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CHAPT ER 1

Introduction
Images with Impact
‘Since the media focus so heavily on leaders' personalities-what they are doing and saying,
and where they are in the 'race'- it is natural that voters, as consumers of the media, are
also likely to focus heavily on party leaders when making their choice at the ballot box.’
(Bittner, 2011: 92)
As the spokespersons of political parties, party leaders are highly visible political actors. at
is to say, they campaign most publicly for their parties and communicate the party message to
voters. Leadership has long been neglected as an explanation for voting behavior; however,
more recently most scholars agree that party leaders have an electoral eﬀect and are important
forces in democratic elections. In electoral terms, there are two major influences that leaders
can have on voters. First, reinforcement, indicating that party leaders can strengthen partisan
loyalties. Second, defection, indicating that voters change party preferences because they value
the party leader of a competing party to a greater extent than the leader of their own party.
e literature has predominantly focused on the latter, which is usually referred to as leader
eﬀects. e notion underlying this body of literature is that it is mainly the leader’s personality
that draws voters to party leaders, and that general perceptions of party leaders are largely
based on voters’ perceptions of their character traits (Greene, 2001; Ohr and Oscarsson, 2013).
A wide variety of books and articles that study these leader eﬀects demonstrate that favorable
perceptions of a party leader in terms of his/her personality increase electoral support for that
leader’s party (e.g., Mughan, 2000; Aarts, Blais and Schmitt, 2013; Bittner, 2011; Garzia, 2013;
Lobo and Curtice, 2014).
Despite considerable scholarly attention for leader eﬀects on the vote, very little is known
about how party leaders are portrayed in the media in terms of their characteristics and the
electoral impact thereof. Party leaders do not operate in a vacuum, but in a mediatized political
environment in which the media are voter’s principal source of political information (e.g.,
Robinson, 1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and Strömbäck, 2014). Most voters do not physically
meet party leaders, but are acquainted with them through media exposure. us, the media
portrayal of party leaders in terms of their personality traits is the most likely foundation of
voters’ perceptions of party leaders. Despite some indications in the literature that the media
coverage of party leaders is an important transmitter of leader eﬀects (King, 2002; Bittner,
2011), this remains a largely neglected area of research. To fill this gap in the research on leader
eﬀects, this dissertation examines how party leaders are portrayed in the media in terms of their
character traits, and the impact of these mediated leadership images on party support.

1
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Leader Effects: What Do We Know?
If only by virtue of their position within institutional leadership, party leaders can influence
any number of political outcomes. For instance, they are usually the principal driving force
behind government formation as well as policy proposals and outcomes. However, the role of
party leaders has traditionally been largely disregarded as an explanation for party support.
Political leaders have been almost absent from the classical models explaining voting behavior,
such as the Columbia school, the Michigan school, and the rational choice model. When
leaders came to be recognized as potential motivating factors explaining voting behavior,
considerable skepticism remained regarding their substantive impact. For example, King
(2002) asks whether the personalities of party leaders are actually important in influencing
elections and concludes that although leader evaluations have an impact on individuals’ voting
decisions, ‘it is quite unusual for leaders’ and candidates’ personalities and other personal traits
to determine election outcomes’ (2002: 216).
An alternative position stressing the importance of political leadership is, however,
prevalent in the more recent literature. Leader eﬀects are defined as the ‘added value, in
electoral terms, that a specific (…) candidate is able to bring his/her party or coalition through
the eﬀectiveness of his/her public image as appraised at that specific time’ (Barisione, 2009: 474).
at is, through their personality or actions, a party leader persuades partisans of other parties
to defect from the party for which they usually vote (or for which they voted in the last
election), and to cast their ballots for the party they lead instead. e primary focus in the
literature on leader eﬀects is on the psychological variable of a leader’s personality; the public
values certain personality traits in political leaders and these can be suﬃciently attractive to
persuade voters to deviate from their habitual voting choices and cast their ballots for another
party. e general perception of a party leader has its foundations (at least partly) in the public’s
perceptions of a leader’s character (Shabad and Anderson, 1979; Greene, 2001; Ohr and
Oscarsson, 2013).
ere is ample empirical evidence showing that the personalities of party leaders are
important forces in democratic elections. Amanda Bittner, for instance, notably addresses this
position in her book Platform or Personality? e Role of Party Leaders in Elections (2011).
Based on an analysis of thirty-five election studies across seven countries, she convincingly
demonstrates that voters’ assessments of the personalities of party leaders strongly aﬀect party
preferences. ‘Leaders play an important role in the individual vote calculus, and they also have
a discernible eﬀect on the distribution of votes in an election’ (Bittner, 2011: 139). Her research
clearly demonstrates that leader eﬀects are generalizable over time and cross-sectional. Bittner
certainly does not stand alone in concluding that leaders matter, as research conducted in more
specific locales also demonstrates that favorable subjective evaluations of a party leader
influence party support (e.g., Bean and Mughan, 1989; Bean, 1993; Mughan, 2000; Pillai et al.,
2003; Garzia, 2013; Costa and Da Silva, 2015). Specifically, current scholarly consensus is that

2
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voters’ positive perceptions of a leader’s personality traits increase the likelihood to vote for
the leader’s party, while negative perceptions decrease this probability.
Although the nature of leader eﬀects has been demonstrated to be pervasive, the strength
of the impact of the personality of party leaders on the vote decision is thought to be
conditional. For instance, Aarts, Blais and Schmitt (2013) test the relative importance of party
leaders in democratic elections and show, among other things, that leader eﬀects are stronger
in presidential systems than in parliamentary systems and that positive leader evaluations have
a stronger impact than negative ones. Lobo and Curtice (2014), furthermore, study the role of
party leaders in recent elections and their eﬀects on the quality of democracy. ey find strong
support for the importance of leaders evaluations in vote choices and argue that leader
evaluations originate in ‘preexisting political preconceptions,’ while leader eﬀects are stronger
in contexts in which leaders are more influential.

Research Problem: Mediated Leader Effects
Most studies on the electoral impact of party leaders examine the eﬀect of subjective leader
perceptions on party preferences. is dissertation adds to the broad leadership literature by
taking an atypical perspective towards leader eﬀects by shiing the attention away from the
electoral eﬀects of subjective leader evaluations and toward the impact of the coverage of party
leaders in the media on party preferences. ere are two principal reasons for taking this
alternative approach.
First, the media are likely to play an important role in the way party leaders influence
society: since voters do not usually meet party leaders in real life, they form their judgments
on these political actors mainly based on their representation in the media (e.g., Robinson,
1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and Strömbäck, 2014). In the current society, rather than
personal experiences and interpersonal communication, the most important source of political
information is media coverage (Shehata and Strömbäck, 2014), which has been called the first
dimension of mediatization, and is argued to be a necessary condition for a mediatized society
(Esser and Strömbäck, 2014). us, coverage of party leaders in newspapers, on television or
radio shows, and on news websites are the most likely sources of leader eﬀects, as voters’
subjective perceptions of party leaders are based on their media exposure (e.g., Iyengar et al.,
1982; Mughan, 2000). Even though various scholars have suggested that the mechanism by
which party leaders aﬀect voters runs through coverage of those leaders in the press (e.g., King,
2002; Bittner, 2011), empirical research on the electoral eﬀects of party leaders through the
media is vastly understudied.
e second reason for this dissertation focusing on the media coverage of party leaders
instead of subjective leader perceptions is that the electoral eﬀects of the subjective leader
evaluations of voters can be considered a necessary, but insuﬃcient, condition to truly test the

3
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electoral impact of leaders; the relationship between subjective leader perceptions and party
support is endogenous. Feelings toward the party leader cannot be easily distinguished from
feelings towards the party as a whole (e.g., Page and Jones, 1979; Johnston, 2002; Bittner, 2011;
Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2013; Garzia, 2012); evaluations of the party leader influence how
voters rate parties, but party preferences also influence party leader perceptions. In their highly
influential work, Page and Jones (1979) find that party attachments are not as exogenous as
typically assumed. ey make a strong case for not studying recursive (one-way) causal
relationships in explaining party preferences, but non-recursive, simultaneous equation models
instead. Doing so, they uncover reciprocal causal paths between partisanship and candidate
evaluations and between policy preferences and candidate perceptions. us, it is diﬃcult to
measure the electoral impact of leaders and to determine precisely the scope of the leader
eﬀects by focusing on subjective leader perceptions. More specifically, not taking into account
this endogenous relationship–as is standard practice in the leader eﬀects literature–strongly
underestimates the strength of leader eﬀects (Garzia, 2012). Media coverage of party leaders
extends the causal chain of leader eﬀects: when the impact of media reports of party leaders
on voters in their changing vote preferences is studied, the endogenous relationship between
subjective leader perceptions and party support is largely circumvented.

Research Questions
e main research question guiding this dissertation is: How do the media portray party leaders
in terms of their character traits, and when and to what extent do these mediated leadership
images have an impact on voters in determining their party preferences?
To provide an answer to the overall research question, I focus on five sub-questions that are
further discussed in the remainder of this section. Figure 1.1 presents the schematic outline
of this dissertation. e figure maps the concepts and relationships addressed in the
sub-questions, and the numbers refer to the corresponding chapters in which these are studied.
Figure 1.1: Schematic Outline of the Dissertation

2
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Which Character Traits?
In order to study the electoral eﬀects of media coverage of party leaders in terms of their
character traits, it is necessary to first decide which characteristics should be included.
Although many studies focus on a leader’s personality, the literature is inconclusive with
regards to which characteristics are considered typical for party leaders and which character
traits are important to voters (Bittner, 2011). To be specific, a widely accepted framework for
leaders’ character traits is missing in the literature (e.g., Blondel, 1987; Helms, 2012). e first
step in this dissertation is to develop a conceptualization of leadership traits that integrates
the existing research on leadership characteristics, based on a large-scale literature review. On
the one hand, this conceptualization aims to be suﬃciently comprehensive to include the
diﬀerent perspectives found in the field and suﬃciently extensive to diﬀerentiate between
separate character dimensions, and, on the other hand, it aims to be suﬃciently parsimonious
to be feasible in empirical studies.
Can we Measure Leadership Images?
e second challenge is to measure the leadership traits in media coverage. In this dissertation,
I do not focus on the ‘objective’ characteristics of party leaders; rather, I focus on how these
leaders are portrayed in the media in terms of their character traits. is entails a switch in
focus from leadership traits to leadership images. Chapter 2 presents a measurement
instrument that captures positive and negative evaluations of party leaders in terms of their
character traits in media reports through computerized content analysis based on the
dictionary approach, and it systematically tests its validity.
Is ere a Gender Bias in Political Reporting?
Even though gender equality is a widely supported norm in Western societies, this has not
translated into gender bias-free politics: women are still almost universally underrepresented
in political life. Systematic disparities in how politicians are discussed in the media have been
argued to provide an explanation for these gender diﬀerences. Most studies on gender bias
in media coverage focus on everyday gender stereotypes. However, people do not usually
apply everyday gender stereotypes to politicians, but instead rely on leadership stereotypes
(Schneider and Bos, 2014). erefore, the third chapter of this dissertation tests the influence
of (gendered) leadership stereotypes on how male and female politicians are discussed in the
media in terms of their character traits, and the impact of election campaigns on this gender
bias in political reporting.
Do Mediated Leadership Images Aﬀect Voters?
Despite theoretical suggestions that the media portrayal of party leaders matters to the vote
decision (King, 2002; Bittner, 2011), direct empirical tests of this eﬀect are largely lacking. As
has been discussed in the previous section, studying the influence of the media reports on a

