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Abstract
Electoral support for Social Democratic parties has been in decline
throughout established Western democracies. We argue that the electoral
misfortunes of Social Democracy can be explained by a dynamic process
in which, first, voter attachment decreases due to structural causes. This,
in turn, decreases the party’s ability to adjust their position as a response
to either challenges from competing parties or as a reaction to exogenous
shocks. This downward spiral is specific to Social Democratic parties
because they are the ones that have suffered most severely from structural
changes affecting their electorate compared to Christian Democratic or
conservative parties who have lost less core voters.
Looking at the example of Germany, we test our propositions empirically with data from the Eurobarometer (EB) to track partisan attachment in Germany from the 1970s until today. Additionally, we make use
of the Comparative Manifesto Project’s data (CMP) to follow the parties’ policy positioning from the first post-war election in 1949 until the
latest election in 2017 and show how the parties’ policy positioning translated into electoral success. Following this, we use data from the German
Longitudinal Election Study (GLES) and the Chapel Hill Expert Survey
(CHES)to combine the political positions of German partisans with the
policy positions of the German parties in the more recent German General
Elections between 2009 and 2017. Based on the GLES data, we then try
to explain partisanship in these elections and in the next step examine
the explanatory power of the two predictors partisanship and ideological
distance to a party to explain voting intensions.
We find asymmetrically decreasing voter attachment for the SPD,
whose partisans are also more widely spread across the policy space, which
reduces the SPD’s capability of repositioning themselves. Additionally,
the SPD is ideologically encircled by other parties. Regarding partisanship, we can show that the SPD is no longer the party of the workers,
those who identify as working class, or those with a low income. Finally,
when it comes to voting behavior the SPD would also not profit from an
adjustment of its’ policy positions, as a change in policy distance between
the Social Democrats and their core electorate matters less for the SPD
voters than it matters for the center-right catch-all party, the CDU/CSU.
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We therefore conclude that Germany"s SPD finds itself in a dead-end
situation, whereas the CDU/CSU who has lost less core voters and still
dominates the top right corner of the policy space is in a much better
position. These findings carry over to other social democratic parties in
Western Europe.

Keywords: Voter attachment, spatial voting, social democracy, Germany
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Introduction

The 2017 federal parliamentary elections saw the German Social Democrats
(SPD) tumbling to new electoral lows. With 20.5 percent of the votes, the SPD
lost another 5.2 percentage points compared to their already lackluster showing
in the 2013 elections. At the time of this writing, the SPD is polling at an
unprecedented 18 to 19 percent (Wahlumfragen zur Bundestagswahl 2018) after
just recently having joined yet another “grand coalition” as the junior partner of
the center-right Christian Democratic Party (CDU/CSU) under Angela Merkel.
This was preceded by a fierce intra-party debate whether to join this coalition
or to risk snap elections, in which the SPD would have been highly likely to have
come out third after the CDU/CSU and the right-wing populist “Alternative
für Deutschland” (AfD). But as the fear of another dramatic electoral defeat
among the members of the Social Democratic party was probably greater than
their wish to stay out of government in favor of a programmatic renewal, the
advocates of yet another grand coalition won over the opponents within the
party. It is a small consolation that the German SPD is not alone in its plight.
Throughout Europe, the center-left has been in a “disastrous decline” (Berman,
2017).
Using the example of Germany, in this paper we argue that the demise of
Social Democracy can be traced to structural changes in the economy that have
reduced the number of voters who feel a strong attachment to Social Democracy. This has had two effects: On the one hand, the center left parties moved
to the right to regain competitiveness after their base — blue collar workers in
the industrial sector — had been diminished by globalization and technological
change. On the other hand, the loss of their traditional core constituency prevented them from swinging back to more leftist redistributional positions after
the financial and economic crises of 2008ff. Having enjoyed electoral successes in
the center, the policy space on an economic dimension had contracted, leaving a
societal or “new politics” dimension as the only relevant dimension on which the
Social Democratic parties could distinguish themselves from their more conservative competitors. Adopting liberal positions on issues like marriage equality,
immigration and environmental regulation further exacerbated the wedge between the Social Democrats and their old constituencies. When the parties of
the new right emerged as political actors, blue collar workers found an attractive
alternative to a Social Democratic left that they felt had long since abandoned
them.
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After presenting our theoretical framework on voter attachment and partisan
positioning by combining the spatial approach with the literature on affective
voter attachment and briefly outlining the history of the Social Democratic
Party in Germany, we approach the empirics of this story by drawing on data
that shows the development of electoral support for Social Democratic parties
over time relative to their more conservative competitors from 1949 until the
most recent election in 2017. We demonstrate that, overall, electoral support
for Social Democratic parties has been in decline over time. What is even
more important, is that this decline has been asymmetric in comparison to
Social Democracies’ main competitor, conservatives and Christian Democratic
parties. In the next step, we then relate this decline in electoral support to
changing patterns of party positioning by showing how the parties positioned
themselves ideologically over time and how this has translated into votes. Relying on self-reported voter attachment across party families, we then show where
the partisans depending on the strength of their party identification position
themselves relative to where the parties as well as their competitors must be
positioned according to either their manifestos or political expert survey data
in the most recent elections between 2009 and 2007. The rest of the paper then
takes the following form: We try to explain what determines party attachment
in the most recent elections between 2009 and 2017 and which role partisanship
compared to the ideological distance between a party and their voters plays for
explaining voting behavior.
We thereby draw upon data from the Eurobarometer (EB) to track voter
attachment over time and data from the German Longitudinal Election Study
(GLES) to investigate the relationship between the strength of party identification and parties’ policy positions little closer for the younger elections, as well
identifying the determinants of partisanship, and how partisanship compared
to the distance between a party and voters’ ideal positions explains voting behavior. We supplement this by using data from the Comparative Manifesto
Project (CMP) and the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) to identify parties’
positioning in the policy space.
Finally, we will offer an answer to the question how the demise of social
democracy can be explained by a higher loss of loyal core voters on the side
of the Social Democrats compared to Christian Democrats, because partisans
give parties more room for flexible policy positioning in reaction to moves by
either their competitors or exogenous shock. We will show that unfortunately,
the Social Democrats have lost exactly this ability to maneuver in the policy
space with the loss of their core electorate.
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2
2.1

