
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928716688263

Journal of European Social Policy
2017, Vol. 27(5) 403–416
© The Author(s) 2017
Reprints and permissions: 
sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0958928716688263
journals.sagepub.com/home/esp

Journal Of 
European  

Social Policy

Introduction

The Comparative Manifestos Project data set, widely 
known as CMP (now MARPOR (Manifesto Research 
on Political Representation)), quantifies parties’ 
emphasis on certain topics and positions (Budge 
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Abstract
The Comparative Manifestos Project (CMP) data set quantifies how much parties emphasize certain topics 
and positions and is very popular in the study of political parties. The data set is also increasingly applied in 
comparative political economy and welfare state studies that use the welfare-specific items rather than the 
CMP’s left–right scale to test hypotheses on the impact of political parties on social policies, (in)equality and 
the welfare state. But do these items provide a valid basis for descriptive and causal inferences? What do the 
items precisely capture? To answer these questions on concept validity, we use the new manifesto corpus 
data for German parties 2002–2013 and, to provide a further test, for US parties 2004–2012. Corpus 
data are the digitalized, originally hand-annotated and coded texts of electoral programmes. We assess 
the validity of the codings directly at the level of quasi-sentences by re-categorizing and subcategorizing 
the originally coded statements on equality, social justice and welfare state expansion. Although concept 
validity concerns about the data seem exaggerated, we find that theoretically relevant and meaningful 
variation is ‘hidden’ behind the original categories. Hence, our approach allows researchers to assess the 
substantive meaning of the CMP data directly, and we offer an efficient new strategy for testing more 
specific hypotheses on the impact of political parties on policy.
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et al., 2001; Klingemann et al., 2006). It is among 
the most popular data sets for the study of political 
parties, but its construct validity, broadly defined as 
‘the faithfulness of a research design to the theory’ 
(Gerring, 2012: 95), is often questioned (see Budge, 
2013 for a summary and discussion of criticisms). 
Against the background of mounting criticisms of 
the use of party labels (Döring and Schwander, 
2015), increasingly sophisticated applications of the 
data permeate substantive research in political econ-
omy and comparative welfare state studies (e.g. 
Finseraas and Vernby, 2011; Gingrich and 
Häusermann, 2015; Horn and Jensen, 2016; Jensen 
and Seeberg, 2015; Nygård, 2006; Schumacher, 
2014). This research uses welfare-specific items 
(503, equality: positive; 504, welfare state expan-
sion) rather than the left–right scale of the CMP or 
left–centre–right labels to test hypotheses on the 
impact of political parties on social policies and the 
welfare state. But do these items provide a valid 
basis for descriptive and causal inferences? What do 
the items actually capture? These are questions that 
concern the more specific issue of construct validity 
that is called concept validity: ‘the degree to which a 
concept, as defined, matches up with a set of empiri-
cal indicators (its operationalization)’ (Gerring, 
2012: 442). In other words, we want to know whether 
the welfare-specific items really pick up what the 
researchers are theoretically after, namely, the extent 
to which parties are in favour of (further) welfare 
state expansion and (more) equality.

On the basis of the CMP corpus data – digitalized, 
originally hand-annotated and coded texts of elec-
toral programmes (Lehmann et al., 2015), we assess 
concept validity at the level of quasi-sentences by 
re-categorizing and subcategorizing the original 
codings.1 A quasi-sentence is the semantic unit the 
Manifesto team used for unitization and equals one 
statement or message, so a natural sentence can con-
tain several quasi-sentences (see Appendices 1 and 2 
for examples). The Manifesto coders then grouped 
each of these statements in one of 56 thematic cate-
gories. Because of data availability and because they 
are among the most complex party manifestos (and 
thus a tough test for the concept validity of the cod-
ings), we started by looking at German parties’ man-
ifestos and their emphasis on welfare and equality in 

elections from 2002 to 2013. Both items have often 
been used by welfare state researchers and are among 
the most emphasized aspects in party manifestos. To 
see whether and to what extent our findings also 
hold in a very different welfare state- and party- 
system context, we repeated the analysis for the 
Democrats and the Republicans in the United States 
for the period 2004–2012.

