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Abstract

In this article, we examine how voters make decisions about electoral candidates in an

under-institutionalized party system. In such a context, parties are expected to be less

rooted in society, with fewer programmatic linkages to particular groups. Thus, voters

are considered less likely to vote for candidates based on their policy positions and are

expected to have less consistent policy preferences. Instead, it is assumed that individ-

ual candidate characteristics are more important. Using a conjoint survey experiment

conducted in South Korea, a crucial case of a weak party system in a relatively new but

consolidated democracy, we examine how voters are motivated by individual candidate

characters and domestic policy and foreign policy positions. Our results show that

individual characteristics matter, but we also find strong evidence of consistent policy

preferences, especially in the foreign policy domain. We demonstrate high levels of

programmatic partisanship - voters who are partisans informed about and motivated

by policy positions, primarily.
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Introduction

How do voters choose representatives in under-institutionalized party systems? Much of the

existing research on party institutionalization focuses on the definition and extent of party in-

stitutional power and the characteristics of party systems. This literature is both voluminous

and informative. It provides a conceptual basis for measuring relative levels of institutional-

ization and determining whether a country’s party system is under-institutionalized. It also

suggests that voters in under-institutionalized party systems either decide upon candidates

for pecuniary reasons (clientelism) or else due to candidates’ personal characteristics (Müller

2007).

Institutionalization is the degree to which a party system is stable, and the major par-

ties associated with it have durable organizations. A source of such stability is the degree

to which parties are embedded and enmeshed within society through linkages between the

party’s ideological or programmatic positions and voters. Parties also have an identity and

organizational power distinct from individual party leaders (Mainwaring and Torcal 2005;

Mainwaring 2016). In countries with unstable parties and party systems, personalities and

networks based on regions or other sectional ties may dominate without durable party insti-

tutions and clear ideological linkages between politicians and their voters. Sometimes, parties

can also be highly personalistic, serving primarily as vehicles for powerful individuals rather

than having a strong separate identity as an institution (Reed 1994; Moser and Scheiner

2004; 2005; Kostadinova and Levitt 2014; Kefford and McDonnell 2018). Hence, voters

are liable to choose candidates who provide financial benefits or are otherwise personally

charming.

In this paper, we draw upon the literature on party institutionalization to test theoretical

expectations about voter behavior in a weakly institutionalized party system setting. We

use the South Korean case, a relatively new democracy with under-institutionalized parties

(Hellmann 2014) and a weakly institutionalized party system (Wong 2014). South Korean

political parties, despite their weak organizations, are no longer plagued by clientelism (Nam
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1995; Hellmann 2014; JeongHun Han 2021). But the weakness of party organizations implies

that programmatic linkages between party and voter are weak or absent. At the same time,

political elites are increasingly polarized (S.-J. Lee 2005; S. Han 2022; Cheong and Haggard

2023), which has given rise to some negative affective polarization among partisan voters (J.

M. Lee 2015; Jo 2022).

However, as newer literature on party institutionalization has shown, party institutional

strength and the strength of party systems overall do not have to be directly linked to the

stability of policy and ideological programs. Borbáth (2020) demonstrates that while party

organizations may lack stability, the electoral strategies and policy programs they pursue,

often aligned with specific ideologies, can remain consistent over time. Such a party system

is thus characterized by ”ephemeral parties”. In many regards, with its unstable parties but

highly ideologically polarized elites, South Korea is a textbook case of an ephemeral party

system. Hence, we suggest that elite polarization may, even in the absence of strong party

institutions, still give rise to consistent preferences among voters generally that track those

of their chosen party or ideological camp (Levendusky 2010; Gonthier and Guerra 2023).

However, there is a lack of work examining whether elite partisanship amidst weak parties

can give rise to consistent preferences among voters.

We employed a choice-based conjoint experiment conducted in the lead-up to the 2024

Korean General Election to consider the relative importance of individual candidate char-

acteristics relative to domestic and foreign policy positions. We seek to establish whether

voters prefer candidates with domestic and foreign policy preferences consistent with their

partisan identities or whether they are primarily motivated by the personal characteristics

of candidates like their region of origin, their prior professional experience, allegations of

impropriety, or having politically controversial family backgrounds. We do not include party

labels in order to test whether people who identify as conservative or liberal pick candidates

on the basis of their programmatic positions.

Our findings indicate that voter preferences in South Korea’s weakly institutionalized

2



party system are shaped both by policy stances and the personal characteristics of candi-

dates. Voters demonstrate strong tendencies to support candidates whose policy positions

align with their own partisan identities, especially regarding foreign policy and specific areas

of domestic policy. This suggests a significant level of policy congruence between voters and

their preferred candidates, even in a context where parties lack strong institutional founda-

tions and are characterized by high levels of elite polarization. Notably, our results highlight

that voter-level programmatic partisanship—driven by ideological alignment rather than

clientelism or candidate personality alone—can manifest in environments with weak party

institutions. This finding challenges the assumption that voter behavior in such contexts

is primarily non-programmatic and instead underscores the potential for stable voter-policy

linkages even amid institutional instability. By focusing on South Korea as a case study, this

research contributes to bridging the gap between studies on party institutionalization and

electoral behavior, demonstrating that elite partisanship can foster coherent voter preferences

in under-institutionalized settings.

Literature Review and Case Selection

The literature on party system institutionalization has developed since the pioneering work

of Sartori (1976) and others, notably Huntington (1968). To paraphrase Mainwaring and

Torcal (2005), the generally accepted definition of party institutionalization is the degree to

which parties are stable, have deep roots in society with voters from particular social groups

having strong attachments to them via policy and ideological linkages, parties generally have

a high degree of legitimacy among political actors, and the personal power of leaders over

parties is limited.1

In this paper, we are primarily interested in two aspects of institutionalization and how

they are exhibited in voter behavior. These are the impact of party instability on voter

1As newer literature has noted and sought to resolve, there is often confusion between individual party
institutionalization and party system-level institutionalization (Bértoa et al. 2021; Bértoa, Enyedi, and
Mölder 2024).
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preferences, the relative power of individual candidate characteristics, and the personality

and image of the candidate in voter decision-making relative to policy positions. We ex-

amine whether programmatic strength with unstable parties can still give rise to consistent

programmatic partisanship among voters.

Stronger parties usually sustain strong links with voters. Parties act as channels for social

cleavages, but drawing on their organizational capacities and social legitimacy, parties can

also shape and change the preferences of voters (Torcal and Mainwaring 2003, 57–59). Link-

ages are often discussed regarding policy preferences, with the degree to which politicians’

positions are congruent with voters taken as an indicator of policy linkages between the two,

and unstable party systems leading to weak policy linkages between voters and elites (Boas

and Smith 2019; c.f., Carroll and Meireles 2024). This is expected to give rise to inconsistent

and unstable policy preferences among voters.

Without strong party institutions, an alternative form of linkage between politicians and

voters is the so-called ‘personal vote’, which means voting for politicians on the basis of

their ascriptive characteristics or personal conduct (Renwick et al. 2016; Zittel 2017). A

subset of such linkages that are of great interest in under-institutionalized political systems

is clientelist linkages in which politicians provide personal favors to voters in return for con-

tinued support (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). Some have argued that declining clientelism,

greater economic development, and growing party institutionalization are correlated or that

there may even be a causal link between them (though recent literature points to a more

complex relationship, see: Kitschelt and Kselman 2013).

Generally, clear partisan divides give rise to strong party brands and strong parties in

many contexts (Mainwaring 2016). However, the relationship between parties’ organizational

stability and programmatic linkages is more complex than some have previously assumed. As

newer literature has shown, in spite of parties being unstable, party programs and political

competition based upon them can become and remain stable. In other words, systems can be

characterized by both unstable parties and stable programs, otherwise termed an ”ephemeral
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party” system (Borbáth 2020).

