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Abstract

Promissory representation holds that political parties make promises to voters dur-
ing election campaigns and generally keep those promises after elections if they have
the opportunity to do so. Specific campaign promises let voters know where parties
stand on issues, and voters’ assessments of governing parties’ past records of pledge
fulfillment is one way in which parties are held to account. Despite the centrality
of promise keeping to representation, we know little about how it is affected by eco-
nomic globalization, which is one of the defining characteristics of the modern world.
We argue that globalization reduces governing parties’ ability to keep their campaign
promises. International economic integration increases uncertainty about the feasibil-
ity of promises, imposes legal constraints in the form of international commitments
that may impede promise keeping in unexpected ways, and empowers market actors
that lobby governments when promises threaten their business interests. We test the
empirical implications of our theory with a mixed-methods approach that combines
a large-n quantitative comparative analysis of pledge fulfillment with a typical case
study to trace the underlying causal mechanisms of the theory. The findings indicate
that international economic integration exerts a large negative effect on the likelihood
of pledge fulfillment in a broad range of contexts and that the hypothesized mecha-
nisms are clearly observable in the detailed case study. These findings have important
implications for democratic representation in a globalized world.
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Representative democracy is a system in which there is a “necessary correspondence between
acts of governance and the equally weighted interests of citizens with respect to those acts”
(Saward, 1998, 51). Political parties play a vital mediating role in achieving congruence be-
tween public sentiment and public policies according to prominent accounts of contemporary
mass democracy (Dahl, 1956; Downs, 1957). The idea of promissory representation, variants
of which are found in the responsible party model and the mandate theory of democracy, is
that this mediating role consists of parties making promises to voters during election cam-
paigns and then keeping those promises after elections if the election results grant them
sufficient authority to do so (Mansbridge, 2003, 515). According to popular understanding
of how democracy works, parties that win the popular vote have a mandate to keep their
promises. Campaign promises impose political constraints by creating a common under-
standing of the policies that governments should pursue if conditions do not change in ways
that make the implementation of the promises infeasible (Manin, 1997; Stokes, 2001). Gov-
erning parties may break some promises for good reasons, but consistent promise breaking
undermines parties’ reputations and the legitimacy of democracy.1

Given the prominence of promise making and keeping to the theory and practice of
representation, large bodies of comparative research describe and explain patterns of promise
keeping. These studies generally look inward toward domestic political institutions to explain
different levels of promise keeping.2 While this research has generated important insights
into the impacts of domestic institutions, it has not taken into account that democratic
politics are increasingly shaped by countries’ integration into the global economy.3 We argue
that international economic integration constrains parties’ capacity to fulfill their election
pledges if they hold executive power after the elections. Governing parties in countries that
are highly internationalized face greater uncertainty about economic business cycles, and
they are bound by international agreements that may make some promises hard to keep.
Economic internationalization also strengthens the power of domestic and foreign economic
actors who may lobby against the fulfillment of certain pledges that threaten their interests.

Our large-n analysis of data on the fulfillment of thousands of election pledges made
by prospective governing parties in 12 countries prior to the formation of 57 governments
demonstrates a negative association between globalization and pledge fulfillment. The neg-
ative effect is robust to different model specifications, alternative operationalization of glob-
alization, and an instrumental variable approach. It also offers new evidence about the
conditional nature of the relationship. Consistent with our argument, globalization presents
less of an obstacle to the fulfillment of pledges made by parties of the right than pledges of
center-left parties. Since the large-n analysis does not allow us to test the underlying the-
oretical mechanisms exhaustively, we present a case study of the UK Conservative Party’s

1For more extensive discussions of promissory representation see Stokes (2001); Naurin and Oscarsson
(2017); Naurin, Soroka and Markwat (2019); Matthiess (2020).

2For example, Klingemann, Hofferbert and Budge (1994); McDonald and Budge (2005); Naurin, Royed
and Thomson (2019).

3A small but influential and growing body of research examines the impact of globalization on other
aspects of democratic performance: for example, Hellwig and Samuels (2007); Rodrik (2012); Ezrow and
Hellwig (2014); Hellwig (2015). We define globalization as the extent to which the national economy is inte-
grated into the international system in terms of significant flows of trade in goods and services, large inward
and outward investment flows, national regulations that facilitate free moment, and extensive international
commitments in the form of trade agreements.
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now infamous pledge in 2010 to cut net migration to the UK to under 100,000. This typical
case illustrates the processes leading to a broken promise in a highly globalized context.

The findings contribute to the emerging comparative literature on promissory repre-
sentation and are also relevant to the broader theoretical debate regarding the impact of
globalization on the quality of democracy and the potential for democratic backsliding, a
debate that is highly polarized.4 These broader debates address the possible implications of
globalization for democracy. Our findings highlight that globalization affects key mechanisms
of democratic representation, with important implications for the quality of democracy. Our
study also relates to research on the effects of globalization on domestic economic and social
governance, which centers on the effects of globalization on governments’ policy autonomy
and ability to compensate the losers of globalization.5 Our findings indicate that even if
governments want to respond to public demands for compensation, in globalized contexts
they are constrained in fulfilling the very promises that would be most responsive to these
demands. This insight may explain why scholars find support for the microfoundations
of the compensation hypothesis (Walter, 2010), but more mixed evidence for the macro-
relationship between globalization and welfare policies. The constraints that globalization
places on promissory representation is particularly troubling when considering the recent
globalization backlash.6 These constraints on promise fulfillment also limit governments’
capacity to counter the backlash effectively through measures that would compensate citi-
zens who are negatively affected by globalization; a solution to the backlash that has gained
prominence in the literature (Ruggie, 1982; Goodman and Pepinsky, 2021; Mansfield and
Rudra, 2021).

Globalization and the Politics of Election Pledges

Election pledges are “statements committing a party to one specific action or outcome that
can be clearly determined to have occurred or not” (Royed, 1996, 79). Election pledges
provide clear information about where parties stand on specific policy issues and are therefore
distinct from general rhetoric and principles. Office-seeking parties take clear policy positions
in order to appeal to policy-seeking voters, who vote for the party that takes positions closest
to their (the voters’) preferences(Downs, 1957). Contemporary research based on the spatial
model follows the same fundamental logic of parties taking distinct positions from each
other in order to appeal to policy-seeking voters. Here, election pledges are understood as
ways in which parties give specific meaning to the abstract principles they support. Beyond
opportunistic motives, parties’ identities are associated with distinct policies, which means
that parties receive intrinsic rewards from pursuing and implementing those policies. This
policy-seeking motivation is another reason why parties formulate specific pledges.

Election pledges are concrete manifestations of differences among parties in the principles

4See, for example, Dahl (1999); Rudra (2005); Acemoglu and Robinson (2006); Keohane, Macedo and
Moravcsik (2009); Rodrik (1998, 2012); Meyerrose (2020). Milner and Mukherjee (2009) offer an excellent
overview of the literature on the effects of globalization on democratization.

5For example, Garrett (1998); Iversen and Cusack (2000); Mosley (2000); Adsera and Boix (2002); Swank
(2002); Dreher, Gaston and Martens (2008).

6Walter (2021) offers a succinct summary of the literature.
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they support. Two findings are particularly relevant in this respect. First, parties of all kinds
make many pledges, and there are no marked differences in the frequency of pledge mak-
ing between parties based on institutional context, incumbency status, or ideology (Naurin,
Royed and Thomson, 2019, 44). Second, the types of pledges that parties make reflect their
ideological differences. While the precise form and strength of the left-right dimension differs
across countries and time periods, left-wing parties generally support larger government pro-
grams and higher spending and taxes, while right-wing parties support smaller government
programs and lower spending and taxes (Klingemann et al., 2006).

The idea of promissory representation looms large in the practice of democratic repre-
sentation.7 The extent to which governing parties fulfill their election pledges serves as a
benchmark against which voters assess whether their preferred policies, which partly guided
them in their vote choice, were indeed implemented. Voters pay attention to pledge fulfill-
ment and punish governments for failing to keep their promises (Naurin and Oscarsson, 2017;
Naurin, Soroka and Markwat, 2019; Matthiess, 2020). Broken promises hurt parties’ reelec-
tion prospects and undermine public confidence in democracy (Stokes, 2001). As Schedler
(1998, 195) writes:

If after election day government officials do whatever they want, regardless of any
prior campaign commitments, they ridicule the very notion of democracy as well.
If electoral results do not produce any policy consequences, elections become mere
devices to legitimate arbitrariness and contingency, being mechanisms to replace
a random one despotic ruler with another.

Pledges are politically constraining. Parties that hold executive power have strong incen-
tives to fulfill the promises they made during campaigns or at least to explain why fulfillment
is no longer desirable or appropriate. The presence of these incentives is confirmed by the
evidence that governing parties generally attempt to and often succeed in fulfilling many of
their election pledges (Naurin, Royed and Thomson, 2019).

