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Abstract 

Within political science, there are numerous methodological approaches to 

estimating the policy positions of political actors. Such methods are often 

used to examine party systems as a whole, but little research has been done 

on testing them in the context of parties that deviate from the political 

mainstream, such as populist radical right (PRR) parties. This study evalu-

ates four common approaches, (1) expert surveys, (2) manual content anal-

ysis, (3) dictionary-based content analysis, and (4) Wordfish, by applying 

them to the PRR party the Sweden Democrats. Election manifestos, being 

considered the most authoritative statements of official party policy, are 

used as the empirical basis of the content analyses. Results show an overall 

high degree of convergent validity along economic and socio-cultural poli-

cy dimensions, but also suggest an advantage for the more qualitative 

methods 1 and 2, as the frequency-based methods (3 and 4) face problems 

with the context-dependence of words, linguistic volatility and data scarcity 

on issues of low salience, difficulties that are related to the characteristics 

of the Sweden Democrats. Manual content analysis and expert surveys do 

not face these issues, but instead need to deal with reliability and bias. If 

the former compensates by averaging multiple codings and the latter focus-

es on clearly defined policy-specific dimensions, these two methods – ide-

ally in combination – are more appropriate than frequency-based approach-

es in the analysis of parties similar to the Sweden Democrats.  
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Introduction 

Within political science there are a number of different approaches to esti-

mating the policy positions of political actors, each with its own set of 

strengths and weaknesses. While such approaches are often applied to party 

systems as a whole, little research has been made on testing them specifi-

cally in the context of parties that deviate from the political mainstream. 

One such ‘family’ of parties is the populist radical right (PRR), which has 

been gaining increased electoral support across Europe over the last couple 

of decades. This study evaluates four methodological approaches to policy 

positioning through an analysis of the populist radical right party the Swe-

den Democrats within the context of Swedish political space. Like many 

PRR parties, the SD has a nationalist agenda and embraces both socially 

conservative values and general welfare provisions, but with its most sali-

ent issues being unrelated to the economy. While the study of a single party 

is not enough to generalise conclusions to all PRR parties, this study ex-

plores the difficulties that arise when estimating policy positions for a party 

that deviates from the political mainstream. The extent to which such issues 

actually affect similar parties is an empirical question to be answered by 

further research, but given that these methods are commonly applied to 

party systems containing populist radical right parties, awareness of which 

potential problems to diagnose for is important. 

The study includes one survey-based approach and three based on con-

tent analysis: (1) expert surveys, where respondents with expert knowledge 

of the party system at hand place parties along policy dimensions; (2) a 

manual content analysis approach, where text units are coded according to 

certain criteria in order to estimate policy positions; (3) a dictionary ap-

proach, where specific words are instead defined a priori as being indica-

tive of parties’ positions; (4) and the Wordfish approach, which uses a sta-

tistical algorithm to estimate party positions from documents. Election 

manifestos, being considered the most authoritative statements of official 
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party policy, are used as the empirical basis for the content analyses. Re-

sults show an overall high degree of convergent validity along economic 

and socio-cultural policy dimensions, but also suggest an advantage for the 

more qualitative approaches 1 and 2, as the frequency-based methods (3 

and 4) face problems with the context-dependence of words, linguistic 

volatility and data scarcity on issues of low salience, difficulties that are 

related to the characteristics of the Sweden Democrats. 
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Theoretical foundations 

Political science requires ways of differentiating between political actors, 

and estimation of the policy positions of political parties has been used, 

among other things, in the study of political representation, coalition forma-

tion and party competition (Huber and Inglehart 1995). For the parties 

themselves, political differentiation is a way of communicating policy 

packages to voters, and the individual needs a simple and straightforward 

way of determining what party or politician to vote for (Downs 1957). The 

most well known example of political differentiation is with little doubt the 

ubiquitous left-right divide, representing a single dimension of political 

conflict.  

Policy preferences can be described both in terms of salience and posi-

tion. That an issue is salient means that it has great importance for the 

party, such as workers’ rights for Marxist parties or the environment for 

green parties. A party’s position on an issue, however, indicates a specific 

stance: for example, most parties are concerned with the economy, but 

Marxist and liberal parties hold opposite views. Like much of the research 

within the field, this study adheres to a multidimensional spatial model of 

politics where parties can occupy any position along any given policy di-

mension, commonly referred to as the ‘proximity’ model (Ray 2007, 13). 

Furthermore, the study adopts an epistemological view that is advocated, 

among others, by Benoit and Laver (2006, 57), arguing that political posi-

tions are abstract concepts that cannot be directly observed. However, em-

pirical manifestations of policy preferences, such as election manifestos, 

speeches or voting behaviour can be observed, ideally to the point that the 

position of any given party can be more or less agreed upon. Estimating the 

position of a party on a single ideal point in political space is, of course, a 

theoretical simplification, as parties can be internally divided on issues and 

contain various factions struggling for influence. The aim, then, is not to 
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uncover any ‘true’ ideological positions, but to estimate measurements that 

are useful for the purposes of political analysis.  

In practice, many policy issues are highly correlated, which means that 

knowledge of an actor’s position on one specific issue allows for fairly 

accurate prediction of positions on other issues (Hinich and Munger 1996, 

127). Parties in favour of strong trade unions, for example, also tend to 

oppose to tax cuts for the wealthy and support economic redistribution. 

Such correlated policy issues can be analysed in terms of ‘latent’ or under-

lying dimensions of political conflict (Benoit and Laver 2006, 50). Due to 

this ideological coherency, the complex political space can often be re-

duced to a more parsimonious one- or two-dimensional space (Schofield 

1993; Poole and Rosenthal 1997; Marks et al 2006). 

Lipset and Rokkan (1967) identified the conflict between owner and 

worker, or ‘class struggle’, as the most salient source of Western political 

conflict, a polarisation that has traditionally been seen as the basis for the 

left-right distinction (Dalton 2006). However, it has been widely argued 

that the economic development of the last decades has resulted in a decline 

in class-based voting, and that more value oriented issues have been gain-

ing salience (e.g. Inglehart 1990; Kitschelt 1994; Flanagan and Lee 2003; 

Green-Pedersen 2007; Hellwig 2008; Kriesi 2010). In order to accommo-

date this change, the traditional left-right dimension is commonly separated 

along two orthogonal axes: one concerning economic issues – such as tax-

es, public spending and market regulation – and a ‘new politics’ axis con-

taining socio-cultural issues such as sexuality, morality, gender equality, 

environment and multiculturalism (e.g. Kitschelt 1997; Hooghe et al 2002; 

Marks et al 2006; Bornschier 2010). These two dimensions, ranging from 

economic left to economic right and from libertarian to authoritarian, are 

used in the analyses of this study.  



