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Abstract
On the question of how voters perceive party positions, much of the existing literature has not adequately 
considered the case of a multidimensional policy space. Since the ideological cues related to each issue differ 
in a policy space of multiple dimensions, it is possible that each individual favors different dimensional cues. 
To test this hypothesis, this paper focuses on Japan’s 2012 Lower House election, which took place in a two-
dimensional policy space. An analysis of how voters position the three major parties relative to each other 
reveals that there is actually heterogeneity in the voter perception of the policy space. Further, using a mixed 
logit model, we find that demographic factors and political attitudes explain this heterogeneity.
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Introduction

The question of how voters perceive party positions is important when considering the responsive-
ness of democracy.1 One precondition for voters to conduct issue-oriented voting is to recognize 
which party most closely represents their own positions—that is, voters must distinguish the dif-
ferences in policy positions among parties (Campbell et al., 1960). Research on the behavior of 
political elites has attempted to demonstrate that parties and candidates respond to and act upon 
voters’ policy positions (e.g. Adams et al., 2005). Most of these studies are based on spatial theory, 
and assume that voters can discern the positions of parties or candidates.
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While it is not easy for the average voter to accurately identify party positions on all issues, vot-
ers can use ideology as a cue to reduce information costs (Downs, 1957). Policy space is mainly 
depicted in terms of a one-dimensional liberal–conservative or left–right ideology, not only in the 
US two-party system (Poole and Rosenthal, 2007), but also in European countries that include 
multiparty systems (Huber and Inglehart, 1995).

As such, research on how voters perceive policy positions has mainly focused on where voters 
place parties’ ideological stances along a one-dimensional axis. Such studies have investigated not 
only the United States (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Hetherington, 2001) and developed 
European countries (Fortunato and Stevenson, 2013; Freire and Kivistik, 2013) but also Asian and 
other non-European countries (Jou, 2010; Kabashima and Takenaka, 2012).

Previous studies that assumed one-dimensionality in voter ideological perceptions may have 
overlooked diversity in voter policy space recognition. Although some recent literature on party 
competition has focused on multidimensional ideological spaces (e.g. Benoit and Laver, 2006), 
such a perspective has not been sufficiently introduced into voter-side research. Some scholars 
have argued that voters’ policy preferences are structured by multidimensional ideology, even if 
the ideological space is one-dimensional at the elite level (Swedlow and Wyckoff, 2009; Treier and 
Hillygus, 2009). Given the multidimensionality of the ideological space at the voter level, it is pos-
sible that a simple one-dimensional axis cannot capture voter recognition of party policy positions. 
However, previous research has not tackled the issue of multidimensionality in voters’ views of 
party competition.

We argue that if voter recognition of party policy positions relies on two or more ideological 
cues, it could be that not all voters are able to use multiple cues in the same way. Depending on vot-
ers’ levels of political sophistication, it is natural for there to be differences in their ability to use 
ideological cues. Moreover, we expect that even when comparing two voters with the same level of 
political sophistication, one person might be better at using the first cue, while the other would tend 
to interpret the policy space based on the second cue. Although other heterogeneous aspects of voter 
perceptions, such as views on national economic conditions (Duch et al., 2000), have been well 
addressed, those of party policy positions in multidimensional space have been largely overlooked.

Scholars, politicians, and media across the world have been likely to assume that citizens share 
the same views of the political realm, although the extent of comprehending politics varies depend-
ing on one’s political sophistication. Political communication is performed based on the ideologi-
cal map that is believed to be shared by citizens. We must reconsider such an assumption if 
heterogeneity exists in perceptions of party competition. The interpretation of what political actors 
compete for can vary from person to person. The same policy position or political discourse can 
have different meanings for different people.2 If we assume a homogeneous dimensional view, citi-
zens who do not share a major outlook on political competition can be seen as less sophisticated 
and can be excluded from political communication, despite that they may deliberate on political 
issues based on their own interpretation of the political world.

This study examined whether such heterogeneity exists based on Japan’s 2012 Lower House 
election. Our quantitative analysis of public opinion survey data shows that at the time of Japan’s 
2012 Lower House election, the recognition of voter policy space was heterogeneous; furthermore, 
certain voter demographic attributes and political attitudes—specifically age, ideological extrem-
ity, and partisanship—may explain differences in recognition. Since our argument derives from 
general theories and previous studies in other countries, the findings can be generalized to nations 
other than Japan. This study not only provides suggestions for the fields of public opinion and vot-
ing behavior, as discussed above, but also for research on party competition.

This paper is organized as follows: In the next part, we reiterate the research problem and pre-
sent the hypotheses. The third section provides an overview of the Japanese political policy space, 
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and explains why the 2012 Lower House election was an ideal case for testing the hypotheses. In 
the fourth section, we describe the analysis used to capture the heterogeneity of policy space rec-
ognition. The fifth part presents the analyses and results. Finally, we summarize the implications 
of our findings.

