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In this dissertation I study how political agents such as voters and corporations behave

in a context of increasing political polarization. I investigate the role that access to power has

on the electoral performance of radical parties, the effect of racial unrest in the United States

on campaign contributions, and whether political giving by corporations and individuals has

polarized in recent years.

In the last few decades, radical parties have become increasingly important in Europe and

Latin America. These parties often adopt policies that depart from the mainstream economic

consensus and may threaten democratic institutions. In chapter 2 of this dissertation, I explore the

role that the incumbency effect may play in the success of far-right and far-left parties in Europe

and Latin America. I find that, on average, and in a sample of municipal council elections held

in Colombia, Sweden, Finland, Spain, and Brazil, radical parties enjoy an incumbency advantage

that is as large as that of non-radical parties. To estimate these effects, I compare elections where



parties marginally win or lose an additional seat in the council. This study provides suggestive

evidence that far-left parties have a larger incumbency advantage than far-right parties. The

wide heterogeneity of far-right parties in Sweden and Colombia is the primary driver of this

difference. I posit that the difference in question could be attributed primarily to the far-right

Sweden Democrats’ nonparticipation in coalitions in municipal governments and the absence of

an effect of incumbency on the probability of running again for political parties in Sweden. The

findings from this chapter suggest that the normal course of the democratic process may lead to

radical parties encroaching on positions of power.

In chapter 3, I study the effect of racial unrest on campaign contributions and how this effect

is mediated by media coverage. Using a regression discontinuity in time, I find that political

donations increased after the killing of George Floyd in May 2020. Exploiting discontinuities

in media market borders in the United States I find that counties that were more exposed to

coverage of the protests by a TV station owned by Sinclair, a conservative media conglomerate,

were less likely to support Republican candidates. I provide suggestive evidence that this non-

intuitive result could be the consequence of higher coverage of protests by Sinclair-owned TV

stations when compared to other TV stations. By rising salience of the issue of racial tensions

where Democrats were more trusted than Republicans, this increased media coverage may have

depressed donations to the Republican party. I also report suggestive evidence that in counties

exposed to more TV ads about police brutality there was higher support for the Democratic party

than in less exposed counties.

In chapter 4, in a joint work with Ethan Kaplan, Andrew Sweeting, and Yidan Xu, we

measure and decompose the partisanship of corporate campaign contributions from 1990 to 2020

using a variance index approach, and provide a comparison analysis of individual donations.



Despite previously documented trends towards greater partisanship in voting and political discourse,

the donations of corporate PACs have remained bipartisan both in aggregate and individually.

This is true across most, but not all, sectors of the economy. Individual giving is, and always

has been, partisan at the individual level (individuals usually only give to one party), although

there was greater partisanship in the giving of the largest individual contributors in the 2020

election. We make suggestions for future research including suggestions on how to measure

other dimensions of corporate polarization which may be more salient to the public.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

My dissertation centers on understanding the determinants of the behavior of political

agents and party representation. The questions I explore allow me to test theories of voter

behavior such as issue salience, voter alienation, backlash, and affective polarization.

The partisan composition of elected bodies determines the type of policies a government

adopts. This empirical �nding contradicts the theoretical predictions of the median voter model,

which asserts that the policies adopted by the government will depend on the preferences of the

median voter or the median member of the chamber. Instead, there is no convergence in policy

(Ezrow et al., 2011), and the election of one party over another can lead to large changes in the

type of policies implemented (Lee et al., 2004).

An emerging branch of literature in economics and politics deals with the issue of polarization

and partisan behavior (Autor et al., 2020). Within this context, the growth of radical parties has

received special attention (Jylhä et al., 2019; Rooduijn et al., 2017). Radical left and radical right

parties are not actively anti-democratic but are not necessarily attached to liberal democracy

(March and Mudde, 2005; Mudde, 2007).

In the second chapter, I explore whether the incumbency effect can contribute to this

phenomenon. I use a regression discontinuity approach and data from municipal council elections

in Colombia, Sweden, Finland, Spain, and Brazil. I �nd that both radical and non-radical parties

1



receive a positive effect from incumbency. I conclude that the ordinary democratic process can

lead to the encroachment of radical parties in positions of power. The countries I study use

a multi-party proportional representation system. Constructing a variable that indicates that a

party was close to winning or losing a seat is more complicated than in the �rst-past-the-post

system. In a departure from the previous literature on estimates of incumbency in proportional

representation systems, I do not use a �xed bandwidth as a measure of closeness. Instead, I use

a council-size-speci�c bandwidth. In this way, the assumption that observations on both sides of

the discontinuity are similar is more likely to hold. In larger councils, parties are always closer

to winning an additional seat.

The previous results come from a multi-party proportional representation system. The next

two chapters of my dissertation focus on the politics of the United States, characterized by a

strong two-party system consisting of Democrats and Republicans. These chapters address an

understudied topic in economics: campaign contributions, particularly small political donations.

In the third chapter, I study the effect of racial unrest on political outcomes and how this

effect is mediated by media coverage. Protests represent one of the most signi�cant demonstrations

of political discontent. Previous research on the effect of protests on political behavior has

primarily focused on the geographical in�uence that localized protests have on election outcomes.

I deviate from the previous literature in two ways. First, I use campaign contributions as an

outcome instead of voting behavior. The high frequency of campaign contributions allows for a

more accurate estimation of the effect of the protests. Second, instead of exploiting geographical

variation in the intensity of the protests, I leverage the discontinuities created by the media market

borders in the United States.

I �nd that immediately after the start of the protests, donations increased towards both

2



Republican and Democratic candidates. In counties more exposed to coverage of the protests by

TV stations owned by the conservative media conglomerate Sinclair Broadcast Group, donations

to republican committees were lower than in less exposed counties.

I also examine the effect of TV ads based on the issues covered in the spots, expanding

upon the work of (Spenkuch and Toniatti, 2018). I �nd suggestive evidence that in counties

exposed to more TV ads about police brutality and racial issues, there was greater support for the

Democratic Party in the 2020 presidential election compared to less exposed counties.

In the �nal chapter, coauthored with Ethan Kaplan, Andrew Sweeting, and Yidan Xu, we

measure partisan political polarization over time in the corporate sector. We use a variance index,

which allows us to decompose total variance into variance across sectors, industries, corporate

PACs, and within these PACs. We �nd that corporate PACs have not become more partisan in

their giving, neither on aggregate nor individually. Moreover, this is true across sectors of the

economy. Moreover, this trend holds true across sectors of the economy. We compare these

trends over time to the polarization of individual giving, revealing that individuals have also not

become more polarized over time.

My dissertation provides evidence on how political agents react in a diverse set of scenarios

and the implications this has for the partisan composition of governments in democratic societies.

My work has implications for public policy, particularly addressing the question of the level of

concern that the growth of radical parties should raise. My results indicate that �ndings in the

previous literature (Carlsson et al., 2021) are the exception rather than the rule: radical parties

bene�t from incumbency at least as much as non-radical parties.
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Chapter 2: Does Power Beget Power for Radical Parties? Evidence from Municipal

Council Elections

2.1 Introduction

Radical parties, that is, organizations that promote systemic change in the direction of their

preferred end of the political spectrum (March and Mudde, 2005), have become more important

in Europe and Latin America over the last few decades. As shown in Figure 1, radical parties

increased their share of seats in the European Parliament from 6% in 1979 to approximately 23%

in 2019. This astonishing increase has been driven by the growth in the representation of far-

right parties, which had a seat share of 1% in 1979 but held 18% of the seats in the European

Parliament in 2019. In Latin America, the surge of the far left has been more signi�cant, with

radical left candidates winning presidencies in Colombia and Peru for the �rst time in decades.

Radical right parties promote an illiberal vision of society and reject pluralism (Mudde,

2007). While radical left parties may also have elements that are actively antidemocratic, the

main point of commonality between them is their rejection of capitalism and their belief that it is

an unfair system that must be upended (March and Mudde, 2005). The policies that radical agents

on both sides of the political spectrum promote may affect economic growth and democratic

stability negatively. Should institutions address the growth of such parties and obstruct their
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access to power? The importance of this debate has increased recently. For instance, the German

Chancellor Olaf Scholz has urged the German intelligence agencies to classify the far-right

Alternative for Germany asextremeso that it could be banned (Jackson, 2023).

One potential channel through which the ordinary democratic process may favor radical

parties is the incumbency effect. Parties that achieve strong results in one election may perform

better in the next one due to their stronger representation in elected bodies. Carlsson et al. (2021)

�nd that the performance of the far-right Sweden Democrats in municipal council elections

exhibits a negative incumbency effect. They attribute this effect to the backlash that the anti-

immigration positions of the Sweden Democrats produces. If this argument is accepted, concerns

about radical parties should be allayed because the democratic process may be expected to limit

their potential growth.

In this chapter, I use data from municipal council elections in Colombia, Sweden, Finland,

Spain, and Brazil. I �nd that Carlsson et al. (2021)'s result is not generalizable to other far-right or

far-left parties. The average party in the countries under observation bene�ts from an incumbency

effect that is both positive and signi�cant. Far-left parties and nonradical parties increase their

vote share in the subsequent election by 1 and 0.7 percentage points, respectively, if their seat

shares have increased by 10% at the most recent election. For far-right parties, the point estimate

is positive but small and insigni�cant. This result is driven by the negative incumbency effect

that is observed for the Sweden Democrats. The incumbency effect for the far-right Democratic

Center in Colombia is the largest among all the radical parties included in this study.

The empirical strategy exploits plausibly exogenous variation in seat allocations that is

due to small changes in vote shares. Unlike plurality systems, where the party that wins the

most votes secures the seat, the municipal councils in the sample countries are organized so that
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multiple parties compete for multiple seats at the same time. In this system, seats in councils are

allocated according to each party's share of the total votes.1 The intuition behind the empirical

strategy is akin to the one that underlies the traditional regression discontinuity models that use as

the running variable a party's vote share (Ferreira and Gyourko, 2009; Lee et al., 2004). However,

in contrast to plurality systems, the rules of proportional representation (PR) systems imply that

whether a party wins or loses a seat marginally does not solely depend on its own vote share.

In this chapter, I follow Folke (2014) and collapse the multidimensional nature of the election

structure into a single variable that measures how close a party is to winning or losing a seat in

a municipality. The identifying assumption is that, for observations for which this distance is

suf�ciently small, falling on either side of the discontinuity is plausibly random.

How should closeness be de�ned? I address this question by restricting the sample of

observations using council-size speci�c bandwidths for each country, which I propose as an

improvement over the work of Folke (2014) and Carlsson et al. (2021). This modeling choice

offers several advantages over the traditional approach of using a uniform bandwidth. First, it

reduces the likelihood that the estimator will capture endogenous variation from observations

that are far away from the threshold in small municipalities. Second, it ensures that the treatment

variable consistently measures an increase of one seat for all parties and municipalities, on

average. Third, this restriction facilitates the comparison of coef�cients for the incumbency

effect across different countries because the observations included in the regressions fall within

the same relative range for each country.

In order to study the mechanisms behind the heterogeneity within the far-right family of

1Perfect proportionality between seat shares and vote shares is not possible, but countries use different seat
allocation systems to approximate it. I explain in detail how these systems work in section 3.
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parties, I �rst inquire whether differential effects are evident when such parties win their �rst

seats and when parties compete for more than one seat. I show that, in Sweden, the incumbency

effect is positive when the Sweden Democrats compete for their �rst seat, although it is not

statistically signi�cant. In contrast, when this radical party competes for more than one seat,

the effect is negative and large. Although Carlsson et al. (2021) also explore this channel, they

use a model that produces less plausibly exogenous variation in seat shares, and they �nd no

differential effects.2

I propose that the Sweden Democrats' nonparticipation in coalitions in municipal governments

could be the main mechanism that explains this �nding. Carlsson et al. (2021) dismiss this

argument, asserting that the Sweden Democrats did not participate in a coalition during the years

included in their regressions, and therefore, the implementation of their anti-immigration policies

could not have led to the observed backlash effect. However, I argue that the Sweden Democrats'

nonparticipation in coalitions prevented the party from mitigating the negative incumbency effect

resulting from greater recognition for far-right parties. By including a diverse set of countries in

my analysis, I explore if this mechanism is at play. I show that, in Finland, radical parties that

participate in local government boards have a stronger incumbency advantage than other parties

that sit on the same boards, although these differences are not statistically signi�cant. This �nding

suggests that actual governance may have a positive effect, which could diminish the backlash to

the anti-immigrant views held by European far-right parties as reported in the literature (Carlsson

et al., 2021; Dennison and Kustov, 2023).

Incumbency may not only affect the performance of a party when it runs for election again

2Carlsson et al. (2021) call this model a multivariate regression discontinuity design, in section 4, I explain
why this method may run into endogeneity issues when estimating the incumbency effect. In section 5, I present
suggestive evidence that their results using this method do not hold for a longer observation period.
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but also in�uence the probability that the party will compete in the same municipality in the next

election. I �nd that, in Finland and Colombia, an increase in the seat share of a radical party

in the council has a large and signi�cant effect on the probability that the party will contest a

subsequent election. In Sweden, however, parties always run again; therefore, no such effect is

observed. For the Sweden Democrats, this implies that some of the incumbency advantage is lost

due to the idiosyncrasies of the Swedish political system. I posit that differences in campaign

�nance may explain the variations in the probability that a party competes in the next election

among the sample countries.

Finally, since the sample countries differ in their level of economic development and political

contexts, I explore whether there are heterogeneous effects by income or education levels and

differential effects by the incidence of time-varying characteristics such as crime and unemployment.

Notably, far-right parties seem to bene�t from a stronger incumbency effect in low-crime areas,

and far-left parties seem to perform better in low-income areas. The �rst of these �ndings is in

line with previously reported results about the type of voters that far-left parties attract (Rooduijn

et al., 2017). The second result is compatible with the hypothesis that voters reward politicians

who ful�ll their campaign promises.

I provide evidence that the results hold across a range of bandwidths and methods of

aggregating coef�cients for each country, among other robustness tests. The most interesting

�nding is that the results hold for a different speci�cation that relies on data from Brazil. In

Brazil, the party that competes for a seat with the radical party is an ally within the same election,

and thus occupies the same side of the ideological spectrum. I �nd that the Communist Party

of Brazil has an incumbency advantage that is as high as that of nonradical parties. This result

suggests that the incumbency advantage of radical parties does not solely stem from their ability
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to seize seats from parties on the opposite side of the political divide.

My chapter is related primarily to two branches of literature. First, I provide evidence of the

existence of a positive incumbency effect at the party level in PR systems. While this is a common

�nding for plurality elections in the United States (Ferreira and Gyourko, 2009; Lee et al., 2004),

evidence from other countries is more ambiguous (Kla�snja and Titiunik, 2017; Uppal, 2009).

Early studies of the incumbency effect in PR systems use cross-sectional variation (Moral et al.,

2015), which causes them to encounter endogeneity issues or to fail to exploit the full richness

of the data (Redmond and Regan, 2015; Salas, 2016). In recent years, approaches that use the

same variation as the one that is employed in this chapter in order to estimate the incumbency

effect have been applied to Norway (Fiva and Smith, 2018) and Sweden (Carlsson et al., 2021;

Fiva and Røhr, 2018). While Carlsson et al. (2021) �nd that there is a positive incumbency effect

for small parties in Sweden, (Fiva and Smith, 2018) and Fiva and Røhr (2018) �nd that parties

do not bene�t from incumbency.

I also contribute to the literature on the determinants of the success of radical parties.

Previous research has focused on social or economic conditions as catalysts for the ascent of

such parties in Europe (Davis and Deole, 2017; Dole�zalov́a et al., 2015; Edo et al., 2019; Han,

2016) and Latin America (Angulo, 2023; Rozo and Vargas, 2021). Unfortunately, the evidence

regarding the role of economic conditions in the growth of radical parties is unlikely to be causal,

as the papers in question often rely on cross-sectional variation or data panel models that do not

address endogeneity between characteristics of the electorate and election outcomes. While I

cannot explore the causes of the initial growth of these parties, I demonstrate that once they are

elected, they bene�t from the same incumbency advantage as nonradical parties, which enables

them to retain power.
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The rest of this chapter is organized as follows: in Section 2, I provide a more detailed

de�nition of radical parties and review the literature on the existence of an incumbency effect.

Section 3 presents the institutional speci�cities of the multiparty PR system. In Section 4, I

discuss my identi�cation strategy and potential challenges to determining causation. Section

5 presents the data and the institutional particularities of the sample countries and parties. In

Section 6, I present the results from the estimations and discuss the mechanisms at play behind

the �ndings. The �nal section concludes.

2.2 Background

In this section, I provide a brief discussion of the two central topics of this chapter, namely

radical parties and the incumbency effect. There is not a uniform de�nition of whatradicalism

in the literature so presenting the one that I use in this chapter also helps elucidate why we could

expect differential incumbency effects for radical and nonradical parties.

2.2.1 Radical parties: towards a de�nition ofradicalism

Radicalismis ”an ideological and practical orientation towards 'root and branch' systemic

change of the political system occupied by the radical actor” (March and Mudde, 2005). While

radical parties may criticize the extant institutional setup and be opposed to liberal democracy,

they still participate in the democratic process. In contrast, the termextremismis mostly preferred

to refer to parties and agents that stand in clear opposition to democracy.

