the 1991
county elections. In 1994, New Democracy participated in more countics, and
could thus get more votes in the counties in spite of the failure at the national
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Figure 4. Norway: Municipal Swing by National Palities Swing 19631995,
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election as indicated by the outlier X94 in Figure 5. New Democracy
participated more in the municipal elections in 1991, which results in less
extreme outliers in Figure 6. If X91 and X94 are excluded from the regression
analysis of the Swedish data, the impact is increased from 0.78 to 0.90 at the
county elections and from 0.77 to (.83 at the municipal elections. Further, the
adjusted r-square is improved from 0.77 to 0.90 at the county elections and
from (.89 o (.91 at the municipal elections. This example shows the
importance of investigating the parly swing at the local level, and the
preliminary conclusion must be that the impact of national politics on local
elections is highest in Sweden. The relative independence between local and
national elections is discussed in Hikansson (1992, 73-98).

Table 4 summarizes the results from applying the swing model to the three
countries.

The last column in Table 4 shows the standard deviation of the random
component in equation 3, which is the highest in Norway. Together with the
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Figure 5. Sweden: County Swing by Mational Politics Swing 1971-19%4,
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Table 4. Estimates of the Swing Model for Mational Impact on Local Elections atl the National

Lavel
Adjusted SD of random
Election Mational Impact: a r-5quare compancnt
Denmark County 0.60 (0.02) 0.91 .71
funicipal 0535 (0.02) 087 052
Narway County 080 (0.0T) (.76 1.42
Municipal 0,79 (0.05) (.79 1.16
Sweden County 0,78 (0.05) 0.7 1.23
Municipal 0,77 (0.03) (.59 077

Neote: Slandard error in brackeis.
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Fipure 6. Sweden: Municipal Swing by Mational Politics Swing 1971-19%4,
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lower values of r-square in Norway, this indicates that the local swing is less
predictable in Norway than in the other two countries,

Causal Interpretation of the Swing Model

The strong tendency that the swing at local elections is proportional to the
national politics swing in all three Scandinavian countries was loosely
interpreted as a causal impact from national to local politics. However, a
strong correlation between two variables that are measured at the same time is
only an indication of a possible causal relation between the two vanables, and
it does not tell us anything about the direction of causality. Further, the
correlation between the two kinds of electoral swing might just as well be
caused by a third common cause. And this will actually be my argument.
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An important requirement within non-experimental social research for
making causal inference is a convincing theory. [ will plead for such a theory
using the distinction berween latent and manifest variables known from
Structural Equation Models (e.g., Bollen 1989). The manifest variables are
simply the national pohitics swing and local politics swing presented above.
The latent variables that are not directly measured in this study are termed
national image change and local image change. The national image change of
a party 1s supposed to be caused by national events, especially associated with
national government, parliament and national party leaders, while the local
image of the party is supposed to be caused by local events associated with
local government and local politicians.

My theoretical model for the relation between these four variables, called
the model for direct national effect on local elections, is presented in Figure 7.

According to Figure 7, the national image change of the party fully
determines {(and 15 measured in the same units as) the national politics
electoral swing and also directly influences the local politics electoral swing
with the impact a. The influence of local politics on electoral behavior is
supposed to be independent of national politics and is thus a random
component e. As we shall see, this model is much more interesting at the local
county or municipal level, where the random component can represent events
in local units occurring independently of national politics. My argument for
the assumption of direct national impact on local election results is that many
voters are simply not very interested in local politics and thus vote like they
would do in national elections (Mouritzen 1997).

An alternative to a model of direct national impact on local election results
would be a model with an indirect impact from national image change to local
politics swing via local imapge change. However, the strong correlation
between the two manifest variables could only occur if the change in national
image very strongly influenced the local image change. My argument against
this scenario is that I find it unlikely that success or failure of a party in
national politics would nearly always be automatically accompanied by a
similar local image change. I find it even more unlikely that the causal
direction could be from local image change to national image change, since
the local politics swing is less than the national politics swing at the national
level.

The Feedback Model

Although the fit of the swing model is remarkable, the model can be criticized
from a theoretical point of view. Fortunately, this criticism leads to an idea for
modification of the swing model that actually secures an even better fit to the
data in Tables 1-3.
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Figure 7. Theoretical Swing Model for Direct Mational Impact on Local Elections.
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The argument goes as follows: The swing model is a model for electoral
dynamics, but the dynamics predicted by the model are not in accordance
with what one should expect about a social system. Especially in the long run,
the swing model would lead to random drift of the local politics support of a
party in relation to the national politics support of the same party with the
result that the two kinds of support became very different.