Theoretical framework and post-war German
Social Democracy
Theory

The literature on voter attachment and partisan position taking is vast. At the
most basic level, Downsian-inspired models posit that opportunistic political
parties take positions that will maximize their electoral support (Downs, 1957).
Voters, in turn, cast their votes based on minimum-distance considerations, with
the closest party receiving a voter’s vote. Of course, actual voter decision making
is not confined to minimum-distance considerations. If we allow voter bias in
favor of certain parties to enter the picture, we arrive at different outcomes.
For example, C. Martin and Plümper (2004) show that parties that have many
faithful voters who will vote in their favor even if they are not the closest party,
induce that party to move farther away from the center of voters’ preference
distribution. To see the logic of this approach, consider the following Downsian
distance equation from the perspective of voter i with respect to party j in a
policy space where x is the only dimension:
q
(1)
Di,j = (xi − xj )2
Voter i will will vote for that party j that is closest to voter i’s ideal position
on a single policy dimension x, i.e. that party for which D is smallest. This
is sincere, unbiased voting without any complication. However, voter i might
feel a certain attachment to a specific party that has nothing to do with policy
considerations (J. Adams, 2001; Sanders et al., 2011). For example, a supporter
of the Social Democrats might vote for the party because there is a long-standing
family tradition of doing so. These are the typical milieus of Social Democracy
(Lepsius, 1966, e.g.). Other such milieus include, for example, the German
Zentrum party for catholic voters in the interwar period or, after the war, the
CDU/CSU for center-right Christian voters in Germany (Gluchowski, 1978;
Schoen and Weins, 2014; Völkl, 2009). Formally, such voter bias changes voter
i’s calculation to:
q
(2)
Di , j = λi,j (xi − xj )2
where λi,j is a term between 0 and 1 that describes bias in favor of party j
as seen from the point of view of voter i with smaller values denoting a stronger
bias. In the extreme, with λi,j =), voter i would vote for party j under any
circumstance, irrespective of the distance between i’s ideal point and the party’s
position in the policy space.
This perspective combines the spatial approach with the literature on affective voter attachment. Voters can still be modeled as partially rational, i.e. they
care for policy positions, while maintaining that there is an affective dimension
to voter attachment.
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We can add more dimensions to this basic setup. Most prominently, a second
dimension that captures a “postmaterialist” or “new politics” dimension has
been used alongside an economic left–right dimension. As will become clear from
the analysis below, the postmaterialist dimension became particularly important
starting in the early 1970s and has gained in prominence ever since then. Before
we turn to investigating the empirical side of partisan attachment and party
positioning, the next section will outline a brief history of the German SPD.

