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Using a one-dimensional model of multi-bloc two-part competition across the two rounds of 
the French presidential election, and drawing on polling results from several months in 
advance of the election, we examine the Socialist Party’s chances of winning the French 
presidency in 2012. Although the polls show that the Socialist Party has a high probability of 
winning the presidency, using our model, we argue that their likely success can be strongly 
affected by the bimodal distribution of the French electorate, spatial analysis allows us to 
study the vote-maximizing strategies of the candidates and of the parties over both the first 
and second round. For the candidates of the two main parties (so-called “partis de 
gouvernement” that is the UMP and the PS, each must seek to get closer to the overall median 
voter, that is, to move toward the center, without incurring too high a risk of being eliminated 
in the first round by being too far from the median voter of their respective camp.  
 
The spatial analysis of democracy, inspired by the contributions of H. Hotelling (1929) and A. 
Downs (1957), can help us in analyzing the French presidential elections of 2012. A variety of 
neo-Downsian models have been proposed drawing on spatial insights.1 The advantages of 
spatial analysis are twofold: (i) it allows us to create a simple but powerful forecasting method 
and (ii) it allows us to make sense of the strategic behavior of political actors (candidates or 
parties).Our own neo-Downsian approach, and its applications in a variety of political 
situations, is based on ideas in Lemennicier et al (2010) and Lemennicier and Lescieux-Katir 
(2010). 
 
In order to describe party competition in France, we distinguish between five blocs into which 
parties may be divided: far left, left, center, right and far right. This pentipartite typology is 
obviously a simplification, but this one dimensional representation still allows us to capture 
fundamental changes in the structure of French political competition. Our approach posits: 
 
- that each candidate can be located on a left–right axis; 
-that, in order to win, candidates seek to find a set of voters ideologically proximate to them to 
whom they can appeal; 
- that, ceteris paribus, electors vote for their preferred candidate (the candidate closest to them 
ideologically) in the first round of the French presidential elections 
 
Then we predict that the winner will be the candidate the closest to the overall median voter in 
terms of the % percentage of vote the candidate needs to capture on his right (if he is on the 
left) or on his left (if he is on the right).  By using the historical records of French Presidential 
elections we can estimate the percentage of votes at the second round in function to the 
distance to the overall median voter. Two months before the election we use opinion polls to 
have an idea of the bimodal distribution of votes and we calculate how far is the candidate 
from the left from the overall median voter of the distribution of votes. The following 
parsimonious equation gives us the prediction: 



 
 
 
If the distance to the overall median voter is zero,( X=0), the candidate will win the election 
with 52,3 % of votes at the second round, if the distance is 10%, he will get  52,3% minus 
4,67% of votes that is 47,63% of votes and looses the election. The winner is the candidate 
from the right with the complement of votes. 
 
Distribution of votes along the left-right axis, 1er round 2012 

  
 
The incumbent candidate , Nicolas Sarkozy is the closest to the overall median voter. He will 
be the winner under the third hypothesis : that, ceteris paribus, electors vote for their preferred 
candidate (the candidate closest to them ideologically) in the first round of the French 
presidential elections. 
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Vote intentions and results of the first round in 2012 and  2007: 

pentipartite typology 

 

Vote intentions 
one month 

before the first 
round in2007

Results of the 
first round in2007

Vote intentions, 
one month before 
the first round of 

2012 : IPSOS 

Results of 
the first 

round 
April 22 

2012

Results 
second 
round  

May 6 
2012

Extreme left 12,5 10,5 16 15.2 -

Left  25,6 25,9 28 28,6 -

Centre 20,3 18,4 11,5 9.1 -

Right 27,6 32,5 27,5 27 -

Extreme right 14 12,7 17 19,9 -

Total of Left camp 
votes 38,1 36,4 44 44

-

Distance of the left 
camp from the over 
all median voter 11,9 13,6 6 6

-

Distance of the right 
camp from the over 
all median voter 8,4 4,8 5,5 3,3

-

% of votes at the 
second round  
predicted by the 
spatial model for the 
left candidate 
compared to the true 
results  
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