 11 

The populist radical right and the Sweden 
Democrats 

Research on populist radical right parties (see e.g. Mudde 2007 on typolo-

gies) has increased in recent years as the electoral support for these parties 

has grown across Europe. Studies where the policy positions of PRR parties 

are of explicit or implicit interest include government coalitions (de Lange 

2008; Loxbo 2010; Akkerman 2012), party system dynamics (Minkenberg 

2001; Bale 2003; Heinisch 2003) and pariah parties (Downs 2001; van 

Spanje and van der Brug 2007). A few recent attempts have also been made 

to evaluate content analysis methods in the context of radical right parties, 

such as Rooduin and Pauwels (2011) on the measurement of populism and 

Ruedin and Morales (2013) on using manifesto data to assess positions on 

immigration policy.  

In a highly influential contribution to the research on the heterogeneous 

PRR party family, its core characteristics have been defined as nativism, 

authoritarianism and populism (Mudde 2007, 22-23). Nativism refers to an 

ideology holding that each state belongs to its native group, or nation, 

where non-native elements are perceived as a harmful to the nation-state. In 

terms of policy, nativism is most clearly reflected in opposition to immigra-

tion and multiculturalism. Authoritarianism represents ‘the belief in a 

strictly ordered society, in which infringements of authority are to be pun-

ished severely’ (ibid., 23), which in policy terms implies, for example, sup-

port for strict security policies and conservative moral values. Populism, 

finally, is understood as an ideological feature rather than a political style, a 

‘thin’ ideology (Canovan 2002; Stanley 2008) that can be attached to more 

comprehensive ideologies and that sees an antagonistic relationship be-

tween people and elite, where a virtuous people is contrasted with a corrupt 

and ‘politically correct’ establishment.  
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The label ‘right’ may in a conventional sense imply both liberal eco-

nomic policies and/or conservative social views. However, ‘[t]he new radi-

cal right is right-wing primarily in the socio-cultural sense of the term’ 

(Rydgren 2007, 243), and many PRR parties are welfare chauvinist, mean-

ing that they support welfare state provisions but wish to exclude immi-

grants from them. It has also been argued both that PRR parties generally 

hold an instrumental rather than ideological view of economic policy 

(Mudde 2007, 133) and that these parties are strategically blurring their 

positions on established issues in order to attract a broader range of voters 

(Rovny 2013). Consequently, there are particular considerations to take into 

account when analysing the policy positions of PRR parties as opposed to 

mainstream political parties. 

The main empirical case in this study, the Sweden Democrats, is a rela-

tive newcomer in Swedish politics. The party first gained parliamentary 

representation in the general elections of 2010, having profiled itself as a 

party free from ideological blinders and independent of the two established 

political blocs (Sverigedemokraterna 2010, 3). Indeed, in a political space 

primarily structured by economic conflict (Oscarsson 1998; Benoit and 

Laver 2006, 136-137; Rydgren 2010), many of the Sweden Democrats’ 

most salient issues, such as immigration and law and order, are unrelated to 

the economy. The party also combines advocacy of generous universal 

welfare provisions (for citizens) with conservative moral views, earning it 

no clear-cut place along a traditional Swedish left-right. In its programme 

of principles, the SD describes itself as a socially conservative party with 

nationalist principles, aiming to drastically decrease immigration and re-

place multiculturalism with assimilation policies (Sverigedemokraterna 

2011). With roots in nationalist fringe movements, the party has been 

struggling to profile itself as free from racism and undemocratic tendencies 

(Rydgren 2002), and it is considered a pariah by mainstream parties 

(Mattsson 2009). 

As the Sweden Democrats is a fairly young party, and one that is trying 

to distance itself from a recent past, processes of party institutionalisation 

can be expected to add to the complexities of estimating policy positions. 

In order to account for changes over time, this study spans the three latest 

Swedish general elections: 2002, 2006 and 2010. 
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Data and methodology 

Election manifestos, the main source of empirical material in this study, 

have been described as ‘authoritative party policy statement[s] approved by 

an official convention or congress’ (Budge 2001, xvi). As such, election 

manifestos can be assumed to contain the issues on which a party engages 

in political conflict, and while the assumption that political parties are uni-

tary actors is a theoretical simplification, election manifestos can be ex-

pected to represent a dominant party line. As compared to other party 

documents, such as newsletters or programmes of principle, election mani-

festos are more easily comparable and more systematically present the pol-

icy ideas of each party. While issues that are not contested within the po-

litical space are usually absent from election manifestos (Volkens 2007, 

111), we can expect parties to present their stance on all relatively salient 

issues. This type of document, then, seems to be as close as we can get to 

the analytical ideal that Proksch and Slapin (2009a, 11) refer to as encyclo-

paedic written statements of party positions. All manifestos used in this 

study are listed in Appendix A.  

Approaches to content analysis can be broadly divided into qualitative 

interpretation of a text’s meaning and quantitative analysis of word fre-

quencies. Using the former approach, the researcher manually reads a 

document and judges its position according to some systematic criteria. 

One advantage of this approach is that a trained human coder can identify 

the context in which a statement is written and make an informed judgment 

about its meaning. A disadvantage, however, is that different coders may 

make different coding decisions, yielding unreliable results. Quantitative 

approaches, on the other hand, disregard meaning and context, which 

means that the number of times a given word is found in the text is impor-

tant, whereas its placement within the text is not. Quantitative content 

analysis is perfectly reliable, but such approaches can instead be questioned 

in terms of validity. For example, the word taxes may be used both nega-
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tively, as in ‘high income taxes are suppressing growth’, and positively, as 

in ‘we need higher taxes to promote social equality’. In this case, the word 

taxes clearly is context-dependent, and cannot in isolation be used to assess 

the party’s policy preferences. However, it has been shown that political 

rhetoric often is framed in positives, so that parties on opposite sides of an 

issue do not use the same vocabulary (Laver et al 2003, 329-330). Trade 

unions, for example, are most likely mentioned by parties favouring them, 

while parties opposing trade unions may instead speak of flexibility in the 

labour market.  

