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Abstract

During the last two decades of the twentieth century, privatization
programs enjoyed political success and most (if not all) developed
democracies considerably shrunk their state-owned enterprises sector.
By the beginning of the new century, however, privatization lost mo-
mentum and many attempts failed to obtain enough political support.
This paper presents an explanation for these type of policy waves. We
present a model of electoral competition focusing on the choice of po-
litically salient issues. Two parties compete in elections by choosing
the issues that will key out their campaigns. Giving political salience
to an issue implies proposing an innovative policy proposal alterna-
tive to the status-quo. Parties trade off the issues with high salience
in voters’ concerns and those with broad consensus on some policy
proposal. We claim that successful privatization programs gave polit-
ical salience and built a social consensus on privatization, making it
an appealing issue to likely winning parties.
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1 Introduction

During the last decades of the twentieth century, a big privatization wave

swept industrialized countries. In many cases, this process involved the re-

privatization of many companies that had been nationalized a few decades

before. In Europe, the privatization program started in the United Kingdom

under the first mandates of Mrs. Thatcher, expanding quickly to most (if not

all) other countries.1 However, by the end of 90s, privatization policies lost

political momentum and failed to obtain enough social and political support

to continue.

Why did political and social support for privatization rise and fall in all

countries at approximately the same period? In this paper we present a

model of political competition where issues are not given exogenously but

rather arise endogenously as parties give them political salience during the

electoral campaign. We show that electoral winning policies may not be

intermediate moderate positions on which the parties would tend to con-

verge. In contrast to the traditional Downsian model, a policy alternative to

the status-quo can be initially presented as an innovative, even ‘extreme’ pro-

posal by the challenger party in opposition seeking to distance itself from the

governmental status-quo. Eventually some policy consensus may be created

in the voters’ concern, often around innovative alternatives, and enough so-

cial consensus about the best alternative to the status-quo makes this policy

position in this issue to cease to be the subject of controversy.

In our model, political parties or candidates do not compete to win an

election only by ‘moving’ their policy positions across the policy or ideology

space, but rather by shaping the space with choices of issues to which they

1See Figure 1 in Bortolotti and Pinotti (forth.)
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try to give salience during the electoral campaign. Giving salience to an issue

implies proposing an innovative policy proposal on the issue as an alternative

to the status-quo policy, as well as talking about it, usually with a value or

argument, and making it news with some effort investment in order to making

it relevant for voters’ electoral decisions.

Our interest in this model derives in great part from the ambiguous em-

pirical validation found for some of the most classical results of traditional

Downsian models of electoral competition. Systematic cross-country and

long-term empirical observations do not give strong support to canonic re-

sults, namely that: (i) parties would converge in their positions in equilibrium

(in single-dimensional spaces) and (ii) there would be ‘chaos’ or at least per-

manently changing party positions in the space (in multidimensional spaces).

In contrast, we rather observe that in well-established democracies political

parties both converge on some issues and keep distant positions on some

other issues. This does not exclude, however, relatively frequent alternations

of parties in government. In our approach, this can be greatly explained by

changes in the agenda of relevant issues for different elections.2

Our contribution consists in building a formal model by using the fun-

damental analytical elements of the spatial theory of electoral competition,

although changing drastically a few of the assumptions of certain traditional

spatial models. On the one hand, we take some basic elements of traditional

Downsian models, which can be summarized this way: party’s policy posi-

tions are well defined; they are accurately estimated by voters; parties care

only about winning, and in particular about winning the next election; candi-

2Foundational works of the agenda-setting model are the well-known contributions by
Stokes (1963) and Petrocik (1996). For discussion with empirical data see Riker, ed (1993),
Budge (1993), Budge et al. (2001), Petrocik et al. (2002), Klingemann et al. (2006). See
also the critical review by Colomer and Puglisi (2005).
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dates are part of a unified team; voters care only about the next election and

about the party positions. We also assume that elections take place within a

single constituency, between two parties, in a single round, by plurality rule

(which is equivalent to simple majority for only two parties), and for a single

office. (For discussion of the assumptions in Downs’ models, see Grofman

(2004)).

In contrast to traditional Downsian models, we assume that the policy

space on which parties compete is not given, whether it is single-dimensional

or multidimensional, but formed precisely as a consequence of competitive

party’s strategies. More specifically, our model assumes that political par-

ties do not make electoral decisions simultaneously, based on calculations

about other parties’ likely strategy, but electoral competition develops in a

sequence. There is an incumbent party in government and a challenger party

in the opposition. As is usually observed, the incumbent party can have an

advantage in promoting issues and setting the agenda because it can present

actual policies, that is, policies implemented from the government with con-

crete consequences on citizens’ wellbeing, in contrast to dubious hypothetical

results of policy proposals presented from the opposition. But an opposition

party or candidate can innovate in the public agenda by politicizing new is-

sues on which it can be able to present potentially winning proposals. The

party which moves first, that is, the one giving salience to one issue on which

the competition may focus, can have an advantage. Of course, party leaders

choose to give salience to an issue because they may think their policy posi-

tion on the issue will be capable of gaining the favor of the majority of the

public. Each party expects a higher probability of victory if its chosen issue

becomes salient in the voters’ decision.

The issue space is, thus, highly multidimensional. But on each issue
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electoral competition is single-dimensional. While the agenda, that is, the

set of issues on which parties compete, changes from one election to another

and even within an electoral campaign as a consequence of party’s strategies,

there is single-dimensional competition on each issue, once at a time and

separately.

Our discussion centers on the criteria for party choices of issues and the

subsequent campaign outcomes. A party will choose a priority issue to cam-

paign for if it is a likely winning issue, that is, it has a likely winning position

and it is likely to become decisive in the election. Whether an issue will be-

come a winning issue depends on two variables: (i) the ex-ante, pre-campaign

salience of the issue in voters’ concerns and (ii) the voters’ support or con-

sensus in favor of a policy proposal on the issue.