Both right-wing and left-wing parties can be radical. In particular, radical left parties

”reject the underlying socio-economic structure of contemporary capitalism and its
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values and practices (...). Second, they advocate alternative economic and power

structures involving a major redistribution of resources from existing political elites.

(...) [A]nti-capitalism is more consistently expressed than anti-democratic sentiment,

although a radical subversion of liberal democracy may be implicit in the redistributive

aims of many parties. Finally, this left is internationalist, both in terms of its search

for cross-national networking and solidarity, and in its assertion that national and

regional socio-political issues have global structural causes (such as `imperialism' or

`globalization')” (March, 2012).

Although populismhas brought increased political success to the left in Western Europe

(Damiani, 2020), the European parties in the sample countries are not usually populist.3

Radical right parties in Europe are nativist and authoritarian (Mudde, 2007). Although the

economic dimension is often used to distinguish the left from the right, it is not particularly useful

to classify right-wing parties as radical or nonradical . For instance, radical right parties often

favor welfare chauvinism. Radical right parties are often populist (Mudde, 2007) and can have

an ethnocracy as their ultimate goal (Mudde, 2019).

According to Mudde (2019) four characteristics4 are central to all far-right parties in the

world: opposition to immigration, obsession with security, focus on corruption (both �nancial

and moral), and a zero-sum view of international relations. Religion also may matter to such

parties, and they rely heavily on strict us-versus-them oppositions. This said, the “them” in those

oppositions can change over time.

3Populism is a political framework that relies on us v them rhetoric, where there is an identi�cation of anenemy
that must be defeated by thepeople.

4As Mudde (2019) asserts, while not all of these factors are present in all far-right parties, most of them are.
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2.2.2 Incumbency effect: why it exists and why it matters

The incumbency effect refers to the notion that the performance of a party in future elections

depends on the number of seats the party holds today. The effect of incumbency may be positive

or negative. For instance, if there is an incumbency advantage, an incumbent with similar

characteristics to a challenger would be expected to receive a higher vote share than her opponent.

Why would incumbents or incumbent parties tend to perform better? There is evidence

supporting the proposition that clientelism in�uences the incumbency advantage in Latin America

(Frey, 2019). The incumbency advantage may stem from the different sources of campaign

�nance that parties use (Put et al., 2023). There are plausible arguments in favor and against

the idea that radical parties may bene�t more from clientelism than other parties. On one hand,

radical parties, by being more willing to bend norms, could be positioned to take more advantage

of clientelism. On the other hand, given that these parties are more ideological, their voters may

be less interested in direct retribution. In other words, radical parties may have a lower use of

clientelism and potentially a lower incumbency advantage than nonradical parties.

Another candidate explanation is that the size of the incumbency advantage that a party

enjoys depends on the extent to which its candidates are recognizable. Similarly, according to

Bräuninger et al. (2023), the size of the incumbency advantage is smaller for candidates who

receive less coverage in the media. In the context of this chapter, this could be at play if radical

parties are not allowed to participate in the governing coalition and thus voters know less about

them.

An alternative explanation is that voters may have strategic considerations in mind when

they cast their votes. Initial assessments of PR systems described them as being less likely to
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induce voters to act strategically—many parties can be represented in the legislature, which

means that voters are unlikely to be fearful of wasting their vote in the same manner as in �rst-

past-the-post systems. However, voters do cast their votes strategically in PR systems Cox and

Shugart (1996), especially if the size of the council is small, as the potential of casting a wasted

vote is higher.

Empirical evidence has demonstrated that, in PR systems, strategic considerations affect

voting behavior (Irwin and Van Holsteyn, 2012). Fredén (2017) �nds that strategic voting is as

common in PR systems as in majoritarian ones, while Abramson et al. (2010) assert that this

phenomenon is particularly detrimental to small parties. Since radical parties often have small

support bases when they �rst run for of�ce, they are more likely to be affected by this issue.

If voters believe that a radical party is unlikely to win, they may choose to vote for a more

moderate party, even if it is further away from their political preferences. Moreover, voters are

likely to switch to parties that they perceive as likely to win if they are in the same coalition as the

ones they would otherwise support (Bargsted and Kedar, 2009; Meffert and Gschwend, 2010).

This issue could have a stronger in�uence on the decision to vote for a far-right or far-left party if

voters expect that radical parties are unlikely to be part of the governing coalition. In this regard,

incumbency may signal to voters that a radical party is electable, thereby reducing the probability

of their votes being wasted.
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2.3 Institutional details

2.3.1 Multiparty proportional representation systems

In elections to the United States House of Representatives, congressmembers are elected

at the district level in single-member constituencies. Whichever party gets the highest number of

votes wins the only seat in contest. This method is commonly known as the �rst-past-the-post

system or the plurality system (Herron et al., 2018). However, the countries that I use in this

study, employ a proportional representation (PR) system5. In this system, there are multiple seats

to assign in the municipality. PR systems aim to achieve an allocation of seats that is proportional

to the vote shares each party gets in the council.

A further complication of PR systems is that multiple parties compete in the same election,

and the seat allocations a given party receives are determined by the combined vote shares of

all parties.6 Furthermore, as multiple individuals are elected in the same electoral district, the

population of the municipality is represented by all members of the governing body.

In PR systems, candidates from a given party run on the same list. Seats are allocated at

the party level using the seat allocation method established by the country. The system can allow

for preferential voting, where voters can choose within their chosen party which candidate they

prefer. However, there are also closed list systems where individuals only cast a vote for the

party, and the party itself de�nes which candidates are elected. In both systems, all votes cast for

candidates of the party are aggregated at this level to determine the distribution of seats across

5Despite receiving less attention from the literature, PR systems rather than single-member constituencies are the
most common way of electing legislators in the world.

6Note that in the plurality system, the winner is solely determined by the vote shares of the top two parties in a
given district.
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parties (or at the coalition level in the case of Brazil). In my sample of countries, closed lists are

used in Spain, while open lists are used in Colombia, Sweden, Finland, and Brazil.

In this chapter, the variation I use is at the list level in my main speci�cations. Therefore,

only differences in vote shares between parties will be used for identi�cation. Papers that use

variation between candidates in the same list look at what is called personal incumbency advantage

which is more akin to what is usually estimated in the �rst-past-the-post systems.7

Different methods can be used to allocate seats proportionally. Among my sample of

countries, Colombia, Finland, Spain, and Brazil use theD'Hondt method, while the Sainte-

Lagüe methodis used in Sweden. These two methodologies are part of a family of methods

called highest average methods. I now explain in detail how it works for the D'Hondt method,

with a simple example.

Suppose there is one seat that needs to be allocated in a council among two parties. This is

equivalent to the plurality system, therefore the party that wins the most votes, that is, the party

that is even barely above the 50 percent vote share threshold, wins the seat. Now, if there are two

parties and two seats to be allocated things get more complicated. The D'Hondt method works as

follows, the vote shares of each party are divided successively by the number of seats that need to

be allocated8, and then the �rst seat is given to the party with the highest average, and the second

seat is allocated to the party with the second highest average. In the next table, I show an example

of how this would work in a municipality where party 1 wins 74% of the vote and party 2 wins

7A branch of the literature explores the existence of the personal incumbency advantage in party-centered
environments and �nds that most candidates in proportional representation systems bene�t from incumbency
(De Benedetto, 2019; Dettman et al., 2017; Fiva and Røhr, 2018; Fiva and Smith, 2018; Jankowski and Müller,
2021).

8The modi�ed Sainte-Lagüe method used in Sweden for most of the observation period uses as divisors 1.4, 3, 5,
7 instead of 1, 2, 3 ... in the D'Hondt method (Herron et al., 2018). Although seat allocations differ between the two
methods, the logic is the same and the variation exploited to estimate the incumbency effect comes from the same
source.
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26% of the vote:

Example: Allocation of seats in the D'Hondt method with 2 parties and 2 seats, highest averages
in bold.

Seat to be allocated
Parties 1 2
Party 1 74 37
Party 2 26 13

In the �rst column, the vote shares of each party are divided by 1, while in the second

column the vote shares of the parties are divided by 2. Party 1 receives both seats.

Now suppose there are three seats that need to be allocated among the parties. Consider

an scenario where party 1 receives 74% of the vote and party 2 receives 26% of the vote, the

distribution of seats will be as follows:

Example: Allocation of seats in the D'Hondt method with 2 parties and 3 seats, highest averages
in bold.

Seat to be allocated
Parties 1 2 3
Party 1 74 37 24.66
Party 2 26 13 8.66

In this example, party 1 wins 2 seats and party 2 wins 1 seat. Note, however, that party 1

was close to winning all three seats, or, in an equivalent way, party 2 was close to losing all seats.

Suppose that party 1 wins 75.1% of the vote and party 2 wins 24.9% of the vote. Then, we would

have:

By increasing the vote share of Party 1 by around 1 percentage point and reducing the vote

share of Party 2 by a similar amount, seat allocations have changed. The aggregate vote share

variation needed to create the seat allocation change was around two percentage points. This
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Example: Allocation of seats in the D'Hondt method with 2 parties and 3 seats, highest averages
in bold.

Seat to be allocated
Parties 1 2 3
Party 1 75.1 37.05 25.03
Party 2 24.9 12.45 8.3

measure is calledthe distance to a change change. This distance is party-speci�c: Party 1 was

2 percentage points away from winning an additional seat and Party 2 was 2 percentage points

away from losing a seat.

When there are multiple parties, the complexity of the seat allocation method increases.

Figure 2 illustrates an example of three parties competing for three seats in a municipal council.

In this simplex, different combinations of vote shares yield different seat allocation outcomes.

Areas where party 1 won a seat marginally are shaded in grey, while areas where party 1 lost a

seat marginally are shaded in blue. For instance, if Party 1 wins more than 75 percent of the vote,

it automatically receives all seats, independently of the vote share of other parties. However, if

Party 1 wins less than 75 percent of the vote, the exact number of seats it receives does not depend

only on its own vote share; it is affected by the shares of other parties. For instance, if Party 1

wins 72% of the vote, it will receive all three seats if Party 2 and Party 3 receive less than 24%

of the vote. In contrast, if Party 2 or Party 3 receive a vote share above 24%, they will receive a

seat.

Figure 2 shows two fundamental features of a proportional representation system with

multiple parties. First, seat allocations for a given party depend on the vote shares of all parties

and the number of seats to allocate. Therefore, the distance to a seat change cannot be de�ned

only in terms of the vote share of Party 1 as in the traditional regression discontinuity designs
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that use election data. Second, small changes in vote shares can lead to discrete changes in the

number of seats a party receives in the council. The combination of these features provides the

basis for the research design.

2.4 Empirical strategy

This chapter aims to causally estimate the effect of gaining additional representation in

a municipal council on future representation. Representation, however, is confounded by voter

preference. It is possible that a party wins a seat in the current election and the subsequent

one because voter preferences do not change. In this case, there would be a correlation in

representation across elections without a causal impact of gaining power on future reelection.

Therefore, to estimate the causal impacts of higher party representation in the council on electoral

performance in future elections, there needs to be a source of exogenous variation on seat allocation

in election t that is independent from underlying preferences of the electorate in the subsequent

election. For this reason, my preferred speci�cation uses a regression discontinuity approach

that exploits quasi random variation in representation in municipal councils caused by the seat

allocation rules in these countries. The identifying assumption is that, for observations close

enough to a seat change threshold, whether a party wins or loses a seat is random.

2.4.1 Identi�cation and the univariate RD model

In �rst-past-the-post systems to estimate the effect of incumbency, the vote share of the

party is used as the running variable in a regression discontinuity design. At the 50% vote share

threshold, there is a discontinuity: if the party receives more than half of the votes, it wins the
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seat. In proportional representation systems with multiple parties, in contrast, the vote share of

the party does not solely determine the distance to a seat allocation change9. The challenge is

then to create a measure of closeness that can be used to estimate the incumbency effect.

Let party X be a party that competes in election t in municipality i, following Folke (2014),

the minimal distance to a seat change for party X can be de�ned as the smallest possible aggregate

vote change that would lead to a seat change for party X. This is not always the same as the vote

share party X would need to gain (or lose) a seat, as may be intuitively thought. Instead, there are

three ways in which party X may win a seat from another party Y:

1. Party X is the next in line to gain a seat and gains enough votes to overtake party Y.

2. Party X is not the next in line to gain a seat but wins enough votes to overtake some other

party that is next in line and party Y loses enough votes so that party X wins the seat.

3. Multiple parties lose enough votes such that party X is the next in line to gain a seat and

party Y loses votes too.

Once this minimal distance is measured, we can create a party-speci�c treatment variable

Tit that takes a value of 0.5 if the party won an additional seat marginally and -0.5 if the party

lost an additional seat marginally. ”The reason for using -0.5 and 0.5, rather than 0 and 1, is

that we need to de�ne the negative treatment in seat shares.10 This would not be possible if we

used 0 when the party ends up on the left side of the seat discontinuity.” Fiva and Røhr (2018).

Essentially, I divide the treatment variable by the total number of seats in the council,Sit , because

9Recall the example in Figure 2. Depending on the vote shares that each party receive in the municipality, there
are multiple discontinuities that parties can cross to win or lose a seat.

10It is not possible to use a standard RD with the minimal distance as the running variable when using data from
multiple discontinuities. First, the running variable in the left side of the discontinuity is different from the running
variable in the right side of it. Second, the standard errors are not well de�ned.
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I am interested in changes in relative representation as in Folke (2014). Intuitively, winning an

additional seat in a council of size 10 has a much larger impact on the representation of a party

than obtaining an additional seat in a council with 100 seats. Using the change in seat shares as

the explanatory variable deals with this heterogeneity.

Therefore, for for each radical party I estimate the following equation:

V oteshareit +1 = � 0 + � 1
Tit

Sit
+ 
voteshare it + �

0:5
Sit

+ � t+1 + � it +1 (2.1)

The outcome variable is the vote share of party i11 in the next election t+1. I control for the

vote share of the party at t and the size of the treatment effect0:5
Sit

because they both determine

how likely a party is to gain an additional seat and be close to the threshold. Controlling for the

vote share of the party is equivalent to controlling for the distance to the vote share threshold with

the advantage that the standard errors are much tighter when vote share is used as a control. I

also include election �xed effects� t+1 in the regression to control for trends at the national level

that may affect the party's performance.

For non-radical parties in each country, I estimate:

V otesharepit +1 = � 0 + � 1
Tpit

Sit
+ 
votesharepit + �

apit

Sit
+ � t+1 + � p + � pit +1 (2.2)

Wherevotesharepit is the vote share of party p in municipality i in election t.Sit is the

number of seats in the municipality.� t+1 is an election �xed effect as in the previous regression

11The vote share of a party is equal to the number of votes the party received in election t divided by the total
number of valid votes cast in the election
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and� p is a party �xed effect.

I am interested in �nding whether the effects for radical parties from the effects from the

effects for non-radical parties. Therefore, for each country, I estimate:

V otesharepit +1 =
0 + � 1

Tpit

Sit
+ � 2radicalp + � 3

Tpit

Sit
� radicalp

+L pit 
 1+(L pit � radical p) 
 2+� p + � pit +1

(2.3)

With Lpit = votesharepit + � apit

Sit
+ � t+1 . Radical is a dummy equal to 1 if the party is

classi�ed as far-left or far-right, and 0 otherwise.

Ideally, I would estimate a single regression with data pooled from all countries as this

would increase the precision of the estimates. However, the range of values the treatment variable

takes depends on the size of the council.12 For this reason, I prefer to run the regressions

separately for each country and, only later, average the coef�cients I obtain across countries.

The estimates that equations 1, 2, and 3 produce are better interpreted as the average

effect of incumbency when a party increases its seat share in the council by 1 percent. This

effect could therefore also be interpreted as the average effect of other parties winning one

fewer seat in the council. For this reason, Carlsson et al. (2021) include in their regressions

controls for the treatment variables,Tjt , of other parties. There are two main objections to this

approach. First, including other parties requires that observations outside the bandwidth are used

for identi�cation13. Carlsson et al. (2021) control for the vote share of all parties and therefore

the regressions include endogenous controls when all observations are included in the regression.

The traditional RD model works on the assumption that the vote share of the parties is exogenous

12Recall that we divideTit by Sit and thus for countries with large council sizes, the ratio between these two
variables will be smaller.

13Folke (2014) and Carlsson et al. (2021) assign a treatment valueTjt of 0 to observations outside the bandwidth.
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around the cutoff. Second, this is not a feasible strategy in my context as parties do not compete

in all elections so there is not a balanced panel of municipalities. In this context, assigning values

to the treatment variable for other parties implies assigning a value of the treatment variable that

is not observed.

An important question is what approach should be taken towards minimum vote thresholds.

When a minimum vote threshold exists all parties below that threshold are not eligible to win

a seat in the council. This means that there is an additional cutoff that should be carefully

considered when constructing the empirical strategy. This is not a relevant question in most

countries because if a party is below the minimum vote threshold then the party is also very far

from winning a seat. However, in Spain, for a small number of municipalities, the 5 percent

minimum vote threshold is binding. This issue biases the estimates towards zero but does not

threaten identi�cation.14

Although there have been some critiques of the use of regression discontinuity models

in the study of elections, available evidence shows that the estimates are causal and the design

is likely to be valid (Eggers et al., 2015). Furthermore, because I am not studying the effect of

candidate's characteristics (Marshall, 2022), it is more plausible that my research design produces

causal estimates.