Globalization lowers the odds that parties fulfill their election pledges when they hold
executive office after the elections through three key mechanisms. First, parties in highly in-
ternationalized contexts face greater uncertainty about economic business cycles when they
formulate election pledges (Kayser, 2005). Governments face pressures to pursue policies
that respond to fluctuating global business cycles and maintain international competitive-
ness. Jahn (2006, 408) observes that during the period of increased globalization, “inter-
national factors became a major driving factor for policy orientation and domestic factors
became subordinated to them.” Global economic disruptions, such as economic or financial
crises, can unexpectedly and profoundly affect countries that are deeply integrated into the
international system. Consequently, policies that were considered to be appropriate during
the election campaign may appear inappropriate or infeasible later on. Economic disrup-
tions often lead to unexpected fiscal shortfalls, which impede the fulfillment of pledges to
expand programs and also to cut taxes. One of the most famous broken promises in U.S.
history–George H. W. Bush’s promise “read my lips, no new taxes”–was made based on the
(incorrect) assumption that the high growth rates of the 1980s would continue during his

7While recognizing the prominence of promissory representation, liberal democratic theorists critique
the idea that there is a normative reason to desire high levels of promise keeping at all times (Manin, 1997).
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term in office; the unexpected economic recession in 1990 forced Bush to break this promise
in response to a significant increase in the federal budget deficit.

The second mechanism relates to the international legal commitments that governments
make in order to reap the benefits of international economic integration. Many countries have
signed preferential trade agreements and bilateral investment treaties, and they have formed
or acceded to international organizations to cooperate on economic issues such as free trade.
These agreements often stipulate that governments pursue particular policies and maintain
low or minimum levels of protection, and governments are generally committed to complying
with these agreements. Such agreements impose constraints on pledge fulfillment especially
when they contain provisions for monitoring and enforcement. It is often not clear to the
party officials and candidates who formulate election pledges whether particular domestic
policies are consistent with international law until governments attempt to implement these
policies. Governments have repeatedly been taken to international courts by other govern-
ments and private companies for domestic policies relating to health, the environment, and
labor standards when these policies violate international trade or investment law (Foster,
2021).

Finally, globalization shapes the sets of actors who try to influence national governments
and the preferences of those actors. These include national and international actors who
gain from globalization. Many of these are market actors, such as national export-oriented
firms that thrive on their ability to export their products and services to other countries.
Other companies benefit from access to cheap and skilled overseas labor owing to increasing
international migration. These domestic actors pressure governments to implement policies
that ensure their continued access to the benefits of globalization, even if it means that
governing parties break election promises. In addition, governments in internationalized
contexts must pay more attention to the interests of international economic elites such as
multinational corporations and financial actors, who pressure governments to pursue policies
favoring long-term stability and market exchange. Sassen (1996, 54) argues that national
governments are accountable to a “global, cross-border economic electorate” consisting of
“inflation-obsessed bondholders,” rather than to citizens.

Governing parties respond to these elites because market elites lobby governments directly
and can threaten to relocate their economic activities if governments do not pursue economic
policies that make their countries competitive with other markets. For example, the French
Socialist Party won the 1981 election on promises of nationalization and redistribution,
but broke these promises, instead pursuing liberal economic policies that appealed more
to international financiers than ordinary citizens (Hellwig, 2015, 147). The influence of
market actors limits the ability of governing parties to fulfill their election pledges to the
extent that market actors’ interests diverge from the policy preferences of citizens to whom
election pledges are primarily directed. There is strong evidence that the policy preferences
of market actors and citizens differ significantly (Mosley, 2003; Broz, Frieden and Weymouth,
2008; Hellwig, 2015). Ezrow and Hellwig (2014) find evidence of an ideological gap between
citizens and economic elites when it comes to issues that can be placed on a left-right
ideological continuum. Whereas citizens are more likely to favor a social model and public
spending, albeit with variation across countries, most market actors have strong preferences
for lower taxes, fewer regulations, and greater economic exchange over social policies and
public spending.
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In sum, there are strong theoretical arguments to suppose that political parties that hold
executive power after elections are less likely to fulfill their election pledges in countries and
time periods in which governments are more exposed to globalization.

The primary focus of the following analyses–both the quantitative comparative analysis
and the in-depth case study–centres on the average negative effect of globalization on promis-
sory representation, as well as the mechanisms through which this effect occurs. However,
our theoretical argument indicates that the globalization effect is weaker when the policy
preferences of governing political parties and market actors converge. In the quantitative
comparative analyses, we explore whether the globalization effect weakens when parties fur-
ther to the right are in government, and whether this is a consequence of right-wing parties
making pledges that are aligned with the preferences of market actors.

Research Design

To examine the empirical implications of our theoretical argument, we use the Comparative
Party Pledges Project (CPPP) dataset (Thomson et al., 2017; Naurin, Royed and Thomson,
2019), which includes information on over 20,000 election pledges made by parties in 12
countries prior to the formation of 57 governments. The countries covered are Austria,
Bulgaria, Canada, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, the
UK, the United States. The time period ranges from the 1970s to the 2010s, with the
data on some countries covering longer time periods than others.8 In the main part of the
analyses we focus on the fulfillment of 7,770 pledges made by parties that went on to hold
executive power after the elections. Some of the analyses include more pledges, including
those made by parties that did not hold executive power after the elections, to examine
whether globalization affects the number and types of pledges that parties make. The data
collection procedure involves human coding of party platforms, manifestos, or equivalent
campaign materials to identify statements that quality as election pledges.

Researchers gathered evidence to assess fulfillment, categorizing pledges as unfulfilled,
partially fulfilled or fully fulfilled. A pledge is considered partially fulfilled if some action
is taken in the direction of the promise that falls short of full fulfillment, such as reducing
a tax rate from 25 to 23 percent when a cut to 20 percent was promised. The evidence
gathered to assess fulfillment depends on the substance of what was promised, including
changes to legislation, budget allocations, or certain socioeconomic outcomes. Following
the practice in previous research, the analyses of pledge fulfillment focus on a dichotomous
measure that distinguishes between pledges that were “unfulfilled” and pledges that were
either “partially” or “fully” fulfilled. This approach is appropriate given that the possibility
of a pledge being partially fulfilled arguably depends partly on the way in which the pledge
itself is formulated.9

Governing parties vary significantly in the extent to which they fulfilled their election
pledges. Relatively high levels of pledge fulfillment are found in most single-party executives

8Following previous analyses of this dataset, the models we apply use frequency weights so that the
countries are weighted equally.

9The results are consistent when estimating a multinomial model that distinguishes between three cate-
gories of fulfillment (Appendix L).
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including those in the United Kingdom, Sweden and Portugal. Parties that formed single-
party governments in the UK fulfilled 86 percent of their pledges at least partially. Lower
levels of pledge fulfillment are found in coalition governments, such as those found in the
Netherlands, Germany and Austria. Dutch parties that entered governing coalitions fulfilled
57 percent of their pledges partially or fully. Appendix A summarizes the cases covered by
listing the 57 governments that took office after elections in which the pledges were made.

The data include cases where parties and governments were exposed to very different
levels of globalization, which is our key explanatory variable. We use the authoritative KOF
Economic Globalization Index, which is an annual weighted aggregation of information on
de facto and de jure trade and financial globalization, including trade in goods and services,
trade regulations, tariffs and agreements, financial direct investment, investment restrictions
and capital account openness (Dreher, 2006). This index has been validated and widely used
in the literature cited here, and is the most appropriate index to use given our theory’s focus
on economic integration and the associated institutional constraints.10 The cases studied are
all highly developed trading economies, and as such exposed to the international economy to
a considerable extent. However, there are marked differences in the relative levels of exposure
to economic globalization. In our main analyses, the cases have KOF Economic Globalization
Index values ranging from 40 to 91 (mean=73.63; s.d.=11.69), covering contexts relatively
insulated from globalization, such as the United States in the 1970s and 1980s, as well as
contexts that highly exposed, such as Ireland in the late 1990s and 2000s. We transform the
KOF Index into z-scores to simplify the interpretation of the coefficients.

We also examine whether the negative effect of globalization on pledge fulfillment is less
severe for right-wing parties, as the theory suggests it is. We test this implication with an
interaction term between party ideology and globalization. To measure parties’ ideological
positions, we rely on the widely used left-right positions from the Manifesto Project (Volkens
et al., 2019), which are also derived from parties’ election manifestos or platforms. These
measures of parties’ left-right positions are based on the Manifesto Project’s established
thematic coding scheme, into which each sentence or quasi-sentence of the manifesto is
allocated to a thematic category. The left-right score of each manifesto is based on the
proportion of text it devotes to themes considered right-wing themes minus the proportion
of text it devotes to themes considered left-wing themes. One of the advantages of the
Manifesto Project’s measures is that they provide estimates of parties’ ideological positions
at the same time points as our observations of election pledges.

Comparative Analysis

We estimate a logit model on the 7,770 pledges made by parties that went on to hold ex-
ecutive power after the elections at which they made these pledges . The exponentiated
coefficients from the model depicted in Figure 1 summarize the effects of a range of explana-
tory variables that have been examined in previous studies of pledge fulfillment (Thomson
et al., 2017). We describe the operationalization of the variables and present descriptive

10The findings are robust to related measures of globalization provided by the KOF Institute, to trade
as a percentage of GDP as an alternative measure of international integration (Appendix J), and to an
instrumental variable approach (Appendix M).
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 Globalization (de jure)

 Globalization (de facto)

LMEs (reference)

CMEs

Mixed

Parliamentary (reference)

Presidential

Semipresidential

Federal

Single−party gov.

Majority gov.