Parties have to trade off the two variables. If one issue is highly salient

in the voters’ concerns, but the voters are highly divided about which of

two possible policy proposals is better, choosing to campaign on the issue

by holding one of the policy alternatives may be risky. Then the incumbent

party in government may prefer to defend the status-quo on the issue, which

may force the challenger party in opposition to choose another issue which

may be less salient among voters. If, on the contrary, there is broad social

consensus about the best policy alternative to an unsatisfactory status-quo

on one issue, but the issue is not a priority for voters’ electoral decision,

running on that issue can attract little attention.

Whether parties compete by raising the same issue and proposing two

different policy alternatives on it or by choosing different issues does not de-

pend only on voters’ priority concerns, but mainly on each party’s likelihood

to hold potentially winning policy positions. It is always possible that the

issues which are considered the most important ones by a majority of voters
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be not given political salience by parties during the electoral campaign.

We claim that successful privatization programs provided the salience

and consensus necessary to make privatization an attractive issue to political

parties in other countries and hence a politically viable policy.

The plan for the rest of the paper is the following. In section 2 we present

a spatial model of agenda formation in which parties compete on one issue

at a time. For each issue there is some probability of victory for the party

holding the most popular policy alternative. In section 3 we introduce the

concepts of issue salience and the degree of consensus. Section 4 character-

izes equilibria in terms of salience and consensus, and analyzes when parties

choose to compete either on the same issue or on different issues. We find

that parties do not compete, in equilibrium, on issues with both low salience

among voters and low consensus regarding the best policy alternative. How-

ever parties may choose not to campaign on those issues with highest salience

in voters’ concerns, thus postponing solutions to unpopular status-quo poli-

cies with considerable social discontent. Although parties can compete on

issues with either high salience or broad consensus or both, the most likely

winner candidate always campaigns on the issue with the highest salience

and consensus, if it exists. Section 5 concludes.

2 The Model

Consider an incumbent party in government (G) and a challenger party in

opposition (O) that compete to win an election by choosing issues and policy

positions on the issues. There are N possible issues, and for each issue i =

1, . . . , N , there exists a status-quo policy qi and two alternatives located on

different sides of qi, which can be called xi and yi respectively. If the issue
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Figure 1: Voters distribution on issue i, giving policy alternatives xi, qi

(status-quo), and yi. Dividing voters are represented by dxi and dyi.

is, for example, taxes, one of the alternatives implies higher taxes and the

other, lower taxes than the status-quo, and similarly for any other issue,

so that the two alternatives are more distant from each other than to the

status-quo, whether the distance can be located on the left-right ideological

axis or on any other relevant issue dimension. Denote the set alternatives by

Ai = {xi, qi, yi} and assume they are located in this order, xi < qi < yi.

Electorate

We assume, in accordance to the standard Downsian one-issue spatial compe-

tition analysis, that the voters have preferences over the different alternatives

on each issue and vote accordingly. Specifically, each voter has single-peaked

preferences on each issue. Hence, for any alternative ai ∈ Ai on an issue,

whether xi or yi, there is always a dividing voter d(ai, qi) such that every

voter on one side of d(ai, qi) prefers ai to qi, while every voter on the other

side of d(ai, qi) prefers qi to ai. Denote dxi = d(xi, qi) and dyi = d(yi, qi).
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Voters are distributed according to their ideal position following the dis-

tribution function Fi. Let Fi(a, a′) be the fraction of citizens who prefer a to

a′. Hence, Fi(a, a′) = Fi(di(a, a′)) if a < a′, and Fi(a, a′) = 1 − Fi(di(a, a′))

if a > a′. Denote by F x
i = Fi(xi, qi) and by F y

i = Fi(yi, qi) the support for

each one of the alternatives to the status-quo. See Figure 1 for clarification.

Timing

The political game consists of choosing issues on which to compete for the

next election. It develops sequentially. First, the government party may

decide either not to wait and take the initiative (nw) or to wait (w). Taking

the initiative means that the government party chooses one issue i on which

it proposes a policy alternative to the status-quo ai ∈ Ai, ai 6= qi. Then

the opposition party can fight the government’s proposal either by defending

the status quo qi or the other alternative on the issue, or by devoting its

efforts to raising another issue j on which to propose a policy alternative

aj 6= qj , j 6= i. If, on the contrary, the government decides to wait, the

opposition can choose one issue j on which to propose a policy alternative

to the status-quo ac ∈ Ac, ac 6= qc. Then the government party can either

compete on the issue or raise a new issue k (ak 6= qk, k 6= c). We assume

that if a party does not propose any policy on an issue it is associated by

the voters to the status-quo policy on that issue. Figure 2 depicts the game

tree.

The probability of winning on an issue

Through the electoral campaign, parties give salience to issues and one issue

becomes decisive to win the election. The winning alternative on the issue
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Figure 2: Game Tree showing the timing of the game. Strictly undominated
strategies are excluded from the pictures. Payoffs correspond to the govern-
ment’s expected probabilities of victory. λw and λnw refer to the starting
nodes of the proper subgames following the government’s choice to wait (w)
or not to wait and take and action (nw), respectively.

is the one having the median voter on its side regarding the dividing voter.

However, there can be uncertainty on the outcome of the election. We use the

error-distribution model (see Roemer, 2001, page 45). For each issue i we as-

sume that parties know the distribution of the citizenry Fi but, given a pair of

alternatives, they are only confident on the fraction of citizens who will vote

for one alternative up to a margin of error. That is, recalling that Fi(a, a′) is

the fraction of citizens who prefer a to a′, parties only know that the alter-

native a will receive Fi(a, a′)±β votes, for some β > 0. In particular, parties

believe that the actual fraction of voters who will vote for a against a′ is

uniformly distributed on the interval E(a, a′) = [Fi(a, a′) − β, Fi(a, a′) + β].