Hypotheses

This study addresses how voters perceive policy positions on specific issues. As mentioned previ-
ously, ideology is useful for summarizing and breaking down a policy space into a few dimensions; 
research suggests that voters can surmise standpoints on individual policy issues based on a party’s 
ideological stance (Feldman and Conover, 1983).

However, if a policy space is multidimensional, things are not so simple. Under the multiple 
axes that form an ideological space, the cues related to each issue differ. That is, even if it is appro-
priate to use a first-dimension cue to determine a party’s outlook on one issue, determining another 
issue might require a second-dimension cue. Using the cue based on the first dimension could lead 
to a mistaken estimation. Given the small amount of information the average voter possesses (Delli 
Carpini and Keeter, 1996), and the fact that most voters have difficulty with abstract concepts such 
as ideology (Converse, 1964) it is not easy for the typical person to properly link issues with ide-
ologies or axes.

How, then, do voters try to ascertain a party’s policy positions in such an environment? It is 
unlikely that ideologies or ideological axes cease to serve as heuristics; even if it is impossible to 
appropriately use multiple cues, many studies in various countries have shown that if voters only 
have to consider one kind of ideology, they can use it as a cue (Feldman and Conover, 1983; Fuchs 
and Klingemann, 1990).

Therefore, aside from the few experts who can adeptly use multiple ideologies or axes, most 
voters probably have a particular cue they are good at using. For all issues, including those that 
have no inherent relationship to the issue at hand, they tend to use just one cue to infer a party’s 
standpoints. Thus, we argue that when voters identify a party’s policy position within a multidi-
mensional ideological space, certain dimensions are easy for them to use as cues, while others are 
difficult. In other words, there is heterogeneity among voters in terms of their views of the policy 
space.3

If there are differences among voters for whom a given cue is easiest to use, it is unlikely that 
such differences are randomly determined. We focused on several demographic and political atti-
tudinal factors as the determinants of dimensional cue-taking. The first factor concerns generation. 
Axes of political competition have developed under various political contexts in different eras. 
Such differences can appear in the data as intergenerational distinctions (Knutsen, 1995). Since 
voters in each generation have unique socialization experiences in particular political circum-
stances, we expected the ease with which a voter could use a given ideology or axis as a cue to vary 
by generation. In fact, some previous studies have shown that older European voters tend to vote 
in line with traditional left–right ideology (van der Brug, 2010; Walczak et al., 2012), while 
younger voters tend to consider new issues, such as immigration and European Union (EU) mem-
bership (Walczak et al., 2012). Therefore, we propose that:

Hypothesis 1: The older voters are, the more likely they are to use traditional dimensional cues. 
The younger voters are, the more likely they are to use newly formed dimensional cues.

Whether voters can use a certain ideology as a cue might also depend on where their personal 
stance falls along the ideological axis in question. Here, we focus in particular on whether the 
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positioning of a voter’s views is extreme. The fact that voters would place themselves near the end 
of an ideological scale reveals their comprehension of a cue. Furthermore, if a voter supports an 
ideology in one direction, it is easy to make assessments based on that ideology. Existing research 
has shown that the more extreme people’s ideologies, the more likely it is that they will place the 
two main parties in their respective countries further apart on a left–right scale (Granberg and 
Brown, 1992; Hetherington, 2001). Thus, we posit the following:

Hypothesis 2: The more extreme voters are in their self-positioning on a certain dimensional 
scale, the more likely they are to use the corresponding dimensional cue.

Finally, we consider the effect of partisanship. In multidimensional policy space the question of 
which dimensional cues voters use is vitally important for parties. This is because parties usually 
have favorable dimensions for which they enjoy greater support, as well as weak aspects for which 
they have less support. Thus, parties try to emphasize their favorable dimensions and remain silent 
on the weak ones (De Sio and Weber, 2014; Rovny, 2012, 2013). Because such framing manipula-
tion by parties seems to be particularly effective for their supporters (Slothuus and de Vreese, 
2010), we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3: Partisans tend to use dimensional cues that benefit their parties.

Japanese political ideology and the 2012 Japanese Lower House 
election

To test the hypotheses presented in the previous section, we examined the policy space in Japan 
during the Lower House election in December 2012. In this part, we outline characteristics of 
Japan’s policy space, and explain why Japan’s 2012 Lower House election is appropriate for test-
ing the hypotheses.

After World War II ended, the US-led Allied forces disarmed Japan and promoted democratiza-
tion. Once Japan regained its sovereignty, the country faced questions related to two main issues: 
(a) whether Japan should aim to return to its pre-war conditions or stay on the path of post-war 
democracy; and (b) security matters surrounding the US–Japan alliance and remilitarization. These 
questions comprised a liberal–conservative ideological conflict around which political party com-
petition developed (Kabashima and Takenaka, 2012).4 Unlike Western countries, there were no 
major differences between parties regarding economic policies; this is a distinctive feature of post-
war Japanese politics (Inoguchi, 1987).

