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Abstract 

We examine the use of spatial models in Voting Advice Applications. A successful branch of 

VAAs uses multidimensional models of the political space to inform users of their policy 

match with political parties. Creators of these VAAs offer only a very generalized 

justification for the choice of their underlying spatial model. We examine whether these 

spatial representations offer a valid depiction of policy differences between parties. We 

compare the spatial models from the available national ‘electoral compasses’, which include 

established democracies as well as semi-authoritarian and transitional systems. We find that 

the two-dimensional ‘one-size fits all’ model that is used in all of these countries fails to 

accommodate significant variation between party systems.  
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Introduction 

Studies have shown that Voting Advice Applications (VAAs) play a substantial role in 

shaping voters’ perceptions of the positions of political parties (see other articles in this 

symposium). Voters and politicians take the information these tools provide seriously. This 

places a strong obligation of VAA creators to carefully examine their design choices. 

Research has shown that differences in statement selection and the method to calculate results 

have a large impact on the advice users receive (Louwerse and Rosema 2011; Lefevere and 

Walgrave, this issue). This makes it pivotal to study the reliability of VAA design. This article 

examines the spatial models underlying VAAs. 

 Some VAAs provide advice by asking respondents’ opinions on a number of 

statements and calculating the number of matches between a user and a number of parties. 

More recently, VAAs have started to use spatial modeling techniques derived from economic 

and political science in an attempt to use “scientifically approved methods” to place political 

parties (cited in Fossen and Anderson, this issue). Examples of these VAAs include the series 

of ‘electoral compasses’ (such as Kieskompas, Bússola Eleitoral and Valkompass), the EU 

Profiler and Smartvote. These VAAs do not just inform citizens about their policy match with 

each party, but also provide insight into the positions of political parties in (a representation 

of) the political space. These tools provide citizens the option of exploring their agreement 

with parties more precisely but primarily presents the 'match' as closest party in the spatial 

models
1
. The creators of these VAAs usually provide only a very generalized justification for 

the choice of their underlying spatial model. In most cases, designers do not base their 

selection of which dimensions to include in their spatial model (such as left-right and 

progressive-conservative) on empirical patterns in the data (Costa Lobo et al. 2010).  

 This article aims to test whether the spatial models used in VAAs meet basic scientific 

standards. We specifically examine whether the spatial representations offer a valid depiction 

of policy differences between parties. We examine the spatial models of ten national VAAs, 

both in developed democracies such as Canada, as well as transitional democracies such as 

Tunisia.  

 The article is organized as follows. First, we discuss the use of spatial models in 

VAAs and the theoretical grounds for their usage. Second, we introduce our case selection of 

ten VAAs from the ‘electoral compass’ stable and outline their design. We examine the 

scalability of the various electoral compass dimensions and explore the inductive creation of 

                                                        
1
 In all of the VAAs we study the ‘compass’ is the only or the primary way in which the 

voting advice is presented. 
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models that fit parties’ positions better. Results show that the scalability of the left-right scale 

is moderate to strong in most countries, but the scalability of the progressive-conservative 

scale is poor. Moreover, there is only a moderate fit between the model used in the electoral 

compasses and inductive models derived from parties’ actual answers to the statements. This 

has significant implications for the status of the advice these applications provide, as the 

models in which voters and parties are placed are poorly specified and therefore it is unclear 

whether they are substantively meaningful.  

 

1. The use of spatial models in VAAs 

VAAs collect and represent party positions in different ways. One group of VAAs, including 

the Walh-O-Mat asks parties to indicate their position on about 30 statements. The VAA 

compares the answers of the users to the parties’ responses and counts the number of 

‘matches’ between the answers of the user and the parties. These VAAs do not explicitly use a 

spatial model, although one could argue that they implicitly use a high-dimensional 

conception of the political space (Louwerse and Rosema 2013). 

The use of spatial modelling techniques in political science has inspired the 

development of a different type of VAA, which explicitly uses a spatial model to position 

parties and voters. The Dutch Kieskompas was the first to use such a model, but the method 

has been copied in many other countries as well as the EU Profiler, a pan-European VAA for 

the European Parliament elections of 2009
2
. The underlying idea of these VAAs is that the 

political competition is structured by a limited set of dimensions (Krouwel and Fiers, 2008). 

Parties are positioned on thirty issue statements, using a five point scale ranging from fully 

disagree to fully agree. Each statement is assigned to one of the dimensions. A party position 

on a dimension is the average of their answers to the statements relating to that dimension
3
. 