Chief executive

Ministry

Left−Right position

Incumbent (reference)

Opposition with experience

Opposition without experience

Average growth

Government duration

Agreement on pledge
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Globalization Types of Globalization

Odds Ratios

Figure 1: Globalization and the Fulfillment of Election Pledges. The graph depicts odd
ratios for each variable (dots) together with their 95% confidence intervals
(lines). Coefficients (odds ratios) are from a logit model of Pledge Fulfillment
(n=7,770). Logged scale. Robust standard errors clustered by manifesto.
Full models in Appendix C).

statistics in Appendix B. The details of this model with numerical estimates are reported in
Appendix C. Previous analyses of this dataset included several additional control variables,
which we include in an expanded model in Appendix I. We also present models that control
for the median voter position (Appendix F), examine the effect of globalization in different
market economies separately (Appendix G), use alternative measures of globalization, apply
country fixed effects (Appendix K), use a multinomial estimation to exploit the full variation
in our dependent variable (Appendix L), and apply an instrumental variable approach to
deal with the potential endogenous nature of Globalization (Appendix M). The main results
are robust to these variations.

Globalization has a strong and robust negative association with the likelihood of pledge
fulfillment. The exponentiated coefficient, which can be interpreted as an odds ratio, associ-
ated with Globalization is below 1 and highly significant (exp(b)=.61; p=.00), which means
that a one standard deviation increase in the level of Globalization is associated with a de-
crease of 39 percent in the odds that a pledge is fulfilled. Figure 2 illustrates the large size of
the effect. At relatively low levels of Globalization, corresponding to one standard deviation
below the average, the probability of pledge fulfillment is 0.68 (95% CI .63; .73). By contrast,
at relatively high levels of Globalization corresponding to one standard deviation above the
average, the probability of pledge fulfillment is 0.48 (95% CI .42; .54). This key finding
on the negative effect of Globalization does not depend on the inclusion of the relatively
internationalized cases with values around 1.5 standard deviations above the average. The
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Figure 2: Predicted Probabilities of Pledge Fulfillment at Different Levels of Global-
ization. Predicted probabilities (dots) of pledge fulfillment with their 95%
confidence intervals holding other explanatory variables at their mean values.
The gray bars represent the histogram for Globalization.

coefficient associated with Globalization is almost identical when excluding these cases (it
remains at exp(b)=.61; p=.00).

The case study presented in the next section is the most appropriate way of illustrating
the three mechanisms through which globalization affects promise breaking. Nonetheless,
further quantitative analyses provide supportive findings in relation to two of the three
mechanisms, on international legal commitments and international market actors. The KOF
Economic Globalization Index consists of de jure and de facto components, with the former
focusing on rules and the latter focusing on actual flows. Crucially for our purposes, these
measures are not so highly correlated that they raise concerns about multicollinearity (r=.33,
n=7,770). In a model with both de jure and de facto components, the coefficients associated
with each of these measures is significant and negative, which is consistent with the argument
that globalization constrains pledge fulfillment through both international commitments and
the influence of economic actors (Figure 1). We do not find significant quantitative evidence
that globalization affects promise breaking through uncertainty.11

We present an interaction term between Globalization and Partisan Left-Right Ideology

11The non-finding regarding economic uncertainty is reported in Appendix D. These analyses use esti-
mates of economic uncertainty from the World Uncertainty Index developed (Ahir, Bloom and Furceri, 2018).
According to our theory, globalization increases uncertainty, which in turn affects pledge (non-)fulfillment.
Accordingly, we estimate a model including economic uncertainty, but excluding globalization. This non-
finding in combination with the marked effect of uncertainty in the case study leads us to suspect that more
refined measures and model specifications are required to detect this mechanism quantitatively.
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Figure 3: Marginal Effects of Globalization on Pledge Fulfillment under Different Con-
ditions. Logged Scale. The dots present odds ratios together with their 95%
confidence intervals. The estimated effects of Globalization by the left-right
position of the party are estimated in a model with an interaction between
economic Globalization and Partisan Left-Right Ideology (Appendix E). The
estimated effects of Globalization by type of pledge are estimated in three
separate logit models, one for each type of pledge (Appendix H).
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to examine whether the effect of Globalization depends on the ideological positions of the
parties that made the pledge. Figure 3 shows that for all left-wing parties and for right-
wing parties with ideology scores up to 1.5 standard deviations above the mean observed
ideology score, which means “to the right of the mean,” Globalization has a significant
negative effect on pledge fulfillment. At the same time, there is a significant interaction
between Globalization and Partisan Left-Right Ideology , which indicates that Globalization
has a weaker negative effect on pledge fulfillment for right-wing parties than left-wing parties.
The coefficient associated with Globalization becomes insignificant for parties with Partisan
Left-Right Ideology scores that are 1.5 standard deviations above the observed mean. These
are relatively right-wing, if not “extreme right-wing” parties and account for a small but
important proportion of our observations; a total of 762 of the 7,770 pledges were made
by such parties. The parties concerned are the US Republicans in 1984 and 1988, the UK
Conservatives in 1983, 1987 and 1992, the German CDU/CSU in 2005, and the Conservative
Party of Canada in 2011. The findings suggest that the fulfillment of these parties’ pledges
is not significantly affected by their country’s exposure to international markets.

This finding is consistent with our argument that right-wing parties support policies that
are more closely aligned with pro-globalization economic actors. To further examine this
line of argument, we analyzed the effect of globalization conditional on the type of pledge.
We examined 4,444 pledges made by parties in 48 manifestos from six countries (Bulgaria,
Canada, Ireland, Sweden, the US, and the UK), for which a detailed categorization of pledge
type is available. Each of the pledges was categorized according to whether it involved cutting
taxes, cutting government programs, raising taxes, expanding government programs, or an
“other” category of promise. The “other” category consists mainly of pledges to change rules
and regulations. Pledges to cut taxes, of which there are many, and to cut programs, of which
there are few, are typical economically liberal pledges. We group these pledges together to
examine whether the proportion of pledges that parties make to cut taxes or programs is
related to Globalization. The effects of Globalization on the fulfillment of different types of
pledges are depicted in Figure 3. The odds ratio associated with Globalization is insignificant
for pledges to cut taxes and programs, but is below 1 and significant for “expansionary
pledges” (pledges to expand programs and raise taxes) and for “other” types of pledges.
These findings indicate that Globalization has no discernible effect on the fulfillment of cut
pledges, but has negative effects on the fulfillment of expansionary and other types of pledges,
which is consistent with our argument.

The significant and negative impact of Globalization on the fulfillment of expansionary
and other types of pledges is noteworthy, because it indicates that parties are unlikely to
make more modest pledges in globalized contexts knowing that their capacity to fulfill pledges
in those contexts is reduced. One might have expected that international integration could
lead to fewer pledges or to more modest pledges that are more easily fulfilled. This would
mitigate any observable effect of globalization on pledge fulfillment. To the extent that this
happens, the observable negative effects of globalization on pledge fulfillment are conservative
estimates of the true size of the effect.

Empirically, however, we find that levels of international economic integration have no
effect on the numbers of pledges that parties make and only a small effect on the types
of pledges that parties make. Parties’ left-right ideological positions are a more important
predictor of pledge-making. We examined the 160 manifestos from ten countries on which
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we have comparable data on the frequency of pledges made by each party in each manifesto.
We estimated a negative binomial model with the count of pledges in each manifesto as
the dependent variable and Globalization as one of the explanatory variables (Model 1,
Appendix N). The coefficient associated with Globalization is not significant (p=.50), which
is also the case for the other explanatory variables included in the model. These non-
findings accord with previous analysis of the frequency of pledge making, which concluded
that parties make comparable numbers of pledges, whether they be left-wing or right-wing
parties, incumbents or challengers, or in systems where single-party governments or coalitions
are the norm (Naurin, Royed and Thomson, 2019, 39-55).

Globalization is weakly related to the types of pledges that parties make. However, the
strength of this relationship is conditional and quite modest in comparison to the relation-
ship between parties’ ideological positions and the types of pledges they make. We first
estimated a General Linear Model with the proportion of “cut” pledges in each manifesto
as the dependent variable and Globalization as one of the explanatory variables (Model 2,
Appendix N). The coefficient associated with Globalization is not significant (p=.73). By
contrast, Partisan Left-Right Ideology has a strong and highly significant association with
the proportion of cut pledges they make. Figure 4 depicts these relationships using predicted
values. The expected proportion of pledges that are cut pledges is the same, around .10,
regardless of the level of Globalization. By contrast, parties further to the right make far
higher proportions of pledges that are cut pledges than do parties to the left.
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Figure 4: Partisan Left-Right Ideology , Globalization, and Party Pledges to Cut Taxes
and Programs. The graphs depict predictive probabilities together with 95%
confidence intervals for different levels of Partisan Left-Right Ideology (a) and
Globalization (b). Full models in Appendix N.

Globalization is positively, albeit modestly, associated with the proportion of parties’
pledges that are expansionary. Again, the effect of parties’ ideological positions is far greater
than international exposure. Pledges to expand government programs, of which there are
many, and pledges to raise taxes, of which there are few, were grouped together to create a
category of “expansionary” pledges. We estimated a General Linear Model with the propor-
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tion of “expansionary” pledges in each manifesto as the dependent variable and Globalization
as one of the explanatory variables (Model 3, Appendix N). The coefficient associated with
Globalization is positive and significant (p=.00). As countries are more exposed to interna-
tional markets, parties tend to make relatively more expansionary pledges. While somewhat
counter intuitive, this positive relationship is consistent with the Varieties of Capitalism
framework, according to which Coordinated Market Economies in particular may ameliorate
some of the risks associated with globalization and international competition by expand-
ing government programs(Hall and Soskice, 2001). More surprising is that four of the six
countries we examine here are Liberal Market Economies (Canada, Ireland, the UK and
the US), and the results hold even if we restrict the analysis to these four countries. This
suggests that expansionary policy responses to economic internationalization are not limited
to CMEs. While significant, this effect of Globalization is smaller than the effect of Partisan
Left-Right Ideology , whereby parties further to the right make relatively fewer expansionary
pledges than parties to the left. This adds further evidence to our argument that the glob-
alization constraint may be less binding for parties on the right. The effects of Globalization
and ideology are depicted as predicted values in Figures 5(a) and 5(b), respectively.