Since we should expect a minimum of coordination between national and
local politics, it is straightforward to extend the swing model with a certain
amount of convergence between national politics and local politics support.
The local politics deviation is defined by

':4) dl = Ql = P[

i.¢., the difference between the local polities support and the national politics
support for a certain political party. One can introduce a feedback loop
between the two kinds of elections by adding a term to equation (3) that is a
negative proportion of the previous local deviation and thus decreases the
difference between national and local elections, created by previous random
drifts from the impact of the random component . Hence, the feedback model
is

(5) qu=ap, —bd_,+¢

where b is termed the feedback force. From a theoretical point of view, this
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Figure 8. Theoretical Feedback Model for Direct MNational Impact on Local Elections.
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model is more satisfactory than the swing model, since it describes the
dialectic between the perpetual creation of local politics deviations by the
random component (created by unpredictable local suecess stories and
failures of the individual parties) and the curbing of these deviations by the
feedback between national and local politics. The coefficients a and b are
estimated with the ordinary least square method. The causal interpretation is
pictured as the theoretical feedback model in Figure 8.

The theoretical model in Figure 8 is almost the same as in Figure 7, except
that the negative feedback loop from the distance between the local politics
support and the national politics support is included.

The model has been tested on the data in Tables 1-3 by multiple linear
regression, and the results are shown in Table 5.

The results of the feedback model seem quite convincing. The overall fit of
the model computed by the R-square value is slightly improved compared to
the results of the swing model in Table 4, and the estimates of national impact
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Table 5. Estimates of the Feedback Model for National Impact on Local Elections at the
Mational Level

WMational Fecdback Adjusted 5D of random
Election Impact: a force: b Ri-sguare COmponent
Denmark County 0.62 {0.02) 0.15 (0.03) 0.93 0.65
Municipal 0.57 (0.02) 0.11 (0.03) 0.59 0.78
Morway County 0.84 (0.06) 0.52 (L18) 079 1.31
Municipal .80 {0.04) 0.41 (0.11) 0.83 1.06
Sweden County 0.832 (0.03) 0.76 (0.13) .85 1.9
Municipal .79 (0.03) 0.21 {0.09) 0.85 074

Neofies Standard error in brackeis.

are slightly inflated. More interestingly, the estimates of the feedback force b
are significant. As expected, the feedback force is strong in Norway and
Sweden and weak in Denmark, and in all countries the feedback force is
stronger in county elections than in municipal elections where national
politics has less impaortance.

The only puzzle is that in Sweden the feedback force is relatively low at
municipal elections. One explanation could be that the vanation in local
deviations from the more simple swing model at the national level in Sweden
is so low that it is difficult to estimate the actual size of the feedback force.
Besides the new insight gained with the feedback model, it also procures a
slightly better fit than the swing model in all three countries, and it thus
enhances the quality of the prediction of the outcome of local elections.

Analysis at the Local Level

In this section, a special preliminary analysis is made at the municipal level in
Denmark for the two local election periods 1985-89 and 1989-93. This is
done to investigate the usefulness of the feedback model at this level. The
mode] is more interesting at the municipal level, since the random component
can be interpreted as the special effect of local politics in each municipality.,
and for the same reason the variance of this component is larger than at the
national level. Further, at the local level the feedback foree is more important
than at the aggregate national level in diminishing the difference between
local politics support and national politics support.

One problem with this analysis is that we do not have reliable public
opinion polls about the national politics support for the parties in cach
municipality. The problem is solved by first estimating this support by hinear
interpolations between the results of national elections before and after the
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local elections in each municipality and then adjusting these results by
proportional fitting until they sum up to the results of public opinion polls
about national politics party support for the whole country at about the same
time as the local elections.

Anather problem is that the finear feedback model (5) shows shortcomings
at the municipal level, since it sometimes predicts negative values of the local
politics support. This problem is cured by substituting the proportions P and Q
with the logit transformation of these proportions defined by

Py« In[P/(1 = P})]
(6)
'Q'1 - ]H[Qtffl - Qt}]

and letting all equations above deal with these logit-transformed proportions
instead of the proportions themselves. Since the possible range of logits is
from minus to plus infinite, predicted negative values are no longer a
problem. However, because the relations between the original proportions
now become non-linear, the ordinary least square method for estimating the
national impact a and the feedback force b is no longer appropriate. Instead, a
and b are estimated as those values of a and b that minimize the error
percentage across units between the actual and the predicted local election
results.’

Table 6 displays the error percentages in numbers as well as surface graphs
for different values of a and b at the municipal level for both county elections
and municipal elections in the two election periods. The recorded error
percentages show that a stable minimum at about 6<7 percent is obtained for
values of national impact a at about 0.8 and values of feedback force b at
about (0.3. Because the model is a non-linear version of the model that was
used at the national level, it can be difficult to compare with estimates of a and
b at the national level, but at least Table 6 shows that the feedback component
of the model in the Danish case is much more important at the municipal level
than at the national level. If my assumption about the greater saliency of local
politics in Denmark than in Norway and Sweden is correct, the feedback force
alt the local level should be even higher in these countries than in Denmark.