5
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leader’s personality on vote intentions for the leader’s party has two main advantages. First, it
focuses on the foundation of leader perceptions, as leaders do not operate in a vacuum, but in
a mediatized environment. Second, it largely circumvents the endogenous relationship between
party preferences and subjective leader perceptions, as it is one step further back in the causal
chain. Drawing upon diﬀerent datasets, Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation study these
mediated leader eﬀects and test whether positive leadership images in media coverage stimulate
support for the leader’s party, while negative leadership images undermine this support.
Which Conditions Facilitate Mediated Leader Eﬀects?
As most electoral eﬀects are not absolute, mediated leader eﬀects are highly unlikely to be
unconditional. Nonetheless, previous studies in this field have mainly focused on the direct
eﬀects of media coverage of party leaders on electoral preferences (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis et al.,
2001; Soroka et al., 2009). Disregarding the conditionality of this eﬀect might seriously
endanger the results, as mediated leader eﬀects are likely to be under or overestimated.
Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation untangle the specific conditions under which the electoral
eﬀects of the media coverage of party leaders are apparent, by studying the most pressing
sources of moderation relating to the sender, receiver, and context, stemming from the political
communication, electoral behavior, and leader eﬀects literature. More precisely, these chapters
examine the influence of the tone of the coverage (Chapter 4), the presence of an election
campaign (Chapter 4), diﬀerent types of media, proximity to Election Day, and voter
characteristics (i.e., voter’s ideology and political sophistication) (Chapter 5) on mediated leader
eﬀects. In so doing, it formulates an answer as to which voters in particular are susceptible to
mediated leader eﬀects and in which contexts.

Positioning in the Literature
ere are three broad research traditions to which this dissertation relates, focusing on leaders,
voters, and the media, respectively. First, this dissertation contributes to the literature on
politicians’ personalities that studies which character traits successful leaders possess and
which characteristics matter to voters. Second, this dissertation relates to the electoral behavior
literature that examines which long-term and short-term factors explain why voters vote for
specific parties. ird, this dissertation adds to the existing media eﬀects literature that studies
the influence of media messages on individual (political) behaviors. is section briefly
discusses the background of each research tradition and subsequently describes how this
dissertation relates.

