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Abstract

A Study on the Ideological Positioning of the
Candidates in the Korean Election Campaigns:

Median Voters vs. Clarity

Youha Shim
Department of Communication
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

What positioning do candidates take in Korean elections? There can be two hypotheses for
this. First, it can be hypothesized that candidates will position themselves closer to the
position of median voters. In other words, candidates are likely to take their position as close
as possible to the position of median voters, since minimizing the policy distance from the
largest number of voters will be advantageous in winning the election. On the other hand,
according to the Directional Model, voters make their voting decisions in two stages: first,
they decide on which camp they support, and then they vote for the candidate with the most
extreme tendencies in the camp.

In this study, the candidates who ran in the 19th presidential election in 2017 and the 7th
local election in 2018 were asked about their ideological positions on some 15-30 policy
issues and the results were collected to examine the ideological positioning of the candidates
running for two major elections in Korea during the campaign period. And then, a self-study
was conducted for regular voters asking their positions on the same policy issues, while the
same questionnaire was included in the 2017 Korean Social Survey. The item response model
was applied here so that the policy positions of each voter and candidate could be compared
on the same axis.

To begin with, it was examined how the candidates' positioning strategies were drafted
during the election process. To this end, the candidates' policy propensity scores were

obtained first, and then the scores were compared with the distribution of voters' policy
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propensity scores to see whether the candidates' positioning was closer to the 'direction model'
or the 'proximity model.' The comparison of the scores indicated that among the candidates
from the two major parties, the Democratic candidates placed more emphasis on clarity in
both the presidential and local elections. On the other hand, the candidates from the Liberty
Korea Party positioned themselves in a relatively conservative position, appealing to the
average or middle-class voters supporting the Liberty Korea Party rather than to clarity. The
difference between these camps can be interpreted as originating from the fact that this study
was conducted at a time when regular voters had highly negative views on the conservative
camp in the aftermath of the impeachment of former President Park Geun-hye.

Next, it was investigated whether the fiercer the competition for clarity of the candidates
became in the more contested regions in the local election. The results showed that both the
parties tended to adopt more neutral strategies in regions where they won the presidential
election by a large margin in votes, that is, in regions with low competition. In particular,
the candidates from the Liberty Korea Party showed this tendency more clearly. Also, the
candidates tended to compete for clarity with no significant difference between the two major
parties.

Then, how much different will this positioning of the candidates be from the actual policy
preferences of voters? In other words, what are the implications of this competition for clarity
for representative democracy? In this study, the actual voting results were compared with the
election results obtained assuming that voters cast a policy vote. The results from this
analysis showed that there is a big discrepancy between the actual election results and the
election results based on a policy vote. This implies that the polarized positioning of
candidates acts as an impediment to the perceived representation of candidates in
representative democracy.

Do the voters perceive the candidates' extreme policy positions? It was examined in this
study how much the candidates' ideological tendencies perceived by voters are consistent with
the actual ideological tendencies of the candidates. For this, the 'Questions on Ideological
Tendencies of the Candidate that the Respondent Perceives' listed in the questionnaire (0-10
point scale) were measured and analyzed. It was found that in the case of the 19th
presidential election, there was a significant gap between the ideological positions of the
candidates perceived by the voters from the two major political parties and the actual
positions of the candidates’ policy preferences. In particular, the voters perceived the
candidates from the Democratic Party to be more moderate than they actually were, while
they perceived the candidates from the Liberty Korea Party to be more extreme than they

really were. Similarly, in the local election, the voters recognized the Democratic Party
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candidates as more moderate than they actually were, whereas they recognized the Liberty
Korea Party candidates as extreme. In the local election, however, the candidates from the
Liberty Korea Party responded that they were actually extreme, which was similar to the
voters' perception of them. This systematic error in perception may be due to the
phenomenon of projection where the atmosphere of judging the conservatives that was widely
spread in Korean society in 2017 made the respondents evaluate the policy positions of their
preferred candidates as 'moderate’ and their counterparts as 'extreme.' In other words, it seems
that rather than making voting decisions based on the policy positions of the candidates, the
voters perceived the candidates they supported to be more moderate than they actually were,
while they perceived the candidates they did not support to be more extreme than they really
were.

In conclusion, it seems that there is a keen competition for clarity among the political
elites, and there is a systematic error in the voters’ perceptions of the actual policy positions
of the candidates. On the other hand, this competition for clarity had obvious implications for
representative democracy. There was a clear gap between the policy preferences of the elected
candidates and those of the voters. As a result, political elites seem very likely to present
highly polarized options, thereby aggravating political polarization among voters and repeating

a vicious cycle that further deepens the overall political polarization.

Keywords: candidate positioning, median voters, competition for clarity, political
polarization, item response theory(IRT), issue voting, spatial model
Student Number : 2013-22841
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