Furthermore, some words are used much more frequently by some par-

ties than by others. Conservative parties, for example, tend to refer to fam-

ily and tradition, while liberal parties often mention freedom and gender 

equality, meaning that certain words may effectively distinguish between 

the two (Laver and Garry 2000, 626; Proksch and Slapin 2009a, 3). While 

the approaches presented in this paper are referred to as predominantly 

qualitative or quantitative, they each contain elements of both. Qualitative 

assessments are often presented using frequencies or quasi-interval scales, 

and quantitative content analysis requires concepts to be defined and results 

to be interpreted. Therefore, the differences between the two should not be 

overstated (Krippendorf  2004, 87).  

Four approaches to estimating policy positions 

As there are numerous ways of estimating policy positions, the benefits of 

multi-methodological approaches where results are cross-validated against 

each other have been emphasised (Volkens 2007; Grimmer and Stewart 

2013). While estimates from different approaches need not overlap per-

fectly, general agreement among estimates derived in methodologically 

varied ways, usually referred to as convergent validity (see e.g. Ray 2007), 

may strengthen our belief that they are in fact valid and meaningful. From 

this perspective, the inclusion of expert survey data – an approach not 

based on content analysis – is of importance. Another methodologically 

distinct approach is roll-call analysis (see e.g. Hix et al 2006), which is not 

included in the analysis due to data scarcity in the Swedish case. 
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McDonald et al (2007, 65-66) point out that content analysis estimates 

of policy positions tend to be more volatile over time as compared to esti-

mates derived from expert surveys. Similarly, Franzmann and Kaiser 

(2006, 173) argue that ‘parties use election programs as an information 

short cut to signal major policy shifts to voters’, and to compensate for this 

smooth results by averaging estimates over three elections. Following this 

argument, content analysis estimates in this study are averaged over the 

period 2002-2010 when the purpose is to estimate more stable positions 

comparable to expert survey estimates, rather than to assess change over 

time or at a specific point in time. Furthermore, to ensure comparison be-

tween the various estimates, positions are standardised, meaning that they 

are rescaled to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. In the following 

sections, the four approaches evaluated in this study are briefly outlined. 

Expert surveys 

The use of expert surveys in measuring political positions was pioneered by 

Castles and Mair (1984) and has been replicated and refined numerous 

times (e.g. Laver and Hunt 1992; Huber and Inglehart 1995; Benoit and 

Laver 2006; Steenbergen and Marks 2007; Rohrschneider and Whitefield 

2007). The usual approach entails having a number of experts estimate the 

positions of political parties along pre-defined policy dimensions and then 

averaging the estimates (Ray 2007). Phrased otherwise, the technique 

serves to ‘summarize [experts’] accumulated wisdom in a systematic way, 

seeking an unbiased estimate of their judgments on particular matters that 

are defined a priori’ (Benoit and Laver 2006, 77). As the approach is cost-

efficient and produces quantified and easily interpreted results, expert sur-

veys have become a popular tool of deriving policy positions on a great 

number of issues (Laver and Hunt 1992). Nevertheless, potential weak-

nesses of the expert survey include selection bias (Keman 2007), cognitive 

bias (Benoit and Laver 2006, 90-92), lack of conceptual clarity, and ambi-

guity about the criteria from which the estimates are derived (Budge 2000). 

Furthermore, surveys are irregularly conducted and may in retrospect lack 

certain issues or parties of interest. Many expert surveys use parliamentary 

representation as the criterion for inclusion, and the source of expert data 

used in this study, the Nordic Populism Expert Survey (Jungar and Jupskås 

2011), is one of the few surveys including the Sweden Democrats at the 
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time of analysis. The wording of the questions in this expert survey is 

grounded in the proximity model, asking respondents to place parties on a 

scale of 0-10 from economic left to economic right and from libertarian to 

authoritarian.1 A similar method is to have voters rather than experts place 

parties, but since such positions are typically only collected for an overall 

left-right dimension and not for the policy-specific dimensions analysed 

here, this approach is excluded. 

Manual content analysis (CMP) 

Manual (or ‘classical’) content analysis is a predominantly qualitative con-

tent analysis approach, where text units are manually assigned to categories 

by a trained coder. The leading effort to manually code election manifestos 

is the one undertaken by the Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP) (Budge 

2001; Klingemann 2006). The coding unit of the CMP approach is the 

quasi-sentence – the smallest unit containing an independent message – and 

each quasi-sentence is assigned to one of 56 policy categories. Twelve of 

these categories as designated as being left-wing and twelve of them as 

being right-wing, and the CMP left-right score equals the percentage of 

quasi-sentences to the left subtracted from the percentage of sentences to 

the right. Categories can be combined in other ways to create dimensions of 

theoretical interest.  

Kim and Fording (1998) have suggested a ratio-based score, which is in-

stead calculated as left sentences subtracted from right sentences as a pro-

portion of all left-right sentences. The argument is that while the standard 

subtractive scores may be appropriate in measuring issue salience – the 

original intention of the CMP team (Budge 2001, 12) – they are less useful 

in estimating positions, as each additional unrelated quasi-sentence in an 

                             
1 Economic dimension: Parties on the economic left want government to play an active role 

in the economy. Parties on the economic right emphasize a reduced economic role for gov-

ernment: privatization, lower taxes, less regulation, less government spending, and a leaner 

welfare state. Socio-cultural dimension: ’Libertarian’ or ’postmaterialist’ parties favor 

expanded personal freedoms, for example, access to abortion, active euthanasia, samesex 

marriage, or greater democratic participation. ’Traditional’ or ’authoritarian’ parties often 

reject these ideas; they value order, tradition, and stability, and believe that the government 

should be a firm moral authority on social and cultural issues (Jungar and Jupskås 2011). 
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election manifesto shifts the score to a more centrist position (Laver and 

Garry 2000; McDonald and Mendes 2001; Lowe et al 2010). A ratio score 

instead remains unchanged for each policy area regardless of other issues in 

the manifesto. Following this argument, and to ensure consistency with the 

spatial theoretical framework outlined earlier, the policy positions in this 

study are estimated using the ratio approach. 