6
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Leadership Traits
e notion underlying this branch of literature is that it is the party leader that matters. A
prominent perspective in this field is that it is the personality of the party leader that is
influential in the vote decision. is tradition can be traced back to the influential work of
Harold Lasswell. As the founder of political psychology, he was among the first to argue that
the personality of the political leader was of great importance. In his work, Psychopathology
and Politics (1930), Lasswell formulates political types based on personality characteristics and
their consequences for the democratic character of the leader. Since the publication of this
research, many political scientists have tried to identify the ultimate political personality type
that distinguishes between regular people and politicians in order to explain why some people
become (successful) politicians and others do not. is research tradition supports the ‘great
man’ theory of political leadership, which is the idea that the leader is special and possesses
personality traits that distinguish him/her from other individuals.
Of course, there are also other perspectives on political leadership. e situational theory
(or the Zeitgeist theory) of leadership, for instance, argues that the description of extraordinary
does not apply to the political leader, per se, but to the specific context in which he/she leads
(e.g., Tucker, 1977). us, the party leader does not possess a ‘leadership’ personality; rather,
the specific circumstances determine whether someone becomes a leader. Personality and
environment, however, do not have to be mutually exclusive, but can also be considered
complementary aspects of political leadership (e.g., Greenstein, 1992). erefore, diﬀerent
political contexts ultimately demand leaders with diﬀerent personalities (e.g., Barber, 1980).
A third way to characterize political leadership is to focus on the relationship between
leaders and followers. Weber first introduced the concept of charisma in 1922, and understands
it mainly as the emotional relationship between a leader and their followers–with a strong
focus on trust–where the followers treat the leader as ‘endowed with supernatural, superhuman,
or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities’ (Weber, 1947: 358). Since then, the concept
has been used in diﬀerent ways, oentimes with a less pronounced focus on the superhuman
aspect of the leader and with greater attention being paid to their popular appeal or charm
(Post, 2004; Tucker, 1977). Others describe leadership as a behavior that ‘gives purpose, meaning
and guidance to collectivities by articulating a collective vision that appeals to ideological values,
motives, and self-perceptions of followers’ (House, 1995: 413), or argue that political leaders
should be ‘prototypes’ of the individuals that they lead (Hogg, 2001; Garzia, 2011).
Combining elements of all these diﬀerent perspectives, this dissertation assumes as its
starting point the position that for political leaders to have an impact on voters, leadership
traits are important to the extent that they are perceived by voters (in line with Hollander,
1992), whereas the context determines the scope of this influence. erefore, this dissertation
makes no claims as to which leadership traits leaders ‘objectively’ possess, but instead focuses
on how the media portray these leaders in terms of their leadership traits in their political
news coverage. It can be assumed that these media portrayals are rooted in the actual
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characteristics of the party leaders themselves, but this research does not distinguish between
pure leader eﬀects and the electoral eﬀects of the choices made by journalists with regard to
media coverage.
is research focuses specifically on party leaders’ character traits for two reasons. First,
the perceptions of a leader’s character are the most likely basis of general leader perceptions
(Shabad and Anderson, 1979; Greene, 2001; Ohr and Oscarsson, 2013). In order to cope with
being overwhelmed by information, people employ cognitive shortcuts (heuristics) to narrow
it down, i.e., we categorize and simplify, and apply these organized cognitions about politicians
when we evaluate them. ese so-called schemata ‘(…) reduce the complexity of our impressions
by enabling us to categorize and label an individual politician according to certain abstract or
representative features. ese categories then serve as a set of cues from which we can draw further
inferences about the candidate’s future behavior’ (Miller et al., 1986: 524). To simplify reality,
people use trait dimensions: bundles of personality characteristics that are stable over time
and vary over individuals, while the characteristics within these dimensions can be interpreted
equally (Funk, 1996, 1999; Caprara and Zimbardo, 2004). In turn, secondly evaluations on
character traits can be measured more reliably than general leader perceptions (f.e., Schwartz,
1998).
Although there is disagreement about the exact number of dimensions and their specific
content, most scholars accept the notion that there are only a limited number (typically no
more than six) of broad categories (Garzia, 2011). Which trait dimensions are particularly
important remains a controversial question. In his seminal work, Kinder (1986) focused on
four traits: competence, leadership, integrity, and empathy. Some have conceptualized only
two leader traits: competence and character (see, for instance, Kinder et al., 1980; Popkin et
al., 1976; Steward and Clarke, 1992; Greene, 2001; Johnston, 2002; Bittner, 2011); whereas
others have identified three traits (e.g., Funk, 1999) or more, even as many as fourteen character
dimensions (Simonton, 1986). Although there seems to be a common denominator in these
conceptualizations, a widely accepted framework of leader character traits is missing (e.g.,
Blondel, 1987; Helms, 2012). is dissertation provides a new conceptualization by integrating
the current leadership characteristics found in this field.
Electoral Behavior
Within political science, one of the most studied topics is voting behavior. Many scholars have
tried to understand why people vote the way they do; consequently, there is a strong focus on
electoral stability and change. e hypothesis of the frozen party system articulates that social
cleavage structures in society are the basis of European political systems and that these party
systems are largely stable over time. Lipset and Rokkan (1967: 50) observe: ‘e party systems
of the 1960’s reflect with few but significant exceptions the cleavage structures of the 1920’s (…)
the party alternatives, and in remarkably many cases the party organizations, are older than the
majorities of the national electorates.’ It has been thought that social cleavages are the foundation
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of political conflict, and that political parties are formed alongside these cleavages. As these
social cleavages remained stable over time, little political change arose.
Although this hypothesis was not entirely uncontested, empirical support for the stability
of the party system has been found even decades aer the publication of Lipset and Rokkan’s
work, for example, when Bartolini and Mair state that there is a ‘fundamental bias towards
stability’ (1990). However, more recently there has been a growing consensus that electoral
volatility is on the rise in Western European countries. In 1979, Pederson was one of the first
to highlight electoral volatility, although at the time, scholars believed that electoral change
was the product of an ill-chosen time period (e.g., Mair, 1993). Nowadays, recognition of the
increase in electoral instability that has taken place since the 1970s is hardly disputed and the
empirical evidence thereof is convincing (e.g., Crewe and Denver, 1985; Dalton et al., 2002;
Drummond, 2006; Mair, 2008; Dassonneville and Hooghe, 2015).
Interestingly, the (recent) shis in party preferences do not coincide with (fundamental)
ideological changes in public opinion (Wattenberg, 1991). is leaves us with an interesting
puzzle to solve with regard to what causes these increased levels of net volatility. Several sets
of long-term explanations have been put forward in the scholarly literature. A first and major
factor that is thought to influence the instability of the electorate is partisan dealignment. Over
the last few decades, voters’ longstanding party loyalties have weakened as the influence of the
social cleavages of religion and class on the vote decision (in which these party loyalties were
embedded) has declined. is trend is visible in both the US context (e.g., Wattenberg, 1991)
and within European party systems; in the Netherlands, this is specifically labeled as
depillarization (e.g., Dekker and Ester, 1996).
A second explanation for the rise in electoral volatility has been provided by the ‘end of
ideology’ thesis pertaining to the diminishing diﬀerences between parties with regard to their
views on and goals for society. Bartolini and Mair (1990), for instance, find that the spatial
distances between parties has become smaller and that parties have become more alike, which
makes it easier for voters to switch their allegiances. In the Netherlands, the rise of the first
right-wing populist party, the LPF, was very influential. In most European countries in which
similar parties have been successful, their party systems have polarized. us, both parties and
voters have become more dispersed along the political spectrum. In the Netherlands, however,
such polarization did not occur. To the contrary, all parties moved towards the ideological
position of the LPF, and thus they shied toward each other (Kriesi et al., 2006). e more
parties are ideologically similar, the easier it is for voters to switch between them.
irdly, changes in societal make-up have been argued to cause high levels of electoral
instability. Related to the notion of partisan dealignment, social dealignment theory argues
that electoral volatility has increased because of the growth of the new middle class and the
improved educational background of the electorate (e.g., Dalton, 1984; Rose and McAllister,
1986). However, empirical evidence for this claim is inconclusive (see Zelle, 1995). In addition,
other voter characteristics, such as age or political sophistication, are thought to be driving
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the trend of electoral change (e.g., Lachat, 2007; Van der Meer, 2012b). e frustrated floater
theory states that voters switch preferences because they are greatly disappointed in their own
political parties; this occurs even though volatile voters also evaluate other political parties
negatively, and has its origins in their overall dissatisfaction with political parties and the
political system in general (Zelle, 1995). is pessimistic perspective on volatile voters is
somewhat nuanced in later research which finds that party switchers are not frustrated in
general, but very disappointed in the party for which they previously voted, while voters who
are dissatisfied with the political system and politics in general are more likely to abstain from
voting (Dassonneville et al., 2015), thereby also contributing to net electoral volatility in society.
Although the three explanations mentioned above have their merits with regard to
accounting for electoral change, they have relatively little explanatory power and provide only
limited insight into the diﬀerences in electoral volatility over time and between countries; they
are all based on long-term and gradual changes in democratic systems. e vote decision can
be considered a two-stage process. First, a selection of parties worth considering is made based
on structural factors; and second, the final vote decision is made from among this group of
selected parties (e.g., De Vries et al., 2009; Bochsler and Sciarini, 2010; Oskarson et al., 2016;
Schmitt-Beck and Partheymüller, 2016, Rekker, 2016). e explanations outlined are all
features that are especially relevant in the first stage: selecting a choice set of parties. Yet,
scholars have argued that more temporary influences on the vote decision should be taken
into account, since short-term fluctuations in electoral behavior are diﬃcult to explain with
‘unchanging’, stable factors (Stokes et al., 1958). When people change their party preferences,
they usually switch between parties that are ideologically closely related (see, for instance, Van
der Meer et al., 2012a, 2015). Hence, short-term factors that mainly matter in the second stage
of the decision making process should be the focus of study in explaining electoral volatility.
Evaluations of party leaders (in the media) are constantly changing and serve as useful
explanations of electoral change. Stokes (1966) argues that political leadership is eminently
suitable for explaining volatile voting behavior because leader perceptions are dynamic in
nature. Miller and Shanks (1996) underline the necessity for short-term factors in explaining
electoral change and update the seminal ‘funnel of causality’ (Campbell et al., 1960). Here,
they outline the temporal order of causal influences on the vote decision from relatively stable
factors (socio-economic demographics, party identification, and ideological preferences) to
factors that are ‘closer’ to the vote decision. ey argue that volatile predispositions, such as
issue preferences, economic evaluations, and—in the final block of their block recursive
model–leader perceptions, are best able to explain changes in party preferences. ese
short-term factors are influenced by the preceding forces that are more stable, but also
independently aﬀect voting behavior in the last step of the causal chain. Leader eﬀects, thus,
are argued to be especially apparent in a climate of electoral volatility (e.g., King, 2002;
Johnston, 2002; McAllister, 2007).
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is dissertation adds to the electoral behavior/volatility literature by studying how media
coverage of party leaders in terms of their character traits influences individuals’ electoral.
behavior, and under which conditions. erefore, it provides valuable insights into the
dynamics of party preferences based on leader evaluations. is is especially true because this
research focuses on the Netherlands, which, when compared to the increased level of volatility
in other Western European countries, stands out in terms of the number of party switchers
observed (Mair, 2008).
Media Eﬀects
e third scholarly tradition to which this dissertation relates concerns media eﬀects. Since
the mid-20th century, research has focused on the question of how much influence the mass
media actually has on the electorate. In the wake of World War II, concern began to grow with
regard to the eﬀects of propaganda. However, a consensus in the scholarly research was
reached, determining that mass media did not have a major influence on public opinion, and
instead that their ability to persuade people was actually quite modest. Studies in this ‘era
of minimal eﬀects’ found that mass media and election campaigns mainly reinforced
longstanding political predispositions and only rarely actually changed a voter’s party
preferences (Klapper, 1960; Berelson et al., 1954; Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955). e then
dominant medium of political communication—newspapers—merely echoed existing political
biases instead of exposing people to deviant political opinions. With the primary intention to
reinforce their electoral support rather than changing it in a world where partisan loyalties
ran deep, political parties mostly controlled the media environment.
Mainly since the emergence of television as the voter’s preeminent source of political
information, scholars have reached a diﬀerent conclusion concerning the impact of mass media
on public opinion. e so-called ‘maximum eﬀects’ model, which was widely supported in the
1980s and 1990s, states that there is in fact a sizeable influence of media on individual political
opinions and behaviors (e.g., Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Noelle-Neumann and Mathes, 1987;
McCombs and Shaw, 1972). Parties could not easily control this new medium, as state-licensed
broadcasters are commonly required by law to be impartial in their political coverage (Gunther
and Mughan, 2000). e increased importance of television thus led to a change from a
party-dominated pattern of political communication in which parties played the major role
in determining what was politically relevant, to a media logic with a completely diﬀerent style
of political communication. is ‘mediatization of politics’ thesis suggests not only that the
dominance of media over political parties in determining their newsworthiness is increasing,
but additionally that the content of the political news coverage has changed, with a stronger
focus on visualization, simplification, negative coverage, horse race coverage, and conflict.
(Altheide and Snow, 1979; Mazzoleni, 1987; Mazzoleni and Schultz, 1999; Esser and
Strömbäck, 2014).
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Although the precise scope of the impact of mass media on public opinion is heavily
debated, the notion that the media can influence citizens’ political behaviors is not. Many
characteristics of media content can aﬀect the people exposed. One of the most widely studied
media eﬀects focuses on media prominence. e agenda-setting literature has shown that the
media influence the public salience of issues and candidates (McCombs and Shaw, 1972;
Kiousis and McCombs, 2004; Hopmann et al., 2012). It indicates, for instance, that the amount
of media attention paid to a political issue influences the general public’s perception of its
importance. Furthermore, the priming literature shows that the amount of attention devoted
to political issues in news coverage aﬀects voters’ evaluations of parties, as voters will base
their political judgments more strongly on their opinions on these salient issues (Iyengar and
Kinder, 1987; Iyengar et al., 1982).
Another well-studied area in the political communication literature concerns the influence
of the way things are presented in the media. us, not only the salience, but also the tone of
media content (for instance) influences voters’ electoral decisions. Much of the communication
research on this topic is based on framing. To frame is defined as ‘to select some aspects of a
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or
treatment recommendation’ (Entman, 1993: 52). is definition is very broadly applicable; thus,
framing theory is applied and studied in a wide variety of research areas. As a result, scholars
now require a more strict interpretation of the concept (Cacciatore et al., 2016). Framing theory
argues that the interpretation of events that is applied by the media influences the way people
make sense of reality. Frames have a selective function as they accentuate certain aspects of
reality, while they deemphasize others (e.g., Scheufele, 2000; Lecheler and De Vreese, 2012).
Valenced news framing, more specifically, indicates that frames can demonstrate inherently
good and bad connotations by including positive or negative elements that influence the public
(De Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2003). A comparable, yet conceptually somewhat diﬀerent,
approach is the idea of second-level agenda setting. Here, the transmission of attribute salience
from the media to the public is highlighted, indicating that the attributes that are used in the
discussion of an issue influence the way the public perceives or thinks about the issue
(McCombs et al., 1997). Both framing and second-level agenda setting demonstrate that how
something is presented in the media aﬀects the public’s interpretation of the issue. us, the
media not only influences the public in terms of who or what to think about, but also how to
think about it (McCombs et al., 1997).
e attention paid to political leaders and the tone in which they are discussed in the media
has received ample scholarly attention. e mediatization of politics is argued to result in
changes in the way party leaders are portrayed in the media and the personalization of politics
is generally thought to be especially pronounced in this new climate of political communication.
Personalization not only refers to the increased amount of attention given to politicians at the
expense of media attention paid to political parties and political issues, but also to the change
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of substance in the media coverage of politicians, amounting to a stronger focus on non-political
personality characteristics and the private lives of politicians (e.g., King, 2002; Kriesi, 2012; Van
Santen and Van Zoonen, 2009). Although this personalization hypothesis is oen assumed to
be valid (see, for instance, Helms, 2008), the actual empirical evidence on the subject is
inconclusive.1 A scarce number of studies have examined the electoral eﬀects of media coverage
of party leaders. Although there is tentative evidence that media coverage of party leaders–in
terms of both media visibility and aﬀective media coverage–has an electoral impact (e.g.,
McCombs et al., 1997; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; Eberl et al., 2017), research on mediated
leader eﬀects is still in its infancy and much remains unknown about the impact of leadership
images in the media on those who are exposed to them.
e more general literature concerning the relationship between the media and electoral
behavior almost exclusively focuses on campaign periods (e.g., Ansolabehere et al., 1991;
Kleinnijenhuis and De Ridder, 1998; Semetko and De Vreese, 2004; Gerber et al., 2009;
Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2007; Bos et al., 2011). Focusing on campaign periods in electoral research
is justified following the logic that only on Election Day do voters actually cast their ballots.
However, the majority of the voters make their final vote decision during non-election years
long before the actual election is held (e.g., Van der Meer et al., 2012b; 2015; Jennings and
Wlezien, 2016). erefore, this focus on media eﬀects solely during campaign periods is biased
towards the media’s eﬀects on late deciders, and it runs the risk of underestimating the magnitude of the influence of mass media on voting behavior at other times. In addition, the nature
of the formation of vote intentions likely diﬀers between campaign periods and routine times.
It has been shown, for instance, that candidate evaluation ‘in an election campaign is diﬀerent
from evaluation when no choice is involved’ (Lau and Redlaws, 2006: 182). is implies that by
merely focusing on media eﬀects observed during election campaign periods, specific kinds
of evaluative processes receive ample scholarly attention, whereas other information distillation
methods remain understudied.
e limited number of studies that cover a longer time span than the election campaign
either mainly focus on the voter’s level of media exposure rather than on the content of the
messages consumed (e.g., Bartels, 1993), or rely on aggregate level party support rather than
an individual voter’s changes in preference (e.g., Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart, 2007;
Vliegenthart et al., 2012; Vliegenthart and Van Aelst, 2010; Van der Pas et al., 2013). While
certainly relevant and informative, both approaches have their limitations when it comes to
studying the causal mechanism. First, media exposure can certainly have electoral eﬀects, but
1

For instance, research shows that the amount of attention in the news coverage paid to political leaders has increased over the years
in the USA (Wattenberg, 1994), in Sweden (Ohr, 2011), in the UK (Mughan, 2000; Langer, 2007), and cross-nationally (Adam and
Maier, 2010; Karvonen, 2010; Poguntke and Webb, 2007). However, other research shows that personalized news coverage has not
increased over time in Germany (Wilke and Reinemann, 2001; Kaase, 1994), in the USA (Sigelman and Bullock, 1991), and in the
Netherlands and the UK (Vliegenthart et al., 2011). Kriesi (2012) explains these diﬀerences by showing that there is no universal trend
towards more personalized media coverage, but that there are large variations in terms of the personalization of news coverage between
countries, types of media, and media outlets.
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without coding the content of the media reports, what specifically aﬀected voters remains
unclear. Second, when voting behavior on the aggregate level is studied, the mechanism that
explains the electoral eﬀects of specific media content is usually on the individual level. is
is especially relevant once we focus on the conditionality of the media eﬀects, as most of the
moderations are voter characteristics, and thus rely on individual-level measurements.
us, this dissertation’s contribution to the political communication literature is through
its testing of the direct impact of the aﬀective news coverage of a leader’s character traits on
individual-level vote decisions, as well as its examination of the eﬀects of media content during
election campaigns and times of routine politics.