In the 1990s, as liberal–conservative ideology retreated, there were calls to review tradi-
tional economic policy, including excessive government protection of farmers and small-to-
medium-sized enterprises through subsidies and regulations, in addition to social welfare 
policy, which depended on the traditional family structure (Rosenbluth and Thies, 2010; 
Schoppa, 2006). With the combination of electoral and political funding reform in the early 
1990s, along with public demand to revamp the subsequent political system and governance 
mechanisms, a new axis of competition arose—namely, whether to maintain the traditional 
Japanese political and economic system, or alter it. This axis of competition comprises the 
second facet of the policy space, hereafter referred to as the radical-reform–maintenance 
dimension. Japanese politics have developed in the context of this second angle since the 2000s, 
in combination with the first dimension, the liberal–conservative ideology (Kabashima and 
Takenaka, 2012; Okawa, 2011).
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From about 2000 to 2012, two major parties, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the 
Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), played leading roles in Japanese politics. In terms of the liberal–
conservative ideology dimension, the LDP has maintained a conservative stance, while the DPJ has 
held a relatively liberal view (Kato, 2016; Okawa, 2011). In contrast, regarding the radical-reform–
maintenance dimension, following many twists and turns, the two major parties have both been on 
the maintenance side since 2006 (Okawa, 2011; Taniguchi et al., 2010). The reform side, however, 
remained vacant until the 2012 Lower House election.

Then, the Japan Restoration Party (JRP) appeared on the scene. Regarding the liberal–conserv-
ative dimension, they advocated for a conservative policy; for the traditional–reformative aspect, 
they pressed for the need to make fundamental reforms. In the 2012 Lower House election, the JRP 
leaped into position as the third party in terms of seats, and the second in regard to proportional 
district votes. Thus, in 2012, Japanese politics transitioned into what might be most aptly called a 
three-party system.5

To confirm parties’ stances on various policies, we estimated the ideal points of elected mem-
bers of parliament (MPs) using the UTokyo-Asahi Elite Survey, a questionnaire administered to 
candidates prior to the 2012 Lower House election. This survey was given to intended candidates 
on 16 November, one month before the election. The survey targeted 1504 people, 1404 of whom 
responded (for a response rate of 93.4%). If limited to only those who were elected, there were 454 
responses (for a response rate of 94.6%). The survey used a five-point scale to assess respondents’ 
attitudes on 35 policy issues. To extract the latent competition axis behind the survey responses, we 
adopted an ordinal item response model.

Using the two-dimensional model, we examined MPs’ views on each policy dimension. By 
comparing information criteria of the one- and two-dimensional models, we confirmed that 
Japanese party competition was multidimensional at the time of the 2012 Lower House election.6 
Figure 1 shows the estimation results of the discrimination parameters for each issue. Discrimination 
parameters denote the strength and direction of the influence of the latent trait on the dimension in 
question for each item’s response. In terms of the liberal–conservative facet, items related to 
defense and security have high discriminative power (i.e., a large amount of information to esti-
mate the individual liberal–conservative latent trait). In addition, social issues such as foreign suf-
frage and moral education are also highly discriminating. Since support for increasing defense 
power works in the positive direction, a high latent trait score for the first dimension indicates a 
conservative orientation.

For the radical-reform–maintenance aspect, in addition to items about political and administra-
tive reform, economic issues such as public spending and the Trans-Pacific Partnership make a 
large contribution in terms of estimating the individual radical-reform–maintenance latent trait. 
Since opposing a series of reforms works in the positive direction, MPs with a high latent trait 
score for the second dimension seem to be against radical reforms, and support Japan’s traditional 
political and economic system.

Figure 2 shows the point estimates (the means of the posterior distributions) of the latent traits 
of representatives who belonged to the six major parties. Larger uppercase letters indicate the aver-
age positions of the three major parties. The horizontal axis represents the liberal–conservative 
dimension; a high latent trait score for this aspect signifies a conservative orientation. The vertical 
axis represents the radical-reform–maintenance dimension; a high latent trait score for this feature 
signifies a traditional-system orientation. It is evident here that the LDP is conservative and anti-
reform, while the DPJ is liberal and anti-reform, and the JRP is conservative and pro-reform.

As described above, at the time of the 2012 Lower House election, Japan provided an appro-
priate context for verifying this study’s hypotheses. First, the policy space was composed of two 
dimensions that were highly independent from each other; furthermore, the extent to which those 
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orientations explained each field’s policy was quite high. Second, the ordering of the three major 
parties in the policy space was very different between the two dimensions. For the liberal–con-
servative aspect, the LDP and JRP were on the same side, while the DPJ was on a different one. 
However, in regard to the radical-reform–maintenance dimension, the LDP and DPJ were on the 
same side, while the JRP was on the other. In such conditions, it is easy to detect voters’ misuse 
of ideological cues. In other words, it is easy to grasp which cue each voter is more adept at 
using.