Table 1. Categories and dimensions from CMP data 

ECONOMIC LEFT 

Regulation of capitalism; Economic 

planning positive; Protectionism 

positive; Nationalization; Marxist 

Analysis; Social Justice positive; 

Service Expansion positive; Labour 

groups positive 

ECONOMIC RIGHT 

Decentralization positive; Enterprise; 

Incentives; Protectionism negative; 

Economic Orthodoxy and Efficiency; 

Social Service Expansion negative; La-

bour Groups negative; Middle Class and 

Professional groups positive 

LIBERTARIAN 

Military negative; Peace; Democ-

racy; Freedom and Domestic Hu-

man Rights; Traditional Morality 

negative; Multiculturalism positive; 

Underprivileged Minority Groups 

positive 

AUTHORITARIAN 

Military positive; Defence of National 

way of Life positive; Traditional Morality 

positive; Law and Order positive; Na-

tional Effort/Social Harmony; Multicul-

turalism negative 

Due to the interpretive nature of the coding process and the fact that docu-

ments are usually only coded once, the CMP has been widely criticised for 

lack of reliability (e.g. Benoit and Laver 2007; Mikhaylov et al 2008; Be-

noit et al 2009; Lowe et al 2010). Other critiques, summed up by Benoit 

and Laver (2006, 64-68), include the argument that the CMP categories are 

outdated and incomplete; that the methodology for deriving left-right cate-

gories is flawed; and that the coding scheme is not firmly grounded in sali-

ency theory. Nevertheless, the CMP data are widely used, partly because 

they currently represent the only source of time-series estimates for party 

policy positions. 
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In the Swedish case, the Comparative Manifesto Project had at the time 

of analysis made coded results available up until the 2002 election, though 

no data were available for the Sweden Democrats. For the 2002 election, 

CMP data for the seven parliamentary parties (excluding the SD) are used, 

and for the 2010 election the author has coded all eight parliamentary par-

ties (including the SD) using the guide and coding scheme provided by the 

CMP group. Additional data for the Sweden Democrats, coded by Jungar 

and Jupskås (2010) following the same coding scheme, are used for the 

2002, 2006 and 2010 elections.2 The categories included in the two dimen-

sions of this study are shown in Table 1. Category selection for the two 

dimensions followed a theoretical a priori approach: economic categories 

relate to the socialism-capitalism cleavage, while the socio-cultural dimen-

sion consists of categories relating, for example, to issues of freedom, 

equality, military, authority, morality and immigration.3 For more detailed 

information on the CMP coding scheme, see Klingemann (2006). 

Dictionary-based content analysis 

Considering the high costs of manual coding, attempts have been made to 

automate the process of content analysis. One such attempt is the dictionary 

approach (e.g. Laver and Garry 2000; Ray 2001; Rooduijn and Pauwels 

2011), which uses word frequencies to estimate positions, and where the 

substantial meaning of words are defined a priori by the researcher. Lowe 

(2003, 11) argues that dictionary-based content analysis is a plausible ap-

proach to estimating policy positions to the extent that the categories con-

structed by the researcher coincide with those of the author of the document 

being analysed. An argument in favour of this assumption is that the author 

of an election manifesto is unlikely to use words such as ‘class’ or ‘liberty’ 

oblivious of their generally acknowledged ideological connotations. In 

constructing the dictionary used in this paper, stemmed words (see Appen-

                             
2 For the Sweden Democrats 2010, the means from the author’s own coding and that of 
Jungar and Jupskås (2010) are used, though the two codings are highly correlated (r = .95). 
3 Concern for the environment is commonly defined as a (value) libertarian trait belonging 

on the ‘new politics’ dimension (e.g Betz 1993; Flanagan and Lee 2003; Kriesi 2010). Here, 

however, environmental protection is not included as a category; since all Swedish parties 

devote considerable space to environmental issues, and as the category lacks a natural oppo-
site, salience but not position can be estimated. 



 19 

dix B) from Swedish 2002, 2006 and 2010 manifestos were pooled,
 
while 

eliminating words found in only one manifesto and words occurring less 

than five times overall in order to keep the dictionary parsimonious. Policy-

related words were then assigned to either an economic or a socio-cultural 

dimension, where the latter were sorted into libertarian and authoritarian 

ones, and the former into left, neutral and right.4 

In a second step, the dictionary was refined on empirical grounds by as-

sessing the relative distribution of selected words and controlling the con-

text in which selected words appear. This was done primarily in order to 

remedy the problem of ambiguous word meanings: if the word business, for 

example, was found to be used predominantly in the context of promoting 

free-market capitalism, it remained a word on the economic right; if its use 

was ambiguous, it was moved to the neutral category. Likewise, if a word 

was commonly used in all manifestos, it was deemed unsuitable for distin-

guishing between positions. As Ray (2001, 155) puts it, ‘dictionary compi-

lation is often an iterative process where word lists are modified during the 

course of the analysis’. Following Laver and Garry (2000) and for consis-

tency with spatial theory, positions along the two dimensions are derived 

from word frequencies using ratio scaling. The entire dictionary is available 

in Appendix B. 

Wordfish 

Recently, more sophisticated approaches to the numerical analysis of text 

have been suggested, such as Wordscores (Laver et al 2003) and Wordfish 

(Slapin and Proksch 2008; Proksch and Slapin 2009b), where vast amounts 

of text can be used to estimate party positions using statistical algorithms. 

For the purpose of this study, Wordfish was prioritised over Wordscores 

because of its inductive approach and the fact that it does not rely on ex-

                             
4 The neutral economic category is included in order to assess the proportionality of eco-

nomic words. Following Laver and Garry (2000), socio-culturally neutral words are not 

considered a possibility. While the environment is excluded from the socio-cultural CMP 

dimension, the words sustainable and green are included in the dictionary, as they are 

deemed indicative of a value libertarian (or postmaterialist) position in a way that the very 

general environmental category of the CMP coding scheme is not. 
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ogenous reference values.5 Similar to the dictionary approach, Wordfish 

uses the relative word distribution of party documents to extract party posi-

tions in a proximity space. The Wordfish model contains four parameters: 

document positions (i.e. the party position corresponding to each docu-

ment) and word weights (described below), as well as word fixed effects 

and document fixed effects that are included to account for the fact that 

some words are used much more frequently than others (usually those 

without political meaning) and that documents may vary significantly in 

length. For a more detailed description of the approach, see Slapin and 

Proksch (2008) and Proksch and Slapin (2009b).  