Case Selection
e conceptualization of leadership character traits is central in each of the empirical chapters.
is conceptualization is based on a broad range of studies into the concept of leadership and
is by no means limited to leadership in a specific country. However, the empirical focus of this
dissertation is the Dutch case–conducting such extensive content analyses and organizing
these long-term panel datasets in multiple countries is beyond the scope of this dissertation.
e Netherlands constitutes an interesting case to study the electoral eﬀects of leader portrayals
in the media for various reasons, which I will outline in this section.
On the one hand, the Netherlands can be considered a conservative case. e institutional
architecture of democratic countries is clearly an important source of variation in terms of the
magnitude of leader eﬀects and the Dutch political system has some features that minimize
the influence of party leaders. e most important institutional aspect conditioning the
influence of leaders is the country’s form of government: studies convincingly and consistently
show that leader eﬀects are stronger in presidential systems than they are in parliamentary
ones (e.g., Bittner, 2011; Curtice and Holmberg, 2005; Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2013). In
presidential systems, the party leader holds the position of chief executive separately from the
rest of the party’s oﬃce seekers and voters choose directly between the competing candidates
in a nationwide vote. In parliamentary systems, by contrast, the path taken in pursuit of the
position of chief executive (prime minister, chancellor, etc.) is indirect: the would-be chief
executive stands for election as one among many representatives of political parties seeking
oﬃce, and voters do not have the opportunity to vote directly for their next head of state. In
addition, presidents are elected for a fixed period and are given a personal mandate to rule.
Prime ministers, on the other hand, are viewed as less responsible for the actions or inaction
of the governments they head: blame is relatively easily shied to other political actors. Hence,
leader eﬀects are likely to be stronger in presidential systems than in parliamentary systems
because voters vote for an individual in the former, and a party in the latter (Wattenberg, 1991).
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Even within the broad category of parliamentary systems, the Netherlands stands out as an
unlikely case to experience strong leader eﬀects. Majoritarian electoral systems tend to produce
two-party systems and single-party governments, whereas proportional systems promote
multiple parties and coalition governments. Leader eﬀects are stronger in the former precisely
because the leader of a single-party government can be held more accountable for the success
or failure of their government, blame cannot be placed on others so easily, and there is no need
to share the credit for political successes (Curtice and Hunjan, 2013).
On the other hand, the Dutch context can also be considered a likely case to find strong
leader eﬀects. Upon comparison of Western democracies between 1970 and 1995, research
shows that electoral volatility is on the rise (Dassonneville and Hooghe, 2015). is general
trend towards electoral instability notwithstanding, the Netherlands continues to stand out
(Mair, 2008), especially since its 21st-century parliamentary elections have been extremely
volatile, with around 31% of all voters switching their party preferences in the 2002 elections
and about 24% of the voters switching in 2010. Because of the open party system and almost
perfect proportional representation, there are many political parties represented in the national
parliament, oen around ten. As a result, the ideological distance between parties in parliament
is relatively small, which makes it quite easy for voters to switch between parties based on
non-ideological considerations, such as leader perceptions. us, the Netherlands oﬀers
an interesting case for studying mediated leader eﬀects, as it combines an institutional
environment that dampens the influence of party leaders on the vote decision, while the
current electoral context also simultaneously facilitates leader eﬀects.

Research Design
is dissertation applies a multi-method research design, including a theoretical
conceptualization of leadership traits, automated content analysis, manual content analysis,
and panel data analysis. e research questions asked in this dissertation are answered by
examining explicit expectations. us, this dissertation applies a positivistic epistemology and
is focused on hypothesis testing. It aims to examine eﬀects rather than subjective experiences.
As these eﬀects may occur unconsciously, a more constructivist or interpretivist approach is
not feasible. To test the electoral eﬀects of mediated leadership images, media data are
combined with panel data in the so-called linkage analysis (Scharkow and Bachl, 2016), a
research tradition that can be considered state of the art when testing the influence of news
content on political behavior (Fazekas and Larsen, 2016).
Four diﬀerent data sources are applied in this research on the influence of media coverage
of party leaders on voters. To study this impact, analyzing media content is a logical starting
point. Central to this dissertation are two separate content analyses. First, a large-scale
computerized content analysis, based on the dictionary approach, is conducted on six years’
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worth of national newspapers in the Netherlands (2006-2012). e dictionaries are able to
detect whether party leaders are discussed positively or negatively with regard to the relevant
leadership traits. Second, I organized a manual content analysis of newspapers and television
broadcasts. To establish the quality of the automated content analysis, I compare it to the
manual content analysis of the same leadership images in newspaper coverage of the same
period. To detect how party leaders are discussed on television in terms of their leadership
traits, I also conduct a manual content analysis of leadership images in the most important
political broadcasts in the four months preceding the 2012 elections. Chapters 2 and 5 provide
additional information regarding the procedures used to analyze the media content and
validate the measurements.
As I am interested in the question of when the media coverage of party leaders compels
voters to change their party preferences, panel data is to be preferred over cross-sectional data,
as panel data allows for modeling variation in vote intentions within respondents over time.
Two diﬀerent panel datasets, each with their own advantages and disadvantages, are applied in
this dissertation. e EenVandaag dataset (1VOP) is an extensive panel survey in which over
50,000 respondents are enlisted through self-application, and in the period between September
2006 and September 2012, it consists of 110 waves. e major advantage of this dataset is
clearly its scope. Studying the eﬀects of media content on changes in individual voting behavior
is usually diﬃcult because of a lack of statistical power. With its large volume of respondents
and regular waves over a long period of time, including both election campaign periods and
routine times in between them, this dataset does not suﬀer from a statistical power problem.
To get a better understanding of which voters are susceptible to mediated leader eﬀects,
and under which contextual conditions, I also linked media data to another panel dataset. e
scope of this panel is smaller than the 1VOP panel, but as the survey contains more detailed
information on individual respondents and their media exposure, this panel is ideally suited
to a study of the conditionality of mediated leader eﬀects. e fih chapter of this dissertation
links the media content of both newspapers and television with the TNS Nipo/
de Volkskrant/University of Amsterdam panel (NIPO panel), which consists of five waves in
the period May–September 2012.

Causality
is dissertation studies the influence of the media coverage of party leaders in terms of their
character traits on party support. One of the most important advantages of this approach,
when compared to the existing body of research on leader eﬀects, is that it circumvents the
endogenous relationship between subjective leader perceptions and party preferences to a large
extent. Figure 1.2 shows the proposed mechanism: party preferences are both (part of) the
cause and the consequence of subjective leader perceptions, while media coverage of party
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leaders is largely exogenous from both voters’ leader perceptions and party support. us,
following the minimal definition of causation (Gerring, 2005), this dissertation makes a causal
claim: mediated leadership images increase/decrease the probability of a voter casting their
ballot for the leader’s party. In social science research, however, causal eﬀects are extremely
diﬃcult to support empirically, especially if they are studied without making use of
experiments. Two important reflections should be made explicit on the issues of causality,
upon which I will elaborate in this section.
Figure 1.2: Causal Mechanism of Mediated Leader Effects
Mediated Leadership
Images

Subjective Leader
Perceptions

Party
Support

First, although causality in social science research is diﬃcult to establish, various features
in the research design of this dissertation substantiate the use of a causal argument. For one,
to test the influence of the media coverage of party leaders on electoral behavior, I make use
of panel data. e longitudinal structure of the data has certain advantages. Most obviously,
the temporal order satisfies the priority criterion of causality (Gerring, 2005): the cause, in this
case the specific media content on party leaders, precedes the consequence, i.e., the party
preference change. Furthermore, the use of linkage analysis (Scharkow and Bachl, 2016)
ensures that only the media content to which respondents are actually exposed is included in
the analyses. us, it was modeled in a way that respondents’ party preferences can only be
influenced on the basis of their own media consumption. In addition, panel data allows for
modeling changes in party preferences. By including the lagged dependent variable in the
models, the focus of the empirical analyses in Chapters 4 and 5 is on explaining the changes
in electoral behavior over time. Also, whenever possible, the models control for alternative
explanations for party preferences, such as party membership, vote decisions made in previous
elections, and the respondent’s demographics. Although there is always the possibility of
unobserved heterogeneity, this risk is low as the lagged dependent variable also ‘controls’ for
influences on party preferences that are not explicitly modeled in the analyses and are relatively
stable over time, such as ideological preferences and party identification.
Secondly, although I deem there to be suﬃcient grounds for making a causal argument,
two caveats must be discussed at this point. e first concerns the causal mechanism. Media
coverage of party leaders is assumed to aﬀect voters’ subjective perceptions of those leaders,
which in turn influences their party preferences. us, subjective leader perceptions are a
mediator (in statistical terms) for the electoral eﬀects of mediated leadership images. is
mediation eﬀect, however, is not explicitly tested in the analyses, as I only study the direct
eﬀect of media coverage of party leaders on the party preferences of voters. erefore, the exact

17

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 18

CHAPT ER 1

mechanism by which these media reports aﬀect voters remains unknown. Alternative
mechanisms through which the media coverage of party leaders influences party support are
unlikely, although they cannot be excluded.
Another issue concerns endogeneity. is research contributes to the leader eﬀects
literature by largely bypassing the endogenous relationship between subjective leader
perceptions and party support as I study the influence of mediated leadership images on
electoral behavior. However, the personal media diets of the respondents are not completely
exogenous to party preferences, either. Historically, there has been a selection bias in media
consumption; a voter’s preferred media outlet is likely to be influenced by their political
preferences. As a result, modeling mediated leader eﬀects probably underestimates the scope
of defection eﬀects in favor of the reinforcement eﬀects of party leaders; political leanings
inherent in news coverage are more likely to result in strengthening party preferences than in
changing them. us, the media exposure of voters is at least somewhat dependent on their
party preferences, although the endogeneity between these two is certainly less strong than
the reciprocity in the relationship between leader perceptions and party support.

Outline of the Dissertation
e remainder of this dissertation is composed of five chapters. Chapter 2 focuses on mediated
leadership images by providing a conceptualization of party leader character traits that might
be relevant to voters, and integrating diﬀerent perspectives found in the literature.
Subsequently, it measures both positive and negative portrayals of these characteristics in
media coverage, based on a computerized content analysis of Dutch newspapers, and tests the
validity of this measurement instrument. e third chapter of this dissertation focuses on
gender bias in media portrayals of political leadership. More specifically, this chapter studies
the diﬀerences in how newspapers discuss male and female politicians in terms of their
leadership traits, and tests the impact of the election campaign on the extent of this gender
bias. en, I shi the focus away from the media coverage of party leaders to the eﬀects of
these media reports on voters’ party preferences. Chapter 4 studies these mediated leader
eﬀects over a period of six years and examines whether the mediated leader eﬀects are
particularly pronounced during election campaign periods. e fih chapter focuses on the
conditionality of the mediated leader eﬀects by examining the 2012 Dutch parliamentary
election. To be more precise, it tests the impact of the type of media, the timing of the elections,
and voter ideology and level of political sophistication on the magnitude of the mediated leader
eﬀects. Chapter 6 summarizes the findings of the four empirical chapters and draws
conclusions for the overall dissertation. Lastly, this final chapter outlines the contributions and
limitations of the research presented in this dissertation, along with its societal implications
and potential avenues for future research.
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Political Leaders and the Media. Can We Measure
Political Leadership Images in Newspapers using
Computer-Assisted Content Analysis?
Abstract
Despite much research into both the media coverage of politics and political leadership,
surprisingly little research has been devoted to investigating how political leaders are
discussed in the media. is chapter studies whether computer-aided content analysis can
be applied to examine political leadership images in Dutch newspaper articles. First, it
provides a conceptualization of political leader character traits that integrates the diﬀerent
perspectives found in the literature. Next, this chapter measures twelve political leadership
images in media coverage based on a large-scale computer-assisted content analysis of
Dutch media coverage (including almost 150,000 newspaper articles). is chapter then
systematically tests the quality of the employed measurement instrument by assessing the
relationship between the images, the variance in the measurement, and the development
of images for two party leaders over time, as well as by comparing the computer results
with manual coding. I conclude that the computerized content analysis provides a valid
measurement for leadership images in Dutch newspapers. Moreover, I find that the
dimensions of political crasmanship, vigorousness, integrity, communicative skills and
consistency are regularly applied when discussing party leaders but that the portrayal
of party leaders in terms of responsiveness is almost completely absent in Dutch
newspapers.