Figure 1. The estimated discrimination parameters of the issues.
Notes: The more members of parliament opposed the items the larger the response values were. Dots denote the 
posterior mean of the discrimination parameters, and bars signify the 95 percent highest probability density interval. 
Items are in descending order of the absolute value of the posterior mean. Reverse items are multiplied by −1 and 
shown with a triangle sign. The discrimination parameters for the prime minister’s election and local consumption tax 
are constrained to zero for the liberal–conservative dimension. The discrimination parameters of increasing defense 
power and collective self-defense are constrained to zero for the radical-reform–maintenance aspect. Abbreviations 
of items’ names are as follows: UNSC, United Nations Security Council; HR, House of Representatives; SNTV, “single 
non-transferable vote.”
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Data and methods

Measuring how voters comprehend the policy space

The data used to test the hypotheses came from a nationwide mail-in survey conducted after the 
2012 Lower House election. The country’s voters comprised the sample. Based on a survey from 
the previous wave using two-stage stratified random sampling, we used quota sampling and 
weighted parts of the population of respondents in order to balance the factors of region, sex, age, 
and city size. Following the election (which happened on 16 December 2012), the surveys were 
mailed on 7 January 2013, with a response deadline of January 25. Out of 4000 people surveyed, 
2736 answered (for a response rate of 68.4%). We used mail-in survey data to test the hypotheses 
of this study due to the low item non-response rate.7

This paper analyzes how voters position the three major parties on each issue. If the LDP, the 
DPJ, JRP are divided into two sides, the following four patterns are possible:

1. D/LR: DPJ is on one side; LDP/JRP is on the other;
2. R/LD: JRP is on one side; LDP/DPJ is on the other;
3. L/DR: LDP is on one side; DPJ/JRP is on the other;
4. LDR: LDP/DPJ/JRP is on the same side.

Figure 2. An ideological map of the Lower House after the 2012 election.
Notes: Each plot represents the posterior mean of the latent trait of the representative, estimated by the ordinal item 
response model, based on data from the 2012 UTokyo-Asahi Elite Survey. Only representatives of the six major parties 
are shown. Estimates for representatives who did not answer two-thirds or more of the items are not plotted, although 
we used their responses to estimate model parameters. Larger, uppercase letters indicate the average positions of the 
three main parties. A high latent trait score on the horizontal axis signifies a liberal orientation. A high latent trait score 
on the vertical axis indicates a traditional-system orientation.
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Here, we have only focused on how the three major parties are divided; which side each party 
falls on is outside our range of interest. This is because in terms of the issues we cover, there are 
many for which it cannot be categorically decided which opinion stands for which position in a 
given dimension (please see Endnote 9 for more details). Please note that in the subsequent analy-
sis, the patterns are indicated using the following subscripts: 1 for D/LR, 2 for R/LD, 3 for L/DR, 
and 4 for LDR.

As explained in the previous section, because the three parties occupy different quadrants in 
the two-dimensional party space, depending on the pattern of party positions, we can estimate 
which dimensional cue the respondent used to make that decision. For D/LR, it is natural to 
interpret the decision as being based on a liberal–conservative ideology, since the DPJ opposes 
both the LDP and the JRP in regard to this dimension. Thus, we label D/LR as the liberal–
conservative pattern.

Conversely, for R/LD, it is possible that the decision was made based on a radical-reform–
maintenance orientation, since the JRP opposes both the LDP and the DPJ here. Thus, we label R/
LD as the radical-reform–maintenance pattern. We refer to L/DR as an ambiguous pattern because 
L/DR does not do a good job of explaining the policy space in 2012.8 Finally, we determine that 
LDR has a “no distinction” pattern, which either represents an inability to distinguish between par-
ties due to a lack of political knowledge, or a cynical view that sees the three major parties as basi-
cally the same. Table 1 summarizes which positioning patterns each policy dimension relates to, as 
well as the features of each dimension (including what we will explain below).

Inferring which dimensional cue a respondent used from positioning patterns is not a flawless 
strategy. It is true that a gap exists between positioning patterns and dimensional-cue usage; 
respondents may have located parties using other reasoning. Nevertheless, we have adopted this 
operationalization for specific reasons. First, opinion polls rarely directly ask voters whether they 
used certain cues in judging political matters—for instance, “Do you consider the left–right ideol-
ogy when you infer the parties’ policy positions?” Such questionnaire items are unnatural, particu-
larly for those who are not aware of certain cues. Second, the human decision-making process is 
sometimes unconscious, and self-explanations of one’s own mental processes are not necessarily 
reliable (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977). Even if we asked the questions mentioned above, the responses 
do not guarantee that we can measure voters’ dimensional cue-taking. Therefore, we argue that it 
is more reasonable to indirectly infer cue-taking using visible positioning patterns than to directly 
ask respondents about their invisible reasoning process.

Using an interpretation of positioning patterns discussed above, we can consider how Hypotheses 
1–3 predict the patterns in the placement of the three main parties. First, because the liberal–con-
servative dimension is older than the radical-reform–maintenance aspect (which has appeared 
more recently in Japanese politics), Hypothesis 1 predicted that younger respondents would be 

Table 1. A summary of the ideological dimensions in Japanese politics.