In the appendix, I also provide estimates for standard regression discontinuity estimations

that restrict the sample to places where a party is close to losing or winning just 1 seat in

the council. I present results for different bandwidths and outcomes using optimal bandwidth

procedures (Calonico et al., 2014). The disadvantage of these estimates is that they treat winning

a seat in the council as equivalent for all municipalities. In practice, a one seat increase in

14My results are largely unchanged when excluding Spain from the speci�cations.
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representation equals different levels of seat shares depending on the size of the council.

In the following subsections, I explain additional methodological details. First, I present

the criteria for bandwidth selection. Second, I present the method used to aggregate the results

of equations 1 to 3 into averages across countries. Finally, I discuss why the empirical approach

used in this chapter more plausibly estimates causal estimates of the incumbency effect than the

alternative speci�cation used by Carlsson et al. (2021) in their main results.

2.4.2 Bandwidth selection

As Folke (2014) asserts, the decision on what threshold for closeness should be used

depends on the trade-off between precision (with larger thresholds) and the degree of certainty

that the identifying assumption holds (with smaller thresholds). Observations further away from

the threshold are more likely to capture endogenous variation, but a bandwidth too small would

make the standard errors too wide. In the context of municipal council elections, an additional

factor must be considered. The distance to a seat change decreases with the size of the council.

Using a small uniform bandwidth would restrict the sample to mainly observations from large

councils. Using a large uniform bandwidth would include observations that are far away from

the threshold in municipalities with large council sizes, which could threaten the exogeneity

assumption.

For this reason, instead of having a �xed bandwidth for all municipalities, I use a variable

threshold depending on the size of the council. This is especially important for the purpose

of comparing the results in different countries, as otherwise the sample sizes are signi�cantly

different in Sweden where the council size is on average of 41 seats and in Colombia where the
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average is just 11 seats. In practice, for each council size in each country I order the minimum

distance measure and then I include in the regressions those observations whose distance to the

vote share threshold is below a given percentile. I present results for percentiles 5, 10, 15, 20 and

25.15 This is an improvement over the methodological choices in the previous literature (Carlsson

et al., 2021; Fiva and Røhr, 2018; Folke, 2014).

2.4.3 Aggregation method

As I estimate the regressions for each party or country separately, I need to de�ne a method

to aggregate the effects. I use as my preferred approach the random effects restricted maximum

likelihood (REML) method. This method assumes that there is an underlying distribution of the

incumbency effects and estimates the mean of the effects. The advantage of restricted maximum

likelihood when compared to full maximum likelihood is that the �rst of these methods will give

estimates that are less likely to be biased with the disadvantage that they could be less ef�cient

(Raudenbush, 2009).

Other methods that could be used are common effects models and �xed effects models.

These methods use inverse-variance weighting, which minimizes variance and is theoretically

unbiased (Śanchez-Meca and Marin-Martinez, 1998). In the robustness tests section, I explore

how my main results change when using these alternative methods.

An alternative approach is to estimate a fully interacted model. In this setting, the coef�cients

correspond to the incumbency effect for the sample countries relative to a baseline country.

However, this is not my preferred speci�cation. A decision must still be made concerning the

15I additionally restrict the sample to those observations where the distance to a seat change is lower than 2.5
percentage points, which is largest optimal bandwidth among the selected countries. This restriction guarantees that
no observations far away from a seat change threshold are included in the regressions.
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type of weighting used to aggregate the country-speci�c coef�cients.

2.4.4 Multivariate regression discontinuity model in Carlsson et al. (2021)

I assert that the original methodology proposed by Folke (2014), which forms the basis

of my empirical strategy, produces plausible estimates of the causal effect of incumbency. This

is not, however, the only way in which this effect can be estimated. Carlsson et al. (2021) in

addition to using the univariate RD model created by Folke (2014) also develop an approach that

they call a multivariate RD. They regress the log of the votes of the party in election t+1 on the

seat share of the party in election t. They use as controls a polynomial of the vote shares of all

parties as well as the total number of seats and the total number of votes and its interaction terms.

In their own words, ”the discontinuous nature of seat assignments is therefore the primary driver

of identi�cation” (p. 7).

The main concern with this approach is that Carlsson et al. (2021) are not actually using

the sharp change in representation for identi�cation as they are including all observations in

the regression and therefore the estimation of the incumbency effect comes not only from close

elections.16. Their use of a control function allows them to include one endogenous regressor, but

because they include the vote shares of all parties which are also endogenous in the regressions,

it is unlikely that their estimates using this method are causal. I also prefer to work with vote

shares instead of the natural logarithm of votes, as the �rst of these options normalizes the

outcome variables across all municipalities, while the log of votes may arti�cially grow because

of population growth that affects all parties in the municipality. In the results section, I show that

these methodological choices matter quantitatively and qualitatively.

16In Folke (2014) observations outside the bandwidth are not used for identi�cation.
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2.5 Sample selection, selected parties and data

In this section, I present �rst the criteria used to select the countries for this study. I also

review the characteristics of the political systems and the data sources used in each country.

2.5.1 Sample selection

Sample size is the central issue in determining which countries I use to estimate the model.

If the sample size is small, the estimates will be very imprecise and noisy. Fortunately, proportional

representation systems guarantee that, as long as a party runs in an election, there is variation that

can be used to determine how far a party was to win an additional seat in the council.17 In contrast,

in a majoritarian system, only the top two parties can be used to exploit the discontinuities created

by the electoral system.

The sample size requirement also implies that the radical parties included in the regression

must have some representation in the municipal councils. If this condition is not satis�ed, there

are not observations on the left side of the cutoff, as radical parties never get elected. It is

important to note that this requirement does not threaten internal validity. However, a reasonable

concern is that my results do not apply to countries with less successful radical parties. For this

reason, the results in this chapter are better interpreted as one of the potential mechanisms by

which a party may stay in power once it gets a foothold in an area.

The criteria used for selection can be summarized as follows. First, there must be a radical

party with representation in municipal councils. Second, the election rules must allow the use of

17In the plurality system, a party that receives 10% of the vote is far from winning the seat. In contrast, with
multiple seats in contest, in the PR system, parties are much closer to winning or losing an additional seat after
getting that same vote share.
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a single measure of distance to a seat allocation change. Third, there must not be changes in the

municipality boundaries. Fourth, the country must have either a large number of municipalities

or a large number of elections where the radical party participated. Although other countries may

satisfy these conditions, I work with countries where data accessibility and data quality are not

a concern. The �ve countries included in my regressions are Colombia, Sweden, Finland, Spain,

and Brazil18.

Table 1 displays information about the name, ideology, and average seat share for radical

right, radical left, and non-radical parties in the �ve countries. In the following subsection,

I provide detailed explanations of the institutional context and characteristics of the radical

parties in these countries. I utilize de�nitions from PopuList, which categorizes parties from

31 European countries as far-left, far-right, populist, and/or Eurosceptic19. PopuList is the result

of collaboration between academics and The Guardian. ”The PopuList includes all European

parties from thirty-one countries that can be classi�ed as either populist, far-left, or far-right and

have won at least one seat or at least 2 percent of the vote in national parliamentary elections

since 1989” (Rooduijn et al., 2023).

2.5.2 Selected countries and parties

In this subsection, I brie�y present the political context and the data of each of the selected

countries.
18Brazil uses a slightly different election system, as explained, in greater detail in the next subsection. For this

reason, I do not use data from Brazil for my main speci�cation, but as a robustness test.
19Euroscepticism can be simply de�ned as either a rejection of the European Union or criticisms of this

organization and European integration.
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2.5.3 Colombia

2.5.3.1 Political system and radical parties

In Colombia, elections for the council do not determine control of the of�ce's mayor. The

mayor is elected on a different ballot, in contrast to most European systems. Since 2003, voters

elect councilmembers to 4-year periods. The number of municipal council seats ranges from 7

to 21, except for the capital, Bogota, which has 45. Seats in municipal councils in Colombia

are assigned according to the D'Hondt method. There is also a minimum electoral threshold

corresponding to the result of dividing the electoral quotient20 by two. In practice, a party needs

to get at least a number of votes equal to the electoral quotient to gain a seat. Therefore, this

feature of the electoral system does not affect the distribution of seats in the council or any of my

results.

There is no classi�cation of radical parties available for Colombia in previous literature.

The closest work is that of Fergusson et al. (2021) who classi�ed parties as right-wing, left-wing,

or neither left-wing nor right-wing until 2011. I classify the remaining parties that are not in

their sample but were part of the 2015 municipal elections. I do not classify small movements

for which there are not enough observations. Using these data, I classify right wing and left wing

parties as radical by looking at their positions on issues like private property, religion, law and

order, and links with armed groups (left-wing guerrillas and right-wing paramilitaries). I obtain

the following classi�cation:

Radical: Democratic Center Party (right wing), Alternative Democratic Pole (left wing),

20The electoral quotient is obtained by dividing the total number of valid votes (those that indicate an intention to
vote for a valid candidate or those that are marked as blank) by the number of seats that need to be assigned in each
municipality.
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and Patriotic Union (left wing). I only use data from the �rst two of these parties. The Patriotic

Union ceased to exist after 2003 and ran again in 2015 and 2019 as part of a coalition in the latter

of these years. This characteristic makes attributing changes in vote shares dif�cult.

In line with the de�nitions used by the PopuList Alternative Democratic Pole supports

protests against ”international capitalism” and stands against neoliberalism, the World Bank, the

IMF, and the WTO. The current president of Colombia, Gustavo Petro, was the presidential

candidate of this party in the 2010 election and has openly criticized capitalism (Torrado, 2023).

On the other hand, the Democratic Center focuses on security, and its founder is the

former president Alvaro Uribe, who often labeled political opponents as members of communist

guerrillas. Uribe has been described in the press as a hard-right or right-wing populist politician.

Politicians from the Democratic Center have been called far-right in the press and recently

supported Vox in the Spanish elections.

2.5.3.2 Data

I include data for the 2003, 2007, 2011, 2015, and 2019 municipal elections. For the �rst

four elections, data come from the Universidad de los Andes Data Center and the National Civil

Registry. For the 2019 election, data come from the National Civil Registry and the webpage

Datos Electorales21. Information on the size of the council for each municipality in a particular

election also comes from the National Civil Registry.22 I assign the seats for each party using the

D'Hondt method and compute all the relevant variables I need.

I use data from the National Administrative Department of Statistics (known as DANE) to

21This webpage is maintained by the Election Observer Mission (MOE by its name in Spanish)
22Although I do not have the number of seats in 2019, I use the number of seats in 2015 for my computation.
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get data on average income and average years of education. Data on the number of homicides

comes from the Police Department of Colombia.

2.5.4 Sweden

2.5.4.1 Political system and radical parties

In Sweden, voters elect their councilmembers to four-year periods. Sweden uses the Modi�ed

Sainte-Lagüe method. Since 2018, Sweden has used a new version of the method, which changes

the way parties receive their �rst seat. For 2018 and 2022, I adjust the algorithm to compute

the distance to a seat change, but otherwise, the procedure and the intuition behind the empirical

strategy remain the same. There are only 290 municipalities in Sweden, but the large council sizes

increase the probability of having close elections as parties are competing for multiple seats.

The Sweden Democrats are one of the most prominent far-right anti-immigration parties

in Europe. The party, which has deemed Muslim immigrants as the greatest threat the country

has faced since World War II (Mulinari and Neergaard, 2012), is part of the current governing

coalition in the Swedish Parliament. The Left Party is a radical left party that occupies the

opposite end of the political spectrum (Escalona et al., 2023). The party de�nes itself as socialist

and feminist and aims to overthrow capitalism and patriarchy (Escalona et al., 2023). Since 1990,

the party has had moderate electoral success (March, 2012).

2.5.4.2 Data

I include data for the 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014, 2018 and 2022 municipal elections. Election

data comes from Statistics Sweden. This agency has information on the number of seats each
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party won, their vote shares, and whether they were part of a governing coalition. I use this

information to estimate the differential effect of being in a coalition for radical parties. Sweden

and Finland have information on unemployment by municipality and year. These data are not

available for other countries. Data on municipal characteristics comes from Statistics Sweden.

Data on years of education is derived from data on the share of individuals in each education

level, with computation conducted by the staff at Statistics Sweden. For crime data in Sweden,

I include information on all crimes, not just homicides, to compute the crime rate per 100,000

individuals.

2.5.5 Finland

2.5.5.1 Political system and radical parties

Finland holds elections to the municipal council every four years. The D'Hondt method is

used to allocate seats to each party. Council sizes range from 13 seats in the smallest municipalities

to 85 seats in the largest municipalities. Preferential voting is practiced in Finland, allowing

voters to vote for any candidate on the list, with seats allocated based on the number of votes

each list receives.

The Finns Party, previously known as the True Finns, is a radical right-wing party (Jungar

and Jupsk	as, 2014) that has garnered increased support in recent years. The party was a member

of the far-right Identity and Democracy (ID) political group in the European Parliament and

opposes immigration, globalization, and the EU (Dehdari et al., 2022).

The Left Alliance is a democratic socialist party that has called for a referendum on NATO

membership. The party opposes capitalism and neoliberalism while accepting free markets as
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necessary (Escalona et al., 2023). Although the Left Alliance is one of the most successful

radical left parties in Western Europe, it has struggled in national elections recently, reaching a

minimum level of support in 2015 (Escalona et al., 2023).

2.5.5.2 Finland

By 2020, there were 310 municipalities in Finland, but some extinct municipalities are

also included in the data. By the way my empirical strategy is designed I include data on those

municipalities for which there is data for at least some parties, so this is not an issue. I use data

from Statistics Finland for the 1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012, 2017 and 2021 local elections.

Data on unemployment by municipality and year, median income, and crime comes from

Statistics Finland. There is no information on average years of education. However, I use data on

the levels of education to assign an average value to each level and then compute a new variable

for average years of education.

Data on the members of the local executive boards that govern Finnish municipalities

comes from the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities. The data is, however,

only available for boards formed after the 2008 municipal elections.

2.5.6 Spain

2.5.6.1 Political system and radical parties

In Spain, councilmembers are elected every four years. Seats are allocated using the

D'Hondt method. Spain has numerous small regionalist parties that only compete in a set of

municipalities in their territories of interest. The PopuList classi�es Podemos and United Left
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as far-left. United Left is one of the oldest far-left parties in Europe. The national system tends

to favor large parties. However, at the local level, there's a higher likelihood for small parties to

be elected. For this reason, United Left has some level of representation in municipal councils

and can be considered one of the most successful radical left parties in Europe (Escalona et al.,

2023).

United Left ”has not departed from classic communist and radical left stances: strongly

anti-imperialist tones, opposition to NATO, lack of con�dence in globalization and opposition

to international trade agreements, mistrust towards US policies, solidarity with left-wing Latin

American and with revolutionary and anti-colonial movements, and radical left parties abroad.”

(Escalona et al., 2023).

I do not use data for 2023 for two reasons: �rst, there is no of�cial data available in the

website of the Interior Ministry Of�ce. For this reason, matching data at the municipal level with

results from previous years is impossible. Second, Podemos did not stand as an individual party

for many of the elections in 2023. Therefore, the vote totals for Podemos would include the votes

for other parties. The 2019 results for Vox, a far-right party according to the PopuList, will be

included in a future version of this chapter.

2.5.6.2 Data

I use data from the National Statistics Institute (INE by its name in Spanish) for elections

from 1987 to 2019. I compute the number of seats for each party using the D'Hondt method and

information on the total number of seats in the council. I construct the years of education variable

using data on levels of education by municipality. This information was compiled by ESRI Spain
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with data from the National Statistics Institute. Data on income comes from the Website Newtral

which compiled information on average income per capita in Spain by municipality in 2020 from

INE.

2.5.7 Brazil

2.5.7.1 Political system and radical parties

In Brazil, voters elect their councilmembers to four-year periods in 5,570 municipalities.

The number of seats in the council depends on the number of inhabitants in the municipality.

However, the law does not provide a mandatory number of councilmembers per municipality as in

other countries. Instead, the number of elected members must be below a threshold proportional

to the population size. For example, the maximum number of councilmembers a municipality

with fewer than 15 thousand inhabitants can have is 9. For a municipality with more than 8

million people, the maximum size of the council is 55 seats.

Seats in the council are allocated using the D'Hondt method, the most common method

used in many Latin American countries. Parties in Brazil can form coalitions and run together.

Seats are distributed within the list as in any other preferential vote system. If a given party wins

5 seats, then the 5 most voted candidates in the list, no matter the number of votes that the party

got as a whole, win the seats.

Therefore, two margins can be potentially exploited to estimate the magnitude of the incumbency

effect in Brazi. First, one could use the differences in vote totals among candidates within the

list to create a measure of closeness to winning or losing a seat. Second, one could use variation

in vote totals among parties to create this measure. The second approach is consistent with the
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methodology used for other countries. However, as I show at the beginning of the results section,

this approach faces an endogeneity problem. I provide alternative estimates using the �rst method

in the robustness test section.