Korea and Ephemeral Parties

We choose to focus on South Korea’s voters here because the country is a clear example

of a consolidated democracy with weak parties. The party system is unstable, but clien-

telism has disappeared (Nam 1995; Hellmann 2014; JeongHun Han 2021). Instead, South

Korea’s parties are dominated by society. ‘Weak parties, strong society’ is how this is often

summarized (Croissant and Völkel 2012; Cho, Kim, and Kim 2019; Y. Lee 2022). 2 The

progressive camp is characterized by strong societal movements and civic organizations that

significantly influence elite partisanship and social linkages, the political right demonstrates

different patterns of engagement and mobilization (Kim 2021). The political right is less

dependent on grassroots social movements for policy formulation and electoral mobilization.

Instead, right-wing parties emphasize institutional continuity, economic progress, and na-

tional security concerns, appealing to constituencies through governance achievements and

ideological narratives centered around anti-communism, market liberalization, and national

defense.

Moreover, the conservative parties in South Korea have been more likely to use institu-

tional mechanisms and formal political channels to connect with voters, as opposed to the

civil society connection that defines the left (Lee 2021). This is not to say that the right

lacks a societal base or that civic organizations aligned with conservative values do not exist

(Lee 2024). However, how these parties interact with society and the degree to which social

movements influence party dynamics differ significantly from the left. Much of this differ-

ence is a consequence of the legacies of authoritarian rule and the fact that the conservative

parties trace their institutional lineages back to the authoritarian era when the ruling party

was primarily a mechanism for voter mobilization (Mobrand 2019).

Generally, research shows that elite polarization produces voters with more consistent

and partisan preferences and clearer identification with specific parties (Hetherington 2001;

2At the mass level, involvements in such movements also foster political participation more generally as
well (No, Han, and Wang 2021).
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Levendusky 2010; Zingher and Flynn 2018; Moral and Best 2023). Partisanship and po-

larization are features of the South Korean political system, as they are elsewhere in the

democratic world.3 This means that there is a modicum of programmatic stability on both

the left and right has developed in spite of the instability of the party system. This is

evident from the analysis of party programs since the country democratized in 1987 with

the emergence and persistence of programmatic differences between major conservative and

progressive party groupings (Lee 2020; Han 2021).

Further, a significant portion of the Korean electorate possesses the necessary skills to

parse political news with relative ease, and a subset of the electorate has been categorized as

‘cognitive partisans’, voters who have a high degree of knowledge of politics, do not rely on

cues from party leaders/organizations, and have clear partisan leanings (Dalton 2007; Choi,

Kim, and Roh 2017).4 However, it is unclear whether partisanship and elite polarization

ensure that popular policy positions of partisans are coherent and aligned with the parties

in the absence of strong party-voter linkages.

Indeed, what the literature on institutionalization and partisan polarization point to are

two potential drivers of voter choice in elections in countries with weak institutions but ab-

sent clientelism. First, voters may primarily be motivated by their personal attraction to

particular candidates’ characteristics (e.g., Ono and Yamada 2020). In South Korea, this

phenomenon is evident with the personal vote associated with political outsiders like Ahn

Cheol-soo, particularly in the 2017 Presidential Election, and the widespread use and appar-

ent effectiveness of negative campaigning in the 2022 Presidential Election (Lee and Park

2023). The more recent case of Cho Kuk, a former Minister of Justice whose nomination

and subsequent resignation in 2019 sparked significant public and political controversy, fur-

3At the popular level, social media may act as a conduit and has been found to push users toward
political participation, make them partisan, and tend to polarize their views (C. Lee, Shin, and Hong 2018;
Min and Yun 2018; Cheong and Haggard 2023). Conventional partisan media exposure also polarizes the
public, pushing partisans toward stronger or more extreme viewpoints (Jiyoung Han 2018).

4Recent evidence from South Korea indicates that the public overall is not particularly polarized or
partisan, with many claiming to be independents and centrists, but a subsection of voters who are strong
partisans with increasingly polarizing opinions (Cheong and Haggard 2023).
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ther highlights the polarization and personalistic nature of South Korean politics.5 Second,

even without strong party organizations, partisan polarization among elites and mass par-

tisanship may create consistent policy preferences among partisan voters and policy-based

candidate preferences. In other words, even without strong parties, Korean voters may be

“programmatic partisans” whose ideological views are reflected in particular programmatic

preferences (Sniderman and Stiglitz 2012, 77).

Data and Methodology

We use a choice-based conjoint design to measure the relative importance of policy positions

and personal candidate characteristics in voter decision-making. Conjoint experiments are

a commonly utilized survey technique in the social sciences (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and

Yamamoto 2014; Bansak et al. 2021). Conjoint experiments use multidimensional designs

that allow researchers to simultaneously examine how different attributes affect preferences.

This method facilitates a detailed analysis of how voters make decisions, specifically showing

how policy positions and personal characteristics of candidates influence voting choices.

In this study, we are interested in the extent to which candidate personal attributes in-

fluence voter decision-making relative to policy positions and, secondly, to the extent that

they matter, which policy positions are supported and by whom. In the run-up to South

Korea’s General Election, the survey was run with a (semi-)nationally representative online

panel run with the survey company Qualtrics (n=2,006). Appendix A in the Supplementary

Information (SI) provides more information on the sample. Half of the sample was asked to

choose General Election candidates, while the other half was asked to choose Presidential

5Initially hailed as a progressive academic and a key advisor to President Moon Jae-in, Cho Kuk’s nomi-
nation and brief tenure as Minister of Justice were overshadowed by allegations of unethical conduct involving
his family’s affairs, particularly concerning his daughter’s university admissions. These controversies ignited
widespread public outcry and protests, highlighting how personal scandals can dominate public discourse and
influence voter attitudes more than party affiliations. Cho’s subsequent return to politics, not aligned with
any established party but as the leader of his own, further illustrates this dynamic. His campaign focuses
on reforming the Public Prosecutor’s Office, but his party lacks a substantive programmatic foundation and
is likely to endure only as long as his personal influence remains.
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candidates. Because major parties had yet to set out their General Election manifestos at the

time of design, the presidential positions of the two major party candidates from 2022 were

used. However, policy positions set out in March of 2024 correspond to 2022 positions quite

closely, and older positions also function as a test of programmatic partisanship, as they mea-

sure partisans’ memories and programmatic consistency. Table 1 provides the attributes and

their corresponding levels used to define the hypothetical candidates respondents evaluate.
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Attribute No.

Levels

Attribute Levels Motivation

Age 3 40, 55, 70 Primarily for profile realism but also to explore the importance of age. Notably Article 67

of the Constitution of the Republic of Korea stipulates that citizens aged 40 or older are

eligible to be elected president (Republic of Korea 1987).

Gender 2 Man, Woman Primarily for profile realism but also to explore the importance of gender.

Origin 3 Seoul, Busan, Gwangju Seoul and the capital region together contain half the population of the country. Busan and

Gwangju are parts of two regions, Yeongnam and Honam, historically subject to regionalist

sectarianism (Kwon 2004).

Controversies 3 None, Bribery allegations, Candidate

grandparents engaged in Japanese

collaboration, Candidate’s son

allegedly received illegal exemptions

from military service

Existing literature points to personal scandals as a potential negative personal trait that

affects voter behavior, with the attribute levels drawn from that literature (H. Kim and

Roh 2019).

Candidate

experience

4 Businessperson, Civic Activist,

Prosecutor, Diplomat

Existing literature points to candidate experience as important in attracting votes when

party labels are absent (Kirkland and Coppock 2018).

Labor Policy 4 Promote harmony between workers

and business, More flexible working

hours, Gradually implement a four

and a half working day week, Work

guarantee

Economic policy issue with implications for all members of the population in employment.

Policies taken from three largest parties by vote share 2022 Presidential Election as

registered at the National Election Commission.