This results in a two-dimensional (sometimes three-dimensional) representation of that is 

claimed to represent ‘the political space’. The result screen of these VAAs displays this 

spatial model, indicating the estimated position of the user. The vote advice is implicit – the 

message to the user is: you have more in common with parties that are closer to you.  

While two-dimensional models have been used most often in VAAs, some VAAs have 

used higher-dimensional representations. One example is the Swiss Smartvote, which displays 

                                                        
2
 The EU Profiler uses a two-dimensional model alongside the other a matchlist and spider 

diagram 
3
 Note that the direction of some items is reversed, e.g. disagreement with a left-wing 

proposal implies a right-wing position and vice versa. 
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the match between a user and a candidate for parliament in a so-called ‘spider diagram’. This 

diagram shows the overlap between the user and the politician on eight dimensions. Here, the 

spatial model is used as visual tool rather than a way of calculating the ‘match’ between users 

and parties – Smartvote uses the Euclidean distance measure for the latter.  

 

2. Spatial modelling 

The spatial representations used in VAAs originate from a long-standing tradition of spatial 

modelling in the political science literature (Downs 1957). Sometimes described as the 

“workhorse theory” of the study of politics (Cox 2001: 189), spatial models have been used in 

electoral research, legislative studies, political communication and many other fields. The 

underlying assumption of spatial modelling is that parties do not pick their issue positions at 

random, but that there is an underlying, low-dimensional space which structures party 

positions. The dimensions of the spaces of party competition and the party positions cannot be 

directly observed. The goal of spatial modelling and scaling analysis is to move from 

observed manifest items to unobservable latent dimensions. Spatial modelling is a method of 

data reduction: one moves from an overwhelming number of observations to a limited number 

dimensions. This makes it easier to understand the differences between parties. Moving from 

observations to models is a process of creation: “[t]here is no true but unobserved 

"dimensionality" of any policy space waiting to be revealed by careful analysis (Benoit and 

Laver 2006:110). Even the godfather of dimensional scaling methods, Coombs (1964) 

emphasised that a scientist creates a model by selecting which observations he will use, how 

they will be classified and how they will be aggregated. 

 Creating a model for use in voting advice applications is relatively difficult, because 

one starts with a large number of statements rather than a limited set of policy dimensions. 

The question how many dimensions are necessary to capture the essential differences between 

political actors is central to most scaling exercises (Benoit and Laver 2012). Unless party 

positions on specific issues correlate perfectly, one will always lose some information when 

moving from a high-dimensional to a low-dimensional model. What degree of data reduction 

is acceptable? Benoit and Laver (2012) argue that this choice should be based on both prior 

knowledge of the political system as well as patterns that exist in the data. Conventional 

assumptions about which dimensions structure the political space should be tested to see 

whether the model actually fits the data. 

Most scaling methods are stochastic in nature: moving along the dimension means that 

the chance of a positive response from the subject increases (Niemöller and Van Schuur 
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1983). It is crucially important to test whether this is actually the case: whether the items one 

believes to form a consistent scale actually do so. If this does not hold the scale misrepresents 

the differences between political actors. We take the perspective of consistency: to what 

extent do the different items measure the same underlying concept? This question can be 

approached from two sides: from the voter perspective or ‘demand side’ or from the party 

perspective or ‘supply side’.  

A model is internally valid from the ‘demand side’ perspective if it conforms to the 

underlying patterns of voters’ preferences. We know only of a limited number of studies 

investigating this. One example concerns the Dutch VAA Kieskompas; whether the spatial 

model in this VAA is indeed an accurate reflection of how voters perceive the political 

competition has been tested by Kleinnijenhuis and Krouwel (2008; discussed in Van 

Kersbergen and Krouwel 2008). They constructed a model of the voter space based on the 

answers of a sample of the 1.7 million Kieskompas users. Using factor analysis, they 

uncovered the latent factors that structure the answers of the respondents.
4
 They expected to 

find four orthogonal dimensions: two relating to economic left-right distinction and two 

relating to GAL-TAN distinction, but instead found six (Kleinnijenhuis and Krouwel 2008). 