19

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 20

CHAPT ER 2

Introduction
Political leaders matters. Leaders are the scholarly focus of attention for some decades and
much research shows that political leaders have an impact on voters when they cast their ballots
(e.g., Mughan, 2000; Bittner, 2011)2. e subject of study for many scholars who examine party
leaders is connected to the ‘personalization of politics’ thesis, that argues, first, that the focus
(for instance in the media) is changing from parties to party leaders (e.g., Wattenberg, 1994;
Dalton et al. 2002; Karvonen, 2010). Second, it states that the content of media coverage of
politicians has changed and that more attention is being paid to non-political personality
characteristics and the private lives of politicians (e.g., King, 2002; Kriesi, 2012). ird, and
most importantly, it argues that party leaders are playing an increasingly important role for
citizens in their vote choice and, thus, that leader eﬀects have become stronger over the years
(e.g., McAllister, 2007; Stewart and Clarke, 1992; Hayes and McAllister, 1997; Wattenberg,
1994, 1998)3. Before the consequences of political leaders on society can be studied, however,
it is necessary to determine which aspects of party leaders matter. As perceptions of a leader’s
character are the most likely foundation of general leader perceptions (Shabad and Anderson,
1979; Greene, 2001; Ohr and Oscarsson, 2013) and evaluations on character traits can be
measured more reliably than general leader perceptions (f.e. Schwartz, 1998), a broad literature
argues that a leader’s characteristics must be the focus of attention.
Political leaders do not operate in a vacuum but in a mediatized environment, and the
media are citizens’ principal source of political information (e.g., Robinson, 1976; Strömbäck,
2008; Esser and Strömbäck, 2014). Voters rarely meet political leaders in real life, and they
therefore form their opinions of leaders mostly based on information in newspapers, on
television and on the internet. Despite the academic interest in political leadership in modern
democracies, leadership images in the mass media have received remarkably little systematic
attention. erefore, I propose to focus on images of leaders’ character traits in media coverage,
as a starting point for research on leader eﬀects. e goal of this chapter is, thus, to develop a
measurement instrument for these leadership images in media coverage based on a large-scale
computer-aided content analysis of newspaper articles. To systematically test the quality of
this instrument, I assess the relationship between the images, the variance in the measurement,
the development of images for two specific party leaders over time and, by comparison,
through manual coding. us, this chapter presents not only a computerized measurement
instrument for leadership images but also evidence that it produces valid results in analyzing
Dutch newspapers.
2

However, some scholars find that the eﬀects of political leadership on election outcomes are non-existent or negligibly small (e.g.,
King, 2002; Bartels, 2002)
3 It must be noted that the evidence for the personalization thesis is mixed; scholars have shown that personalized news coverage did
not increase over time (Kaase 1994; Sigelman and Bullock, 1991; Vliegenthart et al. 2011) and found that leader eﬀects decreased or
did not change in strength over time (e.g., Clarke et al. 2004; Gidengil and Blais, 2007; King, 2002; Nadeau and Nevitte, 2013).
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To develop a valid measurement instrument of leadership images in the mass media, it is
necessary to decide which leader character dimensions should be included. However,
regardless of the amount of research on the topic of leadership characteristics, the literature is
inconclusive not only in terms of the character traits that political leaders possess (the political
type) but also in terms of the traits that are perceived by voters and that matter to them (Bittner,
2011). e diﬀerent perspectives on leadership characteristics are insuﬃciently integrated,
which results in the absence of a widely accepted framework or coherent conceptualization of
leader character dimensions (e.g., Blondel, 1987; Helms, 2012). e second aim of this chapter
is therefore to provide a conceptualization of leadership character dimensions that is, on the
one hand, suﬃciently comprehensive to integrate the diﬀerent perspectives in the field and
suﬃciently extensive to diﬀerentiate between diﬀerent dimensions and, on the other hand,
suﬃciently parsimonious to be feasible in empirical studies. Based on an extensive literature
review, I propose an integrated conceptualization of mediated political leadership
characteristics that consists of six character dimensions: political crasmanship, vigorousness,
integrity, responsiveness, communicative skills and consistency.
e chapter proceeds as follows. e first section presents an overview of the existing work
on political leadership characteristics and provides a detailed description of the proposed new
conceptualization of leadership character dimensions. Subsequently, the methods section
discusses the data, the analytical strategy and the Dutch case. is is followed by a presentation
of the descriptive results and of the analyses used to evaluate the quality of the measurement
instrument for leadership images in newspapers. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the results
and discusses their implications.

Leadership Traits
Leadership characteristics are studied from multiple perspectives, for instance, by open-ended
or close-ended survey questions that measure voters’ perspective on real or ideal leaders,
experts’ trait evaluations of successful leaders or content analysis of leaders’ biographies or
speeches. Despite the scholarly attention to leaders’ character traits, current literature is
still ambiguous about the amount and nature of the character dimensions that matter for
political leaders, which results in the absence of a widely accepted framework or coherent
conceptualization of leadership characteristics (e.g., Blondel, 1987; Helms, 2012)4. Although
there is disagreement about the number of dimensions and their specific content, most scholars
4 is chapter uses leaders’ character traits, leadership characteristics and leaders’ character dimensions interchangeably and, based
on psychological research, it covers the magnitude of personality characteristics that are bundled and interpreted as one aspect of a
person’s character by others (Funk, 1996, 1999; Caprara and Zimbardo, 2004). Leaders’ character dimensions must be distinguished
from leadership images, which refers to the tone in which leaders are discussed in the media. us, every character dimension results
in two images, a positive one and a negative one.
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accept the notion that the number of dimensions is limited, usually to no more than six (Garzia,
2011; Bittner, 2011).
ere is much research suggesting that only two dimensions exist for leaders’ personality
characteristics; these are mostly referred to as competence and trustworthiness or competence
and character (e.g., Kinder et al. 1980; Popkin et al. 1976; Steward and Clarke, 1992; Greene,
2001; Johnston, 2002; Bittner, 2011). However, a two-dimensional conceptualization is only
plausible if the two character dimensions are so broadly defined that, in fact, multiple character
traits group into each dimension5. I choose not to restrict the conceptualization of leadership
characteristics to two character dimensions a priori and instead deductively6 (i.e., based on an
extensive literature study of the field of leadership characteristics) provide an integrated
conceptualization of leadership character traits that includes six dimensions.
In addition, this chapter focuses on the content of the character dimensions. Existing
research has not yet converged to a common understanding of the character traits, which has
led to a conceptual lack of clarity and allows for ambiguous interpretations. is chapter
contributes to the political leadership literature by providing a conceptualization of six
leadership traits that includes extensive definitions of the dimensions and clear descriptions
of the personality characteristics belonging to each. e six leadership dimensions are political
crasmanship, vigorousness, integrity, communicative skills, consistency and responsiveness.
Table 2.1 presents a schematic overview of how the six leadership dimensions integrate and
incorporate the leadership conceptualizations found in current literature. Studies were included
in the literature review that introduce an original leadership characterization. Although the
included studies are by no means an exhaustive list of all research addressing leadership traits,
the review provides an accurate and comprehensive view on where the existing research field
stands as a whole.
Table 2.1 shows, first, that nearly all studies include some form of political crasmanship,
most oen labeled ‘competence’ (e.g., Johnston, 2002; Lord et al., 1984; Shabad and Anderson,
1979; Kasperson, 1992; Steward and Clarke, 1992). However, other concepts also fit in the
crasmanship dimension, such as ‘intelligence’ (e.g., Borgotta, 1964; Hogan et al, 1994;
Simonton, 1986), ‘task- related skills’ (e.g., Bass, 1981; Stogdill, 1974), ‘(leadership)
eﬀectiveness’ (e.g., Bean and Mughan, 1989; Funk, 1999), ‘achievement motive’ (e.g., Winter,
1987) or ‘pragmatism and procedural skills’ (e.g., Holmberg and Åkerblom, 2001). I define
political crasmanship as possessing the skills necessary to be eﬀective in the political arena,
including intelligence and understanding the rules of the political game. It includes whether
a leader possesses suﬃcient general knowledge, as well as knowledge of specific topics, and
5 For instance, Kinder distinguishes between competence and trust, where he describes competence as ‘not only technically adept
(e.g., "knowledgeable," "appoints good advisors") but also capable of facing hard choices and tackling formidable problems (e.g.,
"provides strong leadership")’ (1980: 319-320).
6 I use deduction in contrast to the oen-applied inductive approach, frequently only based on the items that constitute a factor in a
factor analysis (e.g., Bass, 1981; Simonton, 1986; Miller et al. 1986; Borgotta, 1964; Miller and Miller, 1976).
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makes well-considered decisions based on comprehensive considerations. Moreover, political
crasmanship also captures whether a leader has political intelligence, implying that the leader
understands the game of politics, has insight into the power structures at stake, strategically
anticipates the behavior of colleagues and knows how to influence the debate or decisionmaking process in his or her favor. Political experience is an important feature in this respect.
us, the concept I propose is more extensive than only competence or intelligence. ere is
only one study known that also specifically includes this latter aspect of political crasmanship:
Kenney and Rice’s (1988) conceptualization includes political skill.
Party leaders with a positive image for political crasmanship could be described in the
media using qualifications such as clever, well-educated, professional, experienced, insightful,
strategic or knowledgeable. Negative images of this dimension would be uninformed,
thoughtless, ignorant, misjudging, unwise, inconsiderate and stupid. A recent example of a
political leader with a negative image of political crasmanship is the American president
George W. Bush, who was oen criticized for his lack of knowledge and (political) intelligence
(e.g., Bartels, 2002; King 2002).
Second, Table 2.1 shows that most characterizations also include some form of
vigorousness, mostly labeled ‘(strength of) leadership’ (e.g., Bittner, 2011; Bean, 1993; Kenney
and Rice, 1988), although other terms are also used, for instance, ‘decisiveness’ (e.g., Lord et
al., 1984), ‘assertiveness’ (Borgotta, 1964), ‘taking charge’ (Kenney et al., 1994; Adriaansen,
2011), ‘determination and aggressiveness’ (Lord et al., 1984) or ‘power motive’ (Winter, 1987).
Vigorous leadership focuses on the strength and power of the leader and whether he or she
dominates the decision-making process and makes diﬃcult choices when necessary. A
vigorous leader is a strong negotiator, is decisive and has a powerful and forceful image. Leaders
with a positive image of vigorousness are discussed in the media as decisive, dominant,
courageous, tenacious, persistent and confident. Being described as insecure, weak, so,
submissive, docile or a pushover are examples of a negative image of this trait. A striking
example of a vigorous leader is Margaret atcher, who was called the Iron Lady and was well
known for her hardline and inflexible political style (e.g., Blundell, 2008; Evans, 1997).
ird, the table shows that the majority of conceptualizations include some form of
integrity, mainly called ‘trust(worthiness)’ (e.g., Shabad and Anderson, 1979; Shanks and
Miller, 1990), ‘integrity’ (e.g., Bean, 1993; Funk, 1999; Miller et al., 1986), ‘character’ (e.g.,
Bittner, 2011; Johnston, 2002) or ‘caring’ (e.g., Bean and Mughan, 1989; Lord et al., 1984).
However, terms such as ‘honest’ (Holmberg and Åkerblom, 2001; Adriaansen, 2011),
‘conscientiousness’ (Hogan et al., 1994) and ‘dedication’ (Lord et al., 1984) are also used. More
specifically, this concept is described as ‘perceptions that an individual or institution will act
in a way that shows concern for and beneficence to trusting individuals’ (Kasperson et al.,
1992: 170) or by characteristics as ‘moral, (dis)honest, power-hungry, compassionate, decent
and cares about people like you’ (Greene, 2001).
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Table 2.1: Schematic Overview of the Dimensions in Leadership Characteristics