We make three contributions:

1.	 Using subcategories, we show that the data 
are suitable for fine-grained analyses of wel-
fare state and inequality issues. Miscodings 
are sparse, and codings are mostly in line with 
item descriptions. Yet, the results are also 
ambivalent as we demonstrate that standard 
codings miss theoretically crucial and system-
atic ideological variation. We make research-
ers aware of these hidden data characteristics 
and emphasize the great potential of subcate-
gorization that the new corpus data offer. For 
instance, the three lines of research high-
lighted in Häusermann et al.’s (2013) authori-
tative review on the recent literature on party 
politics and the welfare state could benefit 
from subcategorization. The first line of 
research focuses on the electoral conse-
quences of post-industrialization and how this 
affects parties’ positions on welfare policy. 
With our approach, it is possible to use subcat-
egories of the welfare state items in the CMP 
corpus data to trace over time whether, how 
and to what extent parties have adjusted their 
policy message to this new environment. 
Similarly, the second strand of research, which 
focuses on how changing party competition 
affects welfare policy, could benefit from 
looking more closely at which dimensions of 
welfare state politics parties decide to com-
pete on. The third strand of research, which 
criticizes traditional programmatic voter–
party linkages in partisan politics, could use 
the new information available to test whether 
and to what extent even parties in developed 
democracies use social policy to construct 
particularistic or clientelistic appeals to spe-
cific voter groups.
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2.	 Scholars can now address questions that are 
too specific to be addressed by the broad 
CMP categories. While the meta-discourse 
on the CMP data set has become a cottage 
industry of its own, applied researchers gen-
erally interested in construct validity or 
more specifically in concept validity of (par-
ticular) items can so far only draw indirect 
conclusions. Most articles focus on the best 
procedure for the construction of left–right 
indices, the comparability of scales over 
time and space and the sampling of the party 
documents that have been analysed (Benoit 
et  al., 2009; Dinas and Gemenis, 2010; 
Franzmann and Kaiser, 2006; Jahn, 2011; 
König et al., 2013; Meyer and Jenny, 2013). 
Verdicts on validity are based on the discus-
sion of the ‘face validity’ of party positions 
on the left–right scale in specific countries 
(Budge, 2001; Dinas and Gemenis, 2010; 
Pelizzo, 2003), intriguing, yet unsystematic 
examples of miscodings (Zulianello, 2013), 
or (coder) reliability tests (Mikhaylov et al., 
2012). While these are important discus-
sions, we complement these efforts by focus-
ing on the concept validity at the level of 
individual codings and by demonstrating 
what is really at the heart of the items that is 
theoretically relevant for welfare state 
research.

3.	 We decipher systematic variations between 
German (and American) parties in the way 
they talk about the welfare state, equality and 
social justice. Some are not surprising but 
still theoretically important, for instance, the 
shift in emphasis from equality of outcomes 
to equality of opportunity along the left–right 
continuum. Other variations raise new ques-
tions or present old issues in a new light. 
Why do parties show less status quo bias and 
more future welfare expansionary orienta-
tion than expected by theory? What kinds of 
equality are parties referring to? This illus-
trates a final benefit of analysing the corpus 
data: re-categorizing and subcategorizing the 
data potentially generates interesting new 
puzzles.

What can we learn from ‘peeping 
at the corpus’?

The Manifesto data are both heavily used and heav-
ily criticized in political science (Budge, 2013). 
However, their application in the welfare state and 
political economy research is relatively new. Here, 
the question of concept validity is pressing given the 
highly specific meaning assigned to two commonly 
used items: ‘Welfare State Expansion’ and ‘Equality: 
Positive/Social Justice’. While some studies focus 
on one of the items (e.g. Gingrich and Häusermann, 
2015 use ‘Welfare State Expansion’ to quantify ‘high 
levels of welfare state support’), both items are more 
often used together as (part of) a measure for parties’ 
welfare state positions (Nygård, 2006), left–right 
shifts on welfare issues (Schumacher, 2014: 71) or 
welfare state emphasis (Jensen and Seeberg, 2015: 
7). Tellingly, both items are also summarized in the 
Manifesto data set as ‘welfare’ (for instance in the 
version ‘MARPOR data 2014b’). Combined, both 
items take up on average 11.1 percent of parties’ 
post-war election manifestos.