Only one of the uncovered dimensions exclusively concerns social-economic issues. Two 

dimensions mix issues from the social-economic left-right and GAL/TAN dimension. Three 

dimensions relate to different aspects of the GAL-TAN dimension. Van Kersbergen and 

Krouwel (2008) conclude: "the extracted factors do not entirely confirm the existence of a 

bipolar left-right dimension and a bipolar GAL-TAN dimension, but they do indicate a pattern 

of factors largely coherent with the assumed main dimensions of political competition in the 

Netherlands". To us, this seems an optimistic reading of their results: Kieskompas’ two-

dimensional representation of the 2006 Dutch political space does not relate strongly to an 

inductive model of the political space based on voters’ positions. Although this analysis 

concerns only a single VAA, difficulties in modelling voters’ answers to VAA statements 

have also been noted by Louwerse and Rosema (2013) and Wheatley (2012). This indeed 

confirms Converse’s (1964) observation that the ideological constraint among the mass public 

is limited. It is thus very difficult to construct a model that fits very well with the ‘demand 

side’ of politics.  

                                                        
4
 One may question whether factor analysis is appropriate for this enterprise. Kleinijenhuis 

and Krouwel (2008) themselves cite a paper titled "Why factor analysis is often the incorrect 

model for analyzing bipolar concepts, and what model to use instead" (Van Schuur and Kiers 

1994). 
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An alternative way of looking at the spatial models used in VAAs is that they offer an 

accurate representation of the ‘supply side’, that is the structure of party competition. While it 

is difficult to summarize policy views of a large number of citizens in a low dimensional 

space, it seems more feasible to construct a model that captures the policy differences 

between political parties. We evaluate this question by looking at three aspects: the extent to 

which the deductive scales from the different electoral compasses are consistent, the 

dimensionality of the political space based on an inductive analysis of party positions and the 

similarity of the deductive and inductive spaces.  

 

3. Research design 

One prominent example of a VAA that uses spatial models is the Kieskompas. Its designer 

has,  in cooperation with country specialists, developed ‘electoral compasses’ for more than 

ten countries.
5
 These VAAs present an excellent set of cases for an analysis of spatial 

modelling in VAAs, because they use similar methods and a similar spatial model across 

countries. This allows us to examine whether the spatial model used in these VAAs is a valid 

representation of the party political competition in each country. We examine the spatial 

models in all national electoral compasses for which data was available: Belgium, Portugal, 

the Netherlands, Sweden, Canada, Turkey, Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt and France
6
 (see table 1). 

The selection includes transitional democracies (Tunisia and Egypt), a semi-authoritarian 

system (Morocco), as well as seven established democracies. Note that, despite the potentially 

large differences between democratic, transitional and semi-authoritarian systems, the VAA 

designers use the same two-dimensional model (left-right and progressive-conservative) in 

each of these cases. This offers an excellent test for the question whether the two-dimensional 

electoral compass model holds across borders. 

The political spaces used in the electoral compasses were designed in the following 

way. In most cases the creators used a two-dimensional model with a social economic left-

right dimension and a cultural dimension concerning religious traditionalism, support for the 

                                                        
5
 We use the term ‘electoral compass’ as a generic term for the VAAs that have been 

developed by Kieskompas in corroboration with national experts and organizations. We limit 

our analysis to these VAAs, because it allows us to examine the extent to which their two-

dimensional spatial model travels between countries.  
6
 We limited the selection to one VAA per country. Unfortunately, the data for the Israeli 

electoral compass was no longer publicly available. The EU Profiler is discussed extensively 

by Louwerse and Otjes (2012). The USA electoral compass was not developed for the 

American public, but rather for the Dutch public; moreover, only the data for the two main 

candidates was still available, which makes it problematic to evaluate scalability.  
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European Union, environmentalism and migration (Costa Lobo et al. 2010; Kleinnijenhuis et 

al. 2007; Van Kersbergen and Krouwel 2008). The latter dimension is usually labelled 

‘progressive versus conservative’ or ‘Green Alternative Libertarian versus Traditional 

Authoritarian Nationalist’ (cf. Hooghe et al. 2002). The selection of statements in the electoral 

compasses was based on the relevance of political issues, such as migration, the environment 

or taxes (Costa Lobo et al. 2010). These issues were selected on basis of expert judgment, 

opinion polls and manifesto coding (Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2007). For each issue, three to five 

statements were selected. Parties’ positions on the statements are determined on the basis of 

expert judgments, text analysis and party self-placement (Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2007). The last 

step in the design of the electoral compasses is to assign statements to either of the two 

dimensions "based on an assessment as to which dimension an issue belongs as well as with 

respect to the question as to which side of a dimension a specific issue belongs." (Van 

Kersbergen and Krouwel 2008). This assignment of statements to the dimensions is based on 

substantive considerations only, not on structures underlying parties’ or voters’ positions on 

the statements (Kleinnijenhuis and Krouwel 2008).  