The Communist Party of Brazil is a radical left party that claims to be the true representative

of the Marxist-Leninist tradition in the country (Sales Rodrigues, 2017). The party joined the

government of Luis Ińacio Lula da Silva in 2002. The recent success of the radical right lead by

Jair Bolsonaro merits a mention here. I do not include his party, the Liberal Party since 2018, in

my estimates because there is not enough data to estimate the incumbency effect for this party.23

2.5.7.2 Data

Data on election outcomes comes from the Superior Electoral Court which has data on

vote totals for coalitions and individual parties as well as the number of seats won by each

organization. There are some inconsistencies in the data before 2004, so I only include 2004,

2008, 2012, 2016, and 2020 local elections to estimate the model. Data on economic variables

comes from the Institute of Applied Economic Research (IPEA by its name in Portuguese).

Income is measured as average income per capita in 2010. Data on education refers to average

years of education in 1990. Data on crime also comes from IPEA.

23The Liberal Party was considered a center-right party before Bolsonaro joined the organization.
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2.6 Results

2.6.1 Validity of the research design

The basic assumption of this research design is that observations on both sides of the

threshold are comparable, that is other than the fact that a party wins an additional seat in the

council, the parties are otherwise similar. I explore whether this assumption is reasonable by

looking at the restricted sample when parties are competing for their �rst seat. In Figure 3, I

report the histograms of the distribution of the distance to a seat change for each country. There

are no evident jumps around the cutoff in the number of observations for observations from

Colombia, Sweden, Finland, and Spain. However, there is a very clear reduction in the number

of observations for Brazil after the cutoff.

The assumption can be empirically tested using a test of manipulation of the running

variable as described in McCrary (2008). I do not reject the null hypothesis that there is no

manipulation of the running variable for Colombia, Sweden, Finland, and Spain. The test fails for

observations from Brazil. The best explanation for this phenomenon in Brazil is that the method

used to assign parties as close to winning or losing a seat compares parties that perform differently

in election t. That is, although, intuitively Party X that won a seat marginally in coalition A

could be comparable with Party Y that lost a seat marginally in coalition B, empirically Party X

performs much better than Party Y.

Therefore, the best way to proceed is to exclude Brazil from the estimates that use across-

parties variation and instead work only with data from Colombia, Sweden, Finland, and Spain.

The analysis of data from Brazil should use within-party variation as this is more likely to be
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random. A disadvantage of this approach is that the estimators are not perfectly comparable. I

run the regressions for Brazil using this alternative variation in the last subsection of this article.

As a �nal test of the validity of the research design, I show that the treatment variable,Tit

in equation 1, represents an increase of 1 seat in representation around the cutoff. In Figure 4 and

Figure 5, I show that there is a jump at the discontinuity of around 1 seat in the average number of

seats that each radical party holds after the election. While this pattern is clear for most parties,

for the Left Party in Finland, the discontinuity is less precise, which would attenuate the estimate

of the incumbency effect.

2.6.2 The incumbency effect for radical and non-radical parties

In Table 2, I present the results for the estimation of equation 3 for different bandwidths.

The regression for each country is estimated separately, and then I average the coef�cients using

a random effects model as described in the methodology section. Panel A presents the results

for the estimates from using observations of all parties. The baseline treatment effect, that is, the

average effect for nonradical parties, is positive and signi�cant. If a nonradical party increases its

seat share by 10 percentage points, which would be equivalent to a party winning one additional

seat in a council that has 10 seats, it is expected to receive a 0.6 to 0.7 percentage points higher

vote share in the next election.

For radical parties, the effect is also positive and signi�cant - the second row of Table

2 measures if there is an added incumbency advantage for these parties. The point estimates

indicate that radical parties receive, on average, a 0.2 percentage point higher incumbency effect

than other parties if their seat share increases by 10 percentage points. However, these differences
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are not statistically signi�cant.

In panel B of Table 2, I restrict the parties included in the non-radical group to those that

have a size similar to the radical parties. In practice, I only include parties whose share of the

total number of seats in the country is between 2% and 10%. These numbers roughly correspond

to the size of the far-left Democratic Pole party in Colombia (2.8%) and the size of the far-

right Sweden Democrats (8.3%). Once again, the estimates for the baseline treatment effect are

positive and signi�cant, while the relative treatment effect for the radical parties is not signi�cant.

From here on, the regressions I present use all parties because the results in panel A and panel B

are qualitatively equivalent, with the former being more precise.

In Table 3, I present separate estimates for far-right and far-left parties. The baseline

treatment effect varies in panel A and panel B because Spain is not included in the regressions

for far-right parties. For far-left parties, the average relative effect is positive but not signi�cant.

Far-left parties have an incumbency effect of around 1 percentage point higher vote share if their

seat share increases by 10%. This effect is signi�cant. For far-right parties, the average relative

effect is negative and not signi�cant. Even the absolute incumbency effect for far-right parties

is not signi�cant although it is positive and indicates that they would receive around 0.4 to 0.6

percentage points higher vote share in the next election if their seat share increases by 10%.

Some of these effects are driven by heterogeneity across countries within parties of similar

ideologies. To illustrate this point, I plot in Figure 6 the results of estimating equation 1 for

each radical party and for the country-speci�c aggregate of non-radical parties. I use the 20th

percentile bandwidth. The estimates for all far-left parties are signi�cant and range from 0.06

percentage points in Spain to 0.19 percentage points in Colombia. For non-radical parties, we

can observe that the incumbency advantage is positive and signi�cant in Colombia, Sweden, and
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Spain and non-signi�cant in Finland.

For far-right parties, the differences are more stark. The incumbency advantage ranges from

0.29 percentage points in Colombia, the largest of any radical party included in my regressions,

to -0.21 percentage points in Sweden. The Sweden Democrats are the only radical party that fares

worse after increasing its seat share in a municipal council. This result is congruent with what

Carlsson et al. (2021) �nd for Sweden. The �rst insight from these results is that the backlash

effect, if it exists, is not generalizable, even for a similar radical right party like the Finn's Party

in neighboring Finland.

2.6.3 Placebo test

The soundness of the research design can be further veri�ed by estimating equation 2 with

the vote share in the previous election as the dependent variable. If the identi�cation strategy is

correct, there should not be an effect for either radical or non-radical parties. Table 4 corroborates

that this is true. None of the coef�cients are signi�cant for either radical or non-radical parties.

The estimate for non-radical parties is on average 0.02, much lower than the estimates in Table

1, which are around 0.07 percentage points. For radical-parties, with the exception of the �rst

bandwidth where the standard errors are very large, all coef�cients are also small. Thus, the

placebo test is satis�ed.
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2.6.4 A brief discussion of the the multivariate RD results in Carlsson et al.

(2021)

How do my results compare with the �ndings of Carlsson et al. (2021) for the far-right

Sweden Democrats? Carlsson et al. (2021) use the natural logarithm of the votes a party receives

in the subsequent election as the dependent variable. In Table 5, I show the results for both

vote share and log of votes in the next election as the outcome variable. In column 1, I present

the results for the multivariate RD proposed by Carlsson et al. (2021), while columns 2 and 3

display the results for the univariate RD with different bandwidths. The �rst takeaway is that

for the univariate RD, the results are more stable when using vote shares as an outcome. This

takeaway is not surprising: the log of votes may change mechanically depending on the size of

the municipalities included in each bandwidth. The second takeaway is that the estimates for

both radical parties are severely biased towards zero in the multivariate RD model in panel B.

Although in their chapter, which uses data from elections until 2010, Carlsson et al. (2021)

�nd a negative incumbency effect for the Sweden Democrats, their effect is smaller than what

the better identi�ed Folke (2014) approach �nds. This difference has important implications for

interpretation and the analysis of mechanisms. For instance, they �nd ambiguous evidence for a

differential effect of competing for one v more than one seat. In contrast, as I will show in the

mechanisms section, it is clear that there is a stark difference between these two subgroups when

using the univariate RD model. Finally, because Carlsson et al. (2021) include all observations

and not only those that are close to a threshold for closeness, their standard errors are arti�cially

lower. This concern is further aggravated by the large number of variables included in their

control function.
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2.6.5 Robustness tests

2.6.5.1 Using the change in vote share the party receives as the outcome variable

The party's vote share in the subsequent election is the dependent variable in the estimations

in the previous subsection. However, instead of using this measure, which is the standard in the

literature, I can also regress the change in the vote share for a given party on the seat share

treatment variable. In practice, these two ways of estimating the incumbency effect are identical

under the assumption that the coef�cient on the vote share of the party in the current election is

equal to 1. I present the estimates of running equations 1 and 2 with the change in vote share as

the outcome variable in Figure 7. Most estimates are robust to this change. The effect for the

Sweden Democrats is still negative, while the effect for the Democratic Center is still positive

and large. However, the standard errors are slightly larger.

The incumbency effect estimate for nonradical parties is still positive and signi�cant, although

smaller than in my main speci�cations. This result could be interpreted in two ways. First, the

assumption that the coef�cient on vote share in equations 1 and 2 is always 1 is too strong and

leads to an underestimation of the incumbency effect. Second, there are nonlinearities between

the vote share a party receives in the current election and the vote share it receives in the next

one. Nonetheless, the qualitative insights of these estimates remains the same: there is wide

heterogeneity between far-right parties in Colombia and Sweden and far-left and nonradical

parties likely bene�t from incumbency.
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2.6.5.2 An alternative speci�cation for Brazil

For Brazil, instead of using the variation in vote totals between parties in different coalitions,

it is possible to use the margin of victory between parties in the same coalition to construct a

measure of closeness to winning a seat. Then, the running variable is the difference in vote share

between two candidates in the same coalition, where one of them was close to winning a seat,

and the other one was close to losing a seat. In principle, this estimate is not the average effect

of incumbency from Party X taking a seat from a random party, but the average effect of taking a

seat from a party that is ideologically aligned to Party X .

I present the results of these estimations in Table 6. The research design is appropriate

because the effect of winning an additional seat in the council on the vote share of the party in

the elections t-1 and t is not signi�cant and small. The incumbency effect for non-radical parties

is both large and highly signi�cant. That is, a party winning an additional seat in the council is

expected to get a 0.5 percentage points higher vote share in the next election. For the Communist

Party of Brazil, the effect is larger but not signi�cantly so. These results are in line with what is

observed in other countries. Thus, this exercise provides some evidence that the effect does not

come only from taking a seat from a party on the other end of the political spectrum but also from

winning a seat that otherwise would have been won by a political ally.

2.6.5.3 Alternative bandwidths

Most RD papers traditionally use a �xed bandwidth for all the observations. In this subsection,

I present results using a unique bandwidth per country. I select the optimal bandwidth by

restricting the sample to parties that compete for their �rst seat and use this bandwidth for the full
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sample. In Table 13, I present these results for three different bandwidths: the optimal bandwidth,

and 0.75 and 0.5 times the optimal bandwidth. I do not include bandwidths larger than the optimal

bandwidth because a large share of the sample would be included. Including observations further

away from the threshold threatens the exogeneity assumption.

As shown in Table 7, the main results reported in Table 3 largely hold. There is a positive

incumbency effect for radical and non-radical parties. Interestingly, in these estimations, the

added positive incumbency advantage for far-left parties is often signi�cant. The slightly smaller

incumbency effects observed for non-radical parties seems to explain most of the difference.

2.6.5.4 Alternative aggregation methods

The aggregate estimates presented use a random-effects restricted maximum likelihood

model (REML) that assumes that the effects in different countries come from a distribution of

true effects. An alternative assumption is that despite the differences in the characteristics of

each country, all the effects are estimates of a true effect that is common across all parties and

countries. To test whether the coef�cients change under this assumption, I present the results

when using a �xed-effects model in Figure 8. The aggregate estimates are similar to the ones

presented in Figure 6. The main difference is in the estimate for the aggregate of far-right parties.

The estimate goes from 0.04 in the random-effects model to 0.08 in the �xed-effects model. This

change is due to the �xed-effects model giving more weight to one of the studies, the Colombian

one, instead of assigning similar weights to all countries.

In Figure 9, I present the estimates using another aggregation method, an unrestricted

maximum likelihood model. These effects are almost identical to the ones presented in the main
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speci�cation although they are slightly more precise. I prefer the restricted maximum likelihood

model because the estimates are less likely to be biased. Finally, as these aggregation methods

require that the distribution of the true effects is normal, I use the Shapiro-Wilk test24 and do not

reject the null hypothesis that the observed data �ts a normal distribution.

2.6.6 Mechanisms

2.6.6.1 Differential effects by number of seats won

Estimates of the incumbency effect in proportional representation systems differ signi�cantly

from estimates from �rst-past-the-post systems. To illustrate this point, let's consider �rst the

studies where the of�ce in contention is the highest in a given territorial entity, e.g. governors

or mayors. The parties that lose the election do not have any representation. Therefore, the

incumbency effect compares an individual who held an of�ce for four years and wants to represent

that same of�ce again with an individual who mechanically did not. For legislative bodies that

use a �rst-past-the-post system, the logic is similar. Although the party may have other members

in different districts, the district that the incumbent is running in does not have another elected

of�cial as she represents a single-member constituency (district).

In contrast, the estimates in Table 2 and Table 3 pool observations where a party won

its �rst seat with observations where the party competed for more than one seat, and, therefore

the estimated effect does not correspond to simply having any representation in the council.

In Table 8, I present the estimates of equation 3 for parties that compete their �rst seat and

parties that compete for more than one seat. For the far-left parties, the results are inconsistent

24The null hypothesis in the Shapiro-Wilk test is that a random variable is normally distributed.
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across different bandwidths. However, in general, the incumbency effect is low for most of the

bandwidths for the �rst seat and positive, signi�cant, and large when parties compete for more

than one seat.

For far-right parties, the relative incumbency effect is generally positive for parties competing

for their �rst seat in the council and negative for parties competing for more than one seat.

Although these coef�cients are not signi�cant, the differences are large. That is, far-right parties

go from expecting a 0.18 percentage points higher vote share after winning their �rst seat to a

loss of 0.09 percentage points in vote share when they compete for more than one seat.

In Figures 10 and 11, I plot the coef�cients for parties getting their �rst seat and parties

getting greater representation, respectively. The most notable difference is for the Sweden Democrats.

This party has a positive and insigni�cant incumbency effect of 0.14 percentage points when it

wins its �rst seat in the council, while the incumbency effect when it competes for more than

one seat is -0.39 percentage points. This coef�cient and the differences between coef�cients

are signi�cant. The effect for the Democratic Center in Colombia is also larger when the party

competes for its �rst seat, although the coef�cient for greater representation is also positive.

For far-left parties, the effect is larger when parties compete for more than one seat in Spain,

Colombia, and Sweden, while the effect is signi�cantly lower in Finland. The result for the

Sweden Democrats suggests that greater prominence may deteriorate the party's prospects.
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2.6.6.2 Effect on the probability of running again and incumbency effect conditional

on running again

There are two ways in which the incumbency effect may work. First, it may affect the

probability that a party competes in the upcoming election in the same municipality. Second, it

may affect the vote share the party gets conditional on running again. I present the �rst of these

results for all parties and countries in Figure 12. For both radical and non-radical parties, there is

a positive effect of incumbency on the probability that the party runs again. That is, on average,

a party that increases its seat share by 10 percentage points is 4.4 percentage points more likely

to run again. The estimated effects are positive for all parties, even when not signi�cant. This

�nding implies that part of the incumbency advantage runs through effects on decision-making

by party organizations instead of being de�ned solely by voters' choices.

An important caveat is that no estimates are presented for Sweden as this is a country where

most parties run again notwithstanding their performance in the previous election. Therefore, the

dependent variable is always equal to 0 for parties in this country, and the model cannot be

estimated. In Sweden, parties get most of their funding through the government and this could

make it easier for parties to stand in elections in all municipalities. In contrast, in Colombia,

only parties in those municipalities where they were above the threshold get paid back for the

amount of votes they got, and thus losing candidacies are forced to withstand the full cost of

the campaign. Although there is also public funding of campaigns in other European countries,

in Sweden additionally there are no strong regional political movements, which in the case of

Spain makes the appearance and disappearance of parties in communities and municipalities

more likely.
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For the other two radical right parties included in the regressions, the Democratic Center

in Colombia and the Finn's Party in Finland, the effect on the probability of running again is

positive and large. These parties are 10 percentage points more likely to run again if their seat

share increases by 10 percentage points. The estimated effect for the average of these two far-right

parties is twice as large as the estimated effect for the far-left parties. However, this is simply an

artifact of the countries included in the estimation for far-left parties. When I restrict the analysis

to Colombia and Finland, there does not seem to be any difference in the probability of running

again between right-wing and left-wing parties. For all extreme parties in Colombia and Finland,

the effect appears to be between 2 to 3 times larger than the average effect for non-radical parties.

Therefore, I cannot distinguish between a country-speci�c effect and a party-speci�c effect in

this case.

Figure 13 shows the estimates of the incumbency effect conditional on parties running

again. It is important to note that this sample is endogenously selected, as parties' decision to

compete in the subsequent election in the same municipality is probably determined by whether

they have greater representation in the council after the current election. As expected, for both

far-left and far-right parties as well as for non-radical parties, the estimates are lower than those

presented in Figure 14. However, the effects are still sizable. This means that the incumbency

effect cannot be fully attributed to changes in the probability of running again, but this channel

may provide a plausible explanation for the negative incumbency effect observed for the Sweden

Democrats.