2.2

A brief history of Social Democracy and the German
SPD

Born out of the working-class movement of the late 19th century, Social Democracy offered a unique answer to the questions that were posed by the twin development of capitalist mass production and mass political participation (Berman,
2009). Democracy and capitalism, Social Democracy’s answer went, could be
combined by reforming capitalism and bettering the lot of workers. This set Social Democracy apart from their more radical comrades (and oftentimes bitter
opponents) in the communist parties. With no revolution to aspire to, Social
Democracy gradually took on a pragmatic role in government. In Germany, the
explicitly anti–revolutionary SPD formed one of the political pillars of Weimar
democracy. After the war, the party contributed to the economic, political and
societal modernization of West Germany where they first entered a coalition
government in 1966 before taking over the chancellery in 1969.
The West German SPD’s rise to power coincided with the high point of
what would later be called “Les Trentes Glorieuses” (Fourastie, 1979), the time
between the end of World War II and the end of Bretton Woods in the mid1970’s. During that time, an unprecedented increase in real wages had propelled
large swaths of the population to middle class lifestyles. The German Social
Democrats accompanied these economic changes with far-reaching societal reforms and changes to the foreign policy of the conservative CDU/CSU. At their
peak in 1972, after three years in power, the SPD won an astonishing 45.8 percent of the vote with an electoral participation of more than 91 percent. This
was a resounding affirmation of the modernizing policies of the Willy Brandt
era.
The Social Democrats’ promise and the policies that were delivered were
encompassing in their breadth. In 1971, the SPD led government enacted a law
that made worker participation in corporate decision making mandatory. In
the same year, the government introduced a system of education subsidies with
the aim of increasing the share of students with a working-class background
in higher education. The SPD-led government reformed parts of the penal
code that dealt with sexual norms and morality. Outdated provisions against
homosexuality were removed from the penal code as was, for example, the arcane
provision that only a married couple could rent a room or an apartment.
Overall, the modernizing push of the Social Democrats of this era happened
on two fronts simultaneously. The SPD, in lockstep with the labor unions,
enacted policies that benefited their core constituents among the traditional
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working-class. At the same time, they modernized the country on a societal
dimension, catering to a new post-war generation that introduced increasingly
“post-materialist” demands of a “good life” to German politics. This strategy
was met with success. SPD led governments ruled Germany from 1969 to 1982
with first Willy Brandt and then Helmut Schmidt as chancellors.
In 1982, SPD chancellor Helmut Schmidt lost to the CDU’s Helmut Kohl
in a vote of no confidence after the SPD’s coalition partner FDP had switched
allegiance and decided to partner up with the more conservative CDU and their
Bavarian sister party, the CSU. Schmidt lost office over opposition from within
his own party against his hawkish foreign policy stance that supported stationing medium range nuclear missiles in Germany. But he also lost office over
economic policies that were unable to pull Germany out of a slump that had
plagued the country since the first oil price shock in 1973. In 1982, unemployment in West Germany stood at an unprecedented 6.7 percent. Within one
year, from 1974 to 1975, the number of unemployed had almost doubled to
more than one million people out of work (Arbeitslose und Unterbeschäftigung statistik.arbeitsagentur.de 2018). For a country that attributed its fall to Nazism
in no small part to mass unemployment during the Weimar Republic, this was
a recipe for political disaster.
These developments coincided — on the one hand — with deeper structural
changes in the global as well as in the German economy and — on the other hand
— with profound political changes in the US and the UK. The oil price shocks of
1973/74 and 1979 had marshaled an end to the era of full employment that had
become the political and economic norm in the three decades after World War
2. Politically, this was underpinned by the end of the Bretton Woods system
of fixed exchange rates and relatively closed economies. In the UK, Margaret
Thatcher was elected Prime Minister in May of 1979, embarking upon a program
of monetarist policies that included quelling the power of the labor unions and
privatizing state enterprises. In the United Stated, Ronald Reagan was elected
president in the fall of 1979. As in the UK, the US cut top marginal rates on
income, corporate and capital gains taxes.
But economic liberalization, i.e. giving market forces greater room in the
economy at the expense of government regulation and union influence, is only
part of the political story that unfolded as the 1970s ended. As Reckwitz
(2017, Andreas) points out, neoliberal deregulation matched societal deregulation. Reckwitz identifies a twin movement of economic and societal liberalization that he calls the “apertistisch–differenzielle Liberalismus der Spätmoderne”
Reckwitz (2017, p. 375), which translates into something like “open and diverse
liberalism of late modernity”. In the standard two-dimensional spatial political science model discussed above, this corresponds to an overall shift to the
“right” on an economic dimension and an overall shift to the “left” on a societal
dimension.
In Germany, the economic shift was embodied in the replacement of the SPDled government by a government led by their Christian Democratic competitors
and a political rhetoric that called for a “Wende”, i.e. a turnaround of an
economic situation that was perceived as suffocating under high taxes and tight
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regulation. The societal shift, on the other hand, made itself felt by the electoral
successes of the Green Party who were elected to the federal parliament for the
first time in 1983. In the three decades since the foundation of the Federal
Republic, no new party could garner enough support to overcome the 5 percent
threshold that is necessary to clear the hurdle for parliamentary representation.
Founded in 1980 from a diverse set of groups encompassing forces that ranged
from radical pacifist to environmentalists to feminists to died-in-the-wool communists, the Green party picked up the remnants of the 1968 revolt and it 1970s
diversifications into an ever more colorful array of counter-cultural, grassrootsdemocratic and, above all, anti-establishment forces. The Green party had
arrived on the political scene at the right time and to tremendous success. A
mere three year after its inception, it gained parliamentary representation. Two
years later, in 1985, a young man wearing sneakers and no tie was sworn in as