0
.1

.2
.3

.4
.5

P
re

d
ic

te
d
 P

ro
p
o
rt

io
n
 o

f 
E

x
p
a
n
d
 P

le
d
g
e
s

−30 −20 −10 0 10 20 30
Partisan Left−Right Ideology

(a) Partisan Left-Right Ideology

0
.1

.2
.3

.4
.5

P
re

d
ic

te
d
 P

ro
p
o
rt

io
n
 o

f 
E

x
p
a
n
d
 P

le
d
g
e
s

−1.5 −1 −.5 0 .5 1 1.5
International Economic Integration

(b) Globalization

Figure 5: Partisan Ideology, Globalization, and Party Pledges to Expand Programs
and Taxes. The graphs depict predictive probabilities together with 95%
confidence intervals for different levels of Partisan Left-Right Ideology (a)
and Globalization (b). Full models in Appendix N.

These results indicate that to the extent that manifesto writers respond to the constraints
on pledge fulfillment imposed by globalization, these considerations play a minor role com-
pared to the need to formulate policy appeals that win votes and secure the support of key
party factions and supporters. This finding parallels previous findings that parties in coali-
tion governments–where they face constraints in fulfilling their pledges particularly as junior
partners–do not appear to make markedly different pledges from parties in systems where
single-party executives are the norm (Thomson et al., 2017).
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The UK Conservative Party’s Migration Pledge

We complement the quantitative analysis with a typical case of the relationship between
globalization and pledge breaking. We examine why the Conservative Party was unable to
fulfill one of its central election pledges of 2010, to reduce net migration to below 100,000,
during the 2010-15 governing period when the party held executive office. The case is
typical in that the party could not implement a salient election promise in a period of deep
integration into the global economy. We therefore expect it to illustrate the underlying
causal mechanisms. In 2010, the UK ranked as the 5th most globalized country in the world,
just below Belgium, Sweden, Switzerland and The Netherlands. Although net migration
fell somewhat after the 2010 election, the government failed to bring it even close to the
promised benchmark, and numbers rose again after 2012.

To trace the underlying causal mechanisms, we rely on a range of secondary sources
(including academic studies and newspaper articles), primary archival materials (such as
election manifestos, consultation reports, and government communications), and interviews
with political, administrative, and economic elites who were involved in the debates. In
selecting the interviewees, we strove to maintain a balance across political ideologies, views
on immigration, and background in terms of public and private sectors. The interviewees
included, among others, the former Minister for Immigration, Damian Green, a member of
the Conservative Party and the former Secretary of the Department of Business, Innovation,
and Skills, Sir Vince Cable, a member of the Liberal Democratic Party.12

The Genesis of the Migration Pledge

The Conservative Party formulated the pledge to cut net migration in response to public
concerns regarding increasing levels of migration in a challenging economic context. Before
the 2010 election, the Conservative Party, led by David Cameron, was the main opposition
party challenging the incumbent Labour Party, led by Prime Minister Gordon Brown. At
that time, the country was reeling from the global financial crisis, and unemployment had
risen to over 2 million for the first time since the 1990s. These economic conditions fueled
anti-immigration sentiments in large parts of the population who believed that the economic
problems and immigration were intimately linked. A clear majority of British citizens became
opposed to immigration. A survey by Ipsos MORI in 2011 found that 64% of respondents
believed there were too many immigrants in Britain (Blinder and Richards, 2020).

Public opposition to immigration put pressure on political parties before the 2010 elec-
tion. The right-wing UK Independence Party (UKIP) positioned itself as the party to tackle
immigration (Ford and Goodwin, 2014). They pledged to end “uncontrolled mass immigra-
tion” by imposing an immediate five-year freeze on immigration (Carey and Geddes, 2010,
860). This allowed UKIP to gain public support and put pressure on both the Conservative
and Labour Parties. Immigration featured prominently in the 2010 election campaign, in-
cluding the three leaders debates (Carey and Geddes, 2010). Both major parties responded
to public opinion and the UKIP challenge by proposing to control immigration.

The Conservatives were losing supporters to UKIP at an alarming rate. UKIP won

12A full list of interviewees can be found in Appendix O. Each interview lasted 30 to 60 minutes.
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second place in the 2009 European Parliament elections, and its transformation into a multi-
issue party strengthened its appeal at the national level (Ford and Goodwin, 2014, 84).
UKIP’s message resonated with many voters who typically voted for the Conservatives, and
it gained most votes in Conservative-held constituencies. With UKIP gaining ground on the
Conservative Party and a majority of public opinion in favor of reducing migration, David
Cameron committed the party to reducing immigration. On January 10, 2010, just months
ahead of the general election, he made the now infamous promise in a BBC interview, stating
that if he won the election he would limit net immigration to “tens of thousands” each year.
The pledge had been prepared carefully. It was developed by the then-Shadow Minister of
Immigration Damian Green based on a pamphlet he had written on economic migration
with David Davies, another prominent Conservative politician. It was agreed upon by a
small group of party elites, including the shadow Home Office team and the leadership of
the Conservative Party. The 2010 Conservative Party election manifesto made the 100,000
net migration target official party policy (Conservative Party, 2010). According to our
interviewees, the pledge was not merely aspirational; or as Cameron put it himself: “no ifs,
no buts.”13 Our interviewees who participated in the genesis of the pledge shared the view
that there was a sincere belief within the party leadership that the target was achievable
when it was formulated.

According to many observers and our interviewees, the calculus behind Cameron’s move
was to respond to public concerns about immigration and to neutralize migration as an
issue during the campaign (Bale, Hampshire and Partos, 2011). And indeed, during the
campaign, the Conservative Party won significant political ground on the basis of their
pledge on immigration, the only issue on which the party scored significantly better than
Labour.14 According to a YouGov survey, at 25.2% the Conservatives were far ahead of both
Labour (6.3%) and the Liberal Democrats (1.8%) on respondents’ judgment of the best party
to handle immigration. Immediately after announcing the promise in early 2010, Cameron’s
personal favorability ratings increased substantially (Dahlgreen, 2015).

The Road to Failure

The Conservative Party won the 2010 election and subsequently led a coalition government
with the Liberal Democrats. Under the leadership of then-Home Secretary Theresa May, the
UK Home Office introduced one of the harshest immigration policies in British history. The
government implemented a cap on skilled labour migration from outside the European Union,
which was promised in the Conservative’s 2010 manifesto. It introduced a new minimum
income threshold for people with spouses from overseas, which was arguably consistent with
its 2010 manifesto statement to “limit[...] access only to those who will bring the most
value to the British economy,” a statement that conveys intent, but does not specify the
action that would be taken. The government also cracked down on “bogus” colleges and
“foreign criminals.”15 In addition, the Hostile Environment Policy, as it was called, included

13Travis, Alan. “Net migration to UK higher than when coalition took office.” The Guardian. February
26, 2015.

14Elliott, Francis. “Cameron steps back to avoid tensions within party.” The Times. February 27, 2010.
15Trilling, Daniel. “10 years on, David Cameron’s toxic net migration pledge still haunts the UK.” The

Guardian. January 14, 2020.
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administrative and legislative steps to make it as difficult as possible for non-citizens to stay
in the UK.16 Yet, net migration remained stubbornly above 100,000, and even increased to
336,000 just before the 2015 election (up from 246,000 in 2010) according to the UK Office of
National Statistics. Despite failing to fulfill the promise, it was repeated by the Conservative
Party during the 2015 election campaign. The same promise was again repeated at the 2017
election, after Theresa May took over the leadership of the party. Only in 2019 did the
party replace the net-migration pledge with a promise to implement an Australian-style
points-based immigration system.

Our analysis indicates three main reasons why the Conservatives were unable to fulfill the
pledge. One obvious (though not the most important) obstacle to fulfilling the pledge was the
UK’s membership of the European Union. The UK had agreed to freedom of labor movement
across Europe as part of the European Single Market. To accede to the EU in 2007, Bulgaria
and Romania had agreed to limited movement of labor during a transition period, which
came to an end in 2013, followed by substantial increases in migration from both countries to
the UK. The European Single Market therefore constrained the government’s ability to fulfill
its promise. As Theresa May said after it became clear that the government had failed to
keep its promise: it was “unlikely” the target of getting net migration below 100,000 would
be met, because EU migration had “blown us off course.”17 However, the effect of the EU
should not be overstated. Migrants from EU member countries accounted for less than one-
third of long-term migrants to the UK. In 2010, of the 281,000 immigrants, 196,000 were from
outside the EU (70%). Even if the UK had eliminated all immigration from the EU, they
would not have achieved their target of 100,000 (Office of National Statistics). Rather than
focusing on EU citizens, the government’s attempts focused on cutting immigration from
non-EU countries, including the immigration of skilled individuals who were highly sought
after by UK businesses and organizations in the private and public sectors. There was also
some attempt to cut numbers of overseas students, who brought both economic benefits
partly through college tuition fees and also contributed to the UK’s scientific community.