How valid, however, is the operationalization of 
the welfare concept of interest? Poor validity would 
clearly question the descriptive and causal inferences 
based on these items. Those who use the right–left 
index ‘rile’ and are uncertain about its validity reas-
sure themselves that most miscodings end up on the 
right side of the left–right dimension (but see 
Mikhaylov et al., 2012). However, users of the issue-
specific items resort to subjective ‘face validity’ or 
cross-validation via other data sets, such as Jensen 
and Seeberg (2015), who argue that the scores they 
use are valid when ‘put against monthly data from the 
Danish parliament’ (p. 7). Re-categorizing and sub-
categorizing the corpus data allows us to reduce 
uncertainty about what the welfare and equality items 
really measure. We also see this as a chance to test if 
and how the subcategorization of the CMP categories 
could allow for questions for which the original cat-
egories were too broad. Whereas the original data 
capture what parties talk about, subcategories based 
on the corpus data provide an efficient way to find 
out how they do that. For instance, in the context of 
welfare research, it is of critical theoretical impor-
tance to distinguish whether parties merely want to 
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maintain the status quo, criticize current deficiencies 
or call for further future expansion of the welfare 
state. Does the welfare state expansion item capture 
party programmatic statements that demand expan-
sion? Or is a significant part of the pro-welfare state 
assertions simply calling for a defence of the status 
quo? In other words, including the extent to which 
parties wish to maintain existing arrangements (see 
the coding instruction in Box 1) would be valid if one 
aims to measure to what extent parties are generally 
in favour of the welfare state. However, if one wishes 
to gauge whether parties wish to expand the welfare 
state, caution is warranted and researchers would per-
haps be on more certain ground if they use the more 
detailed information that actually exclusively indi-
cates expansion. Anticipating our results below, we 
find that the welfare state expansion predominantly 
measures expansion. With respect to the equality 
item, distinguishing which concept of equality par-
ties actually emphasize would be theoretically more 
instructive than just reporting how much parties talk 
about equality. Do they conceive of (in)equality in 
economic terms (redistribution and equality of out-
comes), or do they emphasize chances for everyone, 
social inclusion and non-discrimination (equality of 
opportunity)?

Our assessment of what the welfare and equality 
items of the CMP data really measure should also 
speak to the general debate about the properties of 
the data. Until now, we have only been able to assess 
indirectly whether the items that the ‘rile’ is com-
posed of reflect the item descriptions and whether 
they can be used in indices or stand alone. Our pro-
cedure offers a direct approach.

The validity of the data can be induced from the 
alleged plausibility of party rankings on left–right 
indices, but conclusions regarding the data’s ‘face 
validity’ differ (positive: Budge, 2001 for the United 
States; sceptical: Dinas and Gemenis, 2010; Pelizzo, 
2003 for Italy and Greece). In addition, there are 
exemplary discussions of problematic codings, for 
instance, as a consequence of the assignment of each 
quasi-sentence to only one code (Zulianello, 2013). 
However, the method of singling out and grouping 
some problematic codings does not provide guid-
ance for testing of systematic problems of concept 
validity. In addition, there is the issue of (coder) 

reliability, on which Klingemann et al. (2006) reach 
favourable conclusions (pp. 86–103), whereas 
Mikhaylov et  al.’s (2012) 20-item coding and re-
coding experiment concludes that conventional lev-
els of reliability are not achieved and that this also 
affects the left–right scale. They caution against 
using the data and call for a ‘much simplified coding 
scheme’ (p. 90). However, potential problems with 
the empirical basis for their sceptical verdict are not 
discussed. Should researchers interested in the 
meaningfulness of the data take this as evidence of 
the procedural mistakes in their instruction of cod-
ers, as an idiosyncratic product of the specific mani-
festos assessed or as proof that one well-trained and 
politically (more) literate coder can outperform sev-
eral less suited ones?

The coder characteristics strike us as especially 
important in the coding of items such as ‘Welfare 
State Expansion’ and ‘Equality: Positive’. As we 
illustrate below, it is unrealistic to expect a meaning-
ful coding of these items without awareness of the 
political context and the status quo. Surely, some 
would want to use them despite low reliability as 
long as the error is stable within items and across 
parties. But this only renders the question of what is 
really going on behind the CMP (welfare) measures 
all the more pressing. We provide expert codings to 
answer this question.

We focus on the five major German parties over 
the course of four elections, which means we look at 
20 manifestos. The German case represents a tough 
test for the substantive meaningfulness of the cod-
ings because the manifestos are very complex in 
terms of length, substance and language (for instance, 
when compared to simpler Scandinavian party mani-
festos). Moreover, there is no other country for 
which we have data on four consecutive elections 
(the Manifesto team has kindly provided us with the 
corpus data ahead of publication). Re-categorizing 
and subcategorizing the quasi-sentences of German 
manifestos is also per se interesting, for instance, 
because it allows us to trace how parties have reacted 
to the entry of a consolidated party left of the Social 
Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) since the 2005 
election when an SPD secession party merged with 
the thus far marginalized socialist party, Party of 
Democratic Socialism (PDS). Yet, to see whether 
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our evaluations hold in a very different welfare state- 
and party-system context, we also include results for 
the (less comprehensive) corpus data that are avail-
able for the two major US parties.