the first Green cabinet member in the German state of Hesse.1
The SPD spent the next 16 years in opposition. The wall fell, Germany was
re-united, the cold war ended, the Soviet Union dissolved, Iraq invaded Kuwait
and was driven out of the country by an international coalition backed by a UN
mandate. And the SPD was still in opposition. Helmut Kohl, the chancellor
that led the coalition government of CDU/CSU and FDP, proved more resilient
than any political observer had expected at the time he assumed office. Then,
Gerhard Schröder appeared on the scene, leading the SPD to a resounding
victory in the elections of 1998 and forming a coalition government with the
Green party who had thus reached the pinnacle of political establishment governing the country. Schröder embraced a new kind of Social Democracy,
both in style and in substance. Dubbed “Genosse der Bosse” – “Comrade of the
Bosses” – Schröder posed, Armani-clad and Cohiba-smoking for a photo spread
in a lifestyle magazine. Social Democracy was back and Social Democracy was
cool again. In the UK, Tony Blair invented “New Labor”. Drawing on ideas by
Anthony Giddens, Blair and Schröder together published a document in June
1999. Its opening paragraph is worth citing:
“Social Democrats are in government in almost all the countries
of the Union. Social Democracy has found new acceptance — but
only because, while retaining its traditional values, it has begun in
a credible way to renew its ideas and modernise its programmes.
It has also found new acceptance because it stands not only for
social justice but also for economic dynamism and the unleashing of
creativity and innovation.”
Social Democracy had embraced the market and set out to fulfill the promises
of the neo-liberal economic reform agenda. In Germany, there was ample reason
1 It is perhaps worth noting that Joschka Fischer, the freshly minted minister, wore Nike
sneakers for his swearing-in ceremony. Nike, like few other companies, embodied the new wave
of lifestyle consumerism à-la-Californie that would become a model for the world. Fischer, a
streetfighter-turned-politician, would go on to become Foreign Minister and Vice-Chancellor
of Germany in 1998. Nike, on their part, thought it appropriate to air a commercial declaring
“You don’t win Silver - you lose Gold” on the occasion of the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta. The
times they are a-changing for sure.
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to believe that something, anything, had to be done. Germany, “The sick man
of Europe” (or “the Euro”, depending on the news outlet) was struggling with
sluggish growth and high unemployment. Kohl, throughout his 16-year tenure
and despite his successes of steering Germany to unification, had failed to deliver
on promises of an economic “turnaround”. The end of the cold war and the
introduction of the Euro in 1999 had changed the structural dynamic of product
and labor markets. Eastern Europe provided a large reservoir of relatively well
trained labor at much lower prices than in the West.
Against this backdrop, Gerard Schröder, bent on “unleashing creativity and
innovation”, pushed through his “Agenda 2010”, an ambitious program of labor
market deregulation, pension, welfare and health care reforms. In effect, the
SPD moved to the right, adopting positions it had previously been fighting with
a vengeance, and against the stiff opposition of trade unions, welfare providing
groups and the left wing within the SPD itself. Mass protests erupted on the
streets of Germany, consciously invoking the “Monday demonstrations” in 1989
Leipzig and their battle cry “Wir sind das Volk” — “We are the people”. A
new party formed, “Labour and Social Justice – The Electoral Alternative”
(Wahlalternative Arbeit & Soziale Gerechtigkeit, WASG), soon to be merged
with the remnants of the former East German state party to a party simply
called “Die Linke” - “The Left”.
After a lost election in the most populous German state North RhineWestphalia in May 2015, chancellor Schröder sought a broader mandate for
his reform policies. Using a “false vote of no confidence2 ” in the Bundestag,
the parliament was dissolved by the Federal President and early elections were
held in September 2005. The SPD lost its majority, Schröder was out and a
woman from the eastern state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania was elected
chancellor of a grand coalition under the leadership of her party - Angela Merkel.
The CDU had gone into the 2005 campaign with their most free-market
platform in over two decades. Advocating for a flat tax of 25 percent and a
boost in the value-added tax - an effectively regressive consumption tax - the
CDU almost lost their lead over embattled Gerhard Schröder and only narrowly
scraped by to secure the chancellery - albeit in a grand coalition with the Social
Democrats. Merkel learned from this near defeat, as did her party. In the
subsequent elections of 2009, the CDU/CSU veered to the left, never to return
to their free–market positions since then. And while the CDU/CSU has not
done particularly well in the 2009 election (their vote share dropped slightly
by 1.37 percentage points to 33.80 between 2005 and 2009), the SPD did a lot
worse. Between 2005 and 2009, the SPD lost more than 11 percentage points
in electoral support.
2 Since the German constitution is all about long-term stability, early elections are surprisingly hard to come by. One construct is for the chancellor to ask the federal parliament if he
or she still possesses the confidence of a majority of the legislators (Art. 68 of the German
Basic Law). In a false vote of no confidence, the chancellor does not seek support, but uses
the vote so the president can dissolve the Bundestag. The German constitutional court has
broadly agreed that such a false vote of no confidence is within the political authority of the
parliament (BVerfG, Order of the Second Senate of 25 August 2005 - 2 BvE 4/05 - paras.
(1-243)).
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How did these changes in support relate to the political positions of the
SPD? Prior to its success in the 1998 elections, the SPD, along with other
European socialist and Social Democratic parties had moved to the right on
an economic dimension. In fact, policy positions of different political parties
on an economic dimension have become more similar overall during the last
three decades (Steiner and C. W. Martin, 2012); a development that has been
traced to global economic integration (e.g. James Adams, Haupt, and Stoll,
2009). The narrowing of policy options on an economic dimension is reflected
in voters’ perceptions: Voters frequently responded in surveys that “national
governments can do little to influence the economy” (Hellwig, 2014).
For the context of this paper, we are interested in the mechanisms of these
shifts, their electoral consequences and the degree to which they are connected
to partisan voters, i.e. those voters who vote for a political party with a higher
probability than mere distance considerations would suggest. In the next section, we present some of the empirical evidence linking these domains.