It is implied that Fi(a, a′) − β < 1
2

< Fi(a, a′) + β. Thus, the probability

πi(a, a′) of victory of an alternative a on issue i against another alternative
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a′ is the probability that a receives more than 50% of the votes, that is

the probability that a random variable uniformly distributed on E(a, a′) is

greater than one-half:

πi(a, a′) =
Fi(a, a′) + β − 1

2

2β
(1)

Hence all alternatives have a positive probability of victory, which de-

pends on their share of the vote Fi(a, a′), and the level of uncertainty, repre-

sented by the value of β.3

For the probability of winning on issue i with the policy alternatives xi, yi,

we will use the notation πx
i = π(xi, qi) and πy

i = π(yi, qi). For simplicity,

we assume that one of the alternatives, which we call xi, has advantage

and higher probability of victory than the other alternative yi. This can be

easily arranged without loss of generality by placing all the alternatives with

relatively higher probability of victory on the same side of the issue space for

every issue. That is, πx
i > πy

i for all i = 1, . . . , N . Note that 0 < πx
i +πy

i < 1,

since there is also some positive probability for the status-quo to win.

For the shake of exposition, and also without loss of generality, we or-

der the issues i = 1, . . . , N for the probability of victory of the advantaged

alternative xi:

πx
1 > πx

2 > · · · > πx
N−1 > πx

N (2)

We assume that a party cannot win by proposing an alternative already

claimed by the other party. This implies that a party proposing a policy

alternative on one issue takes the alternative and hence forces the other

3Considering that the probability of victory could be zero or one for some ranges of β

would complicate the analysis without changing the results.
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party to defend something different if it wants to compete on the same issue.

In particular, the challenger party cannot win against the government party

by defending the status-quo on one issue unless the government has proposed

an alternative to the status-quo on the issue.

Parties’ objective: The expected probability of victory

In order to make an issue decisive in the election parties try to make it ‘salient’

in voters’ decision. First, there is some ex-ante or pre-campaign salience of

the issues, which reflects voters’ concerns. The interest of voters regarding

which issues should be more important in the election can be formed as

a consequence of personal experiences, as well as media emphases, interest

groups’ promotions or uncontrolled events. Let us call the pre-campaign

salience of issue i, si ∈ [0, 1].

Second, parties campaign by giving salience to certain issues in order

to shape the policy space and induce the subsequent voters’ decisions. Let

us call the post-campaign salience the probability that after parties have

campaigned on issues i and j, one of the issues, k, becomes decisive, s
(
ijk).

Definition 1 Define the post-campaign salience of issue k when parties

have politicized issues i and j, sk
ij, as the post-campaign probability that issue

k becomes the decisive issue.

We assume that parties give salience to issues by politicizing them under

the following conditions

Assumption 1 Given a pair of issues i and j,

1. sij(k) = 0 for all k /∈ {i, j}, and

2. sij(i) = σi

σi+σj
if i 6= j.
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The first point implies that, since issues take salience during the electoral

campaign because the parties campaign on them, an issue not raised in the

electoral campaign cannot be decisive. Voters cannot choose to vote for a

party on the basis of issues which have tot been given salience. The second

point constructs post-campaign salience of issues when the parties focus on

different issues on the basis of pre-campaign salience by using Bayes rule.

It follows from the definition that sij(i) = 1 − sij(j) and sij(k) = sji(k).

To simplify notation, we will write sij = sij(i) whenever there is no ambiguity.

Both the government and the opposition parties want to win the elec-

tion. When parties compete on the same issue, this issue becomes decisive

and their probability of victory coincides with their probability of holding

the winning policy position on that issue. On the other hand, when parties

campaign on different issues, the probability of victory is the expected prob-

ability of holding the winning policy position on the decisive issue. Formally,

we define the expected probability of winning P for a party proposing

an alternative on issue i (ai), while the other party proposes an alternative

on issue j (aj), as

Π(ai, aj) =







πi(ai, aj) if j = i,

sij πi(ai, qi) + (1 − sij) (1 − πj(aj, qj)) if i 6= j.
(3)

Let ΠG and ΠOrepresent the expected probabilities of winning for the in-

cumbent party in government and the challenger party in opposition, ΠG(ai, aj) =

1 − ΠO(aj, ai). Hence, both the government and the opposition choose one

issue and an alternative on the issue in order to maximize their expected

probability of victory.
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Political equilibrium

We focus the analysis on subgame perfect equilibria, the standard concept in

sequential games with complete information. Such equilibria are character-

ized by (1) the government choosing (i) whether to take the initiative or to

wait, (ii) a policy alternative on one issue in case of taking the initiative, and

(iii) a strategy in response to each possible policy alternative proposed by

the opposition; and by (2) an opposition choosing (i) a strategy in response

to each policy alternative proposed by the government in case it takes the

initiative, and (ii)a policy alternative on one issue to propose in case the

incumbent government does wait. The strategies must be optimal responses

in each subgame. Because this is a finite, zero-sum game, a subgame per-

fect equilibrium always exists and parties will have the same probabilities of

victory in all equilibria.

3 Salience and consensus

It seems logical that the degree of pre-campaign salience of an issue should

be related to the degree of social discontent with the status-quo policy on

the issue. In this sense, we measure the salience of issue i as inversely re-

lated to the agreement or consensus with the status-quo policy on that issue.

Therefore, high-salience issues indicate that a large group of voters (F x
i +F y

i )

disagree on the status-quo on that issue.

Definition 2 Let σi be the pre-campaign salience of issue i. Then σi =

F x
i + F y

i .

However, social discontent with the status-quo, and hence high pre-campaign

salience, does not necessarily imply a broad consensus on the best policy al-
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ternative to the status-quo. It may be, on the contrary, that the voters are

highly divided on which alternative would be better than the status-quo.

Definition 3 Let ζi be the degree of consensus with the policy alternatives

on issue i. Then ζi = max {F x
i , F y

i , 1 − F x
i − F y

i }.

The maximum value of ζi is 1, when there is total consensus with either

the status-quo or one of the policy alternatives, and the minimum value

of ζi is 1/3, when the three alternatives have equal support, F x
i = F y

i =

1 − F x
i − F y

i = 1/3.

It follows from the definitions that salience and consensus are not inde-

pendent from each other. For example, as suggested before, low salience of

an issue indicates broad consensus with the status-quo policy on the issue.

Formally, we can write ζi = max {F x
i , 1 − σi}. Therefore, we can interpret

the degree of consensus as the maximum between the consensus with the

status quo 1 − σi and the consensus with the best policy alternative to the

status-quo F x
i . The following propositions describe the relations between

issue salience and policy consensus.