In analysing the scalability of the electoral compass models, we use Mokken scaling 

analysis (Mokken and Lewis 1982). Mokken scaling is a probabilistic approach to scaling, 

which assumes that the probability of a positive response to an item increases with increasing 

subject value (Van Schuur 2003). It was developed for exam questions: The probability that a 

student gets each of the exam questions right increases with his exam grade. A student who 

gets the difficult questions right, should also have a high probability to answer the easy 

questions correctly. For party positioning, this means that that the probability that a party 

agrees with a right-wing (left-wing) proposal increases if a party is more right-wing (left-

wing). Similarly, if a party agrees with a strongly right-wing proposal, it should tend to 

support a moderately right-wing proposal as well.  

Mokken scaling can be used in a confirmatory and an exploratory way. First, we aim 

to confirm the strength of the scales used in the various electoral compasses.
7
 Loevinger’s 

coefficient of homogeneity (H) is calculated to this end. This coefficient equals 1 when a set 

of items form a perfect Mokken scale and 0 when there is no statistical association between 

users’ answers on the items. Mokken (1971) suggests the following benchmarks for 

Loevinger's H: below .3 (very poor), below .4 (poor), below .5 (medium), below .6 (strong), 

                                                        
7
 Unfortunately, Mokken Scaling analysis cannot deal with missing values (‘no opinion’ 

responses), which we set at the scale midpoint. As these missing values are relatively 

uncommon, this should not affect our findings significantly. 
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beyond .6 (very strong). One can calculate the homogeneity coefficient for a scale as a whole, 

but also for individual items or a specific pair of items. 

Next, we use Mokken Scaling in an exploratory way: we try to find strong scales 

based on parties’ answers on the statements. This ‘automated item selection procedure’ 

(AISP) works as follows (Mokken 1971). First, one selects the two items with the highest H-

coefficient; this is the starting pair for the first dimension. Then, one adds the item, which 

results in the highest H-coefficient when added to the starting pair. This step is repeated until 

no items remain or the H-coefficient would drop below a certain minimum (in our case .3). If 

more than one item remains, the AISP will try to create a second dimension using the same 

procedure. 

One complication in our case is that the AISP assumes that all items are coded in the 

same direction (Van der Ark 2007). This would be the case when one would, for example, 

construct a dimension of prejudice and the items measure the extent to which one dislikes 

certain minorities. A higher score on each of these items implies a higher level of prejudice. 

The statements we use is different in the sense that we do want to assume before our analysis 

whether agreeing with a certain statement is left-wing or right-wing (or progressive or 

conservative). Therefore we allow the ‘direction’ of a statement to change. For example, we 

do not a assume that support for a directly elected mayor is a progressive or left-wing stance. 

In fact, in the Dutch case we find that right-wing parties are more likely to support direct 

election of mayors. Thus, the exploratory procedure we follow treats it as an empirical 

question what the appropriate number of dimensions is and how the statements relate to these 

dimensions.  

Like all data-reduction methods the AISP-procedure seeks to make a model with a 

minimum number of dimensions, while still correctly representing the underlying party 

positions. We do not claim that the models we present prove that the 'true' political space has 

one, two or three dimensions. Our goal with the AISP is threefold: first, to assess whether we 

can inductively discover whether or not there are models that actually fit the party positions 

on many items. Second, to show that some models improve in scalability if items are 'flipped' 

in direction from the original models. Third, to demonstrate that specific items should not be 

included in a spatial model because they do not have a sufficiently strong relationship with 

other items. 

 

4. Scalability 
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The first aspect we examine is the extent to which the selected statements form a consistent 

scale. The coefficients of homogeneity of the left-right and progressive-conservative 

dimensions are displayed in table 2. In all countries except the Netherlands the H-coefficient 

is higher for the left-right than for the progressive-conservative dimension. The average H-

coefficient of the left-right dimensions is 'strong', while the average scalability of the 

progressive-conservative dimensions is only 'very poor'. In Canada, France and Sweden the 

left-right dimensions show 'very strong' H-values. The left-right dimensions in Egypt, 

Morocco and Portugal show high homogeneity coefficients. The left-right scale scores 

'medium' in the Netherlands, Belgium and Turkey. Only in Tunisia the value falls below 0.4, 

which means that the scores are barely acceptable. 