I further test this hypothesis by estimating the effect on the probability of running again

for parties competing for their �rst seat. For far-right parties, the probability of running again

increases by 2 percentage points for each additional percentage point of seat share a party gets
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in the council (Figure 13). This means, that a party who wins one additional seat in the average

council would be expected to be 20 percentage points more likely to run again than a party that

does not win its �rst seat.

When I look at the conditional effect of running for this particular case, which is presented

in Figure 15, I �nd that the coef�cients are close to zero and non-signi�cant. For far-right parties,

the very positive effects previously observed disappear. Thus, there is a plausible hypothesis that

helps reconcile the differential effects observed in Sweden vs Finland and Colombia. First, for

far-right parties, there is a large positive effect on the probability of running again, but the Sweden

Democrats do not experience this effect due to the characteristics of the Swedish political system.

Second, this effect is especially pronounced for far-right parties competing for their �rst seat. As

parties compete for more than one seat, this effect becomes less important.

2.6.6.3 The role of coalition membership

What else could explain the discrepancy in the effects for the Sweden Democrats vis-�a-vis

other parties? In Sweden, the head of the municipal government is determined by the formation

of coalitions. In Colombia, the mayor is elected in a separate election, and the votes for the

municipal council do not have any impact on that of�ce. An intuitive hypothesis is that the

ability to form coalitions creates a penalty of incumbency if the policies implemented by the

coalition seem radical and alienate signi�cant portions of the electorate. The �rst critique of this

hypothesis is that, until 2022, the Sweden Democrats entered a coalition at the local level only

seven times.

Could this indicate that the Sweden Democrats receive a negative incumbency effect because
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they are never part of the coalition and do not bene�t from being part of one? During my

observation period 2002-2022, in contrast, the Left Party in Sweden is part of the government

coalition 28% of the time. In Finland, the other country that has similar data, the Finn's Party and

the Left Alliance are part of the local board in 45% and 59% of the municipalities, respectively.

In Table 9, I present the estimates for the incumbency effect for the Left Party in Sweden

depending on whether the party is in the coalition. The results in panel A, where I show the

estimates for the absolute incumbency effect for the Left Party, indicate that there is not a

signi�cant differential effect for being part of the coalition. The point estimates are also not

consistent across bandwidths. I only include results for the three largest bandwidths as, otherwise,

there are too few observations. The results in panel B are similar, the Left Party seems to have

a larger incumbency advantage than non-radical parties but there is not a signi�cant differential

premium for being part of the coalition.

The limitation of this analysis is that from previous results we know that far-right and far-

left parties appear to behave differently. To address this issue, in Table 10, I present estimates

for the effect of being part of the local board for the far-right Finn's Party and the far-left Left

Alliance in Finland. Both parties have on average a larger incumbency advantage when they are

part of the coalition. However, these coef�cients are not signi�cant due to the very small sample

size as I am estimating these regressions using data from a single period due to the limited data

availability. Nevertheless, these results point to a sizable bene�t that radical parties receive when

they are part of the coalition with this effect being larger than for non-radical parties.

These results taken together suggest a plausible story told as follows. Far-right parties

receive a positive incumbency advantage of winning their �rst seat and this effect could be even

larger than the effect observed for non-radical parties. Once these parties start gaining more
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representation there is a potential backlash trend. That is, it has been documented that there is

a decrease in anti-immigration attitudes when far-right parties increase their representation in

elected positions (Carlsson et al., 2021; Dennison and Kustov, 2023). This backlash effect may

be reduced if the parties bene�t from being part of the governing coalition.

Why would being part of the governing coalition provide parties a positive impact on their

vote share in the next election? Individuals may value competence and be averse to voting for

other parties because they are familiar with the parties currently elected. Additionally, for radical

parties, being part of a governing coalition may provide a normalizing effect that makes voters

perceive them as less radical. This channel may play a role in Colombia, where parties on both

extremes of the political spectrum seem to have some of the largest incumbency effects. In

Colombia, these two parties regularly run in coalition with more ”moderate” parties. Finally,

being part of a governing coalition, makes it easier for parties togive backto their supporters.

I cannot reject the hypothesis that the different incumbency effects are due to idiosyncratic

differences between these parties. For instance, radical right parties may be perceived differently

by voters in each country. The Sweden Democrats have their origins in Neo-Nazi movements

and have a higher score in the authoritarian dimension than the Finn's Party (Jungar and Jupsk	as,

2014).

2.6.6.4 Differential effects by type of seat won

The effects estimated so far are better understood as the average effect of a party taking a

seat in the council from another party. However, the results could change depending on the type

of party that won (or would have won) the seat that our party of interest was close to losing (or
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winning). Sample size issues do not allow for a detailed analysis for each competing party, but I

present results for two classi�cations of parties. First, I estimate the model for the instances where

a radical party competes25 for a seat with one of the two main parties in the country. Second, I

also estimate a model for those observations where a radical party competes for a seat with other

parties that are not the main center-left or the main center-right parties.

In Table 11, I present the results of this exercise. For far-left parties, the incumbency

effect is larger when they take26 a seat from smaller parties. For far-right parties, in contrast,

the incumbency advantage is negative or very close to zero when they take a seat from one of

the two main parties and positive and even slightly signi�cant when they take a seat from parties

outside of the top two. Unfortunately, an analysis that differentiates between taking a seat from

a center-left party and a center-right party is not feasible given the small sample size and large

standard errors. Interestingly, I �nd no evidence of a differential effect for other small parties,

that is nonradical parties that are not one of the two most-voted parties seem to receive the same

incumbency advantage whether they take a seat from a large or a small party.

The differential effect for far-right parties is suggestive of the type of voter that far-right

parties may attract when they win an additional seat in the council. Note that when Party X

takes a seat from Party Y, Party Y gets weaker in the upcoming election and this helps interpret

the previous �ndings. According to the results, far-right parties capture votes from other small

parties or from voters susceptible to support them when they take a seat from these parties. On

the other hand, when they take a seat from the two main parties, voters who are likely to vote for

25Competing in the context of a proportional system means that parties are ex-post close to losing or winning a
seat marginally. Of course, parties do not know which other parties will win each speci�c seat ex-ante.

26Similar to the previous footnote, taking a seat from another party in this context means that the other party was
also close to winning that seat. Parties do not know ex-ante where they will be located in the multidimensional vote
share simplex.
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these parties are not more likely to support radical right parties. This �nding suggests that the

pool of voters available to radical right parties is composed of voters that prefer outsiders.

2.6.6.5 Differential effects by income and crime levels

A �nal possibility that I explore in this chapter is that the magnitude and direction of the

incumbency effect depend on the characteristics of the electorate. This analysis also addresses

the concern that there are idiosyncratic differences between the studied countries, which may

also help explain the heterogeneity in the results. First, I analyze if there is a differential effect in

richer v poorer areas. I construct a measure of relative income using GDP per capita in Colombia,

median income in Sweden and Spain, and average income in Finland. I normalize these variables

so that a place is de�ned as high-income if the income measure is above the country-speci�c

median and low-income if it is below the median.

I present the results of these estimations in Table 12. For far-left parties, although the

differences are not signi�cant, the relative incumbency effect is lower in high-income areas. The

average incumbency effect in low-income income areas is 0.04 percentage points, while in high-

income areas it is 0.11 percentage points. The estimates for the far-left parties are more precise

as they include observations from Spain which has by far the largest number of municipalities

among the included countries. For far-right parties, the relative incumbency effects are negative

and considerably large, although not statistically signi�cant in low-income areas, and positive and

large for the largest bandwidth in high-income areas. These results are in line with the intuition

that far-left parties are expected to perform better in low-income areas and far-right parties are

expected to perform worse in these same areas. A plausible interpretation is that the pool of
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voters that each party may attract is larger in the areas where their ideologies are more suitable to

the electorate.

An issue with the previous analysis is that the measures of income are not available for

each election and therefore they are time-invariant. There are not many variables of interest that

satisfy the conditions of being available at the municipal level and being measured yearly. One of

these measures is crime. I consider an area to be high-crime in election t if the measure of crime

is higher than the median incidence of crime in that municipality during the observation period.

I consider an area to be low-crime if it is below the median. Note that using these de�nitions

some observations where the measure is exactly equal to the median are dropped. Only data from

Colombia and Sweden are included as for Finland information is only available recently and for

Spain I still do not have access to these data.

Table 13 presents the results of this estimation. For far-left parties, the estimates are fairly

inconsistent, both in magnitude and direction. For the smallest bandwidths, far-left parties seem

to perform worse in high-crime areas, but these results do not hold for the largest bandwidths.

For far-right parties, the estimates are also not signi�cant but are fairly large. The incumbency

effect for these parties is stronger in low-crime areas. As far-right parties are known for being

focused on law and order, this result matches the intuition that far-right parties should perform

better in areas where voters may attribute the reduction in crime to these parties.27 Additionally,

as crime is generally higher in Latin America than in Europe, varying effects by crime levels

are unlikely to explain the higher incumbency advantage for the far-right Democratic Center in

Colombia when compared to the Swedish Democrats.

27I also run regressions looking at heterogeneity by education and unemployment levels. However, those results
are very inconsistent across different bandwidths.
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2.7 Conclusion and discussion

The recent growth in representation of radical parties in European and Latin American

legislative bodies increases concerns about what makes these parties successful. By de�nition,

radical parties often aim to upend the current structure of society, either in terms of economic

policies like far-left parties or in terms of social policies such as immigration and national identity

like far-right parties. Both extremes can also be willing to erode democratic norms in order to

achieve their policy goals.

In this chapter, I studied the role that the incumbency advantage may play in the success

of radical parties. I use data from Colombia, Sweden, Finland, Spain, and Brazil. I focus on

elections to municipal councils to have a sample that is large enough to have precise estimates. By

exploiting the discontinuities created by the electoral systems used in these countries to transform

vote shares into seat allocations, I can causally estimate the model.

I �nd that, on average, radical parties have an incumbency advantage slightly larger than

non-radical parties, but this difference is not signi�cant. This result holds for different speci�cations

and bandwidths. My results are better interpreted as the average effect of a party increasing its

seat share, but these effects may include the change in seat shares for other parties. The bene�t of

this approach is greater internal validity and a cleaner identi�cation strategy. However, evidence

from Brazil suggests that the effect does not come only from taking a seat from a political foe.

When running the regressions by party, the result of Carlsson et al. (2021) holds qualitatively

for the far-right Sweden Democrats, but is not generalizable to other countries, even when restricting

the sample to only other far-right parties. In effect, the largest positive effect among all the

radical parties included in this analysis is that of the far-right Democratic Center in Colombia.
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Interestingly, the negative incumbency effect for the Sweden Democrats only holds when the

party is competing for more than one seat. This suggests that once this party receives more

attention, voters shift against it. However, that effect is not present for the far-right anti-immigration

party in Finland. The fact that the Sweden Democrats are never part of a governing coalition is a

plausible explanation.

A caveat is that my work only looks at �ve countries because the research design needs

radical parties to be successful, so I am studying parties that are fundamentally different from

parties that fail to gain any representation. For instance, most of the differences between the far-

right parties in Colombia and Sweden may be due to conditions that are attributable to the very

different political, social, and economic contexts of each country.

For this reason, I look at whether there are differential effects by municipality characteristics.

Although most of the estimates are not signi�cant, far-left parties seem to perform better in low-

income areas, which is in line with the intuition that voters prefer these parties because they prefer

redistribution. My results also suggest that far-right parties have a greater incumbency advantage

in elections where/when crime is lower, which is in line with the intuition that far-right parties

are often perceived by voters as being tough on crime.

I do not �nd consistent evidence of a backlash effect for radical parties once they are

elected. Therefore, there is no guarantee then that these parties may not reach the highest echelons

of power in democratic countries. A natural question is then what should be done to prevent their

growth? The most suggestive answer from this chapter is that other parties should deter from

forming coalitions with these parties, which is known in the literature as demarcation (Mudde,

2019). However, as politicians have an incentive to form coalitions with these parties when their

seats are indispensable to form a coalition, measures such as increasing the minimal vote share
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threshold that parties need to gain any seats in the council or even banning these parties could be

considered if the threat a certain party poses to democracy overrides the right of individuals to

elect and to be elected.

Ultimately, any decision about what should be done concerning radical parties involves

a series of trade-offs between respecting the principles of liberal democracy and maintaining

conditions that make the survival of our current democratic systems likely. A rigorous test of the

effectiveness of these different approaches is a promising avenue of research in an increasingly

relevant topic.
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Figure 2.1: Evolution of the seat share of radical left and radical right parties in the European
Parliament

.
Note: Author's calculations using information on number of seats won from ParlGov.
Ideological classi�cation of parties comes from the PopuList.
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Figure 2.2: An illustration of the D'Hondt method with 3 parties and 3 seats to assign.

.
Note: Adapted from Folke (2014) and Karpov (2015).
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Figure 2.3: Distribution of observations around the threshold for the �ve selected countries

(a) Colombia (b) Sweden

(c) Finland (d) Spain

(e) Brazil
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Figure 2.4: Average seat share of radical right parties by distance to a seat change

(a) Colombia: Democratic Center (b) Sweden: Sweden Democrats

(c) Finland: Finn's Party
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Figure 2.5: Average seat share of radical left parties by distance to a seat change

(a) Colombia: Democratic Pole (b) Sweden: Left Party

(c) Finland: Left Alliance (d) Spain: United Left
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Figure 2.6: Party and country speci�c estimates of the incumbency effect
.
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Figure 2.7: Party and country speci�c estimates of the effect of incumbency on the change of the
share of votes the party receives in the next election
.
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Figure 2.8: Aggregate estimates using a �xed-effects model

.
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Figure 2.9: Aggregate estimates using an unrestricted maximum likelihood random-effects model

.
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Figure 2.10: Party and country speci�c estimates of the incumbency effect for parties that
compete for their �rst seat

.
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Figure 2.11: Party and country speci�c estimates of the incumbency effect for parties that
compete for more than one seat

.
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Figure 2.12: Effect of a higher seat share in the probability that the party runs again in the next
election

.
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Figure 2.13: Party and country speci�c estimates of the incumbency effect conditional on running
.
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Figure 2.14: Effect of a higher seat share in the probability that the party runs again in the next
election for parties competing for their �rst seat
.
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Figure 2.15: Party and country speci�c estimates of the incumbency effect conditional on running
for parties competing for their �rst seat

.

71



Table 2.1: Party size and number of observations for selected parties

72



Table 2.2: Effect of a 1% increase in seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the
next election by party's ideology
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Table 2.3: Effect of a 1% increase in seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the
next election by party's ideology
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Table 2.4: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the previous
election by party's ideology
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Table 2.5: Effect of winning one additional seat in the council on the party's performance in the
next election in Sweden
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Table 2.6: Incumbency advantage in Brazil for radical and non-radical parties
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Table 2.7: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the next
election by party's ideology. Optimal bandwidths
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Table 2.8: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the next
election by number of seats parties are competing for
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Table 2.9: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the next
election for the Left Party in Sweden
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Table 2.10: Differential effect of getting a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of
the party in the next election by board membership
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Table 2.11: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the next
election by type of party the radical party took or would have taken a seat from
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Table 2.12: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the next
election by party's ideology and income levels
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Table 2.13: Effect of a higher seat share in the council on the vote share of the party in the next
election by party's ideology and crime levels
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2.8 Appendix Figures and Tables

2.8.1 Country selection

The sample of countries used in this study satisfy the sample size requirement. That is,

they have enough elections where radical parties participate and thus there is variation that can

be exploited to estimate the incumbency effect. I try to be as extensive as possible in my search

for these countries. However, I cannot rule out that data from other countries could be used to

estimate the incumbency effect. For this reason, in table A.1. I present the criteria used for the

selection of countries and parties as well as clarifying comments on why some countries with

successful radical parties are not included in my regressions.

I make here a brief mention of why two countries with successful far-left and far-right

parties and the reasons they were left out. In France, the system creates fewer discontinuities

than in other systems as the party that gets a plurality of the vote gets �fty percent of the seats.

In contrast, in other systems, there are at least as many possible discontinuities as the number of

seats in the council, which increases the probability that the radical party will be close to winning

or losing a seat. The other main issue with using the French data is that the National Rally,

previously known, as the National Front, was not successful at the local level until 2014 and thus,

in practice, there is only one election to estimate the model.

In Italy, the system also gives a premium to the winning party, but the far-right parties have

been quite successful. However, the data in Italy is not reliable as there are inconsistencies in the

number of seats per municipality. The identi�cation strategy relies on exact data on the number of

seats won by each party as well as the number of votes each party got, otherwise, the coef�cients
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would be biased towards zero. For these reasons, neither France nor Italy are used in this chapter.

2.8.2 Optimal bandwidth regression discontinuity estimates when parties compete

for their �rst seat

To compute traditional RD estimates, I restrict the sample to those observations where a

party was close to winning or losing only their �rst seat. Figure 5 presents the distribution of

the running variable for the case when parties are close to winning or losing a single seat in

the council. Negative values indicate that the party was close to winning a seat and below the

threshold while positive values indicate that the party was close to losing a seat but above the

threshold. As can be seen, there is no evidence of bunching of the running of variable, which

as Fiva et al. (2018) note is to be expected as parties should not anticipate in what part of the

distribution they will be before the election takes place.

