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Using expert surveys to position political parties 
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During the period (04/09/2014 to 10/09/2014) of my Short Term Scientific Mission at the University of Strathclyde (COST Action IS1304 - Reference code: COST-STSM-ECOST-STSM-IS1304-030914-048949) I have collaborated with Dr Wolfgang Rudig, at the Department of Government, University of Strathclyde on the methods which are used to position political parties. After reviewing the research literature on the subject and after discussing the advantages and the disadvantages of the methods that have been used so far, we have decided to study if we can use candidates for this task. Thus, we have agreed to ask the candidates for the European Parliament to position themselves on a series of issues that have been used in many European countries by the European Voting Advice Application VoteMatch Europe. The main aim is to use the position of the candidates as an estimate for the position of their parties and to compare this estimate with the estimates provide by other methods,
As the designer and programmer of the Voting Advice Application HelpMeVote (http://www.helpmevote.gr), I often have to get position of political parties on a series of issues. The procedure I follow so far is the following: First, I invite the parties to position themselves. More specifically I send invitations to the leaderships of the parties and I ask them to participate to a web survey and to express the position of their party using the following five-point scale: "Strongly agree", "Agree", "Neither agree nor disagree", "Disagree" and "Strongly disagree". In addition, I invite a number of Greek political parties experts (faculty and researchers from public opinion polling companies) to code the position of each party on each of the issues. After collecting the answers given by the experts, I analyze the variance of the positions of each party on each issue, because large variance means that the experts do not share a common opinion about the position of the party on the specific issue. From the initially selected issues, I remove i) the issues for which there is a large variance for most of the parties and ii) the issues with limited party discriminating power. For the remaining issues, I use the median value of the responses given by the experts for each political party, as the position of the party. Finally, for each of the parties that had responded to the questionnaire, I compare the positions given by the party with the median position given for the same party by the experts. In most cases, the position resulting from the two procedures is common. In case there is a difference the position given by the experts is chosen as the final position of the party, unless the party can provide clear evidence to support their argument.
Other VAAs use other ways to position the parties. A usual approach is to follow only the first step of the aforementioned method, i.e. to contact the leadership of the party asking them to place their parties and provide a brief justification of this placement. The problem with this method is that while political parties do not hesitate to reveal their positions on issues they own, they are less likely to reveal their positions on controversial issues which they consider to be a threat for their electoral success. Since VAA researchers request them to answer all questions, in order to avoid the difficult questions, they do not complete the questionnaire. As a result, in many countries the response rate is low.
Another approach is to use only expert surveys. An important concern is that experts may judge parties from various points of view. Other experts may judge the position of the voters, while other may judge the position of the leader. Of course a carefully prepared questionnaire may facilitate a common point of view by clarifying the target of the judgement including detailed guidelines for the experts (e.g. what sources to use, on which period to focus, etc). But even with the best questionnaire, expert may have problems especially when the judge newer or smaller parties on issues that these parties do not have a clear position.
Another option is to extract party positions from party manifestos. This method is followed by many VAA researchers either as the only method or as a method combined with party self-positing (e.g. Kieskompas). Finally, there are some VAAs which ask their users to give their vote intention; in these cases we can use their position to estimate (or to calibrate) the position of the party they intend to vote. 
During my Glasgow visit and my co-operation with Wolfgang Rudig who has been working on Greek Politics and he is the national director for UK of the Comparative Candidate project, we had some exchange on the aforementioned procedures to position political parties. My STSM at the University of Strathclyde gave us the opportunity to evaluate the current procedures. 

Trying to explore new ways that could give better estimates of the party positions, we have decided to test a new approach: our idea is to use the position of the candidates as an estimate for the position of their parties. To evaluate the estimates provided by this method, we have decided to ask the candidates for the European Parliament to express their opinion on a series of 20 issues, which have been used by VoteMatch Europe. 

VoteMatch Europe (see: votematch.eu) is a Voting Advice Application that was used for the European Parliament Elections 2014 in many European countries (which includes the most popular VAAs in many countries e.g. Wahl-o-Mat, StemWijzer, Wahlkabine, HelpMeVote) using 20 common questions. Our target is to estimate the position of the party by the position of the EP candidates and to compare this position with the position of their parties used in VoteMatch Europe. We believe that by using the candidates as experts we will have the information by the source itself (instead of asking an external expert to position the party who may not know the party's position on the less salient issues –especially when the expert is asked to judge newer or smaller parties), but at the same time we will overcome the disadvantages of asking only the leadership of the party (i.e. non-response, manipulation of the position to make their party appear closer to the most popular positions, and lack of any measure of uncertainty). The battery of questions is attached in the last page of this report. This battery will be used both in Greece and in UK. I have also proposed all researchers working on the European Election Candidate Survey to consider including this battery in their questionnaires. 
As soon as we have the data collected we will analyse them in order to evaluate if this method to estimate party positions can indeed be used as a better alternative to the methods used so far and we will publish our findings.  

Battery of questions for EECS 2014

Below you can read some statements which have been used for the European Voting Advice Application "VoteMatch Europe". Please select between 'Agree', 'Neither' or 'Disagree' to indicate your position on each issue. In the last column please choose which statements you think are most important.

	Statement
	Agree
	Neither
	Disagree
	Important

	There should be a stronger common EU law on data protection.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The EU should promote the introduction of a minimum wage linked to the average salary in each member state.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The European Parliament should have the power to introduce laws without asking the European Commission.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The EU should set stricter targets for CO2 reduction.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	EU member states should not be allowed to subsidise nuclear power.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Growing genetically-modified crops should be allowed throughout the European Union.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Import taxes on agricultural products from developing countries should be lowered.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	European citizens should directly elect the President of the European Commission.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	A minimum corporation tax rate should be introduced throughout the EU.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	There should be less financial assistance to poorer regions within the EU.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The European Union should not accept any new member states.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The EU should introduce a tax on financial transactions.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	EU member states should create a European army.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The European Parliament should be able to sack individual commissioners.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	More foreign policy areas should be agreed at an EU level.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The EU should increase the amount of money it spends on foreign aid.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	There should be Eurobonds, whereby all Eurozone countries can be guarantors when one of them takes out a loan.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Member states must recognise same-sex marriages conducted in other EU countries.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The rules for accommodating asylum-seekers should be the same in every EU country.
	(
	(
	(
	(

	The EU should be able to raise European taxes to replace member states contributions.
	(
	(
	(
	(