 Using the same rules of thumb, we can assess the scalability of individual items. This 

allows us to see which items fit poorly in these scales. The left-right dimension in the Dutch 

Kieskompas, for example, includes four items that fit poorly. These concern the pension age, 

student loans and unemployment benefit. On these items, the traditional left-right divide is 

replaced by a division between those parties that support welfare state reform (including the 

left-wing GreenLeft and Labour parties) and those that oppose it (including the right-wing 

Freedom Party). The inclusion of these items in the left-right dimension reduces the overall 

scale homogeneity coefficient. 

  The H-coefficients of the progressive-conservative dimensions are lower than the 

coefficients from the left-right dimensions in most countries. The best scores are found in the 

Netherlands, France and Egypt - and even these do not exceed 0.5. In the other countries the 

scalability of the items included in the progressive-conservative dimensions is poor or very 

poor. The value for the Tunisian model is negative, which suggests that there is a negative 

association between many of the statements included in this dimension. 

 The reason that the progressive-conservative dimension is so weak in most countries is 

that these dimensions combine issues that do not tap into the same underlying dimension. One 

example is the Belgian statement on freedom of speech (‘everybody should be allowed to say 

what he wants even if it is discriminatory’). The makers of this electoral compass assume that 

this is a progressive position. Empirically, this statement is supported most strongly by parties 

that are otherwise conservative, such as the Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang). The theoretical 

idea behind the model which argues that freedom of speech is a progressive stance and the 

political reality in Belgium in which conservative parties support freedom of speech more 

contradict each other. 
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 In the Arabic countries and Turkey, the progressive-conservative dimension concerns 

a range of issues including religious conservatism and foreign policy. The models assume that 

a conservative party is religious and takes an anti-Western stance on foreign policy. This 

relationship is, however, not empirically supported by the parties. In most cases there are anti-

Western secular parties and religious parties that are centrist on foreign policy. This poses the 

question whether it is valid to combine these issues into a single dimension; at least from the 

‘supply side’ perspective this is problematic. 

 All in all, the socio-economic left-right dimensions perform within acceptable 

parameters in almost all electoral compasses. The progressive-conservative dimension 

performs poorly or very poorly in most cases. The reason for this appears to be that different 

groups of items were taken together because they were assumed to tap into the same 

theoretical dimension, but they tapped into different latent empirical dimensions. In other 

cases, individual items were given a progressive or conservative direction for theoretical 

reasons, while empirically the relationships between these items and the rest of dimensions 

was opposite.  

  

5. Dimensionality 

Given that political parties may not always answer questions in the way that we expect 

theoretically, it may be useful to look at the models from an inductive perspective. While we 

do not argue that VAA models should be based solely on an inductive analysis of parties (or 

voter) positions on statements, it at least gives us an idea what kind of strong dimensions 

could be created. Moreover, it provides an opportunity to see whether ‘flipping’ items from 

their theoretically formulated direction may actually increase the scalability of our 

dimensions.  

 Our analysis aims to include all items in dimensions that form at least a poor scale (H 

> .3). In all countries except Canada and France, there are one or two ‘unassigned’ items. 

These relate so poorly to the other items that including them in any scale would reduce the 

scalability of that scale below acceptable levels. From a scaling perspective, they should have 

been excluded from the model.  

The number of dimensions necessary to encompass all items differs from country to 

country (see table 3). There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ model that can be used in all studied 

cases. Although the Swedish Valkompass-model consisted of two dimensions, all but one item 

can actually be included in a very strong single scale. Still, not every item conformed to their 

theoretically formulated direction: two items were ‘flipped’ in direction. For example, the 
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electoral compass model took a pro-introduction of the Euro position to be progressive, while 

empirically right-wing parties were more likely to support this. Thus in the inductive model, 

support of the introduction of the Euro is taken to be a measure of being right-wing rather 

than progressive. On the whole, this inductive analysis corroborates the idea that Swedish 

party politics is one-dimensional (Arter 2008).  

In a number of other countries the left-right dimension is by far the most important 

scale, which serves as a ‘super issue’ incorporating almost every political issue (Mair 2007). 

In Canada, for example, 27 out of 30 items together form one very strong scale. The three 

remaining items can also be taken together to form a good scale as well, although 

substantially these issues are very different: they concern the Senate, appointments to the 

Supreme Court and pensions.  