Housing

Priority

4 Reform housing policy, Increased

access to public housing, Lower real

estate taxes, Strengthening of real

estate taxes

Economic policy issue with implications for homeowners (lower/higher taxes) and renters.

Policies taken from the three largest parties by vote share 2022 Presidential Election as

registered at the National Election Commission.

Continued on next page
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Table 1 – Continued from previous page

Attribute No.

Levels

Attribute Levels Motivation

Social Policy 4 Priority to social harmony, Prioritize

social consensus before pursuing

anti-discrimination law, Opposition to

comprehensive anti-discrimination

law, Pass an anti-discrimination law

as quickly as possible

Social policy issue related to minorities including sexual and ethnic minorities facing

discrimination. Sourced from government think tank analysis of different party candidate

positions in 2022 Presidential election.

Foreign Policy 4 South Korea’s national interests need

to be promoted, Foreign policy that

utilizes US-China competition as an

opportunity, Emphasize US-ROK

Alliance, Restarting inter-Korean

cooperation projects

Policies taken from three largest parties by vote share 2022 Presidential Election as

registered at the National Election Commission.

Position on

Nuclear

Weapons

4 The national interest must be

reflected, No deployment of nuclear

weapons to South Korea,

Redeployment of US tactical nuclear

weapons, South Korea pursuing its

own nuclear deterrent

Major foreign policy issue. Presidential candidates on the right have advocated for nuclear

sharing and redeployment of nuclear tactical weapons under certain circumstances, while

those on the left have said that no deployments should be made.

Table 1: Attributes Summary
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As the table summarizes, the conjoint design comprises ten attributes, of which five are

personal candidate characteristics, while the other five are policy-related. Each set of levels

was benchmarked against existing literature (personal attributes), related laws (personal

attributes), or else the policy positions of the two largest parties as sourced from the National

Electoral Commission, major news sources, or policy analysis. Based on our research and

understanding of the political and policy environment in South Korea, Table 2 outlines the

policy positions associated with one of the two major parties: the conservative People’s

Power Party or the progressive Minjoo Party.

Policy Area Conservative Position Progressive Position

Labor Policy Flexibility in working hours Phased implementation of a 4.5-day workweek

Housing Policy Easing real estate tax burden
Increasing real estate taxes,

Large-scale expansion of public housing

Social Policy
Prioritize social consensus before

pursuing anti-discrimination law
Same as Conservative

Foreign Policy Emphasis on the US-South Korea alliance, Balanced diplomacy between the US and China

Nuclear Policy

Deployment of tactical nuclear weapons

and nuclear sharing with the US,

Pursuit of independent nuclear armament

No deployment of nuclear weapons in South Korea

Table 2: Comparison of Policy Positions by Political Orientation

In the survey experiment introduction, respondents are told they will evaluate hypotheti-

cal candidates for a general or presidential election. Then, they are provided with two profiles

and asked to choose which among them they support the most. They evaluate ten profiles in

total, which yields a total effective sample size of 40,120 (2,000 respondents * 2 profiles per

task * 10 tasks in total). Figure 1 shows an example of the experimental design. For ease of

navigating profiles, all personalist attributes (age, gender6, origin, occupation), besides the

6In this study, the term ’gender’ is employed in a binary framework, conceptualized according to sex as
determined at birth. This approach aligns with the methodologies commonly utilized in Korean demographic
surveys and the construction of population estimates. The decision to adhere to this binary conception of
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suspicion of scandal, are presented together. The order within the personal characteristics

and all other attributes and values are randomly assigned without constraints.

Figure 1: The Experimental Design

gender is driven by several factors, chief among them the desire to maintain consistency with existing data
collection and analysis practices within South Korea. This alignment ensures that our research is directly
comparable to a wide array of governmental and academic studies within the country, facilitating a more
seamless integration of our findings into the broader discourse on electoral behaviors and demographic trends.
However, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this approach, particularly its inability to capture
the full spectrum of gender identities.
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Our analysis calculates marginal means to examine the outcome data from the forced-

choice responses. This method determines the average effect of each attribute level on the

outcome variable (i.e., choosing the candidate), averaging across the other levels. Given

our research interest, we want to assess subgroup preferences overall and the difference in

marginal means for each level by partisan subgroups (progressives, conservatives). This way,

we can empirically determine what each subgroup prefers and whether they have partisan

differences consistent with our expectations for party-voter linkages.7

In addition to the main tasks in the conjoint design, we also include two manipulation

checks. After the first task, respondents are prompted, on a separate page, to indicate

to which party the candidate they chose belongs (the conservative People’s Power Party,

progressive Minjoo Party, or “another party”). This question is meant as a hard test of

whether the preferred candidates’ policy positions motivate support. 8

Then, after the second task, respondents are prompted with an open-text question asking

them to explain their previous candidate choice. This data provides qualitative insight into

their candidate preferences and serves as an additional attention check. We implement Latent

Dirichlet Allocation (LDA), a machine-learning technique that identifies underlying themes

or topics within text data. By applying LDA to the open-text answers, we can uncover

patterns in respondent preferences and perceptions that are not directly observable through

the numeric data.

Our subgroups are likely voters of progressive and conservative partisans. We identify

these groups using a combination of self-reported political ideology and party support. We

7We adopt marginal means over conditional AMCEs due to the latter’s requirement of a reference
category, which can obscure the interpretation of overall preference patterns. Free from such constraints,
marginal means offer an analytically simple approach suitable for identifying and comparing preferences
between subgroups.

8Minor parties have received relatively small shares in recent presidential and general elections, so they
were omitted as choices. Practically speaking, the research could not include minor parties due to the very
small sample sizes of party supporters that we can capture in surveys. The programmatic positions of
the Justice Party, a left-wing progressive party, were included as alternative attribute levels. Their policy
positions, which are often the most programmatic among parties, come close to but are distinct from the more
moderate Minjoo Party’s positions. For example, the Justice Party has advocated for an anti-discrimination
law on the basis of progressive principles. At the time of writing, the Justice Party is no longer represented in
the National Assembly, but they have previously scored in the high single digits in various national elections.
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take self-identifying progressives and conservatives as partisans. Where respondents iden-

tified as centrist (i.e., neither left nor right), we looked to their party support. Those

supporting the People’s Power Party were assigned to the conservative subgroup, and those

supporting the Minjoo Party were assigned to the progressive subgroup. This measurement,

then, accounts for partisan leaners. Based on the data, we determine that we have a valid

measure of partisanship. The final analysis uses voting respondents.9

Findings

First, we do not find significant enough differences between general and presidential election

scenarios to warrant reporting them separately (see Appendix C for more information).

Taking candidate preferences for both voting scenarios, Figures 2 and 3 show our main

findings. For clarity, we divide the figures into personalist and policy attributes. Conditional

marginal means are presented as percentages, as any given marginal mean of an attribute

level represents the probability that the profile was chosen. With two profiles, any mean

above .5 (or 50 percent) indicates attribute level favorability; the profile is more likely than

not to be chosen. Then, we present the marginal means between the subgroups expressed as

percentage point (pp) differences.

Overall, we see that both the hypothetical candidates’ personal and policy positions

matter for progressive and conservative partisans, but generally in different ways. Regarding

personalist characteristics (Figure 2), the candidate’s age does not matter much unless they

are considerably older; then, there is a notable penalty. Only 45 percent of profiles with

an older candidate were preferred. This holds consistent for progressives and conservatives.

Other personalist attributes matter, too, and with notable partisan divides.