3
3.1

Empirical Evidence
Data and measurement

We draw on four different data sources to construct our empirical measures.
To gauge voter attachment, we use the German Longitudinal Election Study
(GLES) (Rattinger, Rossteutscher, Schmitt-Beck, Wessels, Scherer, et al., 2017;
Rattinger, Rossteutscher, Schmitt-Beck, Wessels, Wolf, et al., 2017; Rossteutscher
et al., 2018) for the election years 2009, 2013 and 2017. The GLES data contain
questions about voter attachment and identification. Specifically, respondents
were asked whether they “lean toward a particular political party”. Unfortunately, this measure is not available for a longer time series. We therefore
additionally turn to Eurobarometer Data (EB) data and try gauging voter attachment over a longer period from this source, despite some caveats concerning
its usage in the literature (Katz, 1985).
We also use the GLES data to measure voters’ positions in a two-dimensional
policy space. The GLES data contains questions about a respondent’s selfassessment on an economic policy dimension as well as on an open vs. closed
society dimension. Specifically, respondents were asked to place themselves on
a continuum ranging from preferences for “lower taxes, although this results
in less social services” to “More social services, although this results in raising
taxes”, with an integer numerical range of 1 to 11. The question for the new
politics dimension is more specific, focusing on immigration. Respondents are
asked to place their preferences on a 1 to 11 scale that ranges from “Laws
on immigration should be easier” to “Laws on immigration should be more
difficult”. Even though the new politics / post-materialist dimension is much
more encompassing than is covered by a simple question on immigration, we
surmise that this question is sufficient to give a general idea about a respondent’s
placement.
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Parties’ positions are measured using two different sources. The first measure
comes from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey, CHES (Bakker et al., 2015). The
CHES relies on expert judgements to place political parties in a two-dimensional
policy space. The two dimensions are a socio-economic dimension and a societal
/ post-materialist / new politics dimension that in CHES parlance stretches from
“GAL” (Green- Alternative-Libertarian) to “TAN” (Traditional-AuthoritarianNationalist). The CHES measures that overlap with the data from the GLES
are available for three points in time, 2010, 2014 and 2018 (corresponding to
the German federal elections in 2009, 2013 and 2017).
To compare party positions over a longer time series, we construct measures
of partisan positioning from the Comparative Manifesto Project (Volkens et al.,
2017), CMP. The CMP codes party manifestos to retrieve parties’ positions on a
host of policy issues and to render them comparable between parties and across
time. It is possible to construct aggregate measures of policy positions to match
the two-dimensional policy space frequently assumed in spatial approaches to
electoral politics (e.g. Dinas and Gemenis, 2010). Numerous methods of aggregation have been proposed, including factor analysis and latent variable modeling. Here, we rely on a more accessible approach and construct scores on two
dimensions by adding and subtracting positive and negative mentions of relevant concepts in the domain as recorded by the CMP data. We arrive at two
measures of parties’ aggregate policy positions, where the first one is a classic
left-right dimension of economic policies and redistribution, while the other one
can be thought of as a “new politics” dimension (Taggart, 1995). In accordance with the data from the CHE survey project, we dub these dimensions
LRECON-CMP and GALTAN-CMP.
The economic dimension, LRECON-CMP consists of the following items:
LRECON − CM P = (per401 + per402 + per414)−
(per403 + per404 + per412) − (per503 + per504) − per505

(3)

These variables in the CMP data set describe mentions of free market economy (per401), incentives (per402), economic orthodoxy (per414), market regulation (per403), economic planning (per404), controlled economy (per412), the
positive role of equality (per503) and welfare (per504) as well as negative mentions of welfare (per505). These statements provide an encompassing picture of
an economic left-right scale for the German context.
The GALTAN-CMP index, on the other hand, consists of the following:
Positive and negative mentions of a “national way of life” (per601 and per602),
positive and negative mentions of “traditional morality” (per603 and per604),
positive mentions of “law and order” (per605), and positive and negative mentions of “multiculturalism” (per607 and per608) which in the aggregate gives:
GALT AN − CM P = per601 − per602 + per603 − per604 + per605 + per607 − per608
(4)
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For all measures, higher values on both dimensions mean more “conservative”, “right” or “pro-market” positions. Where we combine GLES data with
CHES data, 1 is subtracted from the GLES position measure to match the 0 to
10 scale in the CHES data.
Using these measures, we can gauge the shifts in policy positions for the
SPD and other parties in the German system as well as voter attachment to
specific parties and their changes over time. Additionally, we can use sociodemographic variables from the GLES survey data to model determinants of
partisan attachment. In the following, we will now first outline some descriptive
findings before we turn to explanatory exercises.

3.2

Descriptive findings

Let us first look at the SPD’s electoral fate in comparison to the party’s main
competitor, the center-right Christian Democrats. Figure 1 shows how the SPD
fared over time. In most elections, the SPD came in second after the CDU/CSU.
Only in two years, 1972 and 1998, the SPD enjoyed stronger electoral support
than their main opponent. In recent elections, the SPD’s numbers went from
bad to worse with an unprecedented low of 20.5 percent of votes reached in the
most recent 2017 elections.

Figure 1: SPD vote shares in German federal parliamentary elections together
with vote shares of the SPD’s main competitor, the Christian Democratic CDU
and their Bavarian sister party, CSU. Source: Federal Returning Office
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As outlined above, the electoral success of the SPD in 1998 was preceded
by a swing to the right on an economic dimension, embracing the “Neue Mitte”
the “New Center” and generally more market friendly policies. We use the
economic left-right scale based on CMP data discussed above, standardized to
a range from 0 (most leftist) to 100 (most market liberal / conservative). On
that scale, the SPD had moved to the “right” by about 14 percentage points
between the 1994 and the 1998 elections. Between the elections in 2005 and
2009, the SPD swung back to the left by about 10 percentage point, without
turning around their electoral fate.
A simple bivariate regression between the vote share of the SPD and its
position on an economic policy dimension shows that the SPD, historically, has
been successful the more its positions were to the “right”, with a slope coefficient
of 0.27 (s.e. = 0.125, P > |t| = 0.048) and an intercept of 22.18 (17 degrees of
freedom). Interestingly enough, the same exercise for the CDU/CSU gives no
significant results for the impact of the CDU/CSU’s position on an economic
dimension on their electoral results. While this exercise is certainly too simplistic to warrant any strategic recommendations, it is nevertheless telling that
the SPD has been successful whenever it moved away from its core ideological
principles.
It is also interesting to note the difference between the SPD and the CDU/CSU.
While economic policy matters for the SPD, it matters less so for the CDU/CSU,
even though both parties have covered similar ranges in the German policy space
(more on this below). One way to think about the phenomenon is in terms of
voter attachment. As Kayser Mark Andreas and Wlezien Christopher (2011)
have argued, the overall decreasing voter attachment to specific political parties
implies an increase in the importance of economic voting. Against this backdrop, the difference between the SPD and the CDU/CSU may be due to the
different number of voters that feel attached to either party.
What does the German policy space look like and where did the parties position themselves? Figure 2 depicts the positions of the SPD and the CDU/CSU
based on CMP data for all elections since 1949. The figure is the cumulative
graph of all the positions taken together with the movements from one position
to the other with the width of the lines corresponding to the party vote share.
Over the course of 18 federal elections, the two main parties in the German
party system have competed in a distinct yet overlapping policy space with the
economic dimension as the main axis of competition. The conservative outlier
of the CDU/CSU in the upper right corner stems from the 1994 elections when
Helmut Kohl narrowly managed to win his last term in office with a strong
rhetoric that emphasized his successes as the “Chancellor of German Unity”.
Overall, however, the economic dimension dominates political competition in
Germany.
We can also look at the policy space with all the parties currently in the
Bundestag (figure 3)3 . Obviously, not all of them have been part of the German
party system from the beginning, even though the figure shows all of them in the
3 An