Liberal–conservative Radical-reform–maintenance

Order Primary Secondary
History Traditional (since the 

post-war period)
New (since the 1990s)

Synonym Conservative–progressive –
Advantageous for Democratic Party of Japan Japan Restoration Party
Positioning pattern corresponds to D/LR R/LD

D: Democratic Party of Japan; L: Liberal Democratic Party; R: Japan Restoration Party.
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more likely to choose the radical-reform–maintenance pattern, and less likely to choose the lib-
eral–conservative one.

Second, although the survey unfortunately did not contain a question to gauge self-positioning 
on the radical-reform–maintenance scale, it did measure respondents’ self-positioning on the con-
servative–progressive scale. Since conservative–progressive ideology could be viewed as nearly 
identical to liberal–conservative ideology (see Endnote 4), Hypothesis 2 predicted that the more 
extreme voters were in their self-placement on the conservative–progressive scale, the more likely 
they would be to choose the liberal–conservative pattern.

Lastly, we describe the prediction about partisanship, as deduced from Hypothesis 3. As men-
tioned in the previous section, the DPJ is the sole liberal force among the three major parties. Thus, 
if the policy space is framed by the liberal–conservative angle, the DPJ could monopolize votes 
from liberal citizens. In the same way, since the JRP has assumed a reform label, the radical-
reform–maintenance aspect could result in the JRP monopolizing votes from the reform-oriented 
electorate. Hypothesis 3 predicted that those with DPJ partisanship would be more likely to select 
the liberal–conservative pattern, and those with JRP partisanship would be more likely to select the 
radical-reform–maintenance pattern. We did not make a prediction about LDP partisans since both 
dimensions neither benefit nor hinder the LDP. Readers may raise the doubt that even if the results 
follow the prediction, the results were merely produced by partisans’ tendency to distinguish their 
preferred party from others; for example, this is caused by voters projecting their own views onto 
the party’s stance (Adams et al., 2005; Page and Brody, 1972). We will reject this possibility, how-
ever, by showing that LDP partisans are not likely to select the ambiguous pattern (L/DR).

Data description

After the introduction, the survey asked, “Please let us know your thoughts on the following sev-
eral opinions that have recently been expressed.” Two opposing opinions were given: “On X, there 
are opinions such as A and B.” The survey asked for the respondents’ own opinions and the extent 
to which they found the issue important. Then, the respondents were asked for their perceptions of 
the positions of the most prominent 11 parties: “For the following parties, what stance do you think 
they take on X?” This study used the responses to this question regarding the LPD, the DPJ, and 
the JRP.

The nine issues we examined are: fiscal reform; collective self-defense; welfare and tax burden; 
nuclear power; decentralization; constitutional revision; the public pension system; the relocation 
of the US military base in Futenma; and free competition.9 For fiscal reform, for instance, opinion 
A was “Nowadays, when the economy is not as good, measures for economic stimulus should be 
taken, even if fiscal consolidation is delayed,” while opinion B was “Nowadays, when the govern-
ment debt is high, fiscal consolidation should be carried out, even if economic stimulus is 
delayed.”10 There were four options for answers: “Close to A”; “Closer to A than B”; “Closer to B 
than A”; and “Close to B.” We treated “Close to A” and “Closer to A than B” as being on the “A” 
side and “Closer to B than A” and “Close to B” as being on the “B” side. We determined a classi-
fication of D/LR, R/LD, L/DR, and LDR based on whether the three parties were positioned on the 
A or B sides. For example, if the DPJ was placed as A, the LDP as B, and the JRP as B, the position-
ing pattern was D/LR. Note that we only focused on the division of the three parties, and did not 
consider the direction of the A or B side. The unit of analysis was individual × issue.

Table 2 shows the distribution of positioning patterns for the three main parties. This table 
shows that the positioning pattern varied greatly depending on the issue. Moreover, as shown in the 
rightmost column of Table 2, for each issue, the percentage of people who did not respond in terms 
of at least one party’s position was over 10 percent. These respondents were not able to define a 
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position pattern for these issues. Therefore, for the subsequent analysis, we excluded these groups 
from individual × issue.

Analysis

The dependent variable y is the positioning pattern of the three primary parties. We employed a 
mixed logit (MXL) model (Glasgow, 2001). We denote the utility for individual k for locating the 
three major parties in pattern i on issue j by Uijk and suppose that

Uijk i k i ik ij ik ijk= ′ + ′ + + +ββ γγx z δ η ε

where xk is a vector of individual-specific variables that describe k’s attributes and political atti-
tudes, and we assume that its coefficient ββi varies by pattern. zik is a vector of k’s alternative-spe-
cific variables, which differ by pattern, and we assume its coefficient γγ i�varies by pattern as well. 
We include an issue-specific effect δij  to deal with the fact that particular patterns were more likely 
to be chosen for some issues (e.g. the liberal–conservative pattern was likely to be chosen for col-
lective self-defense); that is, δij  captures issue-level heterogeneity. We introduce an alternative-
specific disturbance term, ηik , following a multivariate normal distribution with a zero mean in 
each individual. For identification, we imposed the constraint that ββ4 0= , δ j j4 0= ∀ , and 
η4 0k k= ∀ .