Subcategories

The two items most relevant for comparative welfare 
state and political economy research are 503 (equal-
ity: positive) and 504 (welfare state expansion) (see 
Box 1).

One important question that we wished to explore 
was whether political parties that devote comparable 
proportions of their manifestos to the welfare state 
items are actually talking about the same things. Do 
they, for instance, stress income redistribution and 
equality of outcome rather than equality of opportu-
nity or anti-discrimination? As can be seen in Box 1, 
various connotations of equality are grouped under 
‘Equality: Positive’. To capture theoretically relevant 
variations within the ‘Equality’ item, we distinguish 
between an economic core (statements concerning 
the income and wealth distribution, for example, in 
favour of more progressive taxation), general men-
tions (statements without a specific connotation, for 
example, in favour of social justice), chances/social 

mobility (statements in favour of equal opportunity), 
anti-discrimination/inclusion and other specific 
causes (party-specific statements, for example, in 
favour of ‘climate justice’ for the Greens).

With respect to the ‘Welfare State Expansion’ 
item, we were inspired by debates over welfare state 
reform between the ‘power resources’ and the ‘new 
politics’ schools. As Paul Pierson (1994, 2001) and 
the researchers inspired by him (for an overview, see 
Van Kersbergen and Vis, 2014) argued, parties are 
likely to make different types of positive statements 
about the welfare state, some praising the status quo 
rather than demanding expansion, others criticizing 
the inadequate status quo, implying or explicitly 
requiring that action should be taken. In addition, we 
expected that some parties might voice negative 
expectations about societal developments that neces-
sitate welfare state adaptation in the future (e.g. due 
to demographic ageing), for example, in an attempt 
to preclude policy drift. To capture such differences, 
we distinguished between status quo plus/minus and 
future plus/minus.

We first checked whether a quasi-sentence was 
classified in the correct item. If not, it ended up in 
our ‘miscoded’ subcategory. We only did so when 
we were convinced that the statements were mis-
placed (e.g. statements in favour of or against law 
and order measures or concerning the exodus from 
rural areas and its consequences). The correctly 
coded statements were then placed in one of the 
remaining subcategories of that item. Finally, we 
emphasize that two of us (social policy experts and 
native and quasi-native German speakers), not stu-
dent assistants, did the coding. All alleged miscod-
ings were discussed among the two coders, as were 
any ambivalent cases. A description and examples 
from Germany and the United States for each of the 
categories can be found in Appendices 1 and 2.

Equality

Figures 1 and 2 summarize what German parties talk 
about when they talk about equality in a positive 
manner. Figure 1 shows the distribution of the sub-
categories within the equality item for the five par-
ties averaged over the four elections. Figure 2 tracks 
how the subcategories as a percentage share of the 

Box 1.  The CMP welfare items.

503 (equality: positive)
Concept of social justice and the need for fair treatment 
of all people. This may include the following:
• � Special protection for underprivileged social groups;
•  Removal of class barriers;
•  Need for fair distribution of resources;
• � The end of discrimination (e.g. racial or sexual 

discrimination).

504 (welfare state expansion)
Favourable mentions of need to introduce, maintain 
or expand any public social service or social security 
scheme. This includes, for example, government funding 
of the following:
•  Healthcare;
•  Childcare;
•  Elder care and pensions;
•  Social housing.

CMP: Comparative Manifestos Project.



408	 Journal of European Social Policy 27(5)

total manifestos have changed between 2002 and 
2013. So while Figure 1 shows what parties talk 
about when they talk about equality, Figure 2 helps 
to put this into perspective and indicates changes in 
the share of our subcategories relative to the length 
of the entire manifestos. In both graphs, parties are 

sorted from left to right according to their CMP left–
right scores (2013).

On average, 33.6 percent of the statements 
emphasize economic equality, whereas 5.1 percent 
are general statements in favour of (social) equality. 
Emphasis on inclusion and anti-discrimination is the 

Figure 1.  The distribution of subcategories within the equality item for five German parties, averaged over 
elections, 2002–2013.