The government’s inability to affect or even anticipate emigration was another important
constraint on its capacity to fulfill the pledge, and one that was subject to considerable
uncertainty. A decline in British emigration after 2010 contributed significantly to the failure
to fulfill the pledge. The fall in emigration was partly the result of the increased costs of
living abroad due to a weak pound, with the government having little control over currency
movements due to the UK’s integration in global financial markets.18 In a consultation
report, the Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) had warned the UK government already
in 2010 that uncertainties about emigration numbers as well as EU rules might limit the
feasibility of achieving the net migration target (Migration Advisory Commmittee, 2010).
In addition, many Britons returned to the UK during this period from crisis-hit Spain and
Dubai, which further contributed to increased net migration.19

16Hill, Amelia. “Hostile Environment: the hardline Home Office policy tearing families apart” The
Guardian. November 28, 2017; Trilling, Daniel. “10 years on, David Cameron’s toxic net migration pledge
still haunts the UK.” The Guardian. January 14, 2020.

17“Cameron accused of ‘total failure’ on immigration.” BBC. November 27, 2014.
18Owen, Paul and Alan Travis. “Vince Cable warns coalition colleagues over immigration cap.” The

Guardian. 27 August 2010.
19Travis, Alan. “Cameron’s empty immigration promise.” The Guardian. January 11, 2010.
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Furthermore, the pledge was opposed by a broad range of national and international
actors from the private and public sectors. Following a call for responses on these issues, the
Migration Advisory Committee, an independent government advisory committee, received
over 400 responses by domestic and international actors including the Scottish Government,
the Government of Ireland, the Embassy of Japan, various trade federations, banking associ-
ations, law firms, law associations, the health and social services sectors (including hospitals,
medical services and nursing homes), private companies, the British Chamber of Commerce,
the oil industry, universities, research institutes, the Royal Bank of Canada, the Greater
London Authority, the Department of Health, the Department of Education, the Depart-
ment of Work and Pensions, and the Migration Policy Institute. The opposition expressed
to the cap was as forceful as it was unanimous. Of the responses quoted in the report, only
one response from a member of the public argued in favor of the cap on migration.

Private and public sector employers warned that the introduction of a cap would lead to
major skill shortages. The lobbying efforts came from a variety of stakeholders, including
politicians from all parties, business groups, law firms, car manufacturers, pharmaceutical
companies and the National Health Service (NHS). The NHS relied on recruiting skilled and
relatively low paid care workers from abroad. Gerwyn Davies from the Chartered Institute
of Personnel Development expressed his concerns with a stark warning to the government:

“The reality for employers is that training workers to plug the UK skills gap is
a lengthy task. (. . . ) The abrupt introduction of a radical cap would therefore
leave many employers with a bigger skills problem and tempt employers with
global operations to offshore jobs, where they can find the skills.”20

Sectors with international operations raised concerns about the significant adverse eco-
nomic effects of restricting immigration. In a joint response to the Migration Advisory
Committee consultation, the Association of Foreign Banks (AFB) and British Bankers’ As-
sociation (BBA) threatened that:

“If the ability of migrants to enter the UK under Tier 2 is significantly reduced,
AFB and BBA members will create jobs overseas, that otherwise would have
been created in the UK. As a result, the teams supporting those roles will also
be located overseas.” (Migration Advisory Commmittee, 2010, 105).

Similar forecasts about business offshoring came from other sectors, including the oil and
gas sector as well as international law firms (Migration Advisory Commmittee, 2010, 105).
Sarah Mulley, Associate Director at the Institute of Public Policy Research, summarized the
implications of the Migration Advisory Committee’s report succinctly:21

“The ... analysis shows clearly how difficult it will be for the government to
fulfil its promise to cut immigration substantially. The government now faces an
unpalatable choice between introducing a policy which it knows will be damaging

20Owen, Paul and Alan Travis. “Vince Cable warns coalition colleagues over immigration cap.” The
Guardian. 27 August 2010.

21Boxell, James and Chris Cook. “Immigrant cap in UK ’will curb overseas students.” The Financial
Times. November 19, 2010.
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to the economy and public services, or failing to fulfil a key promise to the
electorate.”

Further pressure came from overseas. A major concern was that restrictive immigration
measures would make it difficult to secure trade cooperation, and several interviewees noted
the effect of the policies on relations with India. The policies threatened to derail negotia-
tions between Britain and India to promote trade between the two countries in 2010. The
UK government wanted the Indian government to allow British banks, legal and insurance
firms and small manufacturers to operate in India. In return, India asked for mutual recog-
nition of qualifications so that its lawyers and bankers could operate in the UK. The Indian
government was concerned that the cap on immigration would make this difficult and was
dismayed by what they called racially prejudiced policies toward Indians. The UK had much
to lose as total bilateral trade between the UK and India was worth £11.5 billion, and UK
exports to India totalled £4.7 billion in 2019.22 Our interviews confirmed that the pressure
worked; after a high-level meeting between the UK and Indian governments, the UK shelved
planned restrictions on intra-company transfers, which were opposed by Indian firms.

Similarly, the Embassy of Japan indicated that restrictive immigration polices:

“(. . . ) would effectively force Japanese companies operating in the UK to reduce
their future investment and to withdraw from this country. This will result in
a huge number of job cuts for British workers employed in these companies”
(Migration Advisory Commmittee, 2010, 145).

The pressure exerted by these actors was intense and multi-dimensional. It was expressed
publicly (through the media, including through the notoriously vociferous British tabloid
newspapers) as well as behind closed doors (through lobbing the Department of Business,
Innovation and Skills, the Home Office, or the Prime Minister through the Business Advisory
Group). Although the pressure did not convince the government to abandon the pledge
altogether, the government did not pursue many of the measures it had originally intended to,
and many compromises were made. For example, the Home Office agreed not to restrict intra-
company transfers, which made up a significant share of immigration, and made significant
concessions on foreign students and family policies. As one of the interviewees notes “if
there hadn’t been resistance, from lobby groups, from me and my colleagues, they [anti-
immigration measures] would have gotten much worse.23

In sum, the Conservative Party’s broken net migration pledge provides vivid illustrations
of the theoretical mechanisms through which globalization can impede promise keeping.
International integration constrained the British government because of its international
commitments, especially its membership of the EU. Economic uncertainty associated with
globalization also played a role, partly in relation to the unpredictability of both inward
and outward migration flows. Finally, the case illustrates how market actors can lobby
government successfully when their interests are threatened by the fulfillment of an election
pledge. We find little support for alternative explanations of this broken promise, such as

22Waugh, Paul. “Cable warns on immigration as Cameron flies out to woo India.” The Evening Standard.
July 27, 2010.

23Interview 1.

18



the role of coalition politics. Indeed, Sir Vince Cable, the senior Liberal Democrat cabinet
member during the 2010-15 government, described the Liberal Democrat’s influence on this
issue to us as negligible (see Appendix P). The case illustrates how the causal mechanisms
associated with globalization play out in practice.

Conclusion

Globalization poses a formidable challenge to democratic representation at the national level.
Governing parties in highly internationalized contexts fulfill significantly fewer of the pledges
they made to voters before the elections that brought them to power. Promise keeping is
central to promissory representation, which is the mainstay of mainstream democratic theory
and popular conceptions of how democracy works. Until now, comparative research on
election pledges has looked mainly inward, toward the domestic level, to explain differences
in the likelihood of pledge fulfillment in different governments and time periods. But treating
governments as independent units is no longer appropriate as modern states are deeply
embedded in layers of international interdependence. This applies not only to research on
election pledges, but also to other aspects of democratic performance.

Our findings indicate that although globalization has only a modest effect on pledge
making, it has a large and negative effect on pledge fulfillment. The negative effect of
globalization applies in a broad range of contexts and to a broad range of parties and pledges.
It is also striking that it reduces the likelihood of fulfillment of a broad range of pledges,
not only pledges that are considered economic pledges. Globalization is, however, especially
constraining for center and center-left parties, the very parties that are under most pressure
from their core voters to compensate the losers of globalization.

The consequences of promise breaking in the context of international constraints have yet
to be examined. Failure to deliver on election pledges is associated with the widespread belief
that politicians are untrustworthy promise breakers. Such lack of trust can be corrosive if
it becomes synonymous with expectations of betrayal, rather than healthy vigilance on the
part of citizens with respect to government performance. A key question is whether citizens
hold governing parties to account for promise breaking if those parties are deeply constrained
by globalization. Answering these questions may shed light on the causes of the globaliza-
tion backlash and the rise of populist parties. Our findings indicate that consistent pledge
breaking in globalized contexts may at least contribute to the anti-globalization backlash
and the rise of extreme parties, with important implications for promissory representation
by mainstream parties.