In Figure 6 I present the regression discontinuity plots for vote share at t, vote share at t-1,

vote share at t+1 for radical and non-radical parties. There is no jump around the threshold in the

vote share at t and the vote share at t-1 as expected, which validates the research design, that is

that the variation is as good as random. On the other hand, there are appreciable discontinuities

in the vote share of the party in t+1 for radical parties.

The incumbency effect for radical parties in these estimations is of around 0.74 percentage

points, while for non-radical parties is of around 0.42 percentage points. These results are

congruent with the results in table 1 and table 3, where radical parties receive an incumbency

advantage that is around 0.3 percentage points higher than for non-radical parties if we consider

the case where they increase their seat share by around 10 percentage points. As in those
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speci�cations, this differential effect is not signi�cant.
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Figure 2.16: Selection criteria for countries and radical parties

.
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Figure 2.17: Frequency of observations by distance to vote share threshold
.
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Figure 2.18: Regression discontinuity estimates for parties competing for their �rst seat. Optimal
bandwidth selected as in Calonico et al. (2014).

(a) RD in vote share in t (b) RD in vote share in t-1

(c) RD in vote share in t+1 for radical parties (d) RD in vote share in t+1 for non radical parties
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Figure 2.19: Estimates of the effect of a party increasing its seat share by 1% on the party's vote
share in the subsequent election

Note:
Results of estimating equation 1 for all parties that have a higher average seat share than 2% at
the national level.

91



Chapter 3: Media coverage, media bias and campaign contributions: Evidence

from the 2020 George Floyd protests in the United States

3.1 Introduction

In 2020, the killing of George Floyd led to the largest anti-racism demonstrations in the

United States since the civil rights movement. In the �rst two weeks of the protests, 19 people

died, and 14,000 were arrested. The protests dominated news coverage on national networks.

George Floydwas the eighth most searched topic in the United States during the week of May 28,

aboveCoronavirusand just below frequently searched topics such asweather, news, orFacebook.

Although there were reports in the press about the potential impacts of the protests, there is scant

scienti�c evidence on the effect of the protests on political outcomes (Klein Teeselink and Melios,

2021).

This scarcity of causal evidence is not particular to the George Floyd protests. Demonstrations

may affect political preferences, but political preferences can also determine whether an individual

protests. Therefore, identifying the political effects of demonstrations can be complicated. A

branch of the literature uses rain as an instrument Klein Teeselink and Melios (2021); Madestam

et al. (2013); Wasow (2020) for protest activity. However, in 2020, there is only a weak correlation

between protest activity and rainfall.
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Protests may affect policy outcomes in two ways: �rst, elected of�cials may change their

behavior in response to the protests. Second, protests may affect the political behavior of voters,

and thus indirectly affect policy outcomes by changing party representation in governing bodies.

For instance, backlash to these demonstrations may reduce the opportunities for the type of

change demanded by protestors. Furthermore, as democrats are more likely to implement the

kind of redistributive policies that bene�t black voters, understanding the role of racial protests

in shaping partisanship and its effect on political outcomes is important.

In this chapter, I exploit the sudden start of the protests at the end of May 2020, as a source

of exogenous variation. I show that immediately after the start of the protests, there was an

increase at the national level in donations to both Democratic and Republican candidates. No

such increase is observed in the same week of the year for previous presidential elections, which

suggests that this �nding is causal.

Although observing protest activity may motivate donations, it is unlikely that physical

proximity to the demonstrations explains the full increase in campaign contributions. Most

people get their information about breaking news via media coverage. For this reason, I use

plausibly exogenous variation in exposure to coverage of the protests from TV stations owned

by the conservative conglomerate Sinclair Broadcast Group to estimate the effect of the protests

on campaign contributions. The empirical strategy exploits the discontinuities in media market

borders created by regulations from the federal government in the United States (Spenkuch and

Toniatti, 2018).

I �nd that individuals who live in counties that were exposed to a higher amount of local

news coverage from Sinclair TV stations are less likely to make campaign contributions after

the killing of George Floyd. Surprisingly, this �nding is driven by a reduction in donations to
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Republican committees. I show that Sinclair TV stations ran on average 8 to 10 more stories

about George Floyd than other TV stations. By raising the salience of an issue where former

President Donald Trump and other Republican candidates were less trusted than their opponents,

conservative TV stations may have hurt ideologically aligned politicians.

Campaign contributions serve as a tangible measure of political reactions to demonstrations.

Polls showed a large increase in unfavorable opinions towards the police and the belief that

discrimination is a problem in the US after the killing of George Floyd (Reny and Newman,

2018). However, polls do not allow for a detailed local analysis in a short timeframe due to

their sample size. Survey data may also suffer from nonresponse bias. For instance, republicans

may have been less likely to answer polls after the protests started. In contrast, information

about campaign donations is high frequency and available at the Zip Code level. Campaign

contributions may also determine political outcomes. Previous research has found that campaign

spending increases the vote share of a candidate (Levitt, 1994; Schuster, 2020). In particular, an

advantage in advertising increases the vote share a candidate receives (Spenkuch and Toniatti,

2018), and canvassing increases turnout (Gerber and Green, 2000).

The only work that has explored the effect of protests on political donations is Madestam

et al. (2013). In their paper, donations to a PAC associated with the Tea Party Movement are

studied as a secondary outcome. In comparison to their work, I look at protests that come from

a different context, racial tensions, and I also look at their effect not only on the strength of

organizations that promote the same cause as the movement but also at their effect on campaign

contributions to all types of candidates and parties. Furthermore, while protests in the Tea

Party Movement were nonviolent, protests in the aftermath of the killing of George Floyd were

frequently violent.
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My research is additionally related to the growing literature on the short and long-term

consequences of social unrest and police killings. Mazumder (2018) �nds a long-lasting positive

effect of civil rights era protests on Democratic party vote shares while Cheng and Long (2022)

�nd that high-pro�le police killings in the context of the 2014 Ferguson unrest led to de-policing.

Similarly related is the research on the impact of exposure to black migration on political attitudes

(Calderon et al., 2023) as well as research on the effect of the enfranchisement of black voters

after the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act on labor market outcomes (Aneja and Avenancio-

Leon, 2018).

My work also contributes to the growing literature on the determinants of small campaign

contributions. So far, the role of guilt and solidarity has received little attention in this literature.

Small campaign contributions represent an increasing share of a candidate's fundraising (Bouton

et al., 2018) and the demographic composition of these donors is more egalitarian than the

demographic composition of big donors (Bouton et al., 2022). Thus, by studying changes in

the number of donors and the amount donated at the county level, I can explore how individuals

react when they are exposed to coverage of these demonstrations.

In the �nal subsection of this chapter, I look at the use of these topics on campaign ads, with

information provided by the Wesleyan Media Project. I �nd that there is a higher vote share for

the Democratic Party in 2020 in the areas where more ads about racial issues and police brutality

are aired.

The rest of this chapter is organized as follows. In section 2, I offer contextual information

about the George Floyd protests, why TV coverage matters in the age of the Internet, and the

Sinclair Broadcast Group. In section 3, I present my empirical strategy and in section 4 the data

I use. In section 5, I present my results. Finally, section 6 concludes.
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3.2 Conceptual framework

3.2.1 Social unrest and political outcomes

Protests are one of the most prominent ways citizens manifest their discontent with economic

or social conditions. Voters may perceive protests as a signal of the leaders' competence and

the fortitude of the nations' institutions (Sangnier and Zylberberg, 2017). In the United States,

protests against racial discrimination towards African Americans became more prominent during

the �ght for civil rights in the 1960s. In the last ten years, the Ferguson unrest of 2014 and the

protests after the killing of George Floyd in 2020 became two of the most signi�cant examples

of the tensions that still linger in American society.

Previous studies have found that protests that express sentiments on issues for which a

party is most favored by the electorate are likely to bene�t that party (Gillion and Soule, 2018).

However, this evidence is based on longitudinal data and does not deal with the issue of reverse

causation. Support for an issue and the vote share candidates or parties receive in an area are

jointly determined by the political leanings of the individuals. Individual values determine protest

activity (Cantoni et al., 2023), and, thus, a common determinant may in�uence donations and the

decision to participate in a demonstration.

In the United States, protests have become a staple of political activity by black individuals

(Eisinger, 1974). Congressmembers in the United States respond to protest activity by minority

groups by voting in line with their demands ((Gillion, 2012)).

The most compelling research on the effect of racial protests on election results is the

work of Wasow (2020), who �nds that nonviolent activism in the 1960s increased support for
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the Democratic party while violent protests in 1968 decreased it. Likewise, Klein Teeselink and

Melios (2021) �nd a positive effect of the George Floyd protests on the 2020 Democratic vote

share. A caveat of their work is that by the nature of the instrument -rainfall in both papers - it

may fail to capture the effect of violent protests (Klein Teeselink and Melios, 2021).

3.2.2 Determinants of small campaign contributions

Most of the literature on campaign contributions focuses on the effect of large contributions

on policy outcomes (Austen-Smith, 1987; Esterling, 2007). Small contributors have received less

attention, but a growing body of the literature aims to explain why small donors contribute.

Donors are more likely to donate to more competitive races (Barber et al., 2017; Bouton et al.,

2022; Culberson et al., 2019). This result is similar to the common �nding in the turnout literature

but raises the question of whether donors are strategic. If individuals are rational, then there

should not be any incentives for small contributors to donate; the probability that a race will

be decided by the campaign spending bought with a small donation is close to zero. For this

reason, some theories argue that voters are not strategic, but they donate more to competitive

races because politicians can target their solicitations and this makes voters behave as if they

were strategic (Bouton et al., 2022).

3.3 Context

3.3.1 The George Floyd protests

On May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a black man, was killed by a police of�cer. The murder

was live-streamed by a bystander on Facebook. The following day, protests started in Minneapolis
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after the video was widely shared in the media. Protests continued on May 27 in other cities and

expanded in the next few days. In the �rst two weeks after the murder of George Floyd, 19

people died and 14,000 were arrested. The intensity of the interest that the general public had in

the killing of George Floyd can be better observed in Figure 1, where I have plotted the change

in interest in the George Floyd topic, as measured by Google, over time. The observed peak was

on May 29, but the most impressive change in interest occurred on May 27.

These protests were the largest anti-racism demonstrations in the United States since the

civil rights movement. Most democratic politicians supported the demands of the demonstrators.

However, right-wing groups declared that the protests, and, in particular, the riots were an example

of the anarchism that would take over the country if Joe Biden was elected as president. Meanwhile,

donations sharply increased towards charities (Goldmacher (2020)), and some newspapers reported

a large increase in donations to Democratic groups (Schneider (2020)). A few days after the

murder, 91 percent of Democrats and 88 percent of Republicans reported knowing Floyd's name

(?). YouGov also found that ”most Democrats (79%) and Republicans (66%) strongly support[ed]

the �ring of all police of�cers involved” (?).

Derek Chauvin, a Minneapolis police of�cer, was ultimately convicted for the murder of

George Floyd and sentenced to 22 and a half years in prison in 2021. In 2022, he was also

convicted for violating George Floyd's civil rights and received a sentence of 21 years in federal

prison.
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3.3.2 TV local news in the United States

In the United States, cable providers must to carry the signal of local broadcast stations

free of charge since the Cable Television Consumer Protection and Competition Act of 1992 was

signed into law. Satellite TV providers are also forced to carry all local TV channels if they want

to offer at least one local channel (Spenkuch and Toniatti (2018)). The TV stations available in

each area in the United States are determined by regulations from the Federal Communications

Commission, which based on the concept of Designated Media Areas (DMA) trademarked by

Nielsen created its own Television Market Areas. According to Nielsen (2022), “a DMA region

is a group of counties and zip codes that form an exclusive geographic area in which the home

market television stations hold a dominance of total hours viewed”. There are 210 DMAs in the

United States, and they can cross state boundaries.

In the age of the Internet, TV viewership has fallen, but TV still represents the preferred

medium by which older people get news information. A 2019 Pew Research study found that

among people older than 50, 51 percent prefer to get their local news from TV programs compared

to 20 percent who prefer online content. Given that the median dollar in the US campaign system

comes from a 66-year-old donor and the median age of a donor is 59 (Bonica and Grumbach

(2022)), information received through TV is still more likely to have an impact on political

outcomes, including campaign contributions, than information received through other sources.

Additionally, the average number of hours dedicated to local TV news has steadily increased

from 3.7 hours a day in 2003 to 6.2 hours in 2020 (Pew Research, 2021). The median voter in

the United States is a 50-year-old person.
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3.3.3 Sinclair Broadcast Group

Sinclair Broadcast Group has become the second-largest media conglomerate in the United

States. Among the 872 stations that air local news in the United States, Sinclair owned 112 of

them in 2020. There is anecdotal and persuasive empirical evidence (Martin and McCrain (2019))

that Sinclair-owned TV stations lean to the right of the political spectrum. Indeed, Martin and

Martin and McCrain (2019) show that when a station is acquired by Sinclair, the slant of their

coverage shifts to the right when analyzing text-based measures of ideology.

Sinclair-owned TV stations display more content in a cable news style and provide more

information from partisan sources and dramatic elements (Hedding et al. (2019)). Sinclair often

features must-run content. This content was supportive of then-president Donald Trump in

previous years (Hedding et al. (2019)). One of the most famous incidents that showed the

degree of closeness between Sinclair and the conservative movement took place in March 2018,

when hundreds of news anchors on Sinclair TV stations repeated the same script that attacked

traditional news sources in support of Trump (Tryon (2020)).

3.4 Empirical strategy

This chapter aims to causally estimate the effect of the protests on political outcomes. As

I show in the appendix, regressions that use rain as an instrument are unlikely to estimate causal

effects because rain is a weak instrument for protest activity in 2020.
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3.4.1 Regression discontinuity in time

I use the sudden start of the protests and the availability of data at the daily level to

estimate a regression discontinuity in time. I prefer to aggregate date at the weekly level because

there is seasonality at the daily level. That is, the amount donated and the number of donors

systematically depends on the day of the week. I use a regression discontinuity design as in

Cheng and Long (2022) to verify if there is an observable discontinuity in donations to political

candidates after the protests start at the national level. I estimate:

Donationswz = m(week) + 1( week� 0) � � + endmonthw + � wz (3.1)

Where m(week) is a smooth function of time measured in weeks and� is the estimator of

the impact of the start of the George Floyd donations on campaign contributions.endmonthw is a

dummy equal to 1 if the week is at the end of the month because donations are higher during these

periods. I cluster the standard errors at the week level and use ZipCode level data.Donationswz

is either the amount donated or the number of unique donors in ZipCode z.

3.4.2 Media market effects

My main speci�cation follows Spenkuch and Toniatti (2018) and exploits the discontinuities

created by arbitrary media market borders. I estimate:
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Donationsc = � p+ � 1� Sinclair � viewershipc+ � 2� Non� Sinclairviewership c+ X c� 
 + � c

(3.2)

Where the variable donations is either the amount donated in county c after the George

Floyd protests or the number of unique donors. I also estimate the results separately for each

party. Sinclair-viewership is equal to the total viewership numbers of local news programs in

Sinclair-owned TV stations in the DMA during May 2020, divided by the number of adults

in the DMA. Non-Sinclair-viewership is constructed similarly. Including both variables in my

regression assures that the effect I am picking up is not just the effect of individuals being more

likely to watch TV in the DMA.X c is a set of county-level controls. The parameter of interest is

then� 1. Identi�cation comes from� p which is a county-border pair �xed effect that absorbs any

unobserved characteristics in neighboring counties on different sides of a media border segment

and allows me to capture only the effect of Sinclair local news.

The identifying assumption is that changes in Sinclair viewership across media market

borders are not correlated with unobserved characteristics of the counties on each side of the

media market border. Figure 1 shows a map of Sinclair TV stations' local news viewership by

DMA. There is wide variation in exposure to local news channels af�liated with Sinclair. While

in some border counties, individuals are exposed to zero impressions from these TV stations,

in others Sinclair is an important player. This heterogeneity exists even within states, and it

is what I exploit to causally estimate the effect of media coverage of the protests on campaign

contributions.
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3.5 Data

3.5.1 Data on protests

For the main analysis in this chapter, I use data on protest activity to show that there was a

sudden increase in protests and riots after May 26. For this purpose, I use data from the Armed

Con�ict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED) to show the increase in protests and riots

after the killing of George Floyd. ACLED ”collects information on the dates, actors, locations,

fatalities, and types of all reported political violence and protest events around the world”1.

The Crowd Counting Consortium (CCC) provides information on the number of attendees

to protests in the United States since 2017 and differentiates anti-racism demonstrations. They

identify the city and state for each event. I geocode that data to obtain information on the county

where the protest occurred. The CCC reports both lower and upper bounds estimates for protest

attendance. I use the lower bound estimates for the analysis of whether rain can be used as an

instrument as in the literature.