in Scholarly Literature
Source

Political Craftsmanship

Vigorousness

Borgotta (1964):

Intelligence and Task

Assertiveness

Concept of personality

Stogdill (1974):

Interest

Intelligence and Task-Related

Scholarly assessment of

Characteristics

Miller and Miller (1976):

Competence

leadership

Voter’s assessment of

Reliability

leaders

LeadershipIII

Content analysis on

Leadership

Trust

Competence

Trustworthy

Competence

Leadership

Integrity

Competent and Educated

Determined and

Caring and Honest

Competence

Character

Character

Competence and ReliabilityV

Reliability

Integrity

Intellectual Brilliance and

Machiavellianism and

Shabad and Anderson (1979):

Specific Competence and

presidential candidates

ReliableIV

Voter’s assessment of
Kinder et al. (1980):

Voter’s profile of ideal
president

Bass (1981):

Scholarly assessment of
leadership

Kinder (1983):

Voter’s assessment of
leaders

Lord et al. (1984):

Voter’s assessment of

leaders

Glass (1985):

Voter’s assessment of

leaders

Miller et al. (1986):

Voter’s assessment of

presidential candidates

Simonton (1986):

Content analysis on

biographies of presidents

Trust

Transactional

Burns (1978):

biographies of presidents

Integrity

General Competence and
Competence

(as Leadership)

Intelligence and Task

related Characteristics

Poise and PolishVI

Aggressive and Decisive

Achievement drive and

Forcefulness and Pacifism

24

and Dedicated
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Responsiveness

Communicative
Performances

Consistency

Other

Likeability and EmotionalityI
Personality and Social

Physical Appearance and

Characteristics

Leadership AppealII

Social Background

Reliability

Personal Appearance

Transformative Leadership

Personality

Background

Energy and Personality and

Background

Social Characteristics
Empathy

Understanding
and Outgoing

Verbally Skilled and Kind

Well-Dressed

Personal Attraction

Personal Attraction

Charisma

Personal Comments as Background

Moderation and
Friendliness

and Appearance
Conservatism

and Inflexibility

25

Tidiness and Physical Attractiveness
and Pettiness and Wit
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Table 2.1 (continued): Schematic Overview of the Dimensions in Leadership Characteristics

in Scholarly Literature
Source

Political Craftsmanship

Vigorousness

Winter (1987):

Achievement MotiveVII

Power Motive

Competence and

DynamismVIII

Motive profiles of leaders
and followers

Brown et al. (1988):

Voter’s assessment of

Responsibility and Political

Kenney and Rice (1988):

Political Skill

leaders

Voter’s assessment of
presidents

Bean and Mughan (1989):
Voter’s assessment of
leaders

Shanks and Miller (1990):
Voter’s assessment of
presidents

Kasperson et al. (1992):
Key dimensions of
social trust

Steward and Clarke (1992):
Voter’s assessment of
leaders

Skills

Competence

Voter’s assessment of

leaders

Bass (1997):

Assessment of

transformative leadership

Funk (1999):

Voter’s assessment of

Determined and Tough

Caring

Leadership

Trustworthiness

and Desicive

Commitment and
Care

Competence

Intelligence and

Funk (1996):

Administer

Competence

Hogan et al. (1994):

Based on Big Five model of

Ability to Lead and

to Reason and Shrewd

Competence

personality

Integrity

Strong Leadership and

Effectiveness and Listening

Bean (1993):

Voter’s assessment of leaders

Integrity

Conscientiousness

IX

Strength

Integrity

Surgency and Emotional

Conscientiousness

Stability

Competence

Intellectual Stimulation

Leadership Effectiveness

leaders

26

Integrity
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Responsiveness

Communicative

Affiliation-Intimacy

Affiliation-Intimacy Motive

Motive

Performances

Consistency

Personal Style and Episodic Judgments

Dynamism and Empathy

and Social Background Attributes and

and Personal Style and

Political Position

Political Skills

Likable as a Person

Other

Being Nervous

Sticking to
Principles

Empathy

Reliability

Responsiveness

Other Personal and Policy/Party

General Likability and

Group

Harmony

Agreeableness and Surgency

Warmth

Individualized

Consideration

Charisma and Inspirational
Motivation
Empathy

27
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Table 2.1 (continued): Schematic Overview of the Dimensions in Leadership Characteristics

in Scholarly Literature
Source

Political Craftsmanship

Pancer et al. (1999):

Competence

Voter’s assessment of
leaders

Vigorousness

Integrity
Integrity

Competence

Courage and Conviction

Greene (2001):

Competence

Competence

Integrity

Holmberg and Åkerblom

Pragmatism and ProceduralX

Action-Oriented and

Honesty

Burns and Sorenson (1999):
Assessment of

transformative leadership
Voter’s assessment of leaders
(2001): Content analysis of

leadership images in media

Egalitarianism and
Consensus

Johnston (2002):

Competence

Competence

Character

Clarke et al. (2004): Voter’s

ResponsivenessXI

Competence

Responsiveness

Barisione (2009): Theoretical

Effectiveness

Effectiveness

Trustworthiness

Adriaansen (2011):

General Competence and

Taking Charge

Honest and Political

Political Actor

Promises

Competence

(Strength of) Leadership

Integrity and

Competence

Competence

Character

Voter’s assessment of leaders
perception of leaders

assessment of leaders
Voter’s perception of

Bittner (2011):

Assessment of use of

leadership traits in literature

Bittner (2011):

Assessment of largest

Problem Awareness and
XII

Actors Motive

Character

internal cohesion
I

Emotionality is described as ‘tense, gets easily upset, nervous and emotional’
Leadership appeal is described as ‘inspiring, communicative, warm, and likable’.
III Transactional leadership is described as ‘when one person takes the initiative in making contact with others for the purpose of an
exchange of valued things’. Taking the initiative can be considered vigorousness.
IV Reliable is described as ‘hardworking, realistic, pragmatic, careful, capable of handling the job’ or ‘Lazy, impractical, erratic’.
V Reliability is described as ‘dependable, hardworking and decisive’.
VI Poise and polish is described as ‘sophisticated, formal, mannerly and tactful’. Machiavellianism is described as ‘sly, deceitful,
unscrupulous, evasive, shrewd and greedy’. Pacifism is described as ‘peaceable and not courageous’.
VII Achievement motive is described as ‘excellence, moderate risk taking and using feedback’. Aﬃliation-intimacy motive is described
as ‘close relationships with others, interpersonal warmth, self-disclosure and good overall adaption to life’. Power motive is described
as ‘concern for impact and prestige, getting formal social power and profligate impulsive actions’.
II
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Responsiveness

Communicative
Performances

Consistency

Other

Charisma

Commitment

and Conviction

Charisma and Consensus

and Modesty
Character

Responsiveness

Competence

Vision

Trustworthiness

Responsiveness

and Problem
Awareness

Empathy and Warmth and
Charisma

Character

VIII

Dynamism is described as ‘strength, decisiveness and charisma’.
Conscientiousness is described as ‘hardworking, persevering, organized and responsible’. Surgency is described as ‘sociable,
gregarious, assertive and leader like’. Emotional stability is described as ‘calm, steady, cool and self-confident’.
X Procedural is described as ‘coordinators, organizers, planners, long-term oriented, careful and risk-avoiding’. Egalitarianism is
ian’. Consensus is described as ‘willing to compromise, being empathetic, humane, good listeners’. Modesty is described as
‘unpretentious, informal, open, humble, low profile and humorous’.
XI Responsiveness is described as ‘caring, listens to reason and not arrogant’ and competence is describes as ‘capable of strong
leadership, decisive, keeps promises and sticks to principles’.
XII Promises is described as ‘promise more than they can deliver’. Political actors’ motive is described as ‘whether political actors act
in the public interest and for the benefit of all the people’.
IX