animated version of party positions over time can be found here
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Figure 2: The German policy space, 1949 – 2017 with the two main competing
parties, SPD (red) and CDU/CSU (black)
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same space. As can be seen, the SPD has gotten some competition on the left
from the Left party (the former state communist party from East Germany), but
also from the Greens. To its right is the pro-business FDP and the CDU/CSU.
The SPD is also in the middle when it comes to a societal dimension. As we
will see below, this is a problem for the SPD since the party does not have any
place to move to.

Figure 3: The German policy space, 1949 – 2017 with all parties currently in
the Bundestag
Next, we will look at voter attachment. Figure 4 is based on Eurobarometer
data and tracks the percentage of respondents who report attachment to the
SPD or the CDU/CSU, respectively. Recalling equation 2 , these are voters
whose λ is smaller than 1. While there is a considerable drop in voter attachment
for the SPD going from the early 1970 into the 1980s, overall, attachment to
both parties seem fairly stable.
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Figure 4: Attachment to SPD and CDU/CSU, 1973 – 1994
This impression changes when we consider more recent data from the GLES.
Figure 5 shows voter attachment for the years 2009, 2013 and 2017. While
the GLES voter attachment measure and the one from the Eurobarometer are
not readily comparable, the numbers are mutually plausible. The GLES data
shows a divergence of voter attachment between SPD and CDU/CSU. While
the SPD and the CDU/CSU used to have a comparable number of partisans,
the advantage now is clearly on the side of the Christian Democrats. This is
in line with the expectation that the SPD has lost its old clientele of steadfast
Social Democrats with strong party attachment while the CDU/CSU was able
to hold on to most of its traditional partisans and even gained new ones with
new policy positions in the middle.
We can combine positional considerations with an analysis of partisanship
and voter attachment. Figures 6 – 11 depict parties’ positions in a two-dimensional
space based on CHES measurements together with the political positions of
their partisans. Partisans are those who reported feeling being “close” to the
CDU/CSU or the SPD, respectively.
These graphs reveal an uncomfortable truth for the SPD — their room to
maneuver is fairly limited. The SPD is surrounded by parties that present
different combinations on the two policy dimensions, with the SPD caught in
the middle. In that position, there is nowhere to go. The only open position
in the policy space is in the upper left corner; a position that has been very
successfully occupied by right wing parties with a pro-welfare chauvinist bend
15

Figure 5: Attachment to SPD and CDU/CSU, 1973 – 1994

Figure 6: Position of CDU partisans and position of main parties in Germany,
2009
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Figure 7: Position of SPD partisans and position of main parties in Germany,
2009
like the Sweden Democrats or the former communist-turned- nationalist parties
in Eastern Europe. Given the history of the German SPD, it is inconceivable
that the party would move anywhere close to a position like that.
While the SPD might make small adjustment to their general policy stance,
a second inconvenient truth can be inferred from the position of SPD partisans
in comparison to CDU partisans: For the CDU, the partisans are more clearly
concentrated on side of the policy space. The SPD’s partisans are all over.
Ceteris paribus, the SPD will lose votes from those voters from whom the party
moves away at the same rate as it gains votes from those voters whose positions
it more closely approximates. Put differently: Not only does the SPD have much
fewer voters that are attached to the party than the CDU has, the positions of
those voters are also much less concentrated. Adding to this the ideological
constraint of not being able to adopt nativist positions in conjunction with the
encirclement of the party reveals the triple predicament of the Social Democracy
in Germany.
We can also look at the situation in the policy space after the right wing
populist AfD has burst into German politics with the 2017 elections. With the
strong showing of the AfD and the new strategic position of the CDU/CSU
with a competitor on its right flank, the SPD continues to operate in much
more crowded field of the policy space. And the party’s supporters are still
more widely dispersed than the supporters of the CDU/CSU, suggesting that
the SPD will have a harder time optimizing its position.
In the next section, we first analyze the determinants of partisanship before
turning to the interplay between partisanship, voting, and political positions.
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Figure 8: Position of CDU partisans and position of main parties in Germany,
2013

Figure 9: Position of SPD partisans and position of main parties in Germany,
2013
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Figure 10: Position of CDU partisans and position of main parties in Germany,
2017

Figure 11: Position of SPD partisans and position of main parties in Germany,
2017
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3.3