Figure 2.  Equality subcategories as a percentage share of total manifestos, 2002–2013.
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second largest subcategory with 24.3 percent. Talk 
about social mobility and chances for everyone 
makes up 10.4 percent of the manifestos. Other or 
specific mentions of equality occupy 11.7 percent. 
On average, 14.8 percent of the statements originally 
coded as item 503 are, in fact, unrelated to matters of 
equality, social justice or fairness. The distribution 
of subcategories across parties in Figure 1 indicates 
a clear left–right gradient. The further we move from 
the left to the right of the political spectrum, the 
more the balance between equality of outcome and 
equality of opportunity shifts towards the latter. The 
parties of the traditional Left – Die Linke, the SPD 
– emphasize economic equality most (SPD: 40%, 
Linke: 45.6%). The centre–right parties focus on 
anti-discrimination and call for greater inclusion and 
neglect economic equality (Union: 18.1%, Free 
Democratic Party (FDP): 7.8%). The new left party 
of the Greens is ambivalent. The overall scores sug-
gest that they are more egalitarian than the SPD in 
economic terms, but most of these statements focus 
on inclusion and anti-discrimination (32.3%), as 
well as social mobility and equal chances (11.3%). 
Many of these quasi-sentences are devoted to non-
discrimination of women and sexual and ethnic 
minorities. Only 27 percent of the quasi-sentences 
coded as ‘Equality: Positive’ in Green manifestos 
actually relate to economic equality or inequality.

Figure 2 shows that these differences are gener-
ally consistent throughout elections, but there are 
some important qualifications. For instance, the 
Greens’ emphasis on economic equality has declined 
persistently since the 2005 election. Another inter-
esting fact is that the SPD and the Greens had excep-
tionally limited focus on economic equality 
compared to the other subcategories at the end of 
their first red–green government in 2002. Finally, 
Figure 1 suggests that the SPD puts most emphasis 
on promoting itself as the party of social justice 
(7.3%), and Figure 2 shows that it has done so espe-
cially when the focus on economic equality has been 
weaker than usual (2002, 2013).

Figure 1 shows that specific mentions of equality 
(‘other’) are more pronounced at the ideological 
fringes of the party spectrum (Linke: 15.2%, FDP: 
15.1%). For Die Linke, statements in that category 

are disproportionately devoted to calls for better liv-
ing conditions in the East/former German Democratic 
Republic (GDR). The FDP marches under the ban-
ner of generational justice for reform of the welfare 
state. The Greens explicitly emphasize ‘energy jus-
tice’, ‘climate justice’ and ‘internet justice’. We 
could not identify clear disproportionalities and uni-
fying themes for the SPD and the Christian 
Democratic Union of Germany/Christian Social 
Union in Bavaria (CDU/CSU).

Generally, the reported 14.8 percent miscoded 
503 sentences also include statements that actually 
belong in 504. Given our interest in the concept 
validity of commonly used ‘welfare indices’, our 
figure thus exaggerates the error. More consequen-
tial than the vague boundary between the equality 
and the welfare item is the distribution of miscod-
ings across parties. The shares of miscodings are 
twice as high for the centre–right parties, Union and 
FDP, than for left parties. This is partly driven by the 
high number of miscodings for the Union in 2009, 
which is mostly the result of statements that should 
have been classified as welfare expansion. Figure 2 
puts this discrepancy in perspective. The share of 
miscodings relative to the total number of statements 
is stable across parties (1.1% for FDP and Union, 
1.2% on average), implying a baseline of miscodings 
independent of item frequencies.

Welfare state expansion

Figures 3 and 4 summarize what parties talk about 
when they talk about welfare state expansion. Figure 
3 shows the distribution of the subcategories within 
the welfare state item for the five parties, averaged 
over elections. Figure 4 tracks how the subcategories 
as a percentage share of the entire manifestos have 
changed between 2002 and 2013. Again, the parties 
are sorted from left to right according to their CMP 
left–right scores (2013).