Proposition 1 Let σi and ζi be the pre-campaign salience and the degree of

consensus on issue i, respectively. Then,

max
{σi

2
, 1 − σi

}

≤ ζi ≤ max {σi, 1 − σi} .

Proposition 2 For each issue:

1. As consensus with the status-quo decreases, the salience of the issue

increases.
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Figure 3: The set of feasible pairs of issue salience and policy consensus
(σi, ζi).

2. As consensus with some policy alternative to the status-quo increases,

the minimum feasible salience increases and the maximum feasible salience

does not decrease: F x
i ≤ σi ≤ min {2 F x

i , 1}

See Figure 3 for a graphic representation of the set of feasible pairs of

values for issue salience and policy consensus. Three segments of possible

issues to be chosen by the parties and become decisive during the electoral

campaign can be distinguished.

First, the declining diagonal AB captures all those issues which take rela-

tively low salience among voters’ pre-campaign concerns (σi < 1/2) because

there is relatively high consensus with the status-quo policies on the issues

ζi > 1/2. They are not likely to arise in the election because of their low

salience.
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Second, the smaller downside triangle
△

BCD includes all those issues with

relatively high salience (σi > 1/2), but relatively low policy consensus (ζi <

1/2). These issues are not likely to arise in the election either. Despite their

relatively high salience, there exists significant division among the voters

about which one of the two policy alternatives to the status-quo must be

preferred, which opens diverse possibilities for party’s choices. These two

segments correspond to the set of not-likely successful issues.

Proposition 3 An issue i exhibits πx
i < 1/2 if and only if either the issue

is non-salient (σi < 1/2) or, even if it is salient (σi > 1/2) there is low

consensus on the best policy alternative to the status-quo (ζi < 1/2).

Finally, the rectangular triangle in the upper-right corner
△

BDE encom-

passes all those issues which take relatively high salience (σi > 1/2) and on

which a policy alternative to the status-quo obtains relatively high consen-

sus (ζi > 1/2). These are the most likely chosen issues, as they offer a high

probability of victory. In fact, as we show later in section 4 (Proposition 5),

the government will always choose an issue within this set
△

BDE, if there is

any..

4 Equilibrium results

We follow standard backward induction to find equilibria. We start by finding

the optimal actions of the players at each final decision node and continue

working back to the beginning of the game.

Before proceeding to solve for equilibria, observe that, as the better al-

ternative to propose is xi and defending the status quo qi is always a bet-

ter response to xi than proposing yi, proposing a policy alternative yi is a
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strictly dominated strategy. Therefore, we can disregard these alternatives

when finding equilibria. We already took this observation into account when

we represented the game tree in Figure 2.

Subgames Γw and Γnw

Let Γw and Γnw be the two proper subgames following the incumbent’s de-

cision to take the initiative or to wait. (Their initial nodes are labeled as

λnw and λwin Figure 2.) These two subgames are symmetric, and hence it

suffices to analyze only one of them. Denote the first mover of each sub-

game (G in Γnw and O in Γw) as player 1, and the second mover as player

2. The following proposition and its corollary characterize the best response

correspondence for player 2.

Proposition 4 Let BR(xi) be the set of best responses of player 2 to the

proposal xi by player 1. Then

1. qi ∈ BR(xi) if and only if 1 − πx
i ≥ maxk 6=i π

x
k .

2. xj ∈ BR(xi) if and only if 1 − πx
i ≤ πx

j , and
(

πx
j − (1 − πx

i )
)

sji ≥

(πx
k − (1 − πx

i )) ski for all k 6= i, j.

An implication of Proposition 4 is that whether the best response is to

defend the status quo or to raise a new issue is independent of the pre-

campaign salience. This result applies to the full game, as discussed below.

We can construct now the best response for player 2 to a policy proposal

xi by player 1.

Corollary 1 Consider the policy proposalxi ∈ Ai.
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1. If i > 1, then

BR(xi) =



















qi if πx
i < 1 − πx

1 ,

{qi, x1} if πx
i = 1 − πx

1 ,

arg max
xk 6=xi

Π(xi, xk) if πx
i > 1 − πx

1 .

(4)

2. If i = 1,

BR(x1) =



















q1 if πx
2 < 1 − πx

1 ,

{q1, x2} if πx
2 = 1 − πx

1 ,

arg max
xk 6=x1

Π(xk, x1) if πx
2 > 1 − πx

1 .

(5)

The full game

Consider the full game where the incumbent party may either take the ini-

tiative and propose a policy alternative on some issue (and hence play the

subgame Γnw), or hold to the current situation and wait for the challenger

to propose some alternative (and play subgame Γw).

As the following theorem shows, the type of equilibrium depends only

on the probabilities of victory of the best two policy alternatives. In partic-

ular, whether parties compete on the same issue or raise different issues is

independent of the pre-campaign issue salience, which reflects voters’ some

interest.

Theorem 1 Consider an agenda-setting political competition game.

1. If πx
1 ≤ 1/2 or πx

1 ≥ 1 − πx
1 > πx

2 , then both parties compete on the

same issue.

2. If πx
1 > πx

2 > 1 − πx
1 , then parties focus on different issues.

18



The intuition is not difficult to grasp. If there is not a good (likely suc-

cessful) issue on which to propose a new policy alternative (πx
1 ≤ 1/2), then,

at equilibrium, the government waits and defends the status-quo on all is-

sues. If there is a single best-alternative which is better than defending the

status-quo and much better than any other alternative (πx
1 ≥ 1 − πx

1 > πx
2 ),

then the government takes the initiative and proposes that policy alternative,

while the opposition is forced to defend the status-quo on that issue. Finally,

if there exist promising policy alternatives on two issues (πx
1 > πx

2 > 1− πx
1 ),

the two parties raise different issues on the basis of issue salience and policy

consensus.

Equilibrium results can be presented in terms of issue salience and policy

consensus.

Theorem 2 Consider an agenda-setting political competition game in which

σi is the degree of issue salience and ζi is the degree of policy consensus.

1. Let σ1 < 1/2 , then both parties focus on the same issue. If the degree

of issue salience is low, the government defends the status-quo on all

issues and the opposition chooses the issue on which there is a policy

alternative with the broadest consensus. They may not choose the most

salient issue.