Inferences

What determines whether someone “feels close” to a political party? In keeping
with the voluminous literature on partisanship, we develop two simple models for
the SPD on the one hand and the CDU on the other hand. For the SPD, we posit
that partisanship is a function of being a manual worker and of self-identifying
as belonging to the working class. For the CDU, the party specific variables
are self-reported religiosity, church attendance and self-identified membership
of the middle class. For both parties, we include age, gender and income in the
baseline models. The dependent variable is partisanship, i.e. the answer to the
question whether someone feels “close” to – in our models – the SPD or the
CDU/CSU, respectively. We run a simple logit model.
Tables 1, 2 and 3 show the results for these logit regressions for the years 2009
to 2017. Models 1 and 3 in each table depict baseline model results. In models
2 and 4 in each table are the results for models that also include self-reported
policy positions.
A few results stand out: First of all, feeling close to the SPD is much less
determined by socio- demographic and cultural factors than for an attachment
to the CDU/CSU. For the latter, church attendance and being a member of the
middle class is a significant predictor throughout all years and across specifications, with the exception of the middle class variable dropping to insignificant
levels in the 2017 baseline specification. By contrast, the only robust predictor
for feeling attachment to the SPD is age, with older respondents reporting closer
attachment. These findings are in line with the observation that the traditional
milieus of the SPD have deteriorated to a stronger degree than those of the
CDU/CSU. The SPD is neither the party of the workers, nor of the working
class, nor of people with low incomes. This is bad news for a party that seems
to think that appealing to these groups is a recipe for success.
Turning to models 2 and 4 for each of the years, we included measures of
self-reported political position on two dimensions. We were interested to what
extent either party is the party of more liberal or more conservative respondents
on either dimension. We find that, consistently, the SPD is more attractive
to respondents on the left of a socioeconomic dimension while the CDU/CSU
appeals more to those on the right. This is consistent with the visual inspection
of the parties’ positions taking throughout the years. For the societal dimension,
the CDU/CSU is consistently associated with voters whose preferences on this
dimension are more to the right. For the SPD, the only significant effect on
that variable appears in the last year of our observations 2017. Again, this is
consistent with the observation that SPD partisans are more widely dispersed
across the policy space.
These regressions have only modeled partisanship as their dependent variable. In the next step, we are interested in the relationship between partisanship
and political positioning on the one hand and how they influence voting behavior
on the other hand. As a dependent variable, we use the reported vote intention
from the GLES data, together with those respondents who have already cast an
absentee ballot and were willing to share who they voted for.
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Table 1: Determinants of Partisanship, 2009
Dependent variable:
SPD Partisanship
(1)
Age
Female
Worker
Working Class
Income

CDU Partisanship

(2)

(3)
∗∗

0.005
(0.003)
0.142
(0.123)
−0.098
(0.213)
0.170
(0.135)
0.052
(0.033)

0.007
(0.004)
0.123
(0.127)
−0.096
(0.221)
0.123
(0.142)
0.058∗
(0.034)
−0.123∗∗∗
(0.025)
−0.040∗
(0.022)

LRECON
GALTAN

Middle Class

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

−1.258∗∗∗
(0.323)

1,795
-874.701
1,761.402

1,661
-810.983
1,637.966
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0.148∗∗∗
(0.035)
0.139∗∗∗
(0.025)
0.103∗∗∗
(0.023)
0.713∗∗∗
(0.140)
0.680∗∗∗
(0.190)
0.524∗∗∗
(0.141)
−5.605∗∗∗
(0.389)

1,795
-918.251
1,850.503
∗

Note:

0.146∗∗∗
(0.033)

0.715∗∗∗
(0.133)
0.627∗∗∗
(0.181)
0.554∗∗∗
(0.132)
−4.194∗∗∗
(0.300)

Church Attendance

−2.084∗∗∗
(0.274)

0.025∗∗∗
(0.004)
0.195
(0.123)

0.026
(0.003)
0.204∗
(0.117)

Religious

Constant

(4)
∗∗∗

p<0.1;

∗∗

1,661
-829.725
1,677.451
p<0.05;

∗∗∗

p<0.01

Table 2: Determinants of Partisanship, 2013
Dependent variable:
SPD Partisanship
(1)
Age
Female
Worker
Working Class
Income

CDU Partisanship

(2)
∗∗∗

(3)
∗∗∗

0.014
(0.004)
−0.122
(0.124)
0.156
(0.200)
−0.129
(0.144)
0.052∗
(0.029)

0.015
(0.004)
−0.136
(0.129)
0.195
(0.204)
−0.050
(0.151)
0.053∗
(0.030)
−0.094∗∗∗
(0.029)
−0.036
(0.025)

LRECON
GALTAN

Church Attendance
Middle Class

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

−2.379∗∗∗
(0.337)

−1.775∗∗∗
(0.383)

1,696
-869.611
1,751.221

1,562
-803.251
1,622.501

0.028∗∗∗
(0.004)
0.117
(0.124)

0.070∗∗
(0.029)

0.078∗∗
(0.031)
0.184∗∗∗
(0.030)
0.080∗∗∗
(0.025)
0.622∗∗∗
(0.143)
0.902∗∗∗
(0.169)
0.504∗∗∗
(0.143)
−5.386∗∗∗
(0.415)

1,696
-914.933
1,843.865
∗
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0.028
(0.003)
0.009
(0.117)

0.805∗∗∗
(0.133)
0.886∗∗∗
(0.159)
0.521∗∗∗
(0.133)
−3.970∗∗∗
(0.326)

Religious

Constant

(4)
∗∗∗

p<0.1;

∗∗

1,562
-823.468
1,664.936
p<0.05;

∗∗∗

p<0.01

Table 3: Determinants of Partisanship, 2017
Dependent variable:
SPD Partisanship
(1)
Age
Female
Worker
Working Class
Income

CDU Partisanship

(2)
∗∗∗

(3)
∗∗∗

0.013
(0.003)
−0.142
(0.123)
−0.289
(0.415)
−0.037
(0.175)
0.017
(0.026)