Our findings do not necessarily indicate that national representative democracy is im-
possible in the age of globalization. The broader debate on the impact of globalization on
democracy includes claims other than promise making and keeping, and a comprehensive
assessment requires that these be considered too. Proponents of the view that globalization
can enhance democratic performance at the national level assert that globalization enables
governments to pursue long-term welfare-enhancing policies for their citizens. While inter-
national integration may be costly in terms of promise keeping and policy responsiveness,
the costs due not accrue equally to all parties. Furthermore, globalization may be beneficial
in terms of responsibility, which is another key element of democratic representation. One of

19



the major challenges in this field of research is to assess the trade-offs between these different
aspects of democratic representation. This research agenda is all the more salient as political
movements to limit globalization gather pace.
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A Sample of Countries, Parties, and Elections

Single-party executives with legislative majorities (15 governments)
Bulgaria: 1997-2001, ODS
Canada: 1993-97, Liberals; 1997-2000, Liberals; 2000-04, Liberals;

2011-15, Conservatives
Ireland: 1977-81, Fianna Fáil
Portugal: 2005-09, PS
Spain: 1989-93, PSOE: 2000-04, PP
UK: 1974-79, Labour; 1979-83, Conservative; 1983-87, Conservative;

1987-92 Conservative; 1992-97, Conservative
United States: 1977-81, Democrats
Single-party executives with legislative minorities (16 governments)
Bulgaria: 2009-13, GERB
Canada: 2004-06, Liberals; 2006-08, Conservatives; 2008-11, Conservatives
Ireland: 1987-89, Fianna Fáil
Portugal: 1995-99, PS
Spain: 1993-96, PSOE†; 1996-2000, PP†
Sweden: 1994-98, Social Democrats†; 1998-2002, Social Democrats†;

2002-06, Social Democrats†
United States: 1981-85, Republican; 1985-89, Republican; 1989-93,

Republican; 1993-97, Democrats; 1997-2001, Democrats
Coalition executives with legislative majorities (22 governments)

Austria: 2000-03, ÖVP/ FPÖ; 2003-07, ÖVP/ FPÖ; 2007-08, SPÖ/ ÖVP;

2008-13, SPÖ/ ÖVP
Bulgaria: 1995-96, BSP/NS; 2001-05, NDSV/DPS; 2005-09, BSP/NDSV/

DPS‡
Germany: 2002-05, SPD/ Greens; 2005-09, CDU-CSU/ SPD;

2009-13, CDU-CSU/ FDP
Ireland: 1982-87, Fine Gael/Labour; 1989-92, Fianna Fáil/Progressive Democrats;

1992-94, Fianna Fáil/ Labour; 2002-07, Fianna Fáil/Progressive
Democrats; 2007-11, Fianna Fáil/ Progressive Democrats/ Greens;
2011-2016, Fine Gael/Labour

Italy: 2001-06, Berlusconi II’s coalition (FI/ AN/ LN/ UDC/ NPSI/ PRI)‡;
2008-11, Berlusconi IV’s coalition (PdL/ LN/ MpA/ PID)‡

Netherlands: 1986-89, CDA/ VVD; 1989-94, CDA/ PvdA; 1994-98, PvdA/VVD/D66
Sweden: 2006-10, Moderate Party/Centre Party/People’s Party/

Christian Democrats‡
Coalition executives with legislative minorities (4 governments)
Ireland: 1997-02, Fianna Fáil/ Progressive Democrats†
Italy: 1996-98: Prodi I’s Ulivo coalition (PDS/PPI/RI/FdV/UD)†‡;

2006-08, Prodi II’s coalition Unione (DS/DL/PRC/RnP-PdCI/
IdV/FdV/UDEUR)‡

Sweden: 2010-14, Moderate Party/ Centre Party/ People’s Party/
Christian Democrats‡

Note: †: minority governments that had an agreement with one or more opposition
parties or parliamentarians to maintain support. ‡: includes pledges made by governing
parties that were part of pre-election coalitions. Dataset does not include opposition
parties in Italy. Source: Thomson et al. (2017).
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B Variables and Descriptive Statistics

Variables included in the analyses of pledge fulfillment.

Pledge Fulfillment: The variable takes a value of 1 if a pledge was partially or fully fulfilled
and 0 if it was not fulfilled. Data are from CPPP.

Globalization: Globalization is measured using the KOF Economic Globalization Index,
which combines information on de facto and de jure trade and financial globaliza-
tion, including trade in goods and services, trade regulations, tariffs and agreements,
financial direct investment, investment restrictions and capital account openness. Data
are from KOF.

Varieties of Capitalism: The Variety of Capitalism to which each of the twelve countries
belongs uses the classifications of (Hall and Soskice, 2001).

Executive-Legislative Relations: Variable that captures whether the country is a parliamen-
tary, presidential or semi-presidential system.

Federal System: Binary variable that takes the value 1 if the country is a federal system,
and 0 if not.

Single-Party Government: Binary variable that takes the value 1 if a single party controls
the government executive, and 0 if not.

Majority Government: Binary variable that takes the value 1 if the party or parties that
hold executive office control a majority of legislative seats, and 0 if not.

Chief Executive: Binary variable that takes the value 1 if the party holds the chief execu-
tive position, and 0 if not. Data from country specialists in the CPPP as necessary
supplemented with data from the EJPR Data Yearbooks.

Ministry: Binary variable that takes the value 1 if the party holds the ministry relevant to
the issue of the pledge, and 0 if not. Data from country specialists in the CPPP as
necessary supplemented with data from the EJPR Data Yearbooks.

Partisan Left-Right Ideology: Partisan ideology on the left-right axis from the Comparative
Manifesto Project (Volkens et al., 2019). We use the so-called RILE scores, which are
also derived from parties’ election manifestos or platforms.

Incumbency: Variable that captures whether the party is an incumbent, opposition with
experience or opposition without experience. Data from country specialists in the
CPPP as necessary supplemented with data from the EJPR Data Yearbooks.

Economic Growth: Average growth rate of the country over the lifetime of the government.
Data are from the World Bank.

Government Duration: Variable that captures the duration of the government in months.
Data from country specialists in the CPPP as necessary supplemented with data from
the EJPR Data Yearbooks.
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Agreement on Pledge: The variable takes a value of 1 if a pledge was similar to a pledge
made by another party, 0 if not. Data are from CPPP.

Pre-election Agreement: Binary variable that takes value 1 if a coalition agreement existed
before the election, and 0 if not. Data from country specialists in the CPPP as neces-
sary supplemented with data from the European Journal of Political Research (EJPR)
Data Yearbooks.

Decade: Decade in which the pledge was made. Data are from CPPP.

mean sd min max
Pledge Fulfillment .558 .497 0 1
Globalization (de facto) 0 1 -2.610 1.426
Globalization (de jure) .363 1 -2.430 1.456
Globalization 0.363 1 -2.430 1.452
Coordinated Market Economies .286 .452 0 1
Mixed Market Economies .269 .443 0 1
Presidential .069 .254 0 1
Semi-Presidential .031 .172 0 1
Federalism .350 .477 0 1
Single-party government .379 .485 0 1
Majority government .307 .461 0 1
Chief Executive .770 .421 0 1
Ministry .768 .422 0 1
Partisan Left-Right Ideology .308 15.601 -40 33.6
Opposition with Experience .363 .481 0 1
Opposition without Experience .155 .362 0 1
Economic Growth 2.455 2.157 -1.62 9.14
Government Duration in Years 3.707 .939 1.167 5.133
Agreement on pledge .058 .235 0 1
Pre-election Agreement .133 .339 0 1
Economic Uncertainty 0.118 0.082 0 0.553
1980s .127 .333 0 1
1990s .279 .448 0 1
2000s .551 .497 0 1
N 7770

Note: N refers to the numbers of cases (pledges) in the analysis of pledge fulfillment.
For ease of interpretation, the KOF Economic Globalization Index was transformed to
z-scores based on the distribution of the variable across the entire sample, which includes
pledges of parties that entered the opposition, and of which we do not examine fulfillment
in this study.
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C Pledge Fulfillment (Full Results)

Model 1 Model 2
Globalization -0.488*** (0.000)
Globalization (de facto) -0.536*** (0.000)
Globalization (de jure) -0.172** (0.023)

Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.239* (0.081) 0.160 (0.245)
Mixed Market Economies -0.848*** (0.000) -1.003*** (0.000)

Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -1.316*** (0.001) -1.441*** (0.000)
Semi-Presidential 0.710*** (0.004) 0.710*** (0.002)
Federalism -0.658*** (0.000) -0.795*** (0.000)
Single-party government 0.899*** (0.000) 0.768*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.180 (0.148) -0.220* (0.071)
Chief Executive 0.269** (0.045) 0.268* (0.051)
Ministry 0.269** (0.022) 0.242** (0.037)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.008** (0.021) 0.007** (0.022)

Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.309** (0.012) -0.306** (0.010)
Opposition without Experience -0.595*** (0.000) -0.567*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.133*** (0.000) 0.143*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.217*** (0.001) 0.218*** (0.001)
Agreement on pledge 0.755*** (0.000) 0.756*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.527*** (0.008) 0.452** (0.028)

Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.359 (0.244) -0.405 (0.166)
1990s 0.173 (0.642) 0.133 (0.706)
2000s 0.660* (0.056) 0.750** (0.021)
Constant -1.329*** (0.004) -1.173*** (0.009)
Wald Test 609.381*** 662.565***
Observations 7770 7770

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

5



D Pledge Fulfillment (Economic Uncertainty)