Table 2. Document sections used to extract Wordfish dimensions 

ECONOMIC DIMENSION 

Sections dealing with labour market, 

finance, enterprise, trade, taxation, 

public spending, welfare provision 

and other general economic policy. 

SOCIO-CULTURAL DIMENSION 

Sections dealing with community, tra-

dition, family, morals and values, sexu-

ality, gender equality, culture, multicul-

turalism, crime and military. 

Multidimensional Wordfish analysis is dependent on the researcher’s abil-

ity to identify sections relevant to the given dimension (Proksch and Slapin 

2009a, 13). To extract positions along economic and socio-cultural dimen-

sions, for example, documents must be fairly accurately separated into sec-

tions that deal with only such issues. In this study, text segments were se-

lected using the criteria shown in Table 2. Education, for example, was 

normally considered a public spending issue and as such assigned to the 

economic dimension. When sections on education clearly dealt with issues 

such as order and discipline, however, they were instead assigned to the 

socio-cultural dimension. Likewise, family issues regarding, for example, 

parental leave were considered an economic issue, while segments referring 

to the moral values of family were considered socio-cultural in nature. 

Wordfish also provides ‘word weights’, values that indicate which words 

                             
5 The Wordfish analyses in this study were conducted using the statistical package R and the 
code made available by Slapin and Proksch (2009b). 
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are estimated at the extremes of the scaled dimension, thus allowing for 

some insight into how it is calculated.6 

Prior to the construction of word frequency matrices, documents were 

spell-checked and converted to lower-case, irrelevant information (bullets, 

numbers, etc.) was removed, words were stemmed and, as suggested by 

Proksch and Slapin (2009b, 7), words that only appear in a single document 

were excluded from the analysis. Finally, words that appear in the manifes-

tos of only one of three elections were also excluded, to prevent actual pol-

icy repositioning from being confused with ‘agenda shifts’, where entirely 

new issues enter political competition (Proksch and Slapin 2009a, 17-19).  

                             
6 Monroe et al (2008: 10) argue that ‘word weight’ is a misleading label, as these words 

represent the words with the most extreme point estimates rather than the words that influ-
ence document positions the most. 
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Analysis 

The economic dimension  

Looking at the results for the economic dimension (Figure 1), the four ap-

proaches provide fairly similar estimates of the positions of Swedish par-

ties. Parties are placed in more or less the same rank order, with the Left 

Party (V) being by far the most economically leftist party and with the cen-

tre-right coalition parties occupying the opposite side of the spectrum.7 All 

measurements agree that the Sweden Democrats is an economically centrist 

party, with expert estimates and CMP coding placing it slightly left of cen-

tre and the two word frequency approaches placing it slightly to the right.  

The Wordfish word weights (not shown here) indicate that most of the 

words at the extremes have substantial economic meaning: on the left we 

find reduction of working time, public housing, socialism, redistribution [of 

wealth] and workers’ movement; on the right we find words relating to tax 

reductions, well-managed public finances and private sector job creation. In 

the case of the dictionary approach, economic estimates are somewhat un-

certain due to the low number of economic left-right words. Even in pro-

portion to the short length of the SD manifestos, there are noticeably fewer 

words relating to economic issues than in the manifestos of other parties 

(on average 5.5 % as compared to the national average of 7.3 %). However, 

this percentage has increased over time, a change that can also be found in 

the CMP data as well as judging by the proportional length of economic 

Wordfish sections, suggesting that the economy is an increasingly salient 

policy area for the Sweden Democrats. 

                             
7 M, FP, C and KD contested the 2006 and 2010 elections as an electoral alliance and 
formed coalition government following both elections.  
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Figure 1. Standardised economic left-right estimates for Swedish parties.
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span. Looking at CMP results, however, the Sweden Democrats hold a 
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vey also places the party slightly centre-left. How may we then explain the 

fact that Wordfish and the dictionary approach both indicate a rightward 

shift? What these results indicate is that in 2006 the economic sections of 

the SD manifesto were linguistically similar to those of the Social Democ-

rats, while they in 2010 bore more linguistic resemblance to those of the 
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Democrats made linguistic changes (i.e. adjusted their rhetoric) between 

2006 and 2010 while policy positions remained more or less intact, or that 

the party made significant changes to their policy positions and linguistic 

changes reflect this. If we pursue the latter explanation, we are, however, 

                             
8 Scale units refer to standard deviations and the estimates have been offset so that the origi-
nal scale midpoints are aligned at 0. Document based estimates are averages for 2002-2010. 
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faced with the rather difficult problem of explaining why this rightward 

repositioning is absent in both CMP and expert survey estimates. 

One possible argument is that the knowledge of economic positions in 

2006 influences experts and – to a lesser extent – manual coders to attribute 

overly centrist views to the party in 2010. However, the 2010 manifesto 

was independently coded twice with highly correlated results, and the ex-

pert survey was carried out shortly following the general elections of 2010. 

If we choose, then, to instead attribute the economic shift to linguistic 

changes, there are several ways to interpret this. One potential explanation 

is that the lack of a clear ideological heritage results in a more generic po-

litical language, or that the party is in the middle of a process of stabilising 

its political language. Under such a hypothesis, processes of text generation 

would be less constrained by the path-dependence of party language, and 

thus potentially provide more linguistically varied outcomes despite an 

essentially unchanged message.9 The relative absence of clearly ideological 

economic words can also be plausibly attributed to such a lack of political 

baggage, as well as the fact that the economy is not the primary concern of 

the Sweden Democrats. It could also reflect a deliberate strategy, where 

typical left-right rhetoric is avoided in order to strike a balance between the 

two, enabling the SD to profile itself as ‘a party free from ideological 

blinders’ (Sverigedemokraterna 2010, 3; author’s translation). This expla-

nation is consistent with the argument that PRR parties strategically blur 

positions on established issues in order to maximise voter potential on their 

most salient issues (Rovny 2013).  