2. Let σ1 > 1/2 but ζ1 < 1/2 , then both parties focus on the same issue.

If some issue takes high salience among voters, but there is no broad

consensus on the best policy on the issue, the government chooses an

issue on which a policy alternative has broad consensus, and the oppo-

sition defends the status-quo on that issue. They may not choose the

most salient issue.
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3. Let σ1 > 1/2 and ζ1 > 1/2, then the government chooses an issue with

high salience and broad policy consensus. If there exist another issue on

which there is sufficiently broad consensus on the best policy alternative

to the status-quo, the opposition chooses that issue and parties focus

on different issues. Otherwise the government proposes the best policy

on some salient issue and the opposition defends the status-quo on that

issue. In any case, the most salient issue may not be chosen.

The following results show that the incumbent government benefits from

a higher probability of winning and always chooses an issue with relatively

high salience and consensus (within the set
△

BDE in Figure 3), if there is any.

Corollary 2 Let ρ = maxi minj 6=i ΠG(xi, xj). The incumbent government

wins with probability max{ρ, 1 − ρ} > 1/2.

Proposition 5 Suppose there exists at least one issue i with σi > 1/2 and

ζi > 1/2, then the issue chosen by the government at equilibrium exhibits

σG > 1/2 and ζG > 1/2.

However, it is interesting to note that we cannot extend this latest result

to the opposition.

Example 1

Consider an election in which three potential issues have the following salience

and consensus values:

(σ1, ζ1) = (0.95, 0.60); (σ2, ζ2) = (0.55, 0.51); (σ3, ζ3) = (0.90, 0.49).

By Proposition 5 the government will choose either issue 1 or issue 2 (since

on issue 3 the degree of policy consensus is low). It seems clear that the
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incumbent government will take the initiative and choose issue 1, which is

more salient and has broader consensus than issue 2. However, for the oppo-

sition to choose an issue, it is relevant to see that on issue 2 there is broader

policy consensus than on issue 3, but issue 2 is much less salient. In this case,

the trade-off is favorable to issue 3. At equilibrium, the opposition does not

choose issue 2, which has σ2 > 1/2 and ζ2 > 1/2, but chooses x3 instead.4

Hence Proposition 5 does not apply to the opposition party.

Let us show now a few more numerical examples to illustrate how parties

competing in setting the electoral agenda can overlook the concerns of the

electorate, as represented by issue salience, by either choosing to defend the

unpopular status-quo on the issue or not talking about it at all.

0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

1 2
3

4G
O

ζi policy consensus

σi issue salience

Figure 4: Example 2. Neither the most salient issue nor the issue with the
highest consensus are chosen at equilibrium. The government and the oppo-
sition choose issues G and O, respectively. See Appendix B for computational
details.

Example 2

Consider an election in which four potential issues have the following salience

4Appendix B provides the Mathematica program used to find equilibria for the exam-
ples in the paper.
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and consensus values:

(σ1, ζ1) = (0.65, 0.65); (σ2, ζ2) = (0.88, 0.63);

(σ3, ζ3) = (0.95, 0.60); (σ3, ζ3) = (0.99, 0.55),

as represented in Figure 4.

In equilibrium, government and opposition focus on different issues, 2 and

3 respectively. Specifically, the government takes the initiative and announces

x2 and the opposition responds by choosing x3. Both parties overlook issues

4, which is the most salient issue, and issue 1, which is the one with highest

consensus. However, they focus on issues with higher consensus than issue 4

and more salience than issue 1.

0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

1

2 3

ζi policy consensus

σi issue salience

Figure 5: Example 3. Parties focus on the least salient issue. The government
and the opposition focus on issue 1, the former promoting the policy proposal
x1 and the opposition defending the status-quo q1. See Appendix B for
computational details.

Example 3
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Consider an election in which three potential issues have the following salience

and issue values, as shown in Figure 5:

(σ1, ζ1) = (0.56, 0.55), (σ2, ζ2) = (0.84, 0.44), (σ3, ζ3) = (0.79, 0.40).

By Proposition 5 the government chooses issue 1, the only one with both

salience and consensus above 1/2. The opposition does not choose issues 2

or 3 because there is low consensus on the best policy on those issues, but it

rather challenges the government on the same issue 1. The electoral campaign

focuses on the least salient issue. But if the issue chosen by the government,

1, benefited from significantly broader policy consensus and had, thus, higher

probability of victory, the opposition would choose another issue (issue 2 in

the example).

These are just specific examples to show possible occurrences. To ap-

proach more general results, we can note that parties will not choose the

issue with both the lowest salience and the highest controversy or lowest

consensus on the appropriate policy. But regarding highly salient issues, if

there is not sufficiently broad consensus on a policy alternative, the oppo-

sition party may choose not to challenge a highly insatisfactory status-quo

policy and the incumbent government may survive in spite of its bad policy

performance.

5 Conclusion

When in the early 80’s, after winning the 1979 election, Mrs. Thatcher in-

troduced her privatization program, this was a very innovative policy fiercely

opposed by the trade unions and by the Labour party. However, the majority
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enjoyed by the Conservative party in Parliament granted her the possibility

to implement it, gaining momentum after the 1983 re-election. This suc-

cess gave political salience to privatization and generated a policy consensus

that expanded to other countries. High salience and broad consensus made

privatization an attractive issue likely to be adopted by electoral winners.

Similar stories could be told for different places and moments regarding

once innovative policies, such as civil rights for ethnic minorities, transna-

tional free trade, women’s equal rights, a general system of social secu-

rity, suppression of the compulsory military service, international justice for

crimes against humanity, balanced budgets, etc. None of these proposals

were initially intermediate compromises between distant alternative policies,

but were highly innovative when they were formulated for the first time.

However, policy consensus was eventually built on these and other issues

after some success.

We have presented an agenda-setting formal model of electoral compe-

tition. We have used the fundamental analytical elements of the spatial

theory, but, in contrast to traditional Downsian models, we have assumed

that the policy space is not given, but formed precisely as a consequence of

competitive party’s strategies. In order to win the election, parties choose to

give salience and campaign on those issues on which they expect their policy

proposals will obtain voters’ broad support.