 In Egypt, Morocco, France, the Netherlands and Portugal two scales can capture most 

of the items, but these are not the same scales as used in the electoral compass model. In 

Morocco, most of the items from the social-economic left/right and the cultural 

progressive/conservative scale can be taken together into a single scale (although the direction 

of four of the items has to be changed compared to the original model). The resulting scale 

has a medium H-value. Out of the four remaining items, three can be included in a second 

dimension. Two of these concern policies towards the poor and unemployed and one concerns 

relations with Israel. In France, all but three items from a good scale. This scale includes 

economic and moral items. The three remaining items all concern EU integration and scale 

very well.  

 In the Netherlands and Portugal there are more items that do not fit into a single left-

right dimension. Most items from the economic left/right and the cultural 

progressive/conservative dimension can be collapsed into one scale, with H-values that are 

higher than the left-right dimensions in the original specification. In Portugal, six items form a 

separate scale, these concern the European Union, the retirement age and the nationalization 

of banks. On these issues, the parties of the far left (the Left Block and Unitarian Democratic 

Coalition) differ from the centre-left Socialists and the parties of the (centre-)right. In the 

Netherlands, the inductively created left-right dimension consists of economic issues and 

cultural issues. In terms of party positions, immigration, integration and Islam do not form a 

separate dimension, but they confirm to the dominant left-right dimension (Otjes 2011; Van 

der Brug and Van Spanje 2009). Six items from the economic dimension actually do not 

cohere strong enough with the dominant left/right dimension to be integrated into this scale, 

including the welfare state reforms that we discussed above. Together they form a moderately 
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strong scale. It divides reformist parties (especially the social-liberal D66) from the rightwing 

populist PVV and the leftwing populist SP, which tend to oppose welfare state reform.  

 Egypt conforms best to the electoral compass model. Fourteen out of fifteen items in 

the original left-right dimension form a consistent scale together with four items from the 

cultural dimension. Ten items from the cultural dimension form a consistent scale as well. 

This means that Egypt has a broad left-right dimension and a cultural dimension. The latter 

concerns Islam, religious tolerance, women's emancipation and censorship. This cultural 

dimension separates the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamic parties from the secular 

parties.  

 In the three remaining countries, Belgium, Tunisia and Turkey, three dimensions are 

necessary to incorporate (almost) all items. In Belgium, a broad left-right dimension can be 

constructed from a large majority of the items included in the model. Five social-economic 

items do not conform to the answering patterns in the social-economic dimension. Like in the 

Netherlands, most of these items concern welfare state reform. On these items the right-wing 

populist Flemish Interest sides with the left-wing social-democrats. Two of the three 

remaining items also form a very good scale as a pair: they concern defence and euthanasia. 

Turkey is in many ways a similar case: next to a moderately strong left-right dimension, 

which consists out of twenty of the thirty statements, there are two other dimensions 

consisting of a limited number of statements. These tap into a mix of different issues: the first 

includes foreign affairs (Cyprus and relations with other Islamic countries), forest 

management and civil liberties; the second also includes foreign affairs (relations with the 

United States), headscarves and constitutional reform.  

 The most problematic case from a scaling perspective is Tunisia. Most social-

economic and most progressive/conservative items can be taken together into a single 

left/right scale (changing the direction of six items), resulting in a moderately strong scale. 

The remaining items can be assigned to two dimensions, which also scale quite low. It is 

difficult to interpret the substantive meaning of these scales.  

 

6. The difference that empirically based spatial design makes 

The last step in our analysis consists of comparing party positions in the original electoral 

compass models with our inductively obtained spaces. By comparing the two we show 

whether different modelling choices result in substantially different configurations of parties – 

and potentially different voting advice. Table 4 presents Pearson’s coefficients of correlation 

between parties’ positions on the two electoral compass scales (left-right and progressive-
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conservative) and their positions on our inductively created scales. We find, for example, that 

our inductively created first dimension in Belgium correlates strongly with the electoral 

compasses’ left-right dimension and strongly negatively with the progressive-conservative 

dimension. This is not surprising given the fact that the correlation between the left-right and 

progressive-conservative dimension in the original electoral compass model is actually quite 

high. The first inductively obtained dimension reflects a broad left-right dimension 

incorporating socio-economic and cultural issues. The correlation between the second and 

third inductive dimension and the electoral compasses dimensions are lower. The same 

pattern can be found in Canada, Morocco, the Netherlands, Sweden and Turkey. In France 

and Portugal the correlations between the inductively created first dimension and the 

progressive-conservative scale is somewhat lower than in the aforementioned countries, but it 

is still quite substantial.  