Figure 3 shows that the 504 item for Germany 
actually almost exclusively measures statements in 
favour of welfare expansion. On average, for the 
four elections and five parties, the great majority of 
positive statements about the welfare state (76.1%) 
are indeed calls for expansion. We expected 
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favourable mentions of the status quo to be much 
more prominent, but they only take up 7.7 percent on 
average. The negative assessment of the status quo is 
in fact more frequent in the manifestos (11.7%). 
However, this is primarily driven by Die Linke, a 
party that, on average, devotes no less than 

20 percent of its statements on the welfare state to a 
negative description of the status quo to contextual-
ize and underline its demands for future expansion. 
Die Linke tends to explicate the negative conse-
quences of past governments’ welfare state reforms 
and the social costs of government inactivity in the 

Figure 3.  The distribution of subcategories within the welfare state expansion item for five German parties, 
averaged over elections, 2002–2013.

Figure 4.  Welfare state expansion subcategories as a percentage share of total manifestos, 2002–2013.
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face of pressing social problems before publishing 
its proposed expansionary remedy in a separate 
group of (quasi-)sentences. The future minus subcat-
egory we distinguished on theoretical grounds does 
not seem to pick up much. We found only very few 
statements that belonged in this subcategory (1 for 
Germany, 10 for the United States), and their inter-
pretation is less straightforward than for the other 
subcategories. This probably indicates that electoral 
manifestos are not a platform for more broad reflec-
tions on long-term scenarios.

We see some interesting differences over time. 
There is a pronounced status quo emphasis in the 
manifestos of FDP and Union, which made up  
the government coalition until 2013, and of the 
SPD–Green government in 2005. Still, the parties 
generally pay much more attention to future 
expansion.

Again, we find that the miscodings are on average 
somewhat tilted to the right. Some of the miscodings 
that we found in the FDP programmes probably 
came about because the coder misunderstood a 
retrenchment proposal as expansion because it was 
formulated as an introduction of a new type of ben-
efit (e.g. the Bürgergeld-System in the 2002 mani-
festo). Similarly, some privatization proposals and 
policies to increase the role of the free market (e.g. in 
healthcare) were read as welfare state expansion. 
Note, however, that the overall share of miscodings 
is relatively modest (4.5%) and that it varies across 
the four elections.

Do the results hold for 
Democrats and Republicans in 
the United States?

Our results indicate that the welfare item and the 
equality item of the Manifesto project measure what 
they are supposed to, despite important and theoreti-
cally interesting variations underneath the original 
categories. To explore to which extent these conclu-
sions depend on the German case, we also looked at 
the United States. Its welfare state context and party 
(system) characteristics differ markedly from the 
German case and US manifestos are not as detailed 
and complicated as German manifestos. Again, we 
provide examples for each of our subcategories in 
Appendices 1 and 2. We focus on the two major par-
ties, Republicans and Democrats. Corpus data for 
both are available for the elections 2004, 2008 and 
2012. Generally speaking, if we look at the distribu-
tion for the equality item in Figure 5 and the distribu-
tion of the welfare expansion item in Figure 6, we 
find reconfirmation that only a minority of state-
ments (14%) are miscoded and that even in the US 
plans for future welfare expansion make up by far 
the biggest subcategory of the expansion item, as its 
name suggests. Again, the share of miscodings is 
higher on the Right.

Looking at Figure 5, we clearly see that the 
Democrats, when talking about equality, devote 
more attention than the Republicans to economic 
equality and social mobility. The striking similarity 

Figure 5.  The distribution of subcategories within the equality item for US parties, averaged over elections, 
2004–2012.
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between the parties is that ‘inclusion’ is the largest 
subcategory: both parties devote much attention to 
racial and other forms of discrimination and the 
policies to counter discrimination. The share of 
miscodings is much higher for the Republicans 
(24%) than for the Democrats (4%). Many of these 
misclassified quasi-sentences related to the rule of 
law or to physical security rather than equality. All 
in all, the exercise shows that also in the United 
States, the equality category picks up what it 
should, that there is a left–right difference between 
the parties in how important economic equality is, 
and that the specific American context of (race) dis-
crimination is reflected in the programmes of both 
parties.

The main finding from Figure 6 on the welfare 
state expansion item is also that it clearly picks up 
the extent to which the parties promote the welfare 
state. Although we find a higher share of positive 
statements on the status quo relative to all welfare 
expansion statements in the United States than in 
Germany, we also see that most positive statements, 
like in Germany, actually call for welfare state 
expansion. Another finding, which cannot be read 
from the figures, is that in both 503 and 504 a large 
share of quasi-sentences is devoted to healthcare, 
which comes to the fore as one of the most conten-
tious issues in American politics. The final thing to 
note, as in the German case, is that several quasi-
sentences belonging to 503 ended up in 504 and vice 
versa, recoded by us as miscoded. But this should 

not affect the concept validity of the combined wel-
fare state indices, as discussed above.