First, we see that the candidate’s occupational background matters. Progressives strongly

prefer a candidate with a career in civil rights activism. Overall, 55 percent of all profiles

with such a candidate were chosen, whereas for conservatives, such an attribute level disin-

9127 of 2,006 respondents were excluded. Their inclusion or exclusion makes no difference on the results.
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centivized support. The sum difference is nine percentage points (pp). Civil rights activist

backgrounds are commonly associated with progressive bulwarks (e.g., the previous presi-

dent, Moon Jae-in, a progressive), so this is not a surprising finding. Conservatives, on the

other hand, slightly prefer a prosecutor or diplomat, although the subgroup difference is only

notable for the prosecutor career background. This finding is more likely evidence of person-

alism rather than a merit-based evaluation of a candidate’s career background, given that it

is the career background of current South Korean president Yoon Suk-yeol, a conservative.
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Figure 2: Marginal means of the policy attributes for subgroups (left) and subgroup dif-
ferences (right) for personal characteristics

Note: Based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard errors, the marginal means

show the mean outcome of any given attribute level, averaged across all others. The error bars

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
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We observe additional subgroup differences for gender, with conservatives preferring male

over female candidates (notably, a female candidate disincentivizes conservative candidate

choice). Conservatives also favor candidates from Busan and are against those from Gwangju,

whereas origin matters less for progressives. This finding aligns with the deep-seated region-

alism within South Korea, where historical, economic, and political divisions have fostered

strong regional identities and voting patterns. Busan’s conservative leanings contrast sharply

with Gwangju’s history as a progressive stronghold, making a candidate’s origin a potent

signal of their political and ideological affiliations in the eyes of voters.

Scandal suspicion yields subgroup differences, as well. While both progressives and con-

servatives prefer scandal-free candidates, this matters more to progressives, as evidenced

by the 6pp difference in marginal means. Furthermore, if a candidate’s ancestors are ac-

cused of Japanese collaboration during the colonial era, it results in a considerable penalty

among progressive voters (43 percent of profiles chosen), whereas, for conservatives, it is

less penalized (48 percent). Progressive voters’ stronger aversion to historical collaboration

with Japan reflects this demographic’s deep historical consciousness and particular ethical

expectations, underscoring the impact of historical events and national identity on voting

behavior. However, bribery matters seemingly equally to partisans from both sides (c.f.,

Kim-Leffingwell 2023).

Turning to policy positions (Figure 3), we find evidence of consistent partisan preferences

regarding domestic and foreign policies, but especially regarding the latter. Housing policy

reveals some partisan differences consistent with the stated positions of party representatives.

Progressives prefer a 4.5-day workweek (the Minjoo Party position), and conservatives favor

flexibility in working hours (the PPP’s position), although neither position shows particularly

strong effects on candidate preference.

The key differences regarding housing policy concern taxes, which is what one would

expect under some form of conventional left-right cleavages. Conservatives favor easing

the real estate tax burden and oppose increasing real estate taxes (the conservative PPP’s
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position). Progressives oppose easing the real estate tax burden, and while they are not

motivated to support a position of increasing real estate taxes, there is a 5pp subgroup

difference; progressives do not really either support or strongly oppose the measure. Notably,

both sides show some support for large-scale public housing, a position advocated by the

progressive Minjoo Party.

Socially, we see that candidates declaring their support for an expedited enactment of an

anti-discrimination law motivate opposition from conservatives (47 percent marginal mean)

and some support among progressives (52 percent). If candidates outright oppose the passage

of such a bill, this triggers opposition from progressives, but it does not affect conservatives’

preferences much – in favor, if anything. These positions are ideologically consistent with

progressive and conservative party positions. Although the Minjoo Party has not prioritized

the passage of the bill, it is understood they are more partial to its eventual implementation.

Strictly speaking, the position of both parties is to seek ‘social consensus’ first, which is a

roundabout way of avoiding the issue altogether.10

The most notable partisan differences and the policy positions that strongly motivate

support or opposition belong to the foreign policy realm. Here we see that both sides of

the political aisle are moved to seek policies ‘centered on the national interests’ (55 percent

marginal mean for both). Relative to this vague position, we see evidence of what this might

mean in more substantive terms. For progressives, it is more balanced diplomacy between

Washington and Beijing (52 percent marginal mean) and opposition to emphasis on the

ROK-US bilateral alliance (43 percent).

10Strictly speaking, the position of both parties is to seek ‘social consensus’ first, which is a roundabout
way of avoiding the issue altogether.
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Figure 3: Marginal means of the policy attributes for subgroups (left) and subgroup dif-
ferences (right) for policy positions

Note: Based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard errors, the marginal means

show the mean outcome of any given attribute level, averaged across all others. The error bars

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Conservatives, on the other hand, are strongly supportive of a foreign policy revolving

around the country’s relationship with the United States (56 percent) and, consistent with

this position, are strongly opposed to candidates who favor economic engagement with North

Korea (40 percent). We observe opposing views on these two attribute values, as evidenced

by the marginal mean differences. Contrary to the notion that “politics stops at the water’s

shores,” as has often been said about partisan differences in the United States, we can say

with confidence that politics most likely begins, or at least intensifies, at the water’s shores

in South Korea – or the North-South Demilitarized Zone. We discuss the deeper meaning

and implications of this finding in the conclusion.

Lastly, but of no less significance, we observe some partisan differences regarding nuclear

weapons policy, which is also a matter of foreign policy. The two most noted conservative

party positions are the pursuit of an independent arsenal or the sharing of redeployed tactical

weapons on South Korean soil. While both issues have ostensibly been resolved following a

bilateral meeting between South Korean and US officials,11 we see that conservative voters

remain relatively inclined to support the pursuit of an independent option. They are sig-

nificantly moved to oppose candidates who outright disavow nuclear weapons deployment

in South Korea, the issue around which we see a notable marginal means difference ( 6pp).

While progressives are not of a completely different view, they somewhat oppose an indige-

nous program option and are less opposed to the no-deployment option. These differences in

opinion likely reflect the positions of voters who all favor having ‘national interests reflected

in nuclear weapons policy.’

To present the findings more substantively and intuitively, Figures 4 and 5 show the es-

timated probabilities of hypothetical candidates being preferred at the minimum and max-

11The Washington Declaration, agreed upon by President Joseph Biden of the United States and President
Yoon Suk-yeol of the Republic of Korea on April 26, 2023, marked a significant development in nuclear policy
between the two nations. This declaration aimed to reinforce South Korea’s confidence in the US extended
deterrence commitment. It also outlined commitments to cooperative decision-making on nuclear deterrence,
including enhanced dialogue, information sharing, and establishing a Nuclear Consultative Group (NCG)
to address nuclear threats and strategies. In theory, it was meant to resolve the question of whether South
Korea would seek its own nuclear deterrent or possibly insist on the United States redeploying tactical nuclear
weapons on South Korean soil.
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imum points of the distributions. In other words, they show the least and most likely

candidate profiles to be preferred by progressive and conservative partisans. Reading what

each side strongly prefers and opposes is telling.

The least supported candidate among progressives is a 70-year-old prosecutor whose

ancestors are accused of collaborating with the Japanese during the occupation of Korea.

This candidate wishes to ease the real estate tax burden, is opposed to passing an anti-

discrimination law, prioritizes the US-South Korean alliance as a matter of foreign policy,

and supports the pursuit of independent nuclear armament. The most supported candi-

date is only 40 years old, has a civil rights activist background, supports the large-scale

expansion of public housing, and wishes to prioritize social consensus before pursuing an

anti-discrimination law. Their foreign policy and nuclear policy preferences are vague, but

they are scandal-free politicians. The most and least supported candidates being of identical

gender (male) from the same origin (Gwangju) indicates that these values are not deciding

factors for progressives.