Parties have to trade off the pre-campaign salience of each issue in voters’

concerns and the voters’ support or consensus in favor of the policy alterna-

tives on the issue. We have found that, although parties will not compete

on irrelevant issues (those with both low salience among voters and divisive

policy proposals), indeed the issues which are considered the most important

ones by a majority of votes may not be given salience during the electoral
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campaign. The equilibrium results depend only on the probability of victory

of the best policy alternatives that parties can propose.

This may be a surprising result, but it may be a reasonable one after

all. Even if there is extensive public concern on some issue, if there is not

a single policy proposal on the issue which can attract broad consensus, fo-

cusing on that issue might produce high division and polarization among

both parties and voters. Important issues in people’s concerns can, thus,

be solved through electoral competition only when a policy alternative ap-

pears as clearly superior to voters’ eyes. In the absence of a likely successful

policy alternative, parties can choose not to give salience to the issue, thus

maintaining the status-quo policy even if it is unsatisfactory for voters.

In the short term, mediocre policies broadly rejected by the electorate,

as well as incumbent parties with no good performance in government, may

survive for lack of a sufficiently convincing alternative. In the long term,

broad policy consensus can be accumulated on an increasing number of issues,

but not in the order of importance in voters’ concerns.

In future work we plan to discuss a multi-election dynamic process. Some

of the qualitative findings of the model might be also valid also for alterna-

tive settings, including multiparty elections in which two larger parties have

strong influence on agenda formation by giving salience to their preferred

issues, obtain most votes and lead the subsequent formation of government.
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A Proofs

Proof of Proposition 1

Because F x
i ≥ F y

i ≥ 0 and σi = F x
i + F y

i (Definition 2), σi

2
≤ F x

i ≤ σi. It

follows then that

max
{σi

2
, 1 − σi

}

≤ max {F x
i , 1 − σi} = ζi ≤ max {σi, 1 − σi} .

�

Proof of Proposition 2

1. The consensus with the status-quo is measured as 1−F x
i −F y

i = 1−σi.

It trivially follows that the consensus with the status-quo decreases as salience

increases.

2. By definition, σi = F x
i + F y

i . Since F x
i ≥ F y

i ≥ 0and F x
i + F y

i ≤ 1, it

follows that F x
i ≤ σi ≤ min{2F x

i , 1}.

�

Proof of Proposition 3

First, from expression (1), πx
i =

F x
i +β−1/2

2β
. Hence πx

i < 1
2

if and only if

F x
i < 1

2
.

We proceed now to prove the proposition.

1. (⇒) Let πx
i < 1

2
and assume that σi > 1

2
. Then ζi = max{F x

i , 1−σi} <

1
2
, since both terms in the maximization are less than 1/2.

2. (⇐) If σi < 1
2
. Then F x

i = σi − F y
i < 1

2
, and so πx

i < 1
2
.Finally, if

σi > 1
2

and ζi < 1
2
, then ζi < max{F x

i , 1−σi} < 1
2
, implying that F x

i < 1
2
and

so πx
i < 1

2
.

�
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Proof of Proposition 4

1. We know that qi ∈ BR(xi) if an only if Π2(qi, xi) ≥ Π2(xk, xi) for all

k 6= i. That is, if and only if

1 − πx
i ≥ ski π

x
k + (1 − ski) (1 − πx

i ) for all j 6= k.

Simplifying this expression we obtain that qi ∈ BR(xi) if and only if 1−πx
i ≥

πx
k ∀i 6= j, which is equivalent to the condition in the statement: 1 − πx

i ≥

maxk 6=i π
x
k .

2. Similarly, xj ∈ BR(xi) if and only if Π2(xj , xk) ≥ Π2(qi, xi) and

Π2(xj , xi) ≥ Π2(xk, xi) for all k 6= i, j. The first condition is equivalent to

sji π
x
j +(1−sjk (1−πx

i ) ≥ 1−πx
i , that is, πx

j ≥ 1−πx
i . The second condition

implies that for all j 6= i, k,

sji π
x
j + (1 − sji(1 − πx

i ) ≥ ski π
x
k + (1 − ski(1 − πx

i )

Simplifying,
(

πx
j − (1 − πx

i )
)

sji ≥ (πx
k − (1 − πx

i )). �

Proof of Corollary 1

Recall that πx
1 > πx

2 > πx
i for all i > 2. Observe that

Π(xj , xi) = sjiπ
x
j + (1 − sji)(1 − πx

i ) = (1 − πx
i ) + sji(π

x
j − (1 − πx

i )).

Hence, maximizing Π(xj , xi) with respect to xj for a given xi is equivalent to

maximizing sji

(

πx
j − (1 − πx

i )
)

−the expression in part 2 of Proposition 4.

Therefore, the results follow directly from Proposition 4.

�
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Proof of Theorem 1

We proceed case by case.

1. Let πx
1 ≤ 1/2. Then 1 − πx

1 > 1
2
≥ πx

1 > πx
i for all i>1. Therefore, for

all issue i, BR(xi) = qi (Corollary 1) and both parties compete on the same

issue.

2. Let πx
1 ≥ 1 − πx

1 > πx
2 . This is a similar case to 1. BR(xi) = qi for all

i (Corollary 1).

3. Let πx
1 > πx

2 > 1 − πx
1 . Let (a∗

1, a
∗
2) be the policy alternatives of an

equilibrium outcome. We only need to show that a∗
2 = xi for some i and

hence parties give political salience to different issues.Suppose that, contrary

to what we want to prove, a∗
2 = qk for some k. Then (a∗

1, a
∗
2) = (xk, qk) and

player 1 wins with probability Π(xk, qk) = πx
k . It follows from Corollary 1

that πx
k ≤ 1− πx

1 . However, Π(x1, BR(x1)) = min
i>1

s1iπ
x
1 + (1− s1i)(1− πx

i ) ≥

1 − πx
1 > πx

k , since 1 − πx
i ≥ 1 − πx

1 and πx
1 > 1 − πx

1 . But then x1 is a

better choice than xk for player 1, a contradiction with (xk, qk) being the

equilibrium policies. Therefore, it cannot be that a∗
2 = qk and parties must

give political salience to different issues.