Thanks to the disturbance term, we can alleviate the assumption of independence from irrele-
vant alternatives (IIA). The IIA assumption should be relaxed here because, first, some alternatives 
probably share unobservable common factors (e.g. the “no distinction” pattern differs in nature 
from the other alternatives), and this is one of the causes of IIA violation (Glasgow, 2001: 118). 
Second, there is likely to be a correlation clustered by the individual in the error term because the 
same individual appears nine times in our data at most.

Table 2. The distributions of positioning patterns for the three major parties.

Liberal–
conservative

Radical-reform–
maintenance

Ambiguous No
distinction

“Don’t 
know” rate

Fiscal
reform

45.0 7.3 15.7 32.1 12.0

Collective self-defense 44.1 6.0 8.5 41.4 12.4
Welfare 18.3 12.8 8.4 60.5 12.2
Nuclear
power

33.5 12.2 16.7 37.5 10.3

Decentrali-
zation

16.4 34.7 19.3 29.6 12.8

Constitution 40.3 6.0 6.4 47.2 11.5
Public
pensions

13.5 14.0 8.8 63.8 13.8

Futenma
military base

27.6 12.4 12.9 47.1 13.6

Free competition 28.1 10.6 11.5 49.9 14.2

Notes: Units are percentages. The percentages take as the divisor the number of people who responded regarding the 
policy positions of the Liberal Democratic Party, the Democratic Party of Japan, and the Japan Restoration Party for the 
relevant issue. The far right column shows the percentage of respondents who did not provide an answer in terms of at 
least one party’s stance.
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We suppose that for issue j, individual k locates parties in accordance with pattern i, which maxi-
mizes utility Uijk. Assuming that εijk  is independently and identically distributed following a standard 
Gumbel distribution, the probability of individual k choosing positioning pattern i on issue j is

Pr(y )=jk i
i k i ik ij ik

i i k i ik ij

=
′ + ′ + +( )
′ + ′ + +∫∑

exp

exp

ββ γγ

ββ γγ

x z

x z

δ η

δ ηηik
g d

( ) ( )ηη ΣΣ| ηη

where g ⋅( )|ΣΣ  denotes multivariate normal distribution, with a zero mean and a correlation matrix 
ΣΣ . The parameters of MXL can be estimated using the maximum simulated likelihood method. We 
used R 3.1.1 (R Core Team, 2014) and mlogit() in mlogit package (Croissant, 2013) to estimate the 
parameters of the MXL model.

We include three variables that correspond to Hypotheses 1–3: age; ideological extremity; and 
partisanship. The first two are individual-specific. Age is a continuous variable drawn from an item 
on the face sheet. For ideological extremity, we calculate the responses to the question of conserv-
ative–progressive self-placement (from 1 to 11) minus the middle category of value 6, and we take 
its absolute value. We also add individual-specific dummy variables (female and education) as 
basic controls. We delete missing cases listwise. The number of respondents omitted due to miss-
ing independent variables is 234 out of 2757 (9.3%).

We treat partisanship as an alternative-specific variable. Partisanship is measured by the ques-
tion of long-term partisanship, which is a concept proposed by Taniguchi (2012) for studying this 
phenomenon in Japan. It aims to be equivalent to party identification in the United States. zik 
denotes the partisanship variable of alternative i and individual k. z k1 1=  if k has long-term DPJ 
partisanship, and z k1 0=  if otherwise; z k2 1=  if k has long-term JRP partisanship, and z k2 0=  if 
otherwise; z k3 1=  if k has long-term LDP partisanship, and z k3 0=  if otherwise; and z k4 1=  if k 
has no long-term partisanship, and z k4 0=  if otherwise (including when k has long-term partisan-
ship with parties besides the three major ones). Although the non-partisan category was created for 
the convenience of creating correspondence between partisanship and the positioning patterns, we 
expect that non-partisans would likely choose the “no distinction” pattern, because a certain por-
tion of them could not see a difference between the parties, and did not prefer any of them (Magleby 
et al., 2011).11

The marginal effects of individual-specific variables cannot be clarified by their coefficients 
alone.12 Therefore, we simulate the change in expected probability by approximation, with a mul-
tivariate normal distribution. Figure 3 shows the simulation results of positioning patterns regard-
ing the issues of collective self-defense and decentralization.13 We vary variables from the 10th to 
the 90th percentile, while fixing the other variables at their observed values, and calculate the 
change in the expected probability of each positioning pattern being chosen.14

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, older voters tended to choose the liberal–conservative pattern 
and not the radical-reform–maintenance one. Older voters were also not likely to choose the 
ambiguous pattern, probably because it is partially explained by the radical-reform–maintenance 
cue (see Endnote 8). Furthermore, older voters tended to choose the “no distinction” pattern.