Model 1 Model 2
Globalization -0.476*** (0.000)
Economic Uncertainty 0.909 (0.305) 0.201 (0.814)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.100 (0.517) 0.243* (0.076)
Mixed Market Economies -0.262 (0.132) -0.838*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -0.774** (0.013) -1.285*** (0.000)
Semi-Presidential 0.312 (0.309) 0.682** (0.025)
Federalism -0.275 (0.126) -0.660*** (0.000)
Single-party government 1.150*** (0.000) 0.902*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.185 (0.193) -0.175 (0.204)
Chief Executive 0.245* (0.088) 0.272** (0.046)
Ministry 0.254** (0.033) 0.270** (0.022)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.007* (0.077) 0.008** (0.041)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.310** (0.015) -0.309** (0.014)
Opposition without Experience -0.656*** (0.000) -0.593*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.123*** (0.000) 0.133*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.192*** (0.001) 0.215*** (0.001)
Agreement on pledge 0.780*** (0.000) 0.754*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.736*** (0.001) 0.524*** (0.009)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.504* (0.097) -0.350 (0.293)
1990s -0.234 (0.465) 0.176 (0.648)
2000s -0.017 (0.951) 0.656* (0.054)
Constant -1.201*** (0.009) -1.355** (0.011)
Wald Test 470.072*** 612.217***
N 7770 7770

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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E Left-Right Ideology and Pledge Fulfillment (Full Re-

sults)

Model 1 Model 2
Globalization -0.488*** (0.000) -0.448*** (0.002)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.008** (0.021) 0.010*** (0.005)
Globalization × Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.006* (0.094)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.239* (0.081) 0.169 (0.218)
Mixed Market Economies -0.848*** (0.000) -0.880*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -1.316*** (0.001) -1.150*** (0.006)
Semi-Presidential 0.710*** (0.004) 0.772*** (0.001)
Federalism -0.658*** (0.000) -0.629*** (0.000)
Single-party government 0.899*** (0.000) 0.895*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.180 (0.148) -0.211* (0.087)
Chief Executive 0.269** (0.045) 0.246* (0.071)
Ministry 0.269** (0.022) 0.280** (0.012)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.309** (0.012) -0.334*** (0.008)
Opposition without Experience -0.595*** (0.000) -0.557*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.133*** (0.000) 0.122*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.217*** (0.001) 0.222*** (0.001)
Agreement on pledge 0.755*** (0.000) 0.726*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.527*** (0.008) 0.564*** (0.005)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.359 (0.244) -0.138 (0.673)
1990s 0.173 (0.642) 0.324 (0.382)
2000s 0.660* (0.056) 0.808** (0.021)
Constant -1.329*** (0.004) -1.433*** (0.002)
Wald Test 609.381*** 696.481***
N 7770 7770

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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F Public Ideology and Pledge Fulfillment

Model 1 Model 2
Globalization -0.672*** (0.000) -2.263** (0.039)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.007** (0.018) 0.007** (0.020)
Political Orientation: Median 0.052 (0.780) 0.342 (0.197)
Globalization × Political Orientation: Median 0.314 (0.151)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.161 (0.242) 0.218 (0.106)
Mixed Market Economies -1.086*** (0.000) -1.115*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -1.689*** (0.000) -1.705*** (0.000)
Semi-Presidential 0.678*** (0.000) 0.688*** (0.000)
Federalism -0.590*** (0.001) -0.636*** (0.000)
Single-party government 0.854*** (0.000) 0.837*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.090 (0.385) -0.066 (0.525)
Chief Executive 0.260** (0.044) 0.266** (0.029)
Ministry 0.260** (0.026) 0.254** (0.029)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.244*** (0.008) -0.238*** (0.007)
Opposition without Experience -0.614*** (0.000) -0.595*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.126*** (0.000) 0.125*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.253*** (0.000) 0.257*** (0.000)
Agreement on pledge 0.792*** (0.000) 0.790*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.504** (0.015) 0.468** (0.018)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s 0.018 (0.958) -0.029 (0.933)
1990s 0.643* (0.080) 0.744** (0.040)
2000s 1.081*** (0.004) 1.186*** (0.001)
Constant -1.992* (0.097) -3.545** (0.021)
Wald Test 639.895*** 624.538***
N 7278 7278

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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I Pledge Fulfillment (Expanded Model)

Model 1
Globalization -0.743*** (0.000)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.695** (0.010)
Mixed Market Economies -0.970*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -1.241*** (0.002)
Semi-Presidential 1.056*** (0.001)
Bicameralism 0.480* (0.063)
Federalism -1.129*** (0.000)
EU Member 0.197 (0.323)
Incumbency Status (Reference: Single Party Majority)
Single Party Minority 0.387** (0.014)
Coalition Majority -0.562** (0.033)
Coalition Minority -0.525* (0.091)
Chief Executive 0.210* (0.093)
Ministry 0.209* (0.080)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.008** (0.014)
Government Ideology Range -0.119 (0.316)
Herfindahl Index 0.423 (0.189)
Distance to Median Legislator -0.109 (0.482)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.365*** (0.009)
Opposition without Experience -0.487*** (0.001)
Economic Growth 0.155*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.274*** (0.000)
Number of Pledges/10 -0.011 (0.202)
Agreement on pledge 0.793*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.519*** (0.003)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.232 (0.438)
1990s 0.444 (0.189)
2000s 1.166*** (0.002)
Subset -0.367 (0.163)
Constant -1.788*** (0.002)
Wald Test 1084.447***
Observations 7770

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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J Alternative Measures of Globalization

KOF Trade KOF Financial Trade
Trade Globalization -0.384*** (0.001)
Financial Globalization -0.307*** (0.009)
Trade Openness -0.479*** (0.000)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.169 (0.260) 0.180 (0.199) -0.270 (0.124)
Mixed Market Economies -0.542*** (0.004) -0.698*** (0.006) -0.829*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -1.071*** (0.002) -1.214*** (0.001) -1.206*** (0.000)
Semi-Presidential 0.520** (0.034) 0.662** (0.020) 0.431* (0.059)
Federalism -0.575*** (0.002) -0.434** (0.011) -0.597*** (0.001)
Single-party government 0.846*** (0.000) 1.112*** (0.000) 0.793*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.275** (0.032) -0.126 (0.339) -0.327** (0.015)
Chief Executive 0.255* (0.072) 0.254* (0.057) 0.247* (0.051)
Ministry 0.234* (0.050) 0.281** (0.017) 0.180 (0.126)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.006* (0.088) 0.009*** (0.010) 0.003 (0.470)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.329*** (0.008) -0.293** (0.016) -0.264** (0.021)
Opposition without Experience -0.619*** (0.000) -0.622*** (0.000) -0.527*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.140*** (0.000) 0.121*** (0.000) 0.137*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.221*** (0.000) 0.203*** (0.001) 0.243*** (0.000)
Agreement on pledge 0.772*** (0.000) 0.762*** (0.000) 0.798*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.543** (0.017) 0.680*** (0.001) 0.525** (0.019)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.603** (0.022) -0.298 (0.336) -0.370 (0.158)
1990s -0.178 (0.554) 0.147 (0.673) -0.003 (0.991)
2000s 0.227 (0.394) 0.524 (0.123) 0.383 (0.178)
Constant -1.052** (0.011) -1.424*** (0.002) -1.022*** (0.006)
Wald Test 513.670*** 594.318*** 464.538***
N 7770 7770 7770

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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K Country Fixed Effects

Globalization -0.598*** (0.005)
Single-party government 0.747*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.237** (0.021)
Chief Executive 0.278** (0.011)
Ministry 0.216** (0.043)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.004 (0.302)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.242** (0.030)
Opposition without Experience -0.371*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.159*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.163*** (0.003)
Agreement on pledge 0.724*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.463** (0.038)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s 0.050 (0.841)
1990s 0.551* (0.093)
2000s 1.114*** (0.004)
Country Fixed Effects (Reference: United States)
United Kingdom 2.671*** (0.000)
Netherlands 1.921*** (0.008)
Ireland 2.034*** (0.005)
Sweden 2.390*** (0.000)
Spain 1.262*** (0.000)
Germany 1.806*** (0.001)
Italy 0.970** (0.014)
Portugal 1.865*** (0.000)
Bulgaria 0.739** (0.031)
Canada 1.017*** (0.007)
Austria 1.460** (0.025)
Constant -3.487*** (0.000)
Wald Test 1946.423***
N 7770

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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L Multinomial Model of Pledge Fulfillment

Model 1
Fulfillment=0 (Base)
Fulfillment=1
Globalization -0.561*** (0.000)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies -0.281 (0.126)
Mixed Market Economies -1.193*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -0.821** (0.012)
Semi-Presidential 1.415*** (0.000)
Federalism -0.214 (0.432)
Single-party government -0.223 (0.439)
Majority government -0.116 (0.416)
Chief Executive 0.049 (0.800)
Ministry 0.018 (0.906)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.012*** (0.002)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.075 (0.568)
Opposition without Experience -0.398** (0.017)
Economic Growth 0.146*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.280*** (0.000)
Agreement on pledge 1.079*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement -0.172 (0.589)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.384 (0.135)
1990s -0.133 (0.660)
2000s 0.328 (0.385)
Constant -2.360*** (0.000)
Fulfillment=2
Globalization -0.445*** (0.004)
Varieties of Capitalism (Reference: LME)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.260* (0.080)
Mixed Market Economies -1.034*** (0.000)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Presidential -1.302*** (0.000)
Semi-Presidential 1.163*** (0.000)
Federalism -0.754*** (0.000)
Single-party government 0.882*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.183 (0.285)
Chief Executive 0.302** (0.033)
Ministry 0.310*** (0.009)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.015*** (0.000)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.449*** (0.001)
Opposition without Experience -0.538*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.138*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.206*** (0.002)
Agreement on pledge 0.638*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.617** (0.012)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.682* (0.070)
1990s -0.057 (0.884)
2000s 0.556 (0.156)
Constant -1.364*** (0.002)
N 6813

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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M Instrumental Variable Approach

In the main analysis, we assume that Globalization is exogenous to Pledge Fulfillment , but
one could be concerned that it is endogenous. Here, we use an instrumental variable ap-
proach whereby we exploit the geographically diffuse character of globalization. In partic-
ular, following Lang and Tavares (2018) we instrument globalization with a measure of the
country-period specific, inverse-distance weighted average of the lagged globalization scores
of all other countries (see also Acemogly et al. (2019) who use a similar instrument in a
different context).24 The instrument is a strong predictor of Globalization (consistent with
the idea that globalization diffuses across borders across periods especially in close geo-
graphic proximity). It is also plausibly excludable because prior globalization in neighboring
countries only affects Pledge Fulfillment through Globalization and not through alternative
causal pathways. The table presents the results of Newey’s minimum chi-squared two-step
estimator. The F-test of the reduced form regression is large and statistically significant,
indicating that the instrument is strong. The effect of Globalization is robust using the in-
strumental variable approach. The Wald test of exogeneity does not allow us to reject the
null hypothesis of exogeneity, which suggest that Globalization is not endogenous and our
main approach is appropriate.