 Egypt is the only inductive model in which there are two substantive dimensions of 

which one taps into economic issues and the other taps into cultural issues. The first of these 

relates well to the electoral compass’ (economic) left-right dimension, while the second 

correlates strongly with the progressive-conservative dimension. The off-diagonal correlations 

are very low. This confirms that in Egypt the electoral compass model fits best. 

 For Tunisia, the correlation between the inductive and deductive models is the lowest. 

Although the coefficients might seem quite high, this suggests that there are important 

differences between party positions on the inductively created scales and the original electoral 

compass scales. This further supports our argument that parties’ answers to the Tunisian 

electoral compasses statements are difficult to model. 

 We should stress that we do not recommend that VAA creators solely rely on an 

inductive procedure to create their spatial models. The aim of our inductive analysis is to 

show that it is problematic to summarize parties’ answers to VAA statements using the same 

two-dimensional model in each country. Our analysis suggests that in most countries one or 

two dimensions will be sufficient, but the content of these dimensions varies. In the 

Netherlands and Belgium welfare state reform may be an appropriate second dimension, 

while in Egypt it is religious conservatism. In other countries, such as the transitional political 

system in Tunisia, one may question the possibility to develop a coherent low-dimensional 

model altogether. 

 

7. Conclusion 
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We argue that in addition to concerns about statement wording and selection, the underlying 

spatial model of VAAs should be based on scientific standards. VAA-makers should ensure 

that the statements that are used relate empirically to the dimension they are part of and do not 

tap into another substantive dimension. The models used in the electoral compasses in ten 

different countries are based on the designers’ assumptions. Earlier studies have shown that 

these models to not conform to the voter space (Kleinnijenhuis and Krouwel 2008). We 

demonstrated that party positions in many cases also fail to conform to these models: most of 

the models do not meet basic scalability requirements.  

 The good news is that the socio-economic left-right dimensions used in each of the 

national electoral compasses do form a moderate to strong scale, except in Tunisia. This does, 

however, not imply that it would be sufficient to only use the left-right scale as political 

research often does, at least not in VAAs. While left-right is clearly the most important 

dimension in most of the cases we studied, our analyses consistently show that in all countries 

except Sweden there is more going on than a single left-right dimension captures. Parties’ 

positions on relevant political issues, such as secularism, European integration and welfare 

state reform would not be adequately reflected by using a single dimension.  

Our problem mainly lies with the progressive-conservative dimensions that are used in 

the models: many of these have low to very low coefficients of homogeneity. If we 

inductively produce a low-dimensional model from parties’ answers to the electoral 

compasses’ statements, we find that the two-dimensional ‘one-size-fits-all’ model that was 

used in each of the countries does not fit well in all countries but Egypt. In the large majority 

of countries, we found a dominant left-right dimension comprised of both socio-economic as 

well as cultural issues. In all cases, except Sweden, one or two additional dimensions were 

found with very different interpretations (religious conservatism, welfare state reform, 

European integration). This suggests that the diversity of democratic party-systems cannot be 

captured in a uniform two-dimensional space.  

This is problematic from the perspective of the goal of the electoral compass. It is 

supposed to inform citizens about the political space. Voters use it to understand the 

differences between political parties, especially between parties that are close to each other: 

voters consider multiple parties which are ideologically close and the vote compass helps 

them to make a decision between these parties (Wall et al. 2012). We argue that these models 

are only ‘a’ model of the political space based on one particular understanding of party 

competition and which, as we showed, only partially relate to an inductive party- or voter-

based model. The models that are used do not reflect the differences between political parties 
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correctly. This is not just a matter of scientific precision; these models play a role in 

democratic decision-making. Therefore they run the risk of misinforming the voters about 

which parties are closest to them. Earlier studies have found that the way in which the advice 

is calculated and specifically the choice of a spatial model has a very large effect on the vote 

advice that users receive (Kleinnijenhuis and Krouwel 2008; Louwerse and Rosema 2013). 

Creating appropriate spatial models is thus not (just) an academic exercise: it has a potentially 

large impact on the outcomes of VAAs. 