29
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Integrity relates to the supposed intrinsic motivation of political leaders. It includes whether
a leader is guided by the needs, wishes and demands of the country, instead of his or her own.
us, this concerns whether the political leader has the general interest at heart rather than
personal interests. Comments in the media stressing that the leader is honorable, respectable,
honest, decent and uncorrupted exemplify a positive image of integrity. In contrast, when a
leader is described as a person without integrity, it is emphasized that the leader is deceptive,
fraudulent, lying, insincere, depraved, disingenuous or corrupted. One of the most prevalent
examples of a political leader who had problems with his integrity image is the American
president Richard Nixon, who resigned because of a corruption scandal. Another striking
example of a political leader who had a negative image of integrity is the previous prime minister
of Italy, Silvio Berlusconi, who had been involved in multiple lawsuits for corruption.
e fourth leadership trait in this conceptualization is responsiveness7, which is defined
as the capacity to listen to public opinion and knowing the concerns of the electorate. us,
party leaders with a responsive image are discussed as being accessible, aware of the current
problems in society, responsive to the wishes of the public, and approachable. Political leaders
with an unresponsive image, on the contrary, are described as being ignorant, arrogant or
someone who has lost touch with society or the electorate. Surprisingly, few studies include
some form of responsiveness in their work. ose that do refer to ‘problem awareness’
(Adriaansen, 2011), ‘learning the groups goals’ (Kenney et al., 1994) or ‘understanding and
outgoing’ (Lord et al., 1984). Steward and Clarke apply the term ‘responsiveness’, but they
describe it as ‘aﬀect, caring, good listener, likable, and trustworthy’ (1992:453), which in this
conceptualization actually relates to communicative skills, integrity and responsiveness. Clarke
et al. (2004) use the term responsiveness, but here it is described as ‘caring, listening to reason
and not arrogant’, which in this conceptualization is closer to political crasmanship, integrity
and communicative skills than to responsiveness. It is especially remarkable that this dimension
is largely overlooked in the literature, as voters indicate that distrust toward party leaders is
for the large part caused by the fact that leaders lose touch with their grassroots, at least in the
Dutch case (e.g., Adriaansen, 2011; Steenvoorden et al. 2009).
Fih, Table 2.1 shows that most studies include some form of communication skills,
mainly labeled ‘charisma’ (e.g., Holmberg and Åkerblom, 2001; Bittner, 2011; Miller et al.,
1986), ‘character’ or ‘personality’ (e.g., Johnston, 2002; Bass, 1981; Shabad and Anderson, 1979;
Bittner, 2011). General references to the kindness of the leader, such as ‘(general) likability’
(Bean, 1993; Borgotta, 1964) or ‘being a nice person’ (Kenney et al., 1994), references to the
empathic capabilities of leaders (Kinder, 1983; Shanks and Miller, 1990; Funk, 1999) or
7 Not to be confused with responsiveness as applied in the representation literature (e.g., Stimson et al. 1995; Soroka and Wlezien,
2005; Hakhverdian 2010), where the term is used as measurement of the extent to which the representative changes policy positions
based on shis in public opinion. Although these two meanings of responsiveness are eminently diﬀerent, they are probably not
unrelated. It seems logical to expect that (feelings of) representation depend on the leader’s image in terms of being aware of the wishes
of the electorate.
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references to transformative leadership (Burns, 1978) are also classified as communicative
skills. is definition of communicative skills consists of two parts. First, this leadership trait
includes whether a political leader has the ability to convey his or her vision for society to the
public and, by extension, to inspire and mobilize his or her followers8. In addition, inspiring
leaders are capable of communicating a clear message to the people that cannot be
misinterpreted; thus, they are able to unmistakably present their ideas to their electorate. A
second and closely related aspect of the trait of leadership communication is the manner in
which leaders address the media. Since voters rarely meet leaders in real life, media appearances
are oen the most direct communication between a leader and his or her followers (e.g., Esser
and Strömbäck, 2014; Van Santen and Van Zoonen, 2009; Bos, 2012), and they are therefore
of utmost importance in leadership evaluations. Mediagenic leaders are able to leave a positive
impression about themselves on media users with their performance and come across as
friendly, funny, relaxed, self-controlled, charming or sympathetic. us, party leaders holding
an image as a good communicator are discussed in the media as being able to express their
vision in a clear way; inspire people with their ideas; and present themselves as empathic,
energetic, sympathetic and charming. Party leaders with the opposite image, by contrast, are
described as boring, unpleasant, antipathetic or uninspiring. An example of a political leader
with a positive image of this trait is the American president Barack Obama. In the 2008
presidential campaign, he inspired many people to vote for him (even notorious non-voters)
with slogans such as “Yes we can” and “Change we can believe in” (e.g., omas, 2009).
Last, the table shows that only a few studies refer to something conceptually close to.
‘consistency’. Scholars have described this concept as ‘you know where he stands on issues’ and
‘has a well-defined program for moving the country ahead’ (Foti et al., 1982); ‘dependable’
(Miller et al., 1986: 528); or with comments such as ‘the fulfillment of expectations and faith’
and ‘predictability does not necessarily require consistency of behavior (…) more consistency
in values’ (Kasperson et al., 1992: 170). I define consistency as both stability and reliability.
is trait includes whether a political leader has opinions, and views on society; positions on
issues; and corresponding actions that are consistent over time. People know what consistent
leaders stand for: that they will keep their promises and will behave in a predictable manner.
When leadership is discussed in the media as consistent, it captures a belief that the leader is
unchangeable, accountable, predictable, dependable or trustworthy. An unreliable leadership
image, on the contrary, is described as inconsistent, capricious, unpredictable, irregular, erratic
or unfaithful. For instance, the Dutch politician Wouter Bos was accused of flip-flopping on
the issue of social security by his political opponent, the then prime minister, Jan Peter
Balkenende.

8

Since charisma is still a very diﬀuse concept without a universally accepted definition (Van der Brug and Mughan, 2007), I focus on
an inspiring communication style (in line with Kriesi, 2012; Wolfsfeld and Sheafer, 2006).
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e six dimensions of the proposed conceptualization of political leadership characteristics
appear to integrate the traits proposed in the literature quite well9. e six dimensions are all
theoretically distinguishable but, at the same time, not so broadly defined as to be inapplicable
in empirical research. e leadership characteristics found in the literature that are not included
in this conceptualization are the non-personality traits, such as demographic characteristics or
physical appearance (e.g., Lord et al. 1984; Miller et al. 1986; Bean, 1993). In only two instances
do studies included in this overview refer to characteristics that do not fit the six dimensions I
identified. First, Kenney et al. (1994) introduce the characteristic ‘being nervous’ and describe
it as coming into conflict and trying to be accepted. Second, Simonton (1986) introduces the
characteristics ‘tidiness’, ‘pettiness’ and ‘wit’ and describes them, respectively, as ‘methodological,
organized, thriy and not courageous’; ‘greedy and self-pitying’; and ‘humorous, witty, selfconfident and cautious’. Since these characteristics appear to be too narrow in scope to be
considered personality dimensions and because only one author refers to these characteristics,
I believe it is justified to exclude them from the conceptualization without compromising the
goal of integrating the field. erefore, I believe that this conceptualization of leadership traits
can serve as a comprehensive framework for studying leadership characteristics.
Methods
e empirical part of this chapter draws on a computer-aided content analysis of Dutch
newspaper articles from September 2006 to September 2012, which includes the campaign
periods of three national parliamentary elections (2006, 2010 and 2012). A dictionary-based
approach is applied in which the frequency of pre-specified words belonging to pre-specified
categories is counted. ese frequencies are then used to determine the relative importance or
changes over time of the categories in the texts. Computer-aided content analysis has some major
advantages over classical content analysis, such as perfect reliability, low costs, and the ability to
analyze large amounts of data over considerable periods of time (e.g., Morris, 1994; Bligh et al.
2004). Dictionary-based computerized content analysis also has some drawbacks. Incorrect
coding might occur, since the context of the text is usually not considered and personal pronouns
form an obstacle to computer programs (Morris, 1994). Notwithstanding these diﬃculties,
previous research has shown that computer-assisted content analysis based on the dictionary
approach can produce results of similar quality to classical content analysis, which relies on
human coders; examples include measurement of populism (Rooduijn and Pauwels, 2011),
negative economic news coverage (Hollanders and Vliegenthart, 2011) or the tone of news
reports on political parties and candidates in election campaigns (Young and Soroka, 2012).

9

Some other challenges arise with this conceptualization of political leadership traits. First, some dimensions overlap slightly, for
instance, vigorousness and political crasmanship. Second, there is tension between some dimensions; for example, a responsive leader
could be diﬃcult to reconcile with a vigorous or consistent leader.
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is chapter measures the occurrence of political leadership images in newspaper articles.
For each of the leadership characteristics introduced earlier, two dictionaries were constructed:
one that captures positive comments in the media reflecting each dimension and one that
captures negative ones. us, the six leadership character dimensions produce twelve
leadership images. First, the operationalization of the images was based on their theoretical
definitions and common categorizations in the Dutch thesaurus Het Juiste Woord (Brouwers
and Claes, 1997). I constructed dictionaries that include those words used to describe party
leaders for each of the identified images, including both positive references and the negation
of negative references for the positive traits and negative references and the negation of positive
references for the negative traits. Next, the dictionaries were systematically tested and refined
by identifying ambiguous words using the ‘keyword in context’ approach, in which I studied
the word combinations or phrases in which these words occurred (McTavish and Pirro, 1990).
Moreover, I identified news articles that contained many evaluative phrases and determined
which oen-used references were still missing in the dictionaries. Appendix 2A shows some
of the important phrases included in the search strings, although the actual dictionaries are
much more comprehensive.10
To extract the leadership images in newspaper articles, I applied the dictionaries of the
images to references to political leaders. For instance, I searched for newspaper articles that
contained at least one of the words in the dictionary that measures positive comments on
integrity (such as ‘honest’, ‘reliable’ or ‘integrity’ as well as ‘not dishonest’ or ‘not unreliable’)
at a distance of five words from the mention of a particular political leader. For each political
leader, I applied thirteen searches: the positive and negative dictionaries for the six leadership
character dimensions and one search for only the leader’s name. e latter search is necessary
to construct a measurement of the occurrence of leadership images in the media relative to
that leader’s overall visibility in the media.
All news reports within the period September 2006 to September 2012 that contained at
least one reference to a political leader were collected through the digital archive LexisNexis.
Party leaders are operationalized as the top candidate on the party list during campaign
periods, as the chairperson of the parliamentary group of opposition parties during routine
periods and as the chairperson of the party in parliament or the (prime) ministers for
government parties during routine periods. I included all political parties with at least one
elected chair in parliament during the time frame under study11 , which resulted in 21 political
leaders representing 11 diﬀerent parties. Newspaper articles from the national newspapers de
Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, NRC Next, Telegraaf, Algemeen Dagblad, Nederlands Dagblad,

10

e full dictionaries are available through the Dans Data Archive, https://doi.org/10.17026/dans-xs8-bpnj.
Trots op Nederland (TON), the party of former VVD politician Rita Verdonk, was also included, although this party failed to obtain
a seat in parliament in the National Parliamentary elections of 2010. TON and Verdonk where included because Verdonk, as
independent Member of Parliament aer she was excluded from the VVD in 2007, was very influential for some time.
11
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Reformatorisch Dagblad, Financieele Dagblad, Parool, Trouw and the free newspapers Spits,
Metro, De Pers and DAG were part of the population.
In total, I found 257,901 references to party leaders (in 144,100 newspaper articles), of
which 32,693 included at least one of the twelve leadership images (in 22,343 newspaper
articles). Various levels of aggregation are used in the analyses. At the lowest level (level 1),
the unit of analysis is party leader by newspaper article and has 27,510 observations. e
second level is aggregated, and the unit of analysis is party leader by week, with 3,790
observations. For the third level, the unit of analysis is party leader by month and has 1,206
observations. e leadership images in levels 2 and 3 are measured relative to leadership
visibility in the media: the proportion of articles in newspapers in which the party leader is
portrayed in terms of the leadership images to the total number of articles in which that party
leader is mentioned. Last, the level 4 analysis captures the party leader and has 21 observations.
ere are multiple ways to systematically assess the quality of the measurement
instrument, including studying the variation between cases (Gerring, 2001: 183-192), the
relationship between categories and the reliability and validity of the measurement (Adcock
and Collier, 2001; Bryman, 2008). To assess the quality of the computer-aided content analysis,
I employ four diﬀerent criteria. First, I assess whether the twelve theoretically distinctive
leadership images are also empirically distinguishable and, thus, whether they really
diﬀerentiate between multiple dimensions of political leadership and whether a reduction in
the number of dimensions is feasible. I test this by analyzing the association between the
leadership images by means of correlational analysis, reliability analysis and factor analysis.
Second, I study the variance in leadership images by party leader, time, campaign periods and
media outlet. If the leadership images truly measure the tone in the media regarding leaders’
character traits, I expect to find significant variation in their use across the various
categorizations. ird, I assess the face validity of the measurement in two case studies by
comparing the development of leadership images in the media for two party leaders;
specifically, it is known for the selected leaders that their public image changed or that
real-life events aﬀected their public image during the time span under study. Fourth, to test
the validity of the measurement, I compare the computerized content analysis to a manual
content analysis of a sample of the material. I present the percentage agreement, the
standardized Lotus coeﬃcients and the correlations between the two content analyses,
providing numeric indications of the quality of the measurement instrument. e combination
of these four criteria provides a convincing evaluation of the quality of the measurement.
e Netherlands between 2006 and 2012 represents an ideal case for this study. e
multiparty political system contains many competing parties and party leaders, and the
timespan under study includes a substantial number of leadership changes within the parties.
us, there is suﬃcient variation at the party leader level. Furthermore, the Netherlands has a
pluralistic media environment with relatively high levels of newspaper readership, making the
media analyses particularly relevant.