24The geographical distance between two countries is the population-weighted distance
between the capital cities of the two countries.
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Two-Step
Globalization -0.229*** (0.006)
Executive-legislative Relations (Reference: Parliamentary)
Coordinated Market Economies 0.122** (0.030)
Mixed Market Economies -0.534*** (0.000)
Parliamentary 0.000 (.)
Presidential -0.549*** (0.000)
Semi-Presidential 0.632*** (0.000)
Federalism -0.417*** (0.000)
Single-party government 0.464*** (0.000)
Majority government -0.007 (0.891)
Chief Executive 0.136*** (0.005)
Ministry 0.132*** (0.003)
Partisan Left-Right Ideology 0.006*** (0.000)
Incumbency (Reference: Incumbent)
Opposition with Experience -0.230*** (0.000)
Opposition without Experience -0.342*** (0.000)
Economic Growth 0.093*** (0.000)
Government Duration in Years 0.088*** (0.000)
Agreement on pledge 0.454*** (0.000)
Pre-election Agreement 0.305*** (0.000)
Decade (Reference: 1970)
1980s -0.155 (0.152)
1990s 0.036 (0.768)
2000s 0.427*** (0.005)
Constant -0.650*** (0.000)
Wald Test 774.282***
Wald Test (Exogeneity) 0.67
F-Test (Instrument) 4903.53***
Observations 7422

p-values in parentheses
Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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N Pledge Making (Full Results)

(1) (2) (3)
Number Proportion Cut Proportion Expand

Globalization -0.036 0.040 0.214***
(0.052) (0.116) (0.073)

Partisan Left-Right Ideology -0.003 0.025*** -0.018***
(0.004) (0.005) (0.003)

Economic Growth -0.008 -0.019 0.016
(0.013) (0.022) (0.018)

Pre-election Agreement 0.284 0.002 0.608***
(0.200) (0.131) (0.124)

Numbers of Pledges/10 -0.043*** -0.016
(0.008) (0.011)

Constant 4.865*** -1.586*** -0.819***
(0.078) (0.155) (0.167)

Wald Test 4.126 58.590*** 98.774***
Observations 160 123 123

Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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O List of Interviews

Below is a list of interviewees. The interviews part of the project was certified as exempt
from IRB review. All interviews were loosely structured interviews based on common guiding
questions. The interviews were conducted remotely via video conference or telephone call
and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. Our study presents no more than minimal risk of
harm to subjects and involved no procedures for which written consent is normally required
outside of the research context. We initiated discussions by reading our consent script
so that the subjects verbally consented to be interviewed. Interview subjects could also
consent or decline for our conversation to be recorded. Participants were only interviewed
after they provided verbal consent. Interview subjects could also request for the interview
to be terminated at any time during the interview. For those participants who consented to
audio recording, the consent script indicates that audio recording can be terminated at any
time and that any portion of the audio recording can be erased at the participant’s request.
Finally, we received consent for any direct quotes that we use in the text.

Interview 1 (March 29th, 2021; online interview): Rt Hon Sir Vince Cable, Former
Secretary of the Department of Business, Innovation, and Skills. Member of the Liberal
Democratic Party.

Interview 2 (June 29th 2021; online interview): Dr. Nick Hillman, Former Special Ad-
visor to Baron David Willets at the Ministry of Universities and Sciences and Director
of HEPI.

Interview 3 (June 23rd, 2021; phone interview): Professor Sir David Metacalf, Former
Chair of the Migration Advisory Committee and Emeritus Professor of the London
School of Economics.

Interview 4 (June 28th, 2021; online interview): Ian Robinson, Former Assistant Di-
rector responsible for Economic Migration Policy at the UK Home Office, Partner at
Fragomen LLP.

Interview 5 (July 7th, 2021; online interview): Jill Rutter, Institute for Government,
British Government Civil Servant until 2011.

Interview 6 (July 14th, 2021; online interview): Jonathan Portes: Former Chief Economist
in the UK Cabinet Office and Director of the National Institute of Economic and Social
Research.

Interview 7 (August 2nd, 2021; online interview): Rt Hon Damian Green: Former
Immigration Minister, Member of the Conservative Party.
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P Alternative Considerations

An alternative and somewhat cynical interpretation of the events described above might
be that the Conservative Party’s net migration pledge was mainly symbolic, that the party
did not have any serious intention of fulfilling the pledge, and that it did so knowing that
there are no significant consequences of breaking campaign promises. The evidence from
this case and from comparative research does not support such an interpretation. Although
the formulation of the pledge was a response to political circumstances, it was made after
a considerable amount of deliberation among party elites. According to those close to the
Home Office and David Cameron, there was a belief that the pledge was achievable. One
interviewee noted that the target did not seem far off given that net migration had been
below 100,000 just a few years earlier. The evidence indicates that the government made
sincere attempts to fulfill the pledge. It imposed a cap on non-EU migration, introduced new
income requirements for family reunification, implemented tougher standards for education
providers that brought in overseas students, and generally created a hostile environment for
migrants, all of which were criticized heavily as draconian.

There have clearly been significant consequences from breaking this promise. The net
migration pledge became an “albatross around the government’s neck.”25 The non-fulfillment
of the pledge fueled the further rise of UKIP, whose leader criticized Cameron for failing to
limit migration to the UK. With the looming electoral threat of UKIP, internal divisions
widened within the Conservative Party, and many Conservatives left the party to join UKIP.
These divisions were among the factors leading to yet another fateful promise by to the
Conservative Party: its 2015 manifestos pledge to call a referendum on British membership
of the European Union (Dorey and Garnett, 2016, 240). In the end, the non-fulfillment of
the migration pledge at least indirectly cost Prime Minister David Cameron his political
career, as he stepped down as Prime Minister after the leave campaign won the Brexit
referendum in 2016. These personal political consequences of pledge breaking for Cameron
in this particular case are also on display in the main findings from comparative research,
which shows that the non-fulfillment of election pledges can be costly for parties’ electoral
support (Naurin and Oscarsson, 2017; Matthiess, 2020).

Another alternative interpretation of the case study might be that the non-fulfillment
of the pledge was mainly a consequence of coalition politics, rather than international con-
straints. Indeed, the Conservative Party’s junior coalition partner, the Liberal Democrats,
were much more supportive of immigration and opposed including the pledge in the coali-
tion agreement.26 However, the influence of the Liberal Democrats does not appear to have
been decisive in the non-fulfillment of the pledge. Immigration was one of the policy ar-
eas in which the Liberal Democrats were unable to exert any significant influence over the
Conservative-led government (Partos and Bale, 2015). Not one of the policies outlined in
the Conservative Party’s manifesto in that area was dropped from the government’s agenda;
all that was added was the inclusion of a Liberal Democrat promise to end the detention of
children in asylum cases–a promise that even many “mainstream” Conservatives supported
or could tolerate. All accounts of the formation of the coalition suggest that immigration

25Interview 5.
26“Cameron accused of ‘total failure’ on immigration.” BBC News. November 27, 2014.
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was a non-negotiable ‘red-line’ for the Conservatives and that the Liberal Democrats were
made aware of this from the outset (Bale, Hampshire and Partos, 2011).27 In our interview,
Sir Vince Cable himself described the Liberal Democrat’s influence as negligible:

“We were preventing them from reaching their target. But of course, the real
reason wasn’t our obstruction. I mean, that would have helped, but it was
because of when there were gaps in the labour market, there were no restrictions
on people coming in from the EU, and there was nothing the government could
do to affect them. But having set a target, it made it abundantly clear to the
British public what the problem was: the European Union.”

A final argument against the coalition politics interpretation of the case study is that the
Conservative Party was unable to fulfill the migration pledge even after the coalition ended
in 2015 and it continued governing as a single-party government. This indicates that the
presence of the Liberal Democrats in government does not explain the failure to fulfill the
pledge in the 2010-15 period.28

27One of our interviewees points out that the forceful opposition by Sir Vince Cable was
even counterproductive in that it reduced the willingness of the Home Office to negotiate
with the Department of Business.

28Thomson et al. (2017) find that coalition governments are on average less likely to fulfill
election pledges. However, senior coalition partners, which control the prime ministership,
and coalition partners that control the government departments are in relatively strong
positions when it comes to pledge fulfillment. These parties tend to fulfill pledges at similar
rates to parties in single-party governments.
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