�

Proof of Theorem 2

1. Because σ1 < 1/2, then πx
1 < 1/2 (Proposition 3). From Theorem 1,

both parties focus on the same issue, and hence, at the equilibrium of the

subgame Γs ( s = {w, nw}) player 1 chooses x1 and player 2 defends the

status-quo qi against any alternative xi. Player 1 wins with probability πx
1 .

Therefore, ΠG(Γw) = 1 − πx
1 ≥ πx

1 = ΠG(Γnw), where (abusing notation)

ΠG(Γs) represents the incumbent government’s expected probability of vic-

tory associated to any Nash Equilibrium of the subgame Γs. Therefore, at
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the equilibrium path of the full game the opposition chooses x1 while the in-

cumbent government defends the status-quo in all issues. Thus both parties

focus on the issue with the highest consensus on the most popular alternative

to the status-quo F x
1 , since F x

i is a monotone increasing transformation of

πx
i (see (1)) and πx

1 > πx
i for all i (see (2)).Consider the following example.

(F x
1 , F y

1 ) = (0.3, 0.1), (F x
2 , F y

2 ) = (0.25, 0.2) and F x
i < F x

2 for all i > 2.

Observe that 1
2

> πx
1 > πx

2 > πx
i for all i > 2 since πx

j < 1
2

if and only

if F x
j < 1

2
. Hence, since both parties focus on issue 1 at equilibrium and

σ2 = 0.42 > 0.4 = σ1, they do not choose the most salient issue.

2. This is similar to the previous case. From Proposition 3, πx
1 < 1/2.

Theorem 1 implies again that both parties focus on issue 1, the one with the

highest consensus on the most popular alternative to the status-quo. Con-

sider the following example. (F x
1 , F y

1 ) = (0.4, 0.2), (F x
2 , F y

2 ) = (0.35, 0.3)

and F x
i < F x

2 for all i > 2. Then 1/2 > πx
1 > πx

2 > πx
i for all i > 2,

σ2 = 0.65 > 0.6 = σ1 > 1/2 and 1/2 > ζ2 = 0.45 > 0.4 = ζ1. Hence they do

not choose the most salient issue.

3. Since σ1 > 1/2 and ζ1 > 1/2, it follows from Proposition 3 that πx
1 > 1

2
,

and so ζ1 = F x
1 > 1

2
(Definition 3). We claim that whenever σ2 > ζ1 and

ζ2 > 1−ζ1 parties focus on different issues. By Theorem 1, it suffices to show

that πx
2 > 1−πx

1 , which is equivalent to F x
2 > 1−F x

1 . First, σ2 ≡ F x
1 +F y

1 > ζ1

implies F x
2 +F y

2 > F x
1 (Definition 2), and so 1−F x

2 −F y
2 < 1−F x

1 . Secondly,

ζ2 > 1 − ζ1 implies max{F x
2 , 1 − F x

2 − F y
2 } > 1 − F x

1 . Finally, it follows that

F x
2 > 1 − F x

1 > 1 − F x
2 − F y

2 . Examples 2 and 3 in the text show that the

most salient issue may not be chosen. �
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Proof of Corollary 2

We know that ρ = maxi minj Π1(xi, xj) and 1 − ρ are the values of the

games Γnw and Γw, respectively, and that the incumbent government can

choose the subgame to play by waiting or taking the initiative. Therefore,

the government will choose the subgame with the highest value and hence

its probability of winning will be max{ρ, 1 − ρ}.

�

Proof of Proposition 5.

1. Assume that there exists an issue i such that σi > 1
2

and ζi > 1
2
. From

Proposition 3, πx
i > 1

2
and hence πx

1 > 1
2

(since πx
1 > πx

i for all i = 1, . . . , N).

Hence we only need to show that if the incumbent government chooses issues

G, then πx
G > 1

2
. We show this by contradiction.

2. Suppose that πx
G < 1

2
.

1. Then πx
2 > 1 − πx

1 , otherwise the government could choose issue 1 at

equilibrium and obtain Π∗
G = πx

1 > 1
2
.

2. Because πx
2 > 1−πx

1 we know by Theorem 1 that parties choose different

issues and, by Corollary 2, Π∗
G > 1

2
> Π∗

O.

3. Moreover, it must be that πx
O < 1

2
. Otherwise Π∗

G = sGO πx
G + (1 −

sGO) (1 − πx
O) < 1

2
, a contradiction with (ii).

4. If the government does not wait (Γnw), it must be that Π∗
O ≥ siG πx

i +

(1− siG) (1−πx
G) for all i 6= G.Since Π∗

O < 1
2

and 1−πx
G ≥ 1

2
, it follows

that πx
i ≤ 1

2
for all i 6= G. But this is a contradiction with the initial

assumption that πx
1 > 1

2
.

5. If the government waited at equilibrium, the opposition could always

choose issue 1 and guarantee a probability of victory of at least Π:

30



Π = min
i6=1

si1 πx
1 + (1 − si1) (1 − πx

i ) ≤ Π∗
O.Because Π∗

O < 1
2

and πx
1 > 1

2
,

it follows that πx
i ≥ 1

2
for all i. But this is a contradiction with the

government choosing an issue with πx
G < 1

2
.

Therefore we have proved that at equilibrium πx
G > 1

2
and so (by Propo-

sition 3) σG > 1
2

and ζG > 1
2
.