Therefore, VAA designers should be transparent about all their modeling choices, 

including the reasons that they have for using specific dimensions and the number of 

dimensions. There might be compelling theoretical reasons to include statements into 

dimensions, which do not fit very well empirically (in terms of party or user answers). If so, 

these should be clear to the public.  
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Table 1: Cases included in the analysis 

 

VAA name Country Year Kind of election Type of Democracy 
Kieskompas Belgium 2006 Parliamentary Parliamentary 
Bússola Eleitoral Portugal 2009 Parliamentary Parliamentary 
Kieskompas the Netherlands 2010 Parliamentary Parliamentary 
Valkompass Sweden 2010 Parliamentary Parliamentary 
Vote Compass Canada 2011 Parliamentary Parliamentary 
Genel Seçimleri Turkey 2011 Parliamentary Parliamentary 
Boussole Electorale Tunisia 2011 Parliamentary Transition 
Boussole Electorale Morocco 2011 Parliamentary Semi-authoritarian 
Vote Compass Egypt 2011 Parliamentary Transition 
Boussole Présidentielle France 2012 Presidential Semi-Presidential 
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Table 2: Scalability of the electoral compasses scales 

 

Country Left-Right Progressive-Conservative 
Belgium 0.515 0.259 
Canada 0.665 0.354 
Egypt 0.565 0.415 
France 0.700 0.435 
Morocco 0.530 0.157 
Netherlands 0.401 0.466 
Portugal 0.583 0.320 
Sweden 0.767 0.326 
Tunisia 0.303 -0.030 
Turkey 0.424 0.212 

 

Note: Figures are Loevinger’s H coefficients. 
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Table 3: Assignment of statements to electoral compass and inductively created scales 

 

                        Electoral Compass 
Inductive 

Left-Right Progressive-

Conservative 
N H 

Items Flipped Items Flipped 

Belgium Dimension 1 13 0 14 2 27 0.571 
Dimension 2 5 0 1 0 6 0.506 
Dimension 3 0 0 2 0 2 0.724 
Unassigned 0 0 1 0 1 - 

Canada Dimension 1 12 0 15 2 27 0.731 
Dimension 2 1 0 2 0 3 0.656 

Egypt Dimension 1 14 1 4 1 18 0.585 
Dimension 2 0 0 10 0 10 0.828 
Unassigned 1 0 1 0 2 - 

France Dimension 1 14 0 13 1 27 0.653 
Dimension 2 0 0 3 0 3 0.772 

Morocco Dimension 1 10 0 16 4 26 0.464 
Dimension 2 2 0 1 0 3 0.412 
Unassigned 0 0 1 0 1 - 

Netherlands Dimension 1 11 0 11 1 22 0.629 
Dimension 2 6 0 1 0 7 0.498 
Unassigned 0 0 1 0 1 - 

Portugal Dimension 1 12 1 9 0 21 0.620 
Dimension 2 2 0 4 0 6 0.804 

 Unassigned 1 0 0 0 1 - 

Sweden Dimension 1 14 0 15 2 27 0.714 
 Unassigned 1 0 0 0 1 - 

Tunisia Dimension 1 8 1 12 4 20 0.426 
 Dimension 2 1 0 3 1 4 0.488 

 Dimension 3 1 0 3 2 4 0.484 

 Unassigned 2 0 0 0 2 - 

Turkey Dimension 1 9 0 11 0 20 0.503 
 Dimension 2 2 0 4 0 6 0.466 

 Dimension 3 0 0 3 0 3 0.433 

 Unassigned 1 0 0 0 1 - 

 

Note: N indicates the number of statements included in the inductively created scale. H refers 

to Loevinger’s coefficient of homogeneity.
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Table 4: Correlation between party positions on the electoral compass scales and the 

inductively created scales 

 

                                      Electoral Compass 
Inductive 

Left- Progressive- 
Right Conservative 

Belgium Dimension 1 0.85 -0.90 
Dimension 2 -0.79 0.18 
Dimension 3 0.32 -0.51 

Canada Dimension 1 0.99 -0.94 
Dimension 2 -0.18 0.42 

Egypt Dimension 1 0.97 0.14 
Dimension 2 0.14 -0.96 

France Dimension 1 -0.97 0.76 
Dimension 2 -0.33 -0.54 

Morocco Dimension 1 0.86 -0.87 
Dimension 2 -0.58 0.01 

Netherlands Dimension 1 -0.86 0.87 
Dimension 2 -0.52 -0.22 

Portugal Dimension 1 -0.96 0.74 
Dimension 2 0.59 0.25 

Sweden Dimension 1 0.98 -0.97 
Tunisia Dimension 1 0.78 0.19 

Dimension 2 -0.08 0.68 
Dimension 3 -0.51 0.10 

Turkey Dimension 1 -0.97 0.86 
Dimension 2 -0.27 -0.31 
Dimension 3 -0.24 0.52 

 

 

 