By comparing expert estimates of parties’ positions along an economic 

and an ‘overall’ ideological left-right dimension, another interesting irregu-

larity can be found.10 As can be seen in Figure 2, the two dimensions corre-

late almost perfectly, were it not for the distinct outlier position of the Swe-

den Democrats. The almost complete lack of variance among the centre-

right parties along the vertical axis suggests that the overall left-right posi-

tion of the established parties is primarily a function of economic position, 

while the far-right position of the SD is based on some other criterion. One 

                             
9 Benoit et al (2009) have shown how manifestos reflecting the same underlying policy 
positions may be linguistically diverse due to the stochastic nature of text generation. 
10 As opposed to the policy-specific economic and socio-cultural dimensions, the ’overall’ 
ideological dimension asks experts to indicate each party’s overall ideology on a scale from 
extreme left (0) to extreme right (10), without specifying the content of the scale.  
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potential explanation, explored by Benoit and Laver (2006, 90-92), is cog-

nitive bias: experts who strongly disagree with a party tend to perceive it as 

more extreme than its policies may actually suggest. Such bias would be 

expected to cancel out in the aggregate (Steenbergen and Marks 2007, 353) 

but not among non-randomly selected experts. Though the data are slightly 

older, it is interesting to note that the voter perceptions collected for the 

2006 elections actually have the Conservative Party (M) positioned to the 

right of the SD in terms of overall left-right (Holmberg et al 2006). Another 

possible explanation for the discrepancy in Figure 2 is that experts place 

parties according to issue salience; since the party is highly authoritarian on 

its most salient issues, it is perceived as being positioned on the far right. 

Either way, the usefulness of an overall left-right position for the Sweden 

Democrats is unclear. 

 
Figure 2. Relationship between economic and overall left-right dimensions. 
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The socio-cultural dimension 

Agreement between different estimates on the socio-cultural dimension is 

also reasonably high. The notable exception is Wordfish, which produces a 

very peculiar scale with the Green Party and the Sweden Democrats – by 

other estimates indicated to be socio-cultural opposites – together at one 

extreme. As shown in Figure 3, expert, CMP and dictionary estimates all 

agree that the Sweden Democrats is a distinctly authoritarian party. Look-

ing at the dictionary data, the SD manifestos contain a greater proportion of 

socio-cultural words than the manifestos of the other parties, indicating a 

higher than average salience on these issues. These proportions are again 

confirmed by CMP data and Wordfish selections and are stable over time 

for all approaches. Unlike the economic dimension, there are no indications 

of drastic movements along the dimension over the three elections (not 

shown here). 

 
Figure 3. Standardised libertarian-authoritarian estimates for Swedish parties 
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rights and by the latter to prohibition of same-sex adoption; traditional is 

on the one hand used in the context of opposing female subordination, and 

on the other in promoting traditional family values. When the assumption 

of context independence does not hold, Wordfish results are better inter-

preted as indicating salience rather than position, in the sense that reference 

to an issue signals importance but does not hold unambiguous information 

about a party’s stance. While the number of unique words in a Wordfish 

analysis (in this case around 1400) precludes scrutiny of all word contexts, 

and the few examples discussed above represent infrequent words (thus 

having little effect on the overall estimate), the violation of this assumption 

likely plays some part in the invalidity of the results. 

The issue of context dependence also needs to be addressed regarding 

the dictionary approach, as two out of three words that served as examples 

above were in fact placed in the dictionary authoritarian category. The 

methodological argument for doing so is that they can be taken to represent 

an authoritarian position, while only rarely appearing in the opposite con-

text. Indeed, manually removing all dictionary entries that actually violate 

the assumption (a possibility when cases are few) only very slightly affects 

the results. When data are scarce, however, each additional word has the 

potential to significantly alter estimates. As the socio-cultural dimension is 

salient above average for the Sweden Democrats, estimates are in this sense 

more reliable than they were in the case of the economic dimension. How-

ever, words relating to the salient policy areas nationalism and immigration 

are all but absent from both dictionary and Wordfish data, as such words 

are generally not frequent enough to be included in the analysis. Further-

more, an examination of potential words reveals that few of them have 

unambiguous meanings; in order to be useful, a word needs to indicate 

hostility towards immigration or multiculturalism rather than simply imply-

ing salience for these issues. When examining these aspects of the party, 

then, more qualitatively oriented approaches appear advantaged. 
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Methodological evaluations 

In a technical sense, the Wordfish approach is perfectly reliable and free 

from bias, but its results need interpretation and cannot be blindly trusted; 

the importance of this highly qualitative effort should not be overlooked. 

As we saw earlier, several words weighed by Wordfish at the extremes of 

the socio-cultural spectrum appeared in contradictory contexts, and when 

the assumption of context independence does not hold, individual words 

can be used to assess salience but not positioning. In the case of the Swe-

den Democrats, the problem may be more severe because of its radical 

position on some issues, but the extent to which this actually affects Word-

fish estimates is difficult to determine. Another challenge is that of linguis-

tic volatility: as we saw when considering the economic dimension, results 

suggest that changes in Wordfish positioning of the Sweden Democrats 

over time can perhaps be better attributed to linguistic changes rather than 

policy changes. Finally, narrower issues such as immigration and national-

ism that are not found in all manifestos are difficult to analyse using Word-

fish, a challenge that is particularly significant in the case of the Sweden 

Democrats. Being best suited for analysing mainstream dimensions when 

the context-independence of words is a plausible assumption, Wordfish 

appears less useful when estimating positions for such outlier parties. Nev-

ertheless, Wordfish analysis of such a party may be fruitful using a more 

explorative approach, in order to gain insights about linguistic differences 

and similarities. 

Unlike Wordfish, the dictionary approach is more labour-intensive, but 

there is also greater control over the validity of results. For example, con-

text-independence is more easily diagnosed, as the analysis relies on rela-

tively few words. Given that enough unique dictionary words are found in 

any given manifesto, this assumption need not be one hundred percent ac-

curate. For documents containing very few dictionary words, however, 

each violation of the assumption may drastically alter estimates. This aspect 
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of the dictionary problem is determined by lack of data and thus unrelated 

to the nature of the party. As such, a dictionary analysis applied to other 

radical right parties need not yield problems of this kind given that their 

manifestos are of sufficient length. A second aspect of the problem, how-

ever, concerns the fact that the SD manifestos contain considerably fewer 

ideological words even in proportion to the lower-than-average manifesto 

length. One would, in fact, have great difficulties constructing an economic 

dictionary based solely on these documents. This problem is more directly 

related to the nature of the party, insofar as the reason for this absence of 

ideological language may reflect a lack of ideological heritage or a con-

scious effort on behalf of the party to distance itself from traditional left-

right rhetoric. 