0.015
(0.004)
−0.200
(0.126)
−0.053
(0.422)
0.078
(0.183)
0.007
(0.027)
−0.085∗∗∗
(0.027)
−0.065∗∗∗
(0.024)

LRECON
GALTAN

Middle Class

Observations
Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

−1.496∗∗∗
(0.349)

1,866
-863.812
1,739.623

1,800
-826.615
1,669.230
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0.082∗∗∗
(0.024)
0.044∗∗
(0.022)
0.077∗∗∗
(0.020)
0.591∗∗∗
(0.113)
0.811∗∗∗
(0.158)
0.263∗
(0.149)
−3.379∗∗∗
(0.329)

1,866
-1,118.984
2,251.968
∗

Note:

0.073∗∗∗
(0.023)

0.599∗∗∗
(0.110)
0.750∗∗∗
(0.153)
0.131
(0.143)
−2.658∗∗∗
(0.274)

Church Attendance

−2.275∗∗∗
(0.316)

0.012∗∗∗
(0.003)
0.070
(0.106)

0.015
(0.003)
0.066
(0.103)

Religious

Constant

(4)
∗∗∗

p<0.1;

∗∗

1,800
-1,072.326
2,162.653
p<0.05;

∗∗∗

p<0.01

Since we assume that partisanship is partly a function of demographic, cultural and socio-economic variables as modeled in tables 1 – 3 , we estimate a
simple logit model where the predictors are partisanship and distance to the
party under consideration. These predictors are interacted to test the idea that
partisans vote for “their” party even if that party positions itself at a larger
distance. The dependent variable is whether a respondent voted or intended
to vote for the SPD or the CDU/CDU, respectively. Distance is distance in a
two-dimensional Euclidian space with both dimensions weighted equally, such
that

Di,j =

q

(LRECONi − LRECONj )2 + (GALT ANi − GALT ANj )2

(5)

where LRECON is, as before, an economic dimension, GALT AN is a new
politics dimension, i denote voters, and j denote parties.
Table 4: Voting, partisanship and distance, 2009

Non partisan
Partisan

2009

Probability of
voting for SPD

Probability of
voting for CDU/CSU

Min distance
Max distance
Min distance
Max distance

0.07
0.04
0.77
0.62

0.06
0.03
0.78
0.61

Table 5: Voting, partisanship and distance, 2013

Non partisan
Partisan

2013

Probability of
voting for SPD

Probability of
voting for CDU/CSU

Min distance
Max distance
Min distance
Max distance

0.09
0.04
0.76
0.67

0.14
0.01
0.85
0.56

To make the interpretation of results more easily accessible, tables 4, 5 and 6
give estimated probabilities of voting for the SPD or the CDU/CSU for partisans
and non-partisans at the minimum distance in the policy space and at the
maximum distance for each year separately. How to interpret these results?
First of all, distance matters more to SPD voters than to CDU voters. Second
of all, a change in distance has less of an effect on the SPD than it has on the
CDU. This is bad news for the SPD because it means there isn?t really any
plausible way to increase their vote share by adjusting policy positions. Third,
the difference in importance of distance increases for SPD voters, but decreases
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Table 6: Voting, partisanship and distance, 2017

Non partisan
Partisan

2017

Probability of
voting for SPD

Probability of
voting for CDU/CSU

Min distance
Max distance
Min distance
Max distance

0.08
0.06
0.6
0.73 (sic!)

0.11
0.04
0.73
0.63

for CDU/CSU voters when we compare voters with and without a SPD or
CDU/CSU party ID, respectively. Finally, while all voters broadly behave in
line with the simple model from equation (2), SPD voters in 2017 seem to have
violated the assumptions of this model. The probability of an SPD partisan
to vote for the SPD increased with his or her distance to the party. This is
remarkable and speaks for a strong party loyalty among those who still identify
as SPD partisans.

4

Conclusion

The declining electoral support of Social Democratic parties throughout Europe
is due to systematic structural features. It can be traced to a decline in the
traditional bastions of support of Social Democracy, namely the old industrial
working-class milieus. In a response to this decline, social democrats throughout
Europe have moved to the center to win votes from conservative and Christian
Democratic parties, only to find themselves encircled by more leftist parties
and more conservative parties on a socio-economic dimension and green and
right-wing populist parties on a new politics dimension. Being caught in the
middle of the policy space leaves Social Democracy nowhere to go. In addition,
partisan attachment has declined, depriving Social Democrats of the ability to
make bold moves away from their core supporters to win more votes elsewhere.
We have analyzed the German case to add empirical flesh to this theoretical
story. We have identified a declining partisan attachment and an increasing
relative disadvantage of the SPD vis-à-vis the CDU/CSU with respect to partisanship. In addition, SPD partisans are more widely dispersed across the policy
space, thus adding to the problem of programmatic repositioning.
The SPD finds itself caught in the middle of the policy space, encircled
by the Linke and the Green party on the lower left corner and a dominant
CDU/CSU that until recently commanded the top right half of the policy space.
Despite the inroads the AfD has made in that part of the policy space, the
CDU/CSU remains in a much stronger position than the SPD. The only viable
alternative for the SPD in terms of policy positions is the open field in the
top left corner of the policy space that combines chauvinism and nationalism
with strong advocacy for redistribution. It is hard to see how the SPD in its
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present form would move there. Of course, at the current position, the electoral
prospects of the party continue to look bleak. It remains to be seen what a once
proud party is willing to do once it is diminished to a niche party.
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