The most and least supported candidates significantly differ for conservatives. A middle-

aged man from Busan with no scandals who opposes the passage of an anti-discrimination

law, wants to cut real estate taxes, and thinks foreign policy should focus on the country’s

alliance with the United States is strongly preferred. Policy related to nuclear weapons would

reflect the national interest. Whereas an elderly female from Gwangju with a civil rights

activism background who desires to engage North Korea economically, is committed to not

deploying nuclear weapons, seeks to expedite the passage of an anti-discrimination law, and

raise taxes is highly unlikely to be chosen by a conservative. That her son is accused of

possibly evading his mandatory military service does not help.
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Figure 4: Least and most preferred candidate for conservatives

Note: Estimates are shown for the minimum (least likely) and maximum (most likely) percentiles

of the distribution. The estimates are based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard

errors. The error bars show 95 percent confidence intervals.

Figure 5: Least and most preferred candidate for progressives

Note: Estimates are shown for the minimum (least likely) and maximum (most likely) percentiles

of the distribution. The estimates are based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard

errors. The error bars show 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Appendix C of the SI reviews several robustness checks and provides additional infor-

mation on our findings. We can reproduce our main findings (partisan divides) using ob-

servational measures of our policy outcome variables. The open-text analysis using an LDA

approach also corroborates and supplements our findings. Furthermore, we show the findings

are robust to alternative subgroup measurement.12

Conclusion and Discussion

In this article, we examined how voters in under-institutionalized party systems choose

candidates for office. Conventionally, politicians in weak parties are expected to rely on

their personal appeals to voters and clientelist networks. South Korea is a country with

weak parties but has successfully overcome clientelism (Nam 1995; Hellmann 2014; Han

2021). Regionalist networks and personalist candidates have been an important feature of

politics in the country long before democratization (Mobrand 2019). Further, as can be seen

in the most recent presidential election, major parties are vulnerable to being captured by

individuals from outside politics with personal appeal (charisma, talent) like now-President

Yoon Seok-yul (Heo 2013; Kim 2021). Yet, as our findings show, the weakness of party

organizations and their shallow roots in society has not prevented the emergence of policy

awareness and partisan consistency among voters.

Using a choice-based conjoint to disaggregate the relative importance of hypothetical

candidates’ personal characteristics and policy positions across a range of salient policy

topics, the evidence suggests that despite the absence of strong, stable party-voter linkages,

South Korean voters are not merely swayed by the personal charisma or background of

12Not reported in an appendix, we note that our check of the ‘hard test’ of partisanship explored using the
first manipulation check yields additional support for our main finding that there exists consistent partisan
policy preferences despite weak party system institutionalization. We subset hypothetical candidate profiles
chosen for those whose policy positions align completely with the right/conservative or left/progressive and
then looked at the percentage of conservatives who correctly identified the supported candidate as a member
of the People’s Power Party (n=101 profiles) and progressives who rightly chose the Minjoo Party (n=98).
90 percent of conservatives correctly identified the person as a conservative party representative, and 89
percent of progressives did the same for a progressive party representative.
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political candidates alone. Instead, they exhibit discernible policy preferences that reflect

the ideological underpinnings and policy proposals of the political parties they support. This

points to an engaged and informed electorate, possibly facilitated by the polarized nature

of political elites, the influence of partisan media, and other modern channels of political

communication. We also leveraged the timing of the General Election in South Korea to

conduct our survey at a time when voters would likely be especially engaged and interested

in candidate positions.

A striking degree of partisan consistency in foreign policy and some areas of domestic

policy points to what Sniderman and Stiglitz (2012, 77) call ”programmatic partisanship”

despite weak linkages between party and voter. Foreign policy appears to function as a

particularly significant source of partisan conflict not just among elites but also among the

voting public. Domestic policy preferences, such as those relating to real estate taxes and

labor policy, show that voters are not passive recipients of political rhetoric but actively

endorse policies that align with their partisan identities consistent with conventional left-

right cleavages.

In other words, even in systems with weak parties, consistent policy preferences among

partisans can emerge in areas where elite political opinion and policy views are polarized, as

polarization has been shown to do in other countries (Hetherington 2001; Levendusky 2010;

Zingher and Flynn 2018; Moral and Best 2023). This can occur even when polarization has

not led to the formation of strong parties (cf. Mainwaring 2016). South Korea exemplifies an

ephemeral party system, where parties are unstable, but elite polarization and programmatic

differences remain relatively stable (Borbáth 2020; Lee 2020; Han 2021). The South Korean

case illustrates that stable and clear voter preferences can develop in such systems, despite

weak linkages between politicians and voters.

The distinction in voter preferences is especially notable in the foreign policy realm, where

we find significant partisan divides. Conservatives demonstrate a strong preference for the

US-South Korea alliance, while progressives advocate for a balanced approach to diplomacy,
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particularly in relation to US-China relations. This delineation in preferences underscores

the importance of international relations in South Korean domestic politics, reflecting an

electorate that places significant weight on the geopolitical positioning of their country with

regard to inter-Korean relations, China, and ROK-US relations. Preferences regarding nu-

clear weapons underscore the securitized nature of policy preferences among South Korean

voters, with conservatives in favor of the candidates pursuing an independent nuclear ar-

mament, consistent with their party’s position on the matter. And while progressives do

not support a candidate advocating for no deployment of nuclear weapons at all, there is a

notable difference in the level of opposition, with conservatives much more strongly against

it.

The domestic and foreign policy preferences of voters in South Korea substantiate the

idea of a programmatic partisan electorate capable of overcoming the limitations of weak

party institutions to make informed and ideologically coherent policy choices. Why might

this be? While this paper was not intended to answer this question, it looms large. The

lack of strong party-voter linkages appears to have been substituted for by elite polarization,

partisan media, and possibly other forms of communication with voters that ensure they

are well informed about the ideological and policy positions of their political camp, even

as parties regularly rebrand and reconstitute themselves. Future research should direct its

attention to these possible explanations.

The findings presented here should not be read as suggesting that partisans are not

motivated by candidate personalities or other non-programmatic factors. The experience

and background of hypothetical candidates still matter, and, unsurprisingly, corruption is not

popular. Particularly in South Korea, issues regarding transitional justice and the colonial

past also make voters less likely to support candidates – the degree to which the latter matters

is also a partisan issue in its own right, as noted elsewhere (Shaw 2022). Similarly, progressive

disapproval of prosecutors and conservative dislike for civic activists are a product of the

partisan identification of these two fields within the conservative and progressive camps,
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respectively. Some degree of regionalism has also survived, especially among conservative

partisans, and age and gender matter to some extent, as well.

Going forward, it would be beneficial to further disaggregate the impact of policy po-

sitions on the preferences of partisan voters in weak party systems. Experimental designs

should also consider including positions that, while not necessarily partisan-coded, could still

influence voter preferences, such as support for local ”pork barrel” spending. Additionally,

future research could explore the effects of direct partisan cues by varying whether survey

respondents are shown candidates’ party affiliations. Finally, conducting transnational com-

parisons among countries with varying strengths of party systems—such as those with and

without clientelism and those with strong or weak programmatic coherence—would provide

further insight into voter behavior in weak party systems.
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Borbáth, E. (2021). Two faces of party system stability: Programmatic change and party

replacement. Party Politics, 27, 996–1008. doi: 10.1177/1354068820917628.

Calvo, E., & Murillo, M. V. (2013). When Parties Meet Voters: Assessing Political Linkages

Through Partisan Networks and Distributive Expectations in Argentina and Chile.

Comparative Political Studies, 46, 851–882. doi: 10.1177/0010414012463882.

Carroll, R., & Meireles, F. (2024). Multi-level legislative representation in an inchoate party

system: Mass-elite ideological congruence in Brazil. Party Politics, 30, 151–165. doi:

10.1177/13540688221130489.

Cavari, A., & Freedman, G. (2019). Partisan Cues and Opinion Formation on Foreign Policy.

American Politics Research, 47, 29–57. doi: 10.1177/1532673X17745632.

Cheong, Y., & Haggard, S. (2023). Political polarization in Korea. Democratization, 30,

1215–1239. doi: 10.1080/13510347.2023.2217762.