We find support for Hypothesis 2 as well. This hypothesis anticipates that those who self-iden-
tified as leaning toward an ideological extreme on the liberal–conservative scale would tend to 
choose the liberal–conservative pattern, and the results reflect this. The probability of the ambigu-
ous pattern and the “no distinction” pattern decreased as ideological extremity grew; conversely, 
centrist voters were more likely to choose those patterns.

With regard to Hypothesis 3, Figure 3 shows that those with long-term JRP partisanship were 
likely to distinguish their party from the others, though the degree of change varied across the 
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issues. In contrast, there was no effect of long-term DPJ partisanship. Long-term LDP partisanship 
did not influence voter positioning patterns, implying that the results for JRP partisanship was not 
the artifact caused by the projection effect. Thus, we can say that Hypothesis 3 is partly supported. 
We infer that the reason JRP partisanship alone affected the perceptions of party competition is that 

Figure 3. The simulation results of the positioning patterns.
Notes: The left panel shows the simulation results for collective self-defense, and the right panel shows the simulation 
results for decentralization. Each variable is varied from the 10th to the 90th percentile. While fixing the other variables 
at their observed values, we computed the change in the expected probability of respondents choosing each position-
ing pattern. We carried out simulation by approximation, using multivariate normal distribution with 10,000 iterations. 
Points denote the average change in percentage points, and bars indicate the 95 percent confidence interval.
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the JRP emphasized its pro-reform posture in the electoral campaign. The JRP’s party platform 
published before the election, Ishin Hassaku, was almost entirely devoted to policy plans related to 
the radical-reform–maintenance aspect. On the other hand, although the liberal stance could offer 
an advantage to the DPJ from the standpoint of spatial theory, the DPJ did not actively mention the 
issue of security in the electoral campaign; this is the field most closely related to the liberal–con-
servative dimension (Midford, 2013: 190).15

We review the remaining results. Women were more likely to choose the “no distinction” pat-
tern, and less likely to choose the liberal–conservative one, although the differences between males 
and females were small. As for education, we find that highly educated voters were likely to choose 
the liberal–conservative pattern and unlikely to choose the “no distinction” pattern and the radical-
reform–maintenance pattern. Lastly, non-partisan voters seemed less likely to distinguish among 
the three major parties, but this effect was not significant, at the 10 percent level by a slight 
margin.16

Conclusion

Regarding whether voters are able to recognize party policy positions and how they perceive 
them, much of the existing literature has focused on their positioning on a one-dimensional ideo-
logical axis. Research has shown that in many countries, voters place the major parties on the 
left–right axis; in other words, voters understand their country’s policy space based on a single-
dimensional ideology. However, when the policy space is not represented by a single dimension, 
the approach used in the existing literature cannot fully capture the diversity in voter recognition 
of policy space.

This study used the case of recent Japanese politics—which has a policy space consisting of two 
ideological axes, with a high level of independence—and considered the perceptions of policy 
positions in a political environment comprised of multiple ideological axes. Using the liberal–
conservative and radical-reform–maintenance dimensions, for which the three major parties’ views 
differ, we analyzed whether voters tended to place these parties according to a particular pattern 
across multiple policy issues. By estimating a mixed logit model of the three parties’ positioning 
patterns, using voters’ individual factors, we concluded that voter demographic attributes and polit-
ical attitudes (age, ideological extremity, and partisanship) could explain heterogeneous position-
ing patterns.

This study has some limitations. First, as discussed in the section on data and methods, although 
we believe our operationalization of dimensional cue-taking (using the positioning patterns of par-
ties’ stances on various issues) is original and can be applied to future studies, it is also true that a 
gap exists between placing parties in certain patterns and using a specific dimensional cue. We 
admit that what we interpret as voters’ use of dimensional cues may be explained by other heuristic 
uses, and thus our conclusion is conditional. Future researchers should develop a more direct indi-
cator of dimensional cue-taking.

Second, since we only studied the case of Japan, future research should determine whether our 
argument applies to other countries with multidimensional policy spaces. However, we expect that 
our results will be found in other contexts as well, because our reasoning on dimensional cue-tak-
ing has a general theoretical background. For example, in most European countries, party competi-
tion takes place along the EU-related dimension, as well as in terms of the traditional economic 
left–right aspect (Benoit and Laver, 2006). Based on previous studies that examined the generation 
gap in relation to issue importance (Walczak et al., 2012) and issue entrepreneurship (De Vries and 
Hobolt, 2012), we can posit that citizens who are young and/or have partisanship for challenger 
parties are likely to use the EU-related dimensional cue.
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Third, we only examined a limited angle of dimensional cue-taking. Dimensional cues are not 
only used when voters infer a party’s policy positions but also when they form their own opinions 
on various issues, and when they decide which party or candidate to vote for. Future research 
should investigate whether there is heterogeneity in such situations.