3.5.2 Data on campaign contributions

Information on campaign contributions comes from the publicly available Federal Election

Commission (FEC) database of individual contributions. This database records information of

donors who contribute more than $200 in the reporting period since 1989. However, in recent

years, with the advent of platforms such as WinRed and ActBlue, the FEC also has information

for donations below this threshold, as these platforms are mandated to report all transactions.

1https://acleddata.com/about-acled/
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From this point onward I refer to donations made through WinRed as donations to Republicans,

and donations made through ActBlue as donations to Democrats as these are the parties af�liated

with each platform. Using this information diminishes the risk of measurement error as there

is less likelihood of double counting. In the FEC data, there is information on the name of the

donor, committee they donated to, address and date of the transaction. To obtain an aggregate

measure of campaign contributions at the local level, I collapse these data at the ZipCode level.

As my unit of analysis is the county, I use crosswalks from the Of�ce of Policy Development

and Research and from the UDS Mapper to aggregate data at the county level. I identify unique

donors using ZipCode and name in the data as an unique identi�er. Because of issues of typos

and changes in the way individuals print their names, I may overcount unique donors, but this

should not be an issue unless individuals are more likely to change the spelling of their name

after the George Floyd protests start or are more likely to do it in areas where Sinclair viewership

is higher.

3.5.3 Data on TV viewership and political ads

I use viewership data from Nielsen AdIntel Data. Nielsen measures viewership using a

sample that is representative of the general population in a given DMA. This data is available by

age group. I use these data to construct a measure of the viewership of Sinclair TV stations and

other stations on the DMA. I compute for the two months between May 28 and July the

I construct a measure of exposure to local news by TV station using Nielsen's data on

impressions for each TV show during May 2020. I identify each Sinclair-owned TV station at

the time of the protests. I use viewership data from Nielsen AdIntel Data. Data for covariates
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comes from Census data.

Data on political ads comes from the Wesleyan Media Project. This project classi�es

ads by issues. The same ad can reference different issues, so there are no concerns about

multicollinearity. I focus on three types of ads, ads that refer to police/ police brutality, ads

that focus on civil rights, and, �nally, ads on riots/protests.

3.5.4 Data on content of TV programs

In an ideal setup, I would use data on the content of the TV programs as Martin and

Yurukoglu (2017) and perform a sentiment analysis of that data. However, the data that Martin

and Yurukoglu (2017) use is only available three months after the programs are emitted. At the

time this chapter was conceived, it was too late to collect that information. For that reason, I

instead use data from Google. I use a script to get information on the number of news stories that

mention George Floyd after May 26, 2020, for all the local TV stations in the Nielsen database.

Not all TV stations have a website and some of them do not screen their news programs but

instead broadcast the same news programs as one of their af�liates. For this reason, this database

is prone to measurement error issues, but it is nevertheless indicative of how much each network

covered the protests.

3.6 Results

3.6.1 Regression discontinuity in time results

Figure 2 shows that there was a large increase in riots and protests after the news of the

killing of George Floyd became widespread. Protests from all causes increased from around
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160 per week before May 26 to 1,500 per week after the killing of George Floyd and 3,200 the

following week. It took more than 25 weeks before the level of protests returned to the baseline.

For riots, the increase was more stark. There was, on average, 1 riot per week before May 26 and

300 riots per week at the peak of the protests. For the rest of 2020, the level was still above the

baseline at around 20 riots per week.

Figure 3 presents the regression discontinuity plot for the average amount donated at the

ZipCode level before and after the killing of George Floyd. There is a jump in the amount donated

around the threshold of USD 300 in the average ZipCode. In Table 1, I present the RD estimates

obtained from estimating Equation 1. I run this equation for my two outcomes: amount donated

and the number of individual donors. The table includes information for 2020 and previous years

as placebos. I top code donations above the limit for individual candidates with the value for

the limit in that year to reduce the effect of large donations to party committees. This restriction

also helps increase the precision of the estimates. However, the estimates are qualitatively similar

when using the unrestricted data.

Column 7 in Table 1 shows that after the killing of George Floyd donations increased by

210 dollars in the average ZipCode while the number of donors increased by around 1 percentage

point. No other coef�cient is positive and signi�cant except for the number of donors in 2008.

Some coef�cients, even while negative, are large and signi�cant. However, as Figure 4 shows,

a visual analysis of the regression discontinuity plots for 2016 and 2012 shows that there is no

evidence of any discontinuities for these years.

Some caveats of the analysis presented here are as follows. First, the inclusion of an end-of-

month dummy may arti�cially create larger discontinuities in some periods around the cutoff. A

second issue is that around this period, some primaries for congressional of�ces may be ending,
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and thus donations may mechanically fall.

In Figure 5, I present a sensitivity analysis of the results for 2020 for different bandwidths

without including the end-of-the-month dummy variable (results are similar when including it).

Although the estimate changes from almost 400 dollars to around 300 dollars, it is stable at 6

weeks, which is the optimal bandwidth. In Figure 6, I present the results for different bandwidths

for donations to the Democratic and Republican parties. The estimates for donations to the

Republican Party stabilize at around 100 dollars, while for the Democratic Party, on average,

the estimated increase is approximately 200 dollars. Given the average donation amount in

the sample, this represents around 15% and 20% of the typical amount donated to each party,

respectively. The most important takeaway from this �gure is that the increase was not only

observed for the Democratic Party as the press at the time seemed to report.

3.6.2 Local news coverage and the role of Sinclair-owned TV stations

The �rst step in this analysis is to check the validity of the research design. Table 2 presents

a regression of impressions of local news programs in Sinclair and non-Sinclair TV stations in

the DMA on county-level characteristics. That is, in the �rst column, I run an OLS regression of

Sinclair viewership on county covariates. Similarly, in the second column, I regress non-Sinclair

viewership on county characteristics. In both regressions, none of the coef�cients is signi�cant,

although the coef�cients for the Sinclair regression are jointly signi�cant. However, the within

R2 is close to 1.5% in both cases, which means that observable county characteristics explain

around 1% of the variation in DMA-level viewership data.

I present additional tests of balance in the appendix. I show that most characteristics
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are balanced across media market borders. Although some covariates are statistically across

boundaries, by controlling for these characteristics in the regressions, this concern is ameliorated.

I also present �gures for the intensity of the protests and support for the Democratic party in

2016, and across DMAs, to show that they are not correlated with exposure with Sinclair local

viewership in May 2020.

In Table 3, I present the results of estimating equation 2 for total donations (that is, the

result of adding donations through WinRed and ActBlue). The coef�cients are negative for both

outcomes and similar with and without controls. However, while the coef�cient for the number

of donors per 1,000 inhabitants in column 3 is signi�cant, it is not signi�cant when I include

controls in column 4. This result implies that there is no effect of the coverage of Sinclair-owned

or other TV stations on political donations.

In Table 4, I present the results for the Democratic Party. There is no effect of Sinclair

viewership on the contributions to the Democratic Party and the estimated coef�cient is small.

This lack of effects holds both for the number of contributors and the amount donated in the

county. In contrast, there is a negative and signi�cant effect of Sinclair viewership on both the

amount donated and the number of donors to the Republican party through WinRed. According

to columns 2 and 4 in Table 5, a 1 standard deviation increase in Sinclair viewership in the DMA

is associated with a reduction of around 1 donor per 10,000 voting-age individuals in the county

and 800 dollars per 10,000 voting-age people.

An analysis of monthly donations in Figure 8 shows that the effect on donations to WinRed

�rst appears in September, that is after both the Republican National Committee and the Democratic

National Committee held their conventions con�rming Donald Trump and Joe Biden as their

presidential nominees. This suggests that Sinclair viewership primed the electorate towards not
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supporting Republicans, but the effect only appears once candidates start pushing for contributions.

Figure 9 shows that there are no signi�cant effects in 2016 for donations to Republicans.

What explains this counter-intuitive result? In Table 6, I show that Sinclair-owned TV

stations have a higher count of stories that mention George Floyd when compared to other TV

stations in the same DMA. This result holds both in the restricted and non-restricted sample

and when measuring the stories as an absolute number or per capita. Given that Biden was

more trusted than Trump on the issue of race relations by a 20-point margin (Morning Consult,

2020), a plausible hypothesis is that increased salience of the issue in DMAs with higher Sinclair

viewership may have negatively affected contributions to conservative committees.

3.6.3 Placebo tests

My �rst placebo test deals with the question of whether a similar effect is observed for

donations that occurred in the cycle before the start of the George Floyd protests.

While the evidence presented in the previous subsection lends credence to the theory that

higher salience of protests decreases contributions towards Republican candidates, it is possible

that this effect appears in other years and therefore just happens mechanically. For this reason, in

Table 7, I estimate the effect of Sinclair viewership on donations in 2016. I �nd that there is no

signi�cant effect on the donation measures for this period. This indicates, that the effect is not

due only to changes in time that are commonly occurring.

In table 8, I present a placebo test where I estimate the impact of Sinclair viewership on

donations before May 28, 2020. There is no effect on either the number of donors or the amount

donated. Table 9 con�rms that there is also no effect when I restrict the sample to Republicans
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before May 28. There is also not a negative effect for donations to Republicans after May, as

observed in Figure 9.

3.6.4 The role of TV ads

The analysis conducted so far implicitly assumes that most of the decisions on the content

that TV viewers are exposed to come from the decisions of broadcasters. However, politicians can

also use ads to raise the salience of certain issues and broadcast their positions. In this subsection,

I explore the role that political advertisement may have on election results in the context of the

George Floyd protests. Using the data from the Wesleyan Media Project, I construct a measure

of exposure to three types of ads, ads that refer to police/ police brutality, ads that focus on civil

rights, and, �nally, ads on riots/protests.

I estimate the effect on the Democratic vote share in 2020 of per capita impressions of each

type of issue ads and the per capita impressions of all other campaign ads:

Demsharec = � p + � 1 � Issue � adsc + � 2 � Other � adsc + X c � 
 + � c (3.3)

The results in Table 10 imply that 100 additional impressions per capita of ads about

police/police brutality increase the vote share of the Democratic Party in the 2020 election by

1 percentage point. No other types of ads have a signi�cant effect on support for Joe Biden.

However, we should not expect Democratic and Republican ads to have the same effect. For this

reason, I also estimate the following equation:
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Demsharec =
p + � 1 � Issue � ads� demc + � 2 � Issue � ads� repc

+� 3 � Other � ads� demc + � 2 � Other � ads� repc + X c � 
 + � c

(3.4)

In Table 11, I show that the effect is driven by ads by the Democratic presidential campaign.

Both ads that focus on police brutality and ads that talk about the protests increase the probability

that an individual votes for the Democratic Party. In contrast, there is no effect of Republican ads

on these issues on election results.

3.7 Discussion and Conclusions

The George Floyd protests were the largest demonstrations in the United States in the last

60 years. The protests mobilized thousands of people to the streets where the demands ranged

from petitions for the abolition of current structures of policing that target black individuals.

In this debate, both Democratic and Republican candidates took sides, with the former often

favoring the type of reforms that the movement demanded. However, little is known about the

effect that the protests had on the success of the goals of the demonstrators.

In this chapter, I show that after George Floyd was killed by a police of�cer, donations

increased at the national level, with higher increases for Democrats than Republicans. This results

is robust across different speci�cations and support the hypothesis that individuals were motivated

to show their support towards the party more aligned with the interests of the demonstrators after

the protests started.

Because the protests were a constant feature in news TV shows after the killing of George
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Floyd, I study what role media coverage played in this increase and whether differential coverage

by TV stations may explain the changes observed in the data. I use data from TV viewership

by type of TV network and distinguish between Sinclair owned and other stations. Sinclair is an

important focus point because it is one of the largest media conglomerates in the United States

and has a conservative slant.

I �nd that increased Sinclair viewership decreases the amount donated to candidates in

my sample. However, I �nd that this effect is not driven by reduced donations to Democratic

candidates in DMAs where Sinclair viewership is higher, but instead that donations to conservative

candidates decrease. This effect appears to be mediated by increased coverage of the protests

from conservative TV stations which leads to increased salience of an issue where Republicans

were less trusted than Democrats.

Finally, I look at the use of these topics on campaign ads, with information provided by the

Wesleyan Media Project. I �nd that there is a higher vote share for the Democratic Party in 2020

in the areas where more ads about racial issues and police brutality are aired. Some important

caveats on these results are that my results identify an effect on the condition that the coverage by

Sinclair TV stations does differ from the coverage of other TV stations. Unfortunately, I cannot

create a measure of real exposure to these TV shows. Data on the slant of these TV shows is

also not available, because usual providers of information of the content of TV programs used in

previous papers (Martin and McCrain, 2019) only keep this information for a few months.
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Figure 3.1: Search interest in the topic ”George Floyd” according to Google Trends data.
.
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Figure 3.2: Nonviolent protests and riots per day in the United States before and after May 26th,
2020, a day after George Floyd was killed.
.

(a) Protests after the killing of George Floyd

(b) Riots after the killing of George Floyd
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Figure 3.3: Regression discontinuity plot of average amount donated before and after the killing
of George Floyd on May 26, 2020. Weekly data aggregated at the ZipCode level.

.
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Figure 3.4: Placebos: regression discontinuity plots of average amount donated before and after
May 26 for other presidential years.
.

(a) Campaign contributions in 2012

(b) Campaign contributions in 2016
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Figure 3.5: Sensitivity analysis of the RD estimates for different bandwidths.
.
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Figure 3.6: Regression discontinuity estimates for donations to republicans (left) and democrats
(right) for different bandwidths.
.

(a) Donations to Republicans

(b) Donations to Democrats
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Figure 3.7: Sinclair impressions per capital in May 2020. Data from Nielsen AdIntel.
.
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Figure 3.8: Donations to Republican committees through WinRed by month, 2020.
.
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Figure 3.9: Donations to Republican committees by month, 2016.
.
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Table 3.1: Regression discontinuity estimates after May 26 of each election year
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Table 3.2: County characteristics and local news viewership
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Table 3.3: Impact of Sinclair viewership in the DMA on campaign contributions
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Table 3.4: Impact of Sinclair viewership in the DMA on campaign contributions through ActBlue
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Table 3.5: Impact of Sinclair viewership in the DMA on campaign contributions through WinRed

126



Table 3.6: Sinclair viewership and coverage of the protests
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Table 3.7: Placebo: Impact of Sinclair viewership in the DMA on campaign contributions in
2016
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Table 3.8: Placebo: Impact of Sinclair viewership in the DMA on campaign contributions
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Figure 3.10: Placebo: Impact of Sinclair viewership in the DMA on campaign contributions
through WinRed
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Figure 3.11: Impact of ads by issue in the DMA on the Democratic Party's vote share in the 2020
Presidential election
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Figure 3.12: Impact of partisan ads by issue in the DMA on the Democratic Party's vote share in
the 2020 Presidential election
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3.8 Appendix

Table 3.9: The effect of rain on protest activity after the killing of George Floyd
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Table 3.10: Balance of county characteristics
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Figure 3.13: Democratic share of the two-party vote in the 2016 Presidential Election by DMA
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Figure 3.14: Protest intensity after the killing of George Floyd by DMA
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Chapter 4: Have Corporations Polarized Politically Too? Evidence from U.S.

Campaign Contributions Over Time

4.1 Introduction

A large volume of literature has documented a substantial rise in partisan political polarization

in legislatures over the past 50 years (McCarty (2019); McCarty et al. (2016)). This has been

measured as increased segregation in voting patterns by political party. However, more recently

it has also been measured as divergence in partisanship of speech (Gentzkow et al. (2019); Jensen

et al. (2012)). Though initially, this rise was relegated mostly to national legislatures, in recent

years, there has been a large rise in polarization in state legislatures as well (Grossmann (2023);

Handan-Nader et al. (2022)). Despite an initial debate on whether partisan polarization was

relegated to politicians and not re�ected in electorate (Abramowitz and Saunders (2008); Fiorina

and Abrams (2008, 2012); Glaeser and Ward (2006)), there is now consensus in the academic

community that partisan polarization has increased between citizens (Iyengar et al. (2019))1.

Though the academic literature has explored legislative and voter polarization in great

detail, less is known about the trends in corporate polarization. It is not immediately clear

how to measure polarization for corporations. Corporations do not vote either in legislatures

1It does not seem as though ideological polarization has increased over the past 50 years in the United States
(Iyengar et al. (2019)). In this sense, the rise of polarization today is distinct from that in the 1930s.
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or in elections. One possible way to measure corporate polarization is to look at campaign

contributions. Corporations are known for being strategic rather than ideological in their giving

behavior. They often give to both sides of the aisle though, contrary to public opinion, not in the

same race (Chamon and Kaplan (2013)). Nonetheless, as far as we are aware (1.) there has been

less of an attempt to quantify the degree of polarization and (2.) we do not know how corporate

polarization has changed over time.

There is reason to believe that corporate polarization has been increasing over time. On the

one hand, there are increased criticisms of corporations considered to be “woke” such as Disney,

Apple, or Delta taking public positions and becoming more involved in politics (Ramaswamy

(2021)). On the other hand, there are criticisms of corporations such as Hobby Lobby or My

Pillow engaging in political activities in the form of strategic law suits (Horwitz (2014)).