Cho, Y., Kim, M.-S., & Kim, Y. C. (2019). Cultural Foundations of Contentious Democracy

in South Korea: What Type of Democracy Do Korean Citizens Prefer? Asian Survey,

59, 272–294.

Croissant, A., & Völkel, P. (2012). Party system types and party system institutionalization:

Comparing new democracies in East and Southeast Asia. Party Politics, 18, 235–265.

doi: 10.1177/1354068810380096.

Dodson, K., & Brooks, C. (2022). All by Himself? Trump, Isolationism, and the American

Electorate. The Sociological Quarterly, 63, 780–803. doi: 10.1080/00380253.2021.

1966348.

27

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002530
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002530
https://doi.org/10.25222/larr.235
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068820917628
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414012463882
https://doi.org/10.1177/13540688221130489
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X17745632
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2023.2217762
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068810380096
https://doi.org/10.1080/00380253.2021.1966348
https://doi.org/10.1080/00380253.2021.1966348


Gonthier, F., & Guerra, T. (2023). How party polarization shapes the structuring of policy

preferences in Europe. Party Politics, 29, 384–393. doi: 10.1177/13540688211064606.

Gudgeon, D. (2022). The real reasons why South Koreans don’t care about North Korea —

NK News NK News.

Han, J. (2021). How does party organisation develop beyond clientelism in new democracies?

Evidence from South Korea, 1992–2016. Contemporary Politics, 27, 225–245. doi:

10.1080/13569775.2020.1862444.

Han, J. (2018). Partisan Media and Polarized Opinion in South Korea: A Review. In Digital

Korea: Digital technology and the change of social life (pp. 77–101). Hanul.

Han, S. (2022). Elite Polarization in South Korea: Evidence from a Natural Language Pro-

cessing Model. Journal of East Asian Studies, 22, 45–75. doi: 10.1017/jea.2021.36.

Hellmann, O. (2011). A Historical Institutionalist Approach to Political Party Organization:

The Case of South Korea. Government and Opposition, 46, 464–484. doi: 10.1111/j.

1477-7053.2011.01346.x.

Hellmann, O. (2014). Party System Institutionalization Without Parties: Evidence from

Korea. Journal of East Asian Studies, 14, 53–84.

Heo, U. (2013). What Delays Democratic Consolidation in South Korea? Korea Observer,

44, 569–591.

Hetherington, M. J. (2001). Resurgent Mass Partisanship: The Role of Elite Polarization.

American Political Science Review, 95, 619–631. doi: 10.1017/S0003055401003045.

Holsti, O. R. (1992). Public Opinion and Foreign Policy: Challenges to the Almond-Lippmann

Consensus Mershon Series: Research Programs and Debates. International Studies

Quarterly, 36, 439–466. doi: 10.2307/2600734.

Holsti, O. R. (2004, June). Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy, Revised Edition.

University of Michigan Press.

Huntington, S. P., & Affairs, H. U. C. f. I. (1968). Political Order in Changing Societies.

Yale University Press.

28

https://doi.org/10.1177/13540688211064606
https://doi.org/10.1080/13569775.2020.1862444
https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2021.36
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2011.01346.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2011.01346.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055401003045
https://doi.org/10.2307/2600734


Hyun, J.-H. (2021). Party politics in korea after democratization, 1987-2020: What has and

hasn’t changed? East and West Studies, 33, 121–160.

Jo, J. (2022). Partisan Polarization in Korea: Ideology, Perception, Affect, and Participation.

Korea Observer, 53, 1–24. doi: 10.29152/KOIKS.2022.53.1.1.

Jost, T., & Kertzer, J. D. (2021). Armies and Influence: Public Deference to Foreign Policy

Elites.

Kang, W. (2022). [EAI daeseon paenel josa] Budongsan jeongchakgwa huboja dodeokseong:

2022nyeon daetongryeong seongeoeseo isuga michin yeonghyangeun mueosinga? East

Asia Institute.

Kelly, R. (2017). North Korea: Why the West freaks out but South Korea doesn’t The

Interpreter.

Kertzer, J. D., & Zeitzoff, T. (2017). A Bottom-Up Theory of Public Opinion about Foreign

Policy. American Journal of Political Science, 61, 543–558. doi: 10.1111/ajps.12314.

Kim, J. (2022). [EAI daeseon paenel josa] Ilyeom, jeongchaek, gamjeong-ui yugwonja dan-

gpa jeongryeol: Hanguk minjujuuineun pagojeok yanggeukhwa-ui hamjeong-e ppa-

jineunga? East Asia Institute.

Kim, M.-h. (2023). Under What Conditions Would South Korea Go Nuclear? Seoul’s Strate-

gic Choice on Nuclear Weapons. Pacific Focus, 38, 409–431. doi: 10.1111/pafo.12238.

Kim, Y. (2021). Evolution of political parties and the party system in South Korea. In

Routledge Handbook of Contemporary South Korea. Routledge.

Kim-Leffingwell, S. (2023). Authoritarian Legacies and Partisan Bias in Corruption Voting.

Journal of East Asian Studies, 23, 241–262. doi: 10.1017/jea.2023.5.

Kirkland, P. A., & Coppock, A. (2018). Candidate Choice Without Party Labels: Political

Behavior, 40, 571–591. doi: 10.1007/s11109-017-9414-8.

Kitschelt, H. (2000). Linkages between Citizens and Politicians in Democratic Polities. Com-

parative Political Studies, 33, 845–879. doi: 10.1177/001041400003300607.

29

https://doi.org/10.29152/KOIKS.2022.53.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12314
https://doi.org/10.1111/pafo.12238
https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2023.5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-017-9414-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/001041400003300607


Kitschelt, H., & Kselman, D. M. (2013). Economic Development, Democratic Experience,

and Political Parties’ Linkage Strategies. Comparative Political Studies, 46, 1453–

1484. doi: 10.1177/0010414012453450.

Kitschelt, H., & Wilkinson, S. I. (2007a). Citizen–politician linkages: An introduction. In

H. Kitschelt & S. I. Wilkinson (Eds.), Patrons, Clients and Policies: Patterns of

Democratic Accountability and Political Competition (pp. 1–49). Cambridge Univer-

sity Press. doi: 10.1017/CBO9780511585869.001.

Kitschelt, H., & Wilkinson, S. I. (2007b, March). Patrons, Clients and Policies: Patterns of

Democratic Accountability and Political Competition. Cambridge University Press.

Kwon, K. (2004). Regionalism in South Korea: Its Origins and Role in Her Democratization.

Politics & Society, 32, 545–574. doi: 10.1177/0032329204269982.

Lee, C., Shin, J., & Hong, A. (2018). Does social media use really make people politically

polarized? Direct and indirect effects of social media use on political polarization in

South Korea. Telematics and Informatics, 35, 245–254. doi: 10.1016/j.tele.2017.11.

005.

Lee, H., & Singer, M. M. (2022). The Partisan Origins of Economic Perceptions in a Weak

Party System: Evidence from South Korea. Political Behavior, 44, 341–364. doi:

10.1007/s11109-020-09622-5.

Lee, J. M. (2015). Another Look at Partisan Polarization in the South Korean Mass Public:

Ideological or Affective Polarization? Korea Observer, 46, 211–232.

Lee, J. (2020). Ideological dimensions of party competition in korea, 1992–2017. Journal of

Contemporary Politics, 13, 5–39.

Lee, M. (2022). [WHY] South Koreans and their apparent lack of concern over their northern

neighbors Korea JoongAng Daily.

Lee, M. (2024). Protectors of liberal democracy or defenders of past authoritarianism?: Au-

thoritarian legacies, collective identity, and the far-right protest in South Korea. De-

mocratization, 31, 638–658. doi: 10.1080/13510347.2023.2301330.