We conclude that implications exist for other research topics. First, this study has suggestions 
for research on party competition in multidimensional spaces. Since many countries’ policy spaces 
can be sufficiently aggregated along a single left–right dimension, and as there are difficulties 
regarding social choice in multidimensional spaces, much of the research over the past few decades 
on party competition has assumed single dimensionality. Yet in recent years, there has been some 
research on party competition in multidimensional spaces (De Sio and Weber, 2014; De Vries and 
Hobolt, 2012; Rovny, 2012). This research has approached politics in multidimensional spheres 
from a heresthetical angle (Riker, 1984); such studies have shown that political parties emphasize 
the policy dimensions that benefit them, and take positions that bring certain issues to the forefront, 
while blurring issues that are disadvantageous. Such cases do not introduce the notion that voter 
recognition of the ideological space is heterogeneous. According to our analysis, however, it should 
be likely that a party’s heresthetical strategy is more likely to persuade some voters than others. By 
incorporating the element of voter-side recognition, we expect that research on party competition 
in multidimensional policy spaces will further develop.

Second (and related to the previous point), this study could provide suggestions for research on the 
entry of new parties. In Japan’s 2012 Lower House election, the emerging political party, the JRP, 
squared off against the then-two major parties as a flag bearer of radical reform in government struc-
ture. To win votes, new parties enter into a gap in the existing policy space (Downs, 1957). However, 
even if a new party can advance into the gap in a given ideological dimension, voters might not per-
ceive the policy space in that way. For the emerging political party to gain support, it must gain rec-
ognition of the importance of an issue that favors it, and have voters interpret party competition based 
on that policy dimension (De Vries and Hobolt, 2012; Tavits, 2008). Hence, parties blur their stances 
on policy dimensions that do not benefit them (Rovny, 2013). By accepting that heterogeneity exists 
among voters when they recognize the policy space in the country being analyzed, and by consider-
ing what kind of people use ideology as a cue in a way that benefits a new party, we can achieve a 
more meaningful explanation for a new party’s entry, and subsequent success or failure.
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Notes

 1. The survey data that we analyzed are not yet available to the public, per the agreement of the project 
team; these data will be available to the public after April 2017. We will thus provide replication files 
subsequently.
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 2. In our empirical analysis, we refer to ideological dimensions in terms of policy space as perceived by 
voters. However, we think that our argument on dimensional cue-taking is generalizable to voters’ own 
ideological constraints. Therefore, in our general discussion, we use the term ideological dimensions in 
light of both aspects of voter ideology.

 3. We did not test this argument directly here because the confirmation of the following hypotheses is a 
sufficient condition of the argument. We do, however, test it formally in online Appendix A.

 4. In Japanese politics, the word “progressive” has traditionally been used to describe being opposed to 
conservative views; in recent years, however, “progressive” has come to be used less often (Endo and 
Jou, 2014: 106–107). Therefore, this paper uses “liberal” instead of “progressive” to describe Japanese 
political ideology.

 5. Online Appendix B explains the transition that Japanese party competition went through from 2000 to 
2012 in more detail.

 6. See online Appendix C for details of the ordinal item response model and the detailed results of the 
model comparison via information criteria.

 7. After comparing mail-in and face-to-face surveys, we found the effect of cheating (such as looking up 
parties’ correct views in manifestos) on the recognition of each party’s policy position to be very small. 
See online Appendix D for details.

 8. There are some possible explanations for L/DR. One is that L/DR might derive from utilizing both cues, 
because when we observe the diagonal line in Figure 2 from top right to bottom left, we can distinguish 
the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) from the other parties. Another possibility is that L/DR is under-
stood as resulting from the radical-reform–maintenance cue based on the political circumstances of a 
decade ago, because the Democratic Party of Japan was the party that pushed for reform (as opposed to 
the LDP) from its formation until the first half of the 2000s.

 9. In the Japanese context, collective self-defense, constitutional revision, and relocating the US military 
base in Futenma are understood as being related to the liberal–conservative dimension, while decentrali-
zation is connected to the radical-reform–maintenance aspect. Other issues do not clearly link with these 
two facets from a historical perspective, though for some issues, the three parties’ true positions happen 
to be divided in a manner corresponding to these dimensions. The parties’ true stances are shown in 
online Appendix E.

10. The rest of the questions are shown in online Appendix F.
11. Online Appendix G presents details for all variables and their descriptive statistics.
12. Online Appendix H shows the parameter estimates of MXL.
13. We selected these themes because we wanted to show that the results did not change due to the ideo-

logical attributes of the issues (collective self-defense is related to the liberal–conservative aspect, and 
decentralization is related to the radical-reform–maintenance dimension). The sign of the effects and 
their significance did not change substantially when we simulated other issues. See online Appendix I.

14. Table A2 of online Appendix G shows the 10th and 90th percentiles of each variable.
15. This is partly because the public saw the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) as incompetent on diplomacy 

due to its failures when it was in power (Midford, 2013). Another possible explanation is that the liberal–
conservative positions of DPJ legislators were not cohesive within the party, as shown in Figure 2.

16. When we included other socioeconomic variables (occupation, whether respondents owned their own 
homes, and household income), the results did not change substantially. See online Appendix J.
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