Conclusion: what have we learned 
from ‘peeping at the corpus’?

The (meta-)debates over the validity of the CMP 
items have been inconclusive because validity tests 
have necessarily been indirect and, hence, imper-
fect. Now that the CMP corpus becomes available, 
we can make real progress. We show how we can 
test directly, by re-categorizing and subcategorizing 
items, whether frequently used items to operational-
ize welfare state concepts are indeed valid in the 
sense that researchers using them claim them to be. 
We specifically looked at the welfare and equality 
items relevant for political economy and compara-
tive welfare state studies of social policy and redis-
tribution. Our main finding is encouraging for 
researchers who seek to apply or have applied these 
issue-specific items. The items do measure what 
they are supposed to measure: emphasis on equality 
and welfare state expansion. We also find that under 
the general label ‘equality’, parties offer different 
conceptions of equality. When parties write posi-
tively about the welfare state, they mostly call for 
expansion. We find few miscodings and little sys-
tematic error. Therefore, our main conclusion is that 
if we assume that items 503 and 504 do not behave 
radically differently in other countries, they can be 
used as valid indicators of parties’ positions on the 

Figure 6.  The distribution of subcategories within the welfare state expansion item for US parties, averaged over 
elections, 2004–2012.
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welfare state issue. However, we also found that the 
2009 German election marks an exception because 
much of what should have been coded as 504 was 
actually coded as 503. It is because these two items 
are usually combined in a welfare state index that 
such inconsistencies become irrelevant. The hidden 
variation in the kind of equality that parties empha-
size, both in Germany and in the United States, 
could be of critical importance for current debates 
in the field. This article is an example of how re-
categorizing and subcategorizing the corpus data 
can help researchers arrive at theoretically more 
meaningful indicators and results while still benefit-
ing from the CMP data.

Let us finish with some qualifications, ques-
tions and points for further discussion. First, a 
limitation. We have not checked whether the cod-
ers have been exhaustive, that is, whether all 
quasi-sentences have been coded in the correct 
equality and welfare items; we have only checked 
whether the quasi-sentences that were placed in 
the two items were categorized correctly. Second, 
coders sometimes need considerable knowledge 
of the context to understand whether proposed 
measures must be categorized as pro-welfare or 
pro-equality or not. The proposal to introduce 
Bürgergeld can easily be misread as the introduc-
tion of a new benefit and, hence, as welfare state 
expansion, but in reality, it implied a harsh 
retrenchment. Third, while some CMP critics have 
called for a ‘much simplified coding scheme that 
would facilitate more reliable classification’ 
(Mikhaylov et al., 2012: 90), we point to subcate-
gorization as an alternative. Our re-coding exer-
cise shows that, especially for the German case, 
such simplification would be unrealistic because 
the quasi-sentences are complex and it takes an 
understanding of the context to categorize them 
correctly. From the perspective of users who are 
interested in what parties stand for in substantive 
terms, a simplification would further reduce the 
usefulness of the (already) broad categories. For 
those users, especially in the field of welfare 
research, our findings should be encouraging. We 
hope that the newly available corpus data will 
empower and stimulate them to work with more 
meaningful and detailed subcategories.

Acknowledgements

Previous versions of this paper were presented at the 
Manifesto Data User Conference 2015 at WZB (Berlin) 
and at a workshop at the University of Southern Denmark, 
2015. We thank the participants as well as the two anony-
mous reviewers for their helpful comments.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial 
support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of 
this article: We have received generous financial support 
from Aarhus University Research Foundation's AU 
IDEAS Programme.

Note

1.	 The corpus data can be downloaded via https://mani-
festoproject.wzb.eu/ or via an R package(manifestoR).
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Appendix 1.  Re-categorization/subcategorization of the item ‘Equality: Positive’.