30

https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414012453450
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511585869.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329204269982
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2017.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2017.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-020-09622-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2023.2301330


Lee, S.-J. (2005). Democratization and Polarization in Korean Society. Asian Perspective,

29, 99–125.

Lee, Y. (2009). Democracy without Parties? Political Parties and Social Movements for

Democratic Representation in Korea. Korea Observer, 40, 27–52.

Lee, Y. (2022, March). Between the Streets and the Assembly: Social Movements, Political

Parties, and Democracy in Korea. University of Hawaii Press.

Levendusky, M. S. (2010). Clearer Cues, More Consistent Voters: A Benefit of Elite Polar-

ization. Political Behavior, 32, 111–131. doi: 10.1007/s11109-009-9094-0.

Lipset, S. M., & Rokkan, S. (1967). Party Systems and Voter Alignments: Cross-national

Perspectives. Free Press.

Lupton, D. L., & Webb, C. (2022). Wither Elites? The Role of Elite Credibility and Knowl-

edge in Public Perceptions of Foreign Policy. International Studies Quarterly, 66,

sqac057. doi: 10.1093/isq/sqac057.

Mainwaring, S. (2016). Party System Institutionalization, Party Collapse and Party Building.

Government and Opposition, 51, 691–716. doi: 10.1017/gov.2016.21.

Min, H., & Yun, S. (2018). Selective exposure and political polarization of public opinion

on the presidential impeachment in South Korea: Facebook vs. kakaotalk. Korea Ob-

server, 49, 137–159. doi: 10.29152/KOIKS.2018.49.1.137.

Mobrand, E. (2019). Top-Down Democracy in South Korea. University of Washington Press.

Moral, M., & Best, R. E. (2023). On the relationship between party polarization and citizen

polarization. Party Politics, 29, 229–247. doi: 10.1177/13540688211069544.

Moser, R. G., & Scheiner, E. (2005). Strategic Ticket Splitting and the Personal Vote in

Mixed-Member Electoral Systems. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 30, 259–276. doi:

10.3162/036298005X201545.

Müller, W. C. (2007). Political institutions and linkage strategies. In H. Kitschelt & S. I.

Wilkinson (Eds.), Patrons, Clients and Policies: Patterns of Democratic Account-

31

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-009-9094-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqac057
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.21
https://doi.org/10.29152/KOIKS.2018.49.1.137
https://doi.org/10.1177/13540688211069544
https://doi.org/10.3162/036298005X201545


ability and Political Competition (pp. 251–275). Cambridge University Press. doi:

10.1017/CBO9780511585869.011.

Nam, C.-H. (1995). South Korea’s Big Business Clientelism in Democratic Reform. Asian

Survey, 35, 357–366. doi: 10.2307/2645800.

No, W., Han, H., & Wang, L. (2021). Voluntary Association Involvement and Political Par-

ticipation in South Korea. Nonprofit Policy Forum, 12, 535–561. doi: 10.1515/npf-

2021-0002.

Ponce, A. F., & Scarrow, S. E. (2023). Party Institutionalization and Partisan Mobilization.

Government and Opposition, 58, 745–764. doi: 10.1017/gov.2021.67.

Porter, R., & Treul, S. A. (n.d.). Evaluating (in)experience in congressional elections. Amer-

ican Journal of Political Science, n/a. doi: 10.1111/ajps.12854.

Reed, S. R. (1994). Democracy and the personal vote: A cautionary tale from Japan. Electoral

Studies, 13, 17–28. doi: 10.1016/0261-3794(94)90004-3.

Renwick, A., Pilet, J.-B., Renwick, A., & Pilet, J.-B. (2016, February). Faces on the Ballot:

The Personalization of Electoral Systems in Europe. Oxford University Press.

ROK (1987). Constitution of the Republic of Korea.

Sartori, G. (1976, October). Parties and Party Systems: Volume 1: A Framework for Anal-

ysis. CUP Archive.

Sartori, G. (2005). Parties and Party Systems: A Framework for Analysis. ECPR Press.

Shaw, M. (2022). Godzilla vs Pulgasari: Anti-Japanism and Anti-Communism as Dueling

Antagonisms in South Korean Politics. Journal of East Asian Studies, 22, 201–230.

doi: 10.1017/jea.2022.2.

Sukin, L. (2020). Credible Nuclear Security Commitments Can Backfire: Explaining Domes-

tic Support for Nuclear Weapons Acquisition in South Korea. Journal of Conflict

Resolution, 64, 1011–1042. doi: 10.1177/0022002719888689.

Torcal, M., & Mainwaring, S. (2003). The Political Recrafting of Social Bases of Party

Competition: Chile, 1973-95. British Journal of Political Science, 33, 55–84.

32

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511585869.011
https://doi.org/10.2307/2645800
https://doi.org/10.1515/npf-2021-0002
https://doi.org/10.1515/npf-2021-0002
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.67
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12854
https://doi.org/10.1016/0261-3794(94)90004-3
https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2022.2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002719888689


Ung, L. (2022). [Fact Check] Yoon Suk-yeol has not called for the deployment of tactical

nuclear weapons and nuclear sharing? Yonhap News.

Wong, J. (2014). South Korea’s Weakly Institutionalized Party System. In A. Hicken & E. M.

Kuhonta (Eds.), Party System Institutionalization in Asia: Democracies, Autocracies,

and the Shadows of the Past (pp. 260–279). Cambridge University Press. doi: 10.

1017/CBO9781107300385.011.

Yu, M.-i. (2022). [Issue Brief] Analysis of the 20th Presidential Election Immigration Policy

Pledges: Presidential Candidates Issue. Issue Brief.

Zingher, J. N., & Flynn, M. E. (2018). From on High: The Effect of Elite Polarization on

Mass Attitudes and Behaviors, 1972–2012. British Journal of Political Science, 48,

23–45. doi: 10.1017/S0007123415000514.

Zittel, T. (2017). The Personal Vote. In The SAGE Handbook of Electoral Behaviour (pp. 668–

685). SAGE Publications Ltd. doi: 10.4135/9781473957978.

33

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107300385.011
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107300385.011
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123415000514
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473957978


Supplementary Information for “Partisan Voters in

Party Systems with Ephemeral Parties: Evidence from

South Korea”

Peter Ward* and Steven Denney**

*Research Fellow, Sejong Institute
**Assistant Professor, Leiden University. Corresponding author:

s.c.denney@hum.leidenuniv.nl



Appendix A Additional survey information

In January and February 2024, responses from 2,006 South Koreans were recorded. The

recruitment process used Qualtrics’ online panel. To ensure (semi-)national representative-

ness, quotas were established in alignment with recent demographic parameters. Multiple

quality assurance steps were included, incorporating Qualtrics’ inbuilt quality control sys-

tems, manual attention checks, and specific questions designed to detect inattentiveness and

validate manipulation and survey completion. Responses that failed our quality criteria were

replaced, following a thorough review and in consultation with the Qualtrics project man-

ager. We are confident that the final dataset comprises legitimate and valid survey responses.

Table A.1 reviews the basic demographics of the panel.
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Variable Count Proportion

Age

≤25 240 12%

26-35 336 17%

36-45 402 20%

46-55 433 22%

>55 595 30%

Gender

Male 1015 51%

Female 991 49%

Highest Level of Education

No University 382 19%

University (including technical colleges) 1624 81%

Location

Seoul 203 20%

Busan 71 7%

Daegu 49 5%

Incheon 57 6%

Gwangju 28 3%

Daejeon 29 3%

Ulsan 22 2%

Sejong 8 1%

Gyeonggi Province 238 24%

Gangwon Province 31 3%

North Chungcheong Province 31 3%

South Chungcheong Province 35 4%

North Jeolla Province 37 4%

South Jeolla Province 38 4%

North Gyeongsang Province 54 5%

South Gyeongsang Province 65 7%

Jeju 12 1%

Table A.1: Summary Counts and Proportions
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Appendix B Survey questions

In this section, we provide the text used to introduce the experiment and the questions

for direct questions used, including background and alternative outcome measures. Before

respondents took the conjoint experiment questions, they were asked to evaluate general

election or presidential candidates. For each pair of hypothetical candidates evaluated by

respondents, they were reminded whether they were assessing general election or presidential

candidates. The introductory text read as follows:

The subsequent questions are designed to determine the criteria you, as a citizen

of the Republic of Korea with the right to vote, use to select candidates in

[randomized: general/presidential elections]. (emphasis in original)

The survey questions used for background and subgroup analysis, which were asked before

the experiment, are provided below. For the direct questions, we used as alternative (obser-

vational) measures of policy preferences. Respondents were asked, ”For each policy, please

select the one option with which you most agree.”