The most qualitatively oriented content analysis approach used in this 

study, manually coded content analysis, has some potential advantages 

when analysing parties such as the Sweden Democrats. Like expert sur-

veys, manual coding allows for estimation of positions on a multitude of 

policy issues for which appropriate individual words may not be distin-

guishable, and which do not belong on any main dimension of political 

conflict. Furthermore, problems such as linguistic volatility can ideally be 

disregarded by human coders; to the extent that we trust the manually 

coded positions and expert estimates presented in this study, the benefits of 

this advantage were illustrated when assessing the Sweden Democrats’ 

economic positioning over time. However, manual coding has its own dif-

ficulties, most notably in terms of reliability. Multiple codings of the same 

documents can decrease this risk, but such a solution could be prohibited 

by high costs. Another difficulty, specific to the widely used CMP coding 

scheme, is that some categories can be too vague and ambiguous when 

analysing certain policies. For example, it has been argued that the CMP 

coding scheme is unsuitable in assessing positions on immigration policy 

(Ruedin and Morales 2012), which clearly has implications for PRR par-

ties. The vast content already coded using the CMP categories acts as a 

powerful counter-incentive to introducing alternative coding schemes (e.g. 

Laver and Garry 2000), but depending on the specific policy issue being 

studied, the CMP coding scheme may be more or less appropriate.  

The final approach evaluated in this study, expert surveys, differs from 

the others in that there is no clear empirical basis for estimating party posi-

tion, which is likely to make the approach particularly susceptible to bias. 
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Nevertheless, the expert survey estimates in this study correlate fairly well 

with those of the content analysis approaches along the economic and 

socio-cultural dimensions. A general concern with the expert survey ap-

proach, however, is that it is slow to record changes in party policy; we 

cannot expect ideological changes to be instantly ‘updated’ in the minds of 

experts, and the temporal aspect of these estimates should therefore be 

treated with caution. This is an important concern when analysing new-

comers and single-issue parties attempting to broaden their appeal, since 

they may be in a process of formulating policy on a number of issues. In 

such cases, a combination of expert estimates and coded manifesto data 

could be useful. Finally, expert estimates on vague ideological positions 

were for the Sweden Democrats shown to be of ambiguous value, and a 

reasonable recommendation is therefore that surveys focus on clearly de-

fined policy-specific dimensions rather than ‘overall left-right’. 
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Conclusions 

This study has evaluated four approaches to the estimation of policy posi-

tions by applying them to an analysis of the populist radical right party the 

Sweden Democrats. While there is an overall high degree of convergent 

validity between estimates, the results also show some interesting varia-

tions. At a glance, it would seem that all four approaches are equally suit-

able for positioning the Sweden Democrats, as the absolute distances be-

tween estimates using the four different methods are small. Closer scrutiny 

of the results, however, suggests an advantage for the more qualitatively 

oriented approaches when positioning the Sweden Democrats. 

Three main difficulties facing the frequency-based approaches can be 

identified. First, while Wordfish and the dictionary approach work well 

with mainstream parties on established policy dimensions such as the econ-

omy, the high salience of such policy areas is not shared by the Sweden 

Democrats, meaning that quantitative results can be affected by data scar-

city. This was most noticeable for the dictionary approach when analysing 

the economic dimension, with the SD manifestos containing few ideologi-

cal economic words. This may to some extent have affected the temporally 

unstable results for the Sweden Democrats on the economic dimension. 

More serious in this regard, however, is the second main difficulty: that the 

quantitative approaches to some degree seem to be confusing semantic 

changes with substantial policy changes, as indicated by a dramatic shift in 

the Sweden Democrats’ economic position between 2006 and 2010. This 

was attributed here to linguistic volatility in the SD manifestos, but more 

in-depth conclusions are beyond the scope of this study. A closer examina-

tion of the nature and causal mechanisms of such volatility would be a wel-

come addition to the research on the Sweden Democrats. A related but 

more general question is to what extent an ideological message can be con-

veyed using ideologically neutral language; can the clever author convey 

any message using any text? 
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The third main difficulty facing the quantitative methods relate to the as-

sumption of the context-independence of words. Given the frequency-based 

nature of these methods this assumption is of great importance, and the 

results indicate that it does not hold up well in the case of the Sweden De-

mocrats. This was most clearly illustrated by the socio-cultural Wordfish 

dimension, which despite a reasonable absolute position for the SD defied 

both convergent validity and face validity for the party system as a whole. 

As argued earlier, a dimension that clusters the Green Party and the Sweden 

Democrats may perhaps be useful for measuring similarities in issue sali-

ence, but certainly not position. Despite the difficulties pointed out here, 

however, the Wordfish and dictionary approaches have obvious advantages 

when it comes to analysing the purely linguistic properties of textual data, 

and for some research designs incorporating PRR parties this may be 

highly useful. 

The more qualitatively oriented manual content analysis and expert sur-

veys do not face the issues above, but instead need to deal with reliability 

and bias. If the former compensates by averaging multiple codings and the 

latter focuses on clearly defined policy-specific dimensions, it is the con-

clusion of this study that these two methods – ideally in combination – are 

more appropriate than frequency-based approaches when estimating the 

policy positions of parties similar to the Sweden Democrats. For vast 

amounts of data, such as parliamentary debates, however, qualitative analy-

sis is not a realistic option, and further research is needed to assess how the 

analysis of the populist radical right fares in such research designs.  
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Appendix A. Manifestos used in analyses 

Year Party Title Length 
(words) 

2002 C Kompass för samhällsförnyare – Centerpartiets 
valplattform 2002 

2509 

FP Ett parti som vågar utmana – Folkpartiet libera-
lernas valmanifest inför valet 2002 

5539 

KD Tid för förändring. Tid för handling 4615 

M Frihet för Sverige 5509 

MP Grönt valmanifest 2002 – för en långsiktigt hållbar 
utveckling 

1429 

S Tillsammans för trygghet och utveckling – Social-
demokraternas valmanifest 2002-2006 

2826 

SD Ditt land - Ditt val – Sverigedemokraternas valma-
nifest 2002 

747 

V Valplattform 2002 5673 

2006 C Kontrakt för fler jobb, förnyad välfärd och god 
miljö – Centerpartiets valmanifest 2006 

4375 

FP En socialliberal modell i globaliseringens tid – 
Folkpartiets valmanifest 2006 

7522 

KD Garanti-bevis till Dig som väljare inför valet 2006 1991 

M* Nytt hopp för Sverige 10849 

MP Grönare Sverige! - för ökad livskvalitet 1784 

S Alla ska med – Socialdemokraternas valmanifest 
2006-2010 

4068 

SD Sverigedemokraternas valmanifest 2006 1601 

V Arbete, demokrati, rättvisa – Vänsterpartiets 
valplattform 2006 

3490 

cont./ 
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Manifestos used in analyses (cont.) 