In a comment to the 1993 local election in Denmark, Nielsen {1994)
concludes that the swing model poorly describes the variations between
municipalities for a single party. This is no wonder, because the prevalence of
uniform swing for a single party at the national elections as discussed in the
beginning of this article is often so strong that it results in very little variation
across units of the independent variable for this party. For this reason, it is
important also to include the variation across parties when estimating a swing
model. Even though the swing model performs weakly in describing variation
across units, a recent study concludes that the national politics swing in cach
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Table 6. Ervor Percentapes for Different Values of a and b in Denmark

(a) Emor percentage predicting county elections
1989
bha 050 060 070 030 0.9 1.00
.00 T3 772 13 710 Tla 749
010 735 736 691 665 669 705
0.20 755 719 668 639 642 679
0.30 767 723 666 636 638 679
.40 Tde 747 6BR 657 662 706

(b} Error percentape predicting municipal
elections 1989
bha 0.50 040 070 080 090 1
0.00 79 789 T68 Too TEZ 8
0.10 798 75T TRy 731 T4s 7RD
0.20 g08 741 TI6 TA1 725 7
0.30 230 742 Tle 708 .24 764
0.40 240 760 732 725 743 88

() Error percentage predicting county clections
15993
Ba 0.50 060 070 050 050 L00
0.1 749 825 7491 776 792 833
DI 705 BO0R Tes 744 TSE2 O 702
0.20 6,79 BO4 752 7.2 722 156
0.30 6. Bl14 751 L1l T 731
040 06 B33 763 713 700 TR

(d) Error percentage predicling municipal
clections 1003

bha 050 060 070 O50 0.5 L00
0.00 BIT To9a 791 801 823 Hal
0.10 BI0 T TaT TIr T4 B3l
0.20 B 72 751 151 TaT  BOS
030 894 775 T3 40 75 T4
(.40 g2 9495 750 T4 754 W)
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unit is in fact the single most important factor in describing this variation
(Frandsen 1998).

One should think that it would be more appropriate to analyze county
elections at the county level, but with the limited Danish data it actually turns
out that the estimation of a and b is more stable at the municipal level, even
for county elections. Further, the prediction of the results of the county
elections is improved by aggregating predictions at the lower municipal level
to the county level, compared to predicting with the feedback model directly
at the county level.” This finding actually raises the question about what is the
best possible level for analyzing the interaction between national and local
politics. Conceivably, a still better prediction of local elections could be
obtained by aggrepating predictions at even lower levels.

Conclusion

The conclusion from the analysis of electoral results at the national level is
that, although the swing model to a high degree can predict the outcome of
local elections by the swing at the national elections, the model is an
unsatisfactory instrument for understanding the long-term dynamics of the
electoral process. Better insight and a slightly better prediction is offered by
the feedback model, which formulates the dialectic between the creation of
local deviations and the subscquent curbing of these deviations by the
interaction between national and local politics.

The results of the analysis at the national level suggest that the overall
impact of national politics on local elections is stronger in Norway and
Sweden. In the case of Norway, the explanation could be that local autonomy
is lower than in Denmark. In the case of Sweden, it is more difficult to say if
this is caused by lower autonomy than in Denmark or simply by the fact that
the synchronism of national and local elections obscures the importance of
local politics.

The real test of the feedback model is to apply it to electoral data at a lower
aggregate level, e.g., municipalities. The analysis of a limited set of Danish
data at the municipal level indicates that the feedback force from national
politics on local elections is stronger at this level than it appeared at the
national level. If the assumption about the varying degree of local autonomy
in the different Scandinavian countries is correcl, one should expect an even
higher feedback force at the municipal level in Norway and Sweden. An
important aim for a more comprehensive comparative study would be to test
this hypothesis with data on the municipal level from all Scandinavian
countries.
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MOTES

L. This was the case at the last two local eleetions in Denmark in 1993 and 1997, when

the author published local election forecasts in the daily newspaper Der Fri Akeweelr in

1993 and in the newsletter Mandag Morgen in 1997,

2 The error percentage in a local wnit 3% defined as half of the sum of the ahsolue
deviations berween the actual percentage and the predicted percentage voting for cach
party at the new local election in the unit, and it varies from 0 1o 100 percent. The error
percentage across unils is the average error percentage across units weighted with the
number of voters ineach unil. Other measures for the fit to actual election results could
have been chosen, but the emor percentage is considered to be a reasonably robust
measure in a situation where fairly large local deviations from the predicied result
sometimes occur because of the impact of local politics.

3 This method was used by the author in making forecasts in the individual coumy local
elections in 1997 published in the newsletier Mandag Morgen, no. 38, 3. November
19497, In many cases, these forecasts were closer to the actual clection results than local
public opinion polls,
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