Alternative measures of policy preferences:

• Real estate policy

– Reform housing policy

– Increased access to public housing

– Lower real estate taxes

– Strengthening of real estate taxes

• Foreign Policy

– South Korea’s national interests need to be promoted

– Foreign policy that utilizes US-China competition as an opportunity to realize
the national interest

– Emphasize US-ROK Alliance

– Restarting inter-Korean cooperation projects at the earliest opportunity

• Position on nuclear weapons

– The national interest must be reflected in policies surrounding nuclear weapons
on the Korean peninsula
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– No deployment of nuclear weapons to South Korea

– Redeployment of US tactical nuclear weapons

– South Korea pursuing its own nuclear deterrent

• Labor policy

– Promote harmony between workers and business

– More flexible working hours

– Gradually implement a four and a half working day week

– Work guarantee

• Social Policy

– Priority to social harmony

– Prioritize social consensus before pursuing anti-discrimination law

– Opposition to comprehensive anti-discrimination law

– Expedited enactment of anti-discrimination law

Background questions:

• What was your assigned sex at birth?

– Male

– Female

• Where do you currently reside?

– Seoul

– Busan

– Daegu

– Incheon

– Gwangju

– Daejeon

– Ulsan

– Sejong

– Gyeonggi

– Kangwon

– Chungbuk

– Chungnam

– Cheonbuk
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– Cheonnam

– Gyeongbuk

– Gyeongnam

– Jeju

• Please specify your age.

– (validated input line)

• What is the highest level of education you have achieved?

– No Formal Education

– Elementary school or lower

– Middle school

– High school

– Some college (including technical school)

– University

– Graduate school and above

– Other (e.g., Seodang)

• When distinguishing between progressives and conservatives in our society, where do
you belong? (10-point sliding scale)

– Very progressive (coded 1-2)

– Somewhat progressive (coded 3-4)

– Centrist (coded 5-6)

– Somewhat conservative (coded 7-8)

– Very conservative (coded 9-10)

• Which party would you vote for if there was a national election tomorrow?

– People’s Power Party

– Minjoo Party

– Green-Justice Party

– Other Party

– I don’t know
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Appendix C Additional Analysis

We provide additional analysis here to supplement the findings presented in the manuscript.

First, we examine the findings from our observational design. Using direct questions, re-

spondents were asked to choose which policy position they most supported (Table C1). We

regress partisanship (progressive and conservative with independents as the reference group)

against a dichotomous outcome variable representing the conservative and progressive policy

positions described in Table 2 of the manuscript. For ease of interpretation and simplicity, we

use a linear probability model with controls included for age, gender, region, and education.

The coefficients are then read as the percentage point difference in the probability of choos-

ing the policy position relative to the reference category (whose value is represented in the

constant). The observational data analysis corroborates findings derived from the conjoint

experiment. Although levels of support are sometimes low, this is certainly explained by

the number of choices available and is another reason why, for multifaceted policy positions,

a conjoint serves us well. We note, in particular, that conservatives are strongly moved on

the matter of conservative foreign policy and that progressives strongly support a progres-

sive real estate tax (i.e., an increase). Furthermore, the category ”neither” for social policy

regards the ”expedited enactment of an anti-discrimination law.” Although neither major

party has endorsed this position, we find a left-right cleavage on the matter.

Next, we look at the conditional marginal means by election type, as framed in the survey

experiment’s introduction. We find no substantive differences in the marginal means between

progressives and conservatives (Figure C1), although there are some notable differences in

the effect size of the election type on some partisan preferences, even if the direction of

the effects is the same. Notably, partisan effects are stronger for presidential candidate

preferences. Specifically, we find small but stronger effects of regionalism, as evidenced by a

stronger negative effect for conservatives for candidates from Gwangju and a similar small but

positive effect for those from Busan. In the policy realm, we see that presidential candidate

endorsements for real estate tax increases or cuts produce a stronger partisan response than
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for general election candidates. The same can be said for social policy, especially regarding a

potential anti-discrimination law enactment. Lastly, we note that partisan divides in foreign

policy are stronger for all the specific positions tested.

Then, we plot the main effects model with respondents we deem ”independents” (Figure

C2). This group is measured as those who self-identify as ”centrist” on the political iden-

tification scale and do not support either of the two main political parties. The findings

show that their preferences do, in fact, register as somewhere in between progressives and

conservatives. In other words, true centrists.

We also examine whether a stricter definition of what constitutes a partisan changes the

findings (Figure C3). Rather than using political identification and party support, we simply

used the latter. This results in a smaller sample size of partisans (n=584 for People’s Power

Party conservative supporters compared to n=670 with the more expansion definition applied

and n=711 for Minjoo Party progressive voters (strict) compared to n=815 (expansive)). We

also consider previous presidential candidate vote choice (Figure C4). The findings do not

differ in any substantive or meaningful way across alternative measures.

Finally, we model the open-text response data using Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA).

Based on a four-cluster implementation of the LDA,1 we find corroboration of the analysis

based on the conjoint data. Figures C4 and C5 show the output for the top 10 terms per

topic for progressives and conservatives. Topics 2 and 3 emerge as telling for progressives;

they indicate concern for ”north” and ”south” (read: North-South, inter-Korean relations)

”diplomacy” as a determining factor in their vote choice. The second topic indicates concern

for candidates with ancestors accused of collaborating with the Japanese (see ”Japanese”,

”pro”, and ”anti”). For conservatives, topic 1 indicates that concern for the ROK-US alliance

looms large (”alliance”, ”rok alliance”) and opposition to an anti-discrimination law (”anti

discrimination”). Topic 3 indicates a concern for South Korea’s engagement with North

1The optimal number of topics were based on a statistical measure of semantic similarity and interop-
erability. All responses were translated from Korean to English and cleaned for analysis before running the
topic model.
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Korea but in a way that is likely very different from that of progressives (i.e., opposition to

engagement).
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Figure C.1: Marginal means of candidate attribute levels by subgroup, general and presi-
dential election framing

Note: Based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard errors, the marginal means

show the mean outcome of any given attribute level, averaged across all others. The error bars

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Figure C.2: Marginal means of candidate attribute levels by subgroup, partisans (with
leaners) including independents/centrists

Note: Based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard errors, the marginal means

show the mean outcome of any given attribute level, averaged across all others. The error bars

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Figure C.3: Marginal means of candidate attribute levels by subgroup, based on strict
measure of partisanship (party support only)

Note: Based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard errors, the marginal means

show the mean outcome of any given attribute level, averaged across all others. The error bars

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.

12



Figure C.4: Marginal means of candidate attribute levels by subgroup, based on prior
presidential election votes

Note: Based on the benchmark OLS model with clustered standard errors, the marginal means

show the mean outcome of any given attribute level, averaged across all others. The error bars

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Figure C.5: Topics from the implementation of Latent Dirichlet Allocation

Note: The values on the x-axis show the probability of the term given the topic.

Figure C.6: Topics from the implementation of Latent Dirichlet Allocation

Note: The values on the x-axis show the probability of the term given the topic.
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