2010 C Framtiden tillhör dem som vågar – Fler jobb i nya 
och växande företag, förnyad välfärd och god miljö 

6982 

FP Folkpartiet liberalernas valmanifest 2010 – Utma-
ningar efter valsegern. 

9594 

KD 13 steg och 89 vallöften för ett mänskligare Sverige. 3207 

M* Jobbmanifestet – Alliansens valmanifest 2010-2014. 16653 

MP Framtiden är här – Valmanifest för en grön omställ-
ning som ger nya jobb, en nödvändig klimatpolitik 
och global solidaritet 

2344 

S Fler jobb och nya möjligheter – Vägval 2010 2493 

SD 99 förslag för ett bättre Sverige – Sverigedemokra-
ternas kontrakt med väljarna 2010 – 2014 

1734 

V Gemensam trygghet, individens frihet, en hållbar 
värld – Valplattform 2010 

2531 

* For the 2006 and 2010 elections, the Moderate Party released joint Alliance 
coalition (M, FP, C, KD) manifestos. 
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Appendix B. Dictionary word lists 

Economic left Economic right 

*jämlik* [equal] avregler* [deregulation] 

*klyft* [inequality] coach* [(job) coach] 

*rättvis* [justice] entreprenör* [entrepreneur] 

anställningsskydd* [employment protection] flexib* [flexibility] 

anställningsvillkor* [employm. conditions] frihandel* [free trade] 

arbetarrör* [workers’ movement] företag* [business] 

arbetsmiljö* [work environment] hushållsnär* [domestic service] 

arbetsrätt* [workers’ rights] hushållstjänst* [domestic service] 

arbetstid* [working time] incitament* [incentive] 

arbetsvilk* [working conditions] konkurr* [competition] 

fack* [trade union] medelinkomsttag* [middle income earner] 

fattig* [poverty] nyföretag* [business creation] 

kollektivavtal* [collective agreement] näringsliv* [business] 

nedskärning* [(welfare) cuts] regelbörda* [regulatory burden] 

privatiser* [privatisation] riskkapital* [venture capital] 

socialis* [socialism] rörlighet* [mobility] 

solidari* [solidarity] tillväxt* [growth] 

vinstintress* [profit motive] valfri* [freedom of choice] 

 

Economic neutral 
 

*arbetslös* [unemployment] *försäkring* [insurance] 

*avdrag* [deduction] *industri* [industry] 

*avgift* [fee] *omsorg* [care] 

*bidrag* [welfare benefits] *peng* [money] 

*bolag* [corporation] *pension* [pension] 

*bost* [housing] *sjuk* [sickness] 

*ekonom* [economy] *skatt* [tax] 

*ersättning* [remuneration] *skol* [school] 

*finans* [financial] *tjänst* [service] 

cont./ 
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Economic neutral (cont.) 
 

*utbildning* [education] kompetens* [competence] 

*vård* [healthcare] konjunktur* [state of the market] 

a-kassa* [unemployment fund] konsum* [consumption] 

aktör* [(economic) actor] lön* [wage] 

anställ* [employment] lönsam* [profitable] 

arbete* [work] maxtaxa* [public service cost ceiling] 

arbetsgiv* [employer] medarbet* [co-worker] 

arbetskraft* [labour] moms* [VAT] 

arbetsliv* [working life] monopol* [monopoly] 

arbetsmarknad* [labour market] plånbok* [wallet] 

arbetstillfäll* [work opportunity] pris* [price] 

arbetsuppgift* [assignment] produ* [produce] 

bnp [GDP] rehabilitering* [rehabilitation] 

bransch* [trade] resurs* [resource] 

deltid* [part time] satsning* [(public) investment] 

effektiviser* [efficiency] service [service] 

export* [export] skuld* [debt] 

fastighet* [real estate] skyddsnät* [safety net] 

förmögen* [wealth] småföretag* [small business] 

försörj* [provide] stimuler* [stimulus] 

föräldrapenning* [parental benefits] subvention* [subsidy] 

globalisering* [globalisation] syssels* [employment] 

handel* [trade] trygghet* [(social) security] 

heltid* [full time] upphandling* [government procurement] 

hyresrätt* [public housing] utgift* [expense] 

högkostnadsskydd* [high-cost protection] utgiftstak* [expenditure ceiling] 

inkomst* [income] vinst [profit] 

insats* [effort] välfärd* [welfare] 

investering* [investment] värnskatt* [high-income tax] 

jobb* [jobs] yrke* [profession] 

kapital* [capital] äga* [ownership] 
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Libertarian   

asyl* [asylum] integritet* [integrity] 

demokrat* [democratic] jäms* [gender equality] 

diskriminer* [discrimination] kvinn* [female] 

fred* [peace] livschans* [life chances] 

frihet* [freedom] mångfald* [diversity] 

funktionsneds* [disability] nedrust* [disarmament] 

förtryck* [oppression] rasis* [racism] 

grön* [green] samkön* [same-sex] 

hatbrott* [hate crime] toleran* [tolerance] 

hbt [LGBT] vapenexport* [arms export] 

hållbar* [sustainable] yttrandefri* [free speech] 

 

Authoritarian   

alkohol* [alcohol] moral* [moral] 

ansvar* [responsibility] narko* [narcotics] 

arbetsro* [calm (school) work environment] polis* [police] 

brott* [crime] respekt* [respect] 

bugg* [surveillance] restrik* [restrictive] 

civil* [civil (society)] samhör* [fellowship] 

drog* [drugs] sammanhåll* [unity] 

etik* [ethics] skärp* [strict] 

familj* [family] straff* [punishment] 

församling* [parish] studiero* [calm learning environment] 

försvar* [defence] säkerhet* [security] 

gemenskap* [community] tradition* [tradition] 

kravlös* [undemanding] värdegrund* [values] 

krimin* [criminal] våld* [violence] 

militär* [military]  

* Word is stemmed, e.g. avregler[a] (deregulate) and avregler[ing] (deregulation) are 
treated as the same word. 