�
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Appendix B: Mathematica code

ü The list of issues

Provide the initial n issues, characterized by the support to each alternative: Fi
x and Fi

y .
The program takes the uncertainty parameter b = 1/2, so that pi

x  = Fi
x e H0, 1L ; defines si, zi , and  pi

x ; create the lists of
issues nSC and nP, where issues are characterized by (si, zi ) and (pi

x , pi
y ), respectively; and print the list of issues and

plot it in the different spaces.

nI = 88F1x, F1y<, 8F2x, F2y<, 8F2x, F3y<, ...<;
n = Length@nID;
nI = Reverse@Sort@nIDD;
Table@
8σ@iD, ζ@iD, πx@iD, πy@iD < = 8Plus @@ nI@@iDD,

Max@nI@@i, 1DD, 1 − Plus @@ nI@@iDDD, nI@@i, 1DD, nI@@i, 2DD<, 8i, n<D;
nSC = Table@8σ@iD, ζ@iD<, 8i, n<D;
nP = Table@8πx@iD, πy@iD<, 8i, n<D;
<< Statistics`DiscreteDistributions`
Print@"nSC = 8Hσi,ζiL<i=1,...,n =", nSCD;
plotSC = ListPlot@nSC, PlotStyle → PointSize@0.03D,

AxesOrigin → 80, 1ê 3<, PlotRange → 880, 1<, 81ê3, 1<<,
AxesLabel → 8"σi", "ςi"<, DisplayFunction → IdentityD;

gSC = Show@
8plotSC,

Graphics@
8GrayLevel@.7D, Polygon@881ê2, 1ê2<, 81, 1<, 81, 1 ê2<, 82ê3, 1ê3<<D<D,

Graphics@8GrayLevel@.7D, Line@880, 1<, 81ê2, 1ê2<<D<D,
Graphics@
8GrayLevel@.9D, Dashing@80.15, 0.05<D, Line@881, 1ê2<, 81ê2, 1 ê2<<D<D,

plotSC<,
DisplayFunction → $DisplayFunctionD;

Print@"nπ = 8Hπi
x,πi

yL<i=1,...,n =", nPD;
plotP = ListPlot@nP, PlotStyle → PointSize@0.03D, AxesOrigin → 80, 0<,

PlotRange → 880, 1<, 80, .5<<, AxesLabel → 8"πi
x", "πi

y"<, DisplayFunction → IdentityD;
gP = Show@

8plotP,
Graphics@8GrayLevel@.7D, Polygon@880, 0<, 81ê2, 1 ê2<, 81, 0<<D<D,
Graphics@
8GrayLevel@.9D, Dashing@80.15, 0.05<D, Line@881ê2, 0<, 81ê2, 1 ê2<<D<D,

plotP<,
DisplayFunction → $DisplayFunctionD;

ü Find an equilibrium

Define the payoff function for party 1. Compute player 1's probability of victory for each reaction of player 2 (with the
last value corresponding to the status-quo), and exclude the issue raised by player 1 (function pay1r). Compute the best
response to xi  (br[i]) as the issue that minimizes pay1[i], and define v[i] = Minj≠i Π1@xi, xjD . Print the list of best
responses. Compute the maximum value for player 1 taking into account that player 2 will reacts optimally (value is the
payoff of the game). Finally, find the equilibrium strategies. In case of more than one maximinimizers, we choose
randomly
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fΠ1@πx1_, σ1_, πx2_, σ2_D := IfAσ1 m 0 && σ2 m 0, 0,
σ1

cccccccccccccccccc
σ1 + σ2

 πx1 +
σ2

cccccccccccccccccc
σ1 + σ2

 H1 − πx2LE
tablepay1@i_D := Append@Table@fΠ1@πx@iD, σ@iD, πx@jD, σ@jDD, 8j, n<D, πx@iDD

tablepay1r@i_D :=

Drop@Append@Table@fΠ1@πx@iD, σ@iD, πx@jD, σ@jDD, 8j, n<D, πx@iDD, 8i<D
v@i_D := Min@tablepay1r@iDD
br2@i_D := Module@
8pos, zz, qq<,
pos = Flatten@Position@tablepay1@iD, v@iDDD;
zz = If@pos m 8n + 1<, i, pos@@1DDD;
zzD

Print@"8Π1Hx1,BR2Hx1LL,...,Π1Hxn,BR2HxnLL< =", pay1 = Table@v@iD, 8i, n<DD
Print@"value =", value = Max@pay1DD
issue1 =

Htpos = Position@pay1, valueD; tpos@@Random@Integer, 81, Length@tposD<DDDL@@1DD;
issue2 = br2@issue1D;
If@value > 1 ê2, issues = 8ιG, ιO< = 8issue1, issue2<,

issues = 8ιG, ιO< = 8issue2, issue1<D

ü Collect and present the information at equilibrium. Plot the equilibrium outcome.

The outcome presents the following information: "same issue" or "different issues"; the issue chosen by the govern-
ment and the opposition 8ιG, ιO< ;  the probability that the issue chosen by the government becomes decisive sGO

∗ ;
and the probability of victory of the government ΠG .
It also plots the issues in the < σi, ζi >  and < πi

x, πi
y >  spaces. In case of different issues, the issue chosen by the

government is in blue and the issue chosen by the opposition is in red.
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If AιG m ιO,

Print@"Same issue"D
Print@"8ιG,ιO< =", 8ιG, ιO<D;
Print@"sGO

∗ =", sGO = 1D;
Print@"ΠG =", ΠG = πx@ιGDD;
Show@

gSC,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@1, 0, 0D, Point@nSC@@ιGDDD<D,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@0, 0, 1D, Point@nSC@@ιODDD<D

D;
Show@

gP,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@1, 0, 0D, Point@nP@@ιGDDD<D,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@0, 0, 1D, Point@nP@@ιODDD<D

D,

Print@"Different issues"D;
Print@"8ιG,ιO< =", 8ιG, ιO<D;

PrintA"sGO
∗ =", sGO =

σ@ιGD
cccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccc
σ@ιGD + σ@ιOD E;

Print@"8πG
x,πG

y,σG< =", 8πGx, πGy, σG< = 8πx@ιGD, πy@ιGD, σ@ιGD<D;
Print@"8πO

x,πO
y,σO< =", 8πOx, πOy, σO< = 8πx@ιOD, πy@ιOD, σ@ιOD<D;

Print@"ΠG =", ΠG = fΠ1@πGx, σG, πOx, σODD;
Show@

gSC,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@1, 0, 0D, Point@nSC@@ιGDDD<D,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@0, 0, 1D, Point@nSC@@ιODDD<D

D;
Show@

gP,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@1, 0, 0D, Point@nP@@ιGDDD<D,
Graphics@8PointSize@0.025D, RGBColor@0, 0, 1D, Point@nP@@ιODDD<D

DE
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