Subcategories, 
item 503

Description Example (English translation in parentheses)

Economic core Against income 
and wealth 
inequality

Breit gestreutes Eigentum ist ein Beitrag zum sozialen Frieden. (CDU/CSU 
2002)
(Widespread/widely dispersed property adds to social peace.)
While asking the wealthiest and corporations to pay their fair share. 
(Democrats 2012)

General 
mentions

Mentions of 
equality and 
social justice

Soziale Gerechtigkeit muss bleiben. (SPD 2005)
(Social justice must be maintained.)
… and our communities must represent the ideal of equality and justice for 
every citizen. (Republicans 2004)

Mobility in favour 
of social 
mobility/equal 
opportunities

Der Zugang zu den Bildungswegen bemisst sich allein an Fähigkeiten und der 
Leistung, nicht aber an der sozialen Herkunft. (SPD 2002)
(The access to education/different educational courses shall depend only on 
ability and performance, but not on the social background.)
The American Dream is a dream of equal opportunity for all. (Republicans 
2012)

Inclusion In favour 
of anti-
discrimination/
social inclusion

Liberale Politik schützt deshalb in besonderem Umfang vielfältige Lebensformen 
und Lebensentwürfe – und damit ein angstfreies Anderssein. (FDP 2013)
(Liberal policies protect different ways/concepts of life and lifestyles – and thus 
diversity/otherness without fear.)
We are the party of inclusion and respect differences of perspective and belief. 
(Democrats 2012)

Other/specific (party) specific 
definitions of 
(in-) equality

Faire Strompreise erfordern eine gerechtere Finanzierung der Energiewende. 
(Gruene 2013)
(Fair prices for energy require just financing of the energy transition.)
Going forward, we will continue working towards fair and equitable 
participation for Puerto Rico in federal programmes. (Democrats 2012)

Miscoded Not related to 
the description 
of item 503

Insbesondere müssen Lebensbedingungen und Integration der Menschen in ihren 
Heimatländern deutlich verbessert werden, sodass sie dort eine Perspektive 
haben. (CDU/CSU 2013)
(In particular, the living conditions and the integration of people in their home 
countries must be significantly improved in order to provide them with a viable 
perspective in their home countries.)
Der Wohlstandsgewinn der vergangenen 50 Jahre zeigt sich in wenigem 
deutlicher als in der Wohnqualität. (SPD 2002)
(Hardly anything reflects the welfare/prosperity gains of the previous 50 years 
better than the quality of housing/living.)
Persons jailed for whatever cause should be protected against cruel or 
degrading treatment by other inmates. (Republicans 2012)
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Appendix 2.  Re-categorization/subcategorization of the item ‘Welfare State Expansion’.

Subcategories, 
item 504

Description Example (English translation in parentheses)

Status quo + Praise of the status 
quo/what has been 
achieved

Unsere sozialen Sicherungssysteme stehen wieder auf festen Beinen. 
(FDP 2013)
(Our social security systems are on solid ground again.)
We reject the notion of the presumptive Republican nominee that 
Social Security is a disgrace; we believe that it is indispensable. 
(Democrats 2008)

Status quo − Criticisms of the 
status quo, pointing to 
problems

Sie [die Rentenreform 2001] erhöht das Armutsrisiko im Alter vor 
allem für Niedrigverdienende, Teilzeitbeschäftigte, Arbeitslose und 
Versicherte mit Lücken in der Erwerbsbiografie. (PDS 2002)
(It [the pension reform of 2001] increases old-age poverty risks, in 
particular for low earners, part time workers, the jobless and those 
with gaps in their occupational history.)
[Families] should not be forced to bear the burden of skyrocketing 
premiums, unaffordable deductibles or benefit limits that leave them at 
financial risk when they become sick. (Democrats 2008)

Future + Calls for expansion 
of programmes in the 
future

den Heizkostenzuschuss beim Wohngeld wieder einführen (SPD 2013)
(reintroduce the heating subsidy for the housing benefit)
We will strengthen Medicaid. (Democrats 2012)

Future − Negative expectations 
make adaption 
necessary

Die Einnahmen werden damit [der demographischen Entwicklung] 
nicht Schritt halten können. (FDP 2002)
(The revenues will thus not (be able to) keep pace with demographic 
developments/demographic ageing.)
By the time young men and women who are entering the workforce 
today turn 65, there will be only two workers for each beneficiary. 
Doing nothing is not an option. (Republicans 2004)

Miscoded Not related to the 
description of item 504

Das Familiengeld wird grundsätzlich nur für Kinder bezahlt werden, die 
in Deutschland leben. (CDU/CSU 2002)
(Family allowance will, as a matter of principle, only be paid for children 
who live in Germany.)
Die FDP tritt für mehr Markt und Wettbewerb in der Kinderbetreuung 
ein. (FDP 2002)
(The FDP wants more market and competition in childcare.)
The nation’s capital is a special responsibility of the federal government. 
(Republicans 2008)