In this chapter, we intend to bring quantitative evidence to bear on whether corporations

have become more polarized by looking at trends in corporate giving. In particular, following

(Kaplan et al. (2022)), we use a variance index to compute the two-party variance in corporate

contributions over time. This means that we �rst limit contributions to those going to Democrats

and those going to Republicans. In other words, we exclude contributions to third party and

independent candidates. After computing the probability (fraction) of corporate giving going to

the Democrats, we compute the variance of corparate giving across parties. Since the variance

of a Bernoulli random variable with probability of successp is given byp(1 � p), zero is the

minimum possible value of the variance and 0.25 is its maximum possible value. We then exactly

decompose the variance within and across sectors, within and across industry categories within

sectors, and within and across individual Political Action Committees (PACs)2. We then visually

2Since direct contributions from �rms or labor unions to political candidates or political parties are banned,
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display the aggregate variance decomposition over time of giving by corporations and show how

it decomposes across and between sectors all the way down to the individual PAC level. We do

this over 30 years of recent U.S. political history from 1990 through 2020.

Our main �nding is that polarization of corporate giving has not systematically increased

over time. Moreover, this is true across most sectors of the economy. Most PACs are very

bipartisan in their corporate giving. To compare, we also compute the partisan variance of

individual campaign contributions. The variance in individual campaign contributions has not

increased over time. However, they behave very differently from corporations. Whereas most

of the variance in corporate giving is within PACs, most of the variance in individual giving is

across individuals. In other words, corporate PACs tend to give relatively evenly to both sides

of the political aisle whereas individuals tend to give only to one side. Borrowing terminology

from (Grossman and Helpman (2001)), our �ndings are consistent with individuals operating

according to an electoral motive for giving and corporations operating according to an in�uence

motive. In other words, our �ndings are consistent with individuals giving to in�uence election

outcomes but corporations contribution giving in order to gain access to politicians and gain

in�uence over policy. As a result, whereas there has been substantial scope for an increase in the

polarization of giving among corporations, that has not been the case for individuals.

One exception to the difference in behavior across �rms and individuals is that large donors

operate more like corporations. They give in a much more bipartisan fashion. We also have seen

an increase in polarization for this group in the 2020 elections, primarily across different states.

Large donors in some states increased their giving to Democrats while in other states, individuals

moved to giving more to Republicans.

corporations funnel their political contributions through legal entities known as Political Action Committees
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The chapter proceeds as follows: in the next section, we present our methods; in Section

4.3, we discuss the data we use; in Section 4.4, we present our main �ndings, and �nally in

Section 4.5, we make suggestions for future research and conclude.

4.2 Methods

This chapter is descriptive. It computes the partisan variance of corporate as well as

individual giving over time and decomposes it among sectors down to the level of the PAC for

corporate contributions and geographically down to the citizen for individual contributions. We

now describe our decomposition methods in brief.

Following (Kaplan et al. (2022)), we �rst compute the Democratic two-party partisan share

of contributions:

CShare;D =

P
p Cpd

P
p Cpd +

P
p Cpr

(4.1)

whereCShare;D is the share in contributions of the Democrats,Cpd is the dollar value of a

contribution from PACp (or personp) to a Democrat andCpr is the dollar of a contribution from

PAC p (or personp) to a Republican. We then compute the variance of overall contributions:

Vc = CShare;D (1 � CShare;D ) (4.2)

We similarly compute the variance of the partisan contribution share within each sector.

We can subsequently compute the fraction of the variation that is across sectors by subtracting a

weighted sum of sector-speci�c variances. The two sets of weights we will use are (1.) equal-
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weighted where every individual unit (a PAC or a person) gets equal weight; in that case the

weights will be 'population shares'3 and (2.) dollar-weighted where each individual is weighted

by the fraction of total dollars that they contribution. Our decomposition can thus be noted as:

V( �C1; :::; �Cp; :::; �Cp)
| {z }
heterogeneity across sectors

= V(x)
| {z }

overall heterogeneity

�

CX

c=1

nc

n
V(Cp)

| {z }
heterogeneity within sectors

=

CX

c=1

nc

n
(vc � v)2: (4.3)

Note that this equations suggests two ways to compute the across-sector share of the

variance. We can compute it as a residual by computing the total variance and subtracting out the

weighted sum of the individual within-sector variances. Alternatively, we can compute it directly

as the variance in the within-sector variances. We can do this by computing the weighted means

of the within-sector variances and then computing the variance of the variances.

Additionally note that each within-sector variance can further be decomposed (for example

into individual PACs). The variance index can allow arbitrary �nite levels of nested decomposition.

After decomposing PAC contributions into sectors, we will further decompose them into industry

categories which we refer to simply as categories. These categories are determined by opensecrets.org

from whom we get the PAC contribution data. Finally, we will further decompose category

contributions down to the individual level. Though we have been discussing the decomposition

of contributions as broken down by sector, when we look at individual contributors, we will

instead break them down by state, then further by zip-code before decomposing them down to

the individual level.
3In the case of individuals, weighting will be by the population of voters; in the case of corporations, weighting

will be by the number of �rms
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Kaplan et al. (2022) show that this variance index is the unique (up to linear transformation)

index which satis�es seven axioms: (1.)Normalization: the value of the index is zero when all

inputs to the index are identical, (2.)Translation Invariance: adding a constant to all inputs to

the index does not alter the index, (3.)Anonymity: permuting two inputs to the index leaves the

value of the index unchanged, (4.)Population Independence: Doubling the inputs to the index

by adding a second copy of each element of the index leaves the value of the index unchanged,

(5.) Continuity: The index is a continuous function of its inputs, (6.)Spread Responsiveness:

Adding to a higher-valued input to the index while subtracting from a lower-valued input to the

index weakly increases the value of the index, and (7.)Decomposability: For any partition of the

index into two components, it is possible to express the value of the index as a weighted sum of

the values of the index for the two elements of the partition.

4.3 Data

Our campaign contribution data for individuals comes from the Federal Election Commission

and only contains contributions for federal elections. For each contribution, the data contains

exact name of donor, address of donor including zip-code, name and political party of the recipient

of the contribution, and date of the contribution. We include both contributions to candidates as

well as to Democratic and Republican party organizations. We exclude contributions to third

party and independent candidates as well as to third party political parties. However, these

amount to less than 1% of total contributions. We note that federal election law mandates that

political campaigns must report when an individual gives more than $200 in contributions over

an electoral cycle. However, smaller amounts may be omitted. In practice, some campaign
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have historically reported all contributions and others have omitted small contributions. In recent

years, with the rise of party-initiated online portals for making political donations (Act Blue and

Win Red), most small donations are now made online. Act Blue started in the mid-2000s but

only took off starting in 2014. Win Red made its �rst appearance for the 2020 electoral cycle.

Since both Act Blue and Win Red have increased reporting of small donors, this could potentially

lead to trends over time in measured polarization just due to the increase in reporting. However,

since we �nd no trend in individual contributions except for large donors for whom reporting has

not changed as a result of the rise of online contributions, we are not concerned about reporting

issues.

There is one other type of campaign contribution by individuals that does not get captured

in our data: independent expenditures. Independent expenditures are expenditures made by

individuals in favor of a candidate but made subject to limitations in coordination with the

campaign or political parties. These are made by very wealthy individuals who may, for example,

pay out-of-pocket for a political advertisement supporting a candidate. After the 2010 Citizens

United v. FEC decision by the Supreme Court and the subsequent 2010 Speech Now v. FEC

decision made by the D.C. district court, individuals have been allowed to contribute unlimited

amounts of money in support of a candidate as long as they do not give the money to the candidate

or to a political party and as long as they follow some guidelines limiting coordination with the

political campaign. Unfortunately, there is no way for us to track this now very large source of

effective campaign contributions. Nonetheless, we do not see a large change in our results from

2008 to 2012 when limitations on independent expenditures were dramatically relaxed.

For corporate contributions, we use the data from FEC (Federal Election Commission)

processed by opensecrets.org. Opensecrets processes and cleans the data making them much
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easier to use. Among other things, they standardize classi�cation of sectors. These contributions

data contain amounts given by PAC and recipient, date of the contribution, and industry. Non-

reporting is less of an issue for corporations except for individuals contributions by owners and

managers which we do not observe with the data that we have4.

4.4 Results

In this section we present our results. They consist of plotting the components of our

decomposition of the variance of partisan shares in campaign contributions for both individuals

and for �rms over time from 1990 through 2020. We begin by showing the raw time series,

broken down into contributions by individuals and contributions by PACs. The data are displayed

in Figure 4.1.

Figure 4.1 is based upon the sample we use in the chapter. We therefore exclude contributions

to third party as well as independent candidates. A few facts are worth noting. First, growth

in contributions has been rapid. Even excluding contributions for the 2020 elections, for which

individual contributions roughly doubled relative to either of the previous elections, contributions

roughly quadrupled from the year 2000 to the year 2016. Moreover, the rate of growth in

contributions made by individuals was similar to that for PACs. Second, though the rate of growth

for PAC contributions was much higher than that for individual contributions in the 1990s, rates

of growth have converged since 2000. Third, there was near full convergence in contributions for

4In order to separate out contributions by managers and owners from other individual contributors, we would
need lists of owners and managers attached to �rms and PACs. For managers, this is potentially obtainable from 10K
forms if a �rm is publicly tradable. However, it would not generally be feasible for closely held �rms. Since data on
owners of �rms is not in general available, particularly for publicly traded �rms, it would be extremely dif�cult to
come up with measures of the contribution behavior of owners except in a limited number of circumstances where
ownership is publicly known.
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the 2020 general election, probably due to the high level of mobilization by both Democrats and

Republicans. Fourth, the total amount of contributions totalled around12billion dollars (8 billion

in PAC contributions and4 in individual contributions) in the election years 2016 and 2018 and

around16billion in 2020, split evenly by type of contribution.

Figure 4.1: Aggregate Contributions by Individuals and PACs Over Time

4.4.1 Corporate Contributions

Intuitively, our index achieves its minimum at zero. This would only happen if all PACs

contributed only to one side in which case there would be no variance in the fraction of dollars

going to the Democrats (or Republicans). The variance index achieves its maximum at0:25;
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0:25 is the theoretical maximum for our index given that a Bernoulli probability distribution

maximizes its variance at0:25.In this case, the aggregate probability and thus fraction of a dollar

going to the Democrats is the same as for the Republicans. We then break down this variance

into sub-components. To make things simple, suppose we directly decomposed to the level of

the PAC. At one extreme, if every PAC contributed equally to the Republicans and Democrats,

the variance within each PAC would be at the maximum,0:25, and the variance across PACs

would thus be null. This would re�ect highly bipartisan PACs. The opposite extreme would be if

every PAC gave only to one party in which case there would no variance in giving across parties

within each PAC and all of the variation would be across PACs. This would re�ect highly partisan

PACs. For numbers in between, comparing the fraction of the variation between relative to within

PACs will tell us how much the degree to which contributions are bipartisan because PACs are

bipartisan as opposed to PACs are partisan but there are PACs on each side the political aisle.

We present two variants of the variance index: PAC-weighted and dollar-weighted. The

PAC-weighted is unweighted given that the data is reported at the PAC level. The PAC-weighted

index is interpretable as the variation in partisan giving for the average PAC. The dollar-weighted

index is interpretable as the variation in partisan giving for the average dollar. To the degree the

two yield different results, the dollar-weighted index re�ects the behavior of larger PACs to a

much greater degree.

We now show our main results, focusing �rst on corporate contributions through PACs.

We begin by showing Figure 4.2. Surprisingly, corporate contributions have not become more

polarized over time5. When we look at the PAC-weighted decomposition where each PAC gets

5In the Appendix, we show our estimates have not become noisier due to a decline in the number of contributors.
The number of contributions has increased over time and the number of contributors has remained remarkably stable.
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equal weight, we see a number of salient facts. First, the decomposition sums almost exactly to

0.25 in all years. This means that corporations as a whole gives roughly equally to Democrats and

Republicans. Second, all the components of the decomposition are �at over time. This means that

the fraction of the variation in corporate giving attributable to differences across sectors, across

industries within sectors, across categories within industries, across PACs within categories, and

within PACs are very stable over time. Third, the vast majority of the variation is within individual

PACs. This means that most PACs give relatively evenly to both sides and that there is very little

variation across categories, industries or even sectors in how evenly PACs give to both parties.

Figure 4.2: Variance of PAC Contributions: Individual-Weighted

We now turn to the dollar-weighted decomposition. Here we see that from 1996 onwards,
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there is an essentially even split of contributions between Democrats and Republicans. There is

more variation across PACs than in the individually-weighted results. This means that large PACs

are more partisan and more heterogeneously partisan than small PACs. One particularly salient

difference between the dollar-weighted and individually weighted results is the large rise in the

within-PAC fraction of the variation. The nadir of within-PAC variation is 0.15 (about 60% of

total variation) in 1996 and the peak is around 0.2 in 2020. Thus, large-dollar PACs have been

historically more partisan than smaller-dollar PACs. However, different from small-dollar PACs,

they have been becominglessnot more partisan over time. These results are shown below in

Figure 4.3.

Figure 4.3: Variance of PAC Contributions: Dollar-Weighted
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We additionally show the decompositions individually for each of 12 sectors: Agriculture,

Communications, Construction, Defense, Energy, Finance, Health, Labor, Lawyers and Lobbyists,

Miscellaneous Business, Transportation and Other. Labor here refers to labor unions and thus is

not a sector in the traditional sense. We show dollar-weighted decomposition �gures individually

for each of these sectors in Appendix A.

We note that most industries give relatively evenly to both sides of the aisle. We can see

this because the aggregate variances are0:25 for most industries meaning that the aggregate

probability of contributing to a Democrat is50%.

One exception to this bipartisan pattern of giving is the labor sector, comprised of labor

unions which tends to give predominantly to Democrats. Even labor, however, has become more

bipartisan over time. In 2020, labor reached its peak of0:12; this is a large rise given that in

1994, it reached its nadir of0:04. The growth in the aggregate variance re�ects a greater fraction

of union contributions going to the Republican party.

In contrast, a few sectors have become more partisan on average over time. All three follow

a similar pattern of bipartisanship in the 2008 and 2010 elections when Obama was elected and in

the �rst election after Obama was elected. These three sectors are: Agribusiness, Construction,

and Energy of Natural Resources. To a smaller degree, there is some evidence of increased

partisanship in the Transportation industry and the industry categorized as Miscellaneous6

In Figure 4.5, we show the dollar-weighted decomposition for the Energy and Natural

Resources sector, which tends to contribute more to the Republican party currently. Back in

the early, 1990s, the energy sector was completely bipartisan and most of the variation was

6“Miscellaneous Business”, as classi�ed by the Federal Election Commission includes beer, wine, food and
beverages, business services, retail sales, and a few other manufacturing-related industries. “Other” includes the
education and non-pro�t sectors.
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Figure 4.4: Variance of Labor Contributions: Dollar-Weighted

within PAC so that most large PACs were also quite bipartisan in their contribution behavior.

Interestingly, the energy sector had a brief period of bipartisan giving in the 2008 and 2010

elections after having been more partisan since the 1996 election and then returned to a more

partisan pattern of giving starting in 2012. In particular, from the beginning of our series in 1990

until 1994, the partisan contribution variance in the Energy and Natural Resources industry was

at the maximum variance of0:25. It then fell but has been rising in 2018 and again in 2020. It is

currently at0:22. The residual and sizable “Other” sector has also become more bipartisan over

time.

Mainly, most PACs within the industry have become more partisan over time. We can

150




	Dedication
	Acknowledgements
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Introduction
	Does Power Beget Power for Radical Parties? Evidence from Municipal Council Elections
	Introduction
	Background
	Radical parties: towards a definition of radicalism
	Incumbency effect: why it exists and why it matters

	Institutional details
	Multiparty proportional representation systems

	Empirical strategy
	Identification and the univariate RD model
	Bandwidth selection
	Aggregation method
	Multivariate regression discontinuity model in cdr21

	Sample selection, selected parties and data
	Sample selection
	Selected countries and parties
	Colombia
	Sweden
	Finland
	Spain
	Brazil

	Results
	Validity of the research design
	The incumbency effect for radical and non-radical parties
	Placebo test
	A brief discussion of the the multivariate RD results in cdr21
	Robustness tests
	Mechanisms

	Conclusion and discussion
	Appendix Figures and Tables
	Country selection
	Optimal bandwidth regression discontinuity estimates when parties compete for their first seat


	Media coverage, media bias and campaign contributions: Evidence from the 2020 George Floyd protests in the United States
	Introduction
	Conceptual framework
	Social unrest and political outcomes
	Determinants of small campaign contributions

	Context
	The George Floyd protests
	TV local news in the United States
	Sinclair Broadcast Group

	Empirical strategy
	Regression discontinuity in time
	Media market effects

	Data
	Data on protests
	Data on campaign contributions
	Data on TV viewership and political ads
	Data on content of TV programs

	Results
	Regression discontinuity in time results
	Local news coverage and the role of Sinclair-owned TV stations
	Placebo tests
	The role of TV ads

	Discussion and Conclusions
	Appendix

	Have Corporations Polarized Politically Too? Evidence from U.S. Campaign Contributions Over Time
	Introduction
	Methods
	Data
	Results
	Corporate Contributions
	Individual Contributions

	Discussion and Conclusion
	Appendix Figures and Tables

	Bibliography