34

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 35

CHAPT ER 2

Figure 2.1: Leadership Images in Media Reports

Descriptive Results
Figure 2.1 shows the distribution of leadership images in newspaper articles. When party
leaders are discussed in terms of their character traits, they are most oen described with
positive comments on communication performance, closely followed by positive comments
on vigorousness and political crasmanship. Figure 2.1 shows that, in general, the number of
positive images exceeds the number of negative images, with the exception of integrity and
consistency. us, leadership images in media reports are predominantly positive in nature.
Additionally, Figure 2.1 shows that the responsiveness dimension hardly ever appears in Dutch
newspapers. Positive images of responsiveness form only 1.03 percent of the 32,693 leadership
images that were found, while the negative image of responsiveness accounts for 0.23 percent.
ese results could either indicate that the measurement instrument is unable to identify
comments on the responsiveness of party leaders or that not all six, but only five, core
dimensions of political leadership traits are empirically present in Dutch political news
coverage.
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Figure 2.2: Leadership Images and Leadership Visibility in Media Reports by Party Leader

e figure shows the percentage of the total of images in news media reports represented by each party leader over the entire period under
study (grey bars) and the daily average number of newspaper articles including each party leader during the period of leadership (black
bars).

Figure 2.2 shows, first, the distribution of the total set of leadership images in media
reports across the party leaders for the entire period under study and, second, the average
number of daily newspaper articles referring to the party leader during their time as party
leader. In absolute terms, Geert Wilders is by far the most discussed party leader in the
Netherlands in terms of these six dimensions, probably because of his exceptional position as
the leader of the only right-wing populist party in the Dutch electoral system and his
extraordinary political style. e number of images in the political news for the other party
leaders seems mainly to be distributed based on party size. A notable exception is Verdonk,
who is discussed in terms of these images relatively oen, although her party (TON) never
gained elected seats in parliament. e labor party PvdA is the most evaluated party (22.23
percent of the leadership images), followed by Wilders’ PVV (21.22 percent), the Christian
Democrats CDA (20.04 percent), and the liberals VVD (15.27 percent). Furthermore, the
figure shows that in terms of visibility, Bos (PvdA), Balkenende (CDA) and Wilders (PVV)
score highest. ere were, respectively, 24.30, 22.24 and 20.29 newspaper articles per day that
included their names during the period when they were party leaders. Visibility seems to
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Figure 2.3: Leadership Images in Media Report by Dutch National Newspapers

e figure shows the absolute number of references to party leaders (grey bars) and the proportion of references to leadership images by
Dutch national newspaper.

depend largely on party size, although there are substantial diﬀerences in visibility within
parties, for example between Bos, Cohen and Samsom – all three leaders of the PvdA.
Additionally, Table 2.2 shows the absolute number of references to the party leader (total
visibility), the absolute number of references to the party leader including one of the leadership
images (total images) and the percentage of references to each party leader including each
image. Relative to the other party leaders, Roemer (socialist party SP) scores highest on
communicative skills, as 4.32 percent of the newspaper articles in which he is mentioned
include a positive reference to this leadership image. Furthermore, the table shows that
Samsom (PvdA) scores highest and lowest on political crasmanship and vigorousness,
respectively, and highest on integrity. ese relatively high scores for Samsom might be
influenced by the fact that he was only a party leader for a short time preceding the election
of 2012, which, as a campaign period, meant that he also received more attention than usual.
Rutte (VVD) scores lowest on communicative skills, while Wilders is most oen negatively
associated with integrity. Additionally, Bos (PvdA) scores lowest on consistency, while Buma
(CDA) scores highest on consistency.
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Table 2.2: Leadership Images in Media Reports by Party Leader

relative to time period as Party Leader
Leader

Political Craftsmanship Positive

Political Craftsmanship Negative
Vigorousness Positive

Vigorousness Negative
Integrity Positive

Integrity Negative

Balkenende
1.48
0.79
2.15
1.28
0.89
1.03

Responsiveness Positive

0.23

Communicative Performances Positive

2.22

Responsiveness Negative

Communicative Performances Negative
Consistency Positive

Consistency Negative

Total Images

0.02
0.72

Integrity Positive

Integrity Negative

Responsiveness Positive

Responsiveness Negative

Communicative Performances Positive

Communicative Performances Negative

Consistency Positive

Consistency Negative

Total Images

Total Visibility

1.91
2.14
1.02
0.09
0.00
2.05
0.74

291

Halsema

Vigorousness Negative

2.19

3.992

Leader

Vigorousness Positive

0.65

0.47

0.65

37.552

Political Craftsmanship Negative

1.44

0.37

Total Visibility

Political Craftsmanship Positive

Buma

1,37
0,76
1,80
1,09
1,24
0,88
0,16
0,00
2,25
0,73
0,18
0,37

727

6.717

0.84

2.985

Sap

2.08
1.06
2.94
1.49
1.14
0.78
0.04
0.00
2.70
0.51
0.24
0.59
346

3.354

Verhagen
1.71

Bos

1.79

0.51

1.06

1.07

1.58

0.67

0.97

0.02

0.04

2.37
0.55
0.13
2.08
0.80
0.24
0.46

582

2.29

0.95

0.07
2.24
0.77
0.39

1.15

4.304

18.449

39.581

Rouvoet

Slob

1.37
0.52
1.97
1.01
0.95
0.38
0.10
0.01
2.05
0.67
0.21
0.33

873

9.496

1.55
0.82
2.19
0.46
1.10
0.37
0.00
0.00
2.38
0.82
0.09
0.55
113

3.178

Cell entries of the images are the percentages of the total number of references in newspaper articles that include reference to the image,
during their time as party leader. e highest percentages per image are printed in bold. Total images indicates the absolute total number
of references to the party leader including one of the twelve images, during their time as party leader. Total visibility indicates the absolute
number of references to the party leader in newspaper reports, during their time as party leader.
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Cohen
2.07

1.23
2.21

1.81
1.61
0.95

0.12

0.04
3.35
1.01

0.35

0.65

1.570

10.197

Pechtold
1.46
0.59

1.74

1.28
0.66
0.59

0.08
0.01
2.35

0.71
0.17

Samsom
3.17

Zalm

Rutte

2.45

1.80

1.40

1.16

1.09

1.98

1.61

1.48

1.36

0.65

1.03

0.00

0.00

0.01

3.33
2.51
0.16
4.08
0.58
0.25
0.54
470

4.644

Van der Vlies
1.60

0.83

1.93

1.33

1.00

0.66

0.11

0.00

2.16

0.22

0.28

1.87

0.39

0.49
2.40
1.15

1.04

0.00

0.83
1.39

0.14

1.55

0.17
0.00

2.91

0.65

1.16

0.19

0.66

0.13

2.96
0.59

0.35

165

0.17
0.24

4.481

4.867

341

31.015

Van der Staaij
1.70
2.29

0.20

3.14

0.33

0.07

8.281

2.038

2.376

0.09
0.05

1.06
1.21
0.07
0.00

2.46

4.32

0.17

0.19

0.73
0.45

411

0.69
0.50
625

1.17

0.69

2.14
2.95
1.79
1.06

1.26
2.70
1.11
0.60

0.64

1.65

0.00

0.06

0.06

0.64

0.89

0.81

0.44
203

2.514

39

0.45

1.65

0.60

0.08

167

0.38

2.10

Verdonk

1.63

0.26

1.35

0.97

Wilders

0.00

0.00

1.44

2.01

Thieme

0.52

0.59

0.78

4.857

0.80

0.98

1.37

Roemer

4.224

1.43

0.92

Kant

4.786

1.31

0.46

0.17
186

1.46

2.78

0.52
843

Marijnissen

0.16
2.78
0.29
0.57

6.937

44.703

1.50
0.14
2.48
0.33
0.39
804

12.087
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Figure 2.3 presents the distribution of leader references and leadership images across
Dutch national newspapers. In absolute terms, the quality newspapers, the de Volkskrant and
NRC Handelsblad, refer most to party leaders (shown by the gray bars in the figure). e free
newspapers (De Pers, Spits, Metro and DAG) seem to discuss party leaders least. e figure
additionally shows the proportion of references to party leaders that includes a leadership
image (shown by the black bars in the figure). is figure shows that most newspapers discuss
Table 2.3: Correlations between Leadership Images in Dutch National Newspapers
Political Craftsmanship

Political

Craftsmanship

Vigorousness

Performances

Consistency

Negative

Negative

Level 2

-0.05**

1.00

Level 2

-0.06***

-0.05***

1.00

Level 2

-0.08***

-0.02

-0.05***

1.00

Level 2

-0.06***

-0.03

-0.07***

-0.02

Level 2

-0.03*

-0.04*

-0.05**

-0.04**

Level 2

-0.01

-0.02

-0.01

-0.03

Level 2

0.01

-0.02

-0.01

-0.00

Positive

Positive

Positive
Negative

Communicative

Positive

Level 2

Negative
Responsiveness

1.00

Negative

Positive

Negative
Integrity

Positive

Vigorousness

1.00

Level 4

0.78***

Level 4

0.41

Level 4

0.63**

Level 4

0.41

Level 4

0.25

Level 4

0.25

Level 4

0.01

Level 4

1.00

0.54*

0.71***
0.36

0.51*
0.07

0.22

1.00

0.28

0.22

0.71***
0.40

0.23

1.00

0.55**

0.47*

0.11
0.17

Positive

Level 2

-0.06***

-0.07***

-0.08***

-0.08***

Negative

Level 2

-0.07***

-0.03*

-0.03

-0.02

Level 2

-0.00

-0.02

-0.04*

-0.03*

Level 2

-0.05**

-0.03*

-0.04*

-0.04*

Positive
Negative

0.37

Level 4

0.06

Level 4

0.16

Level 4

0.04

Level 4

0.42

0.40

0.28

0.21

0.38

0.37

0.32

0.10

0.44*
0.29

0.51*

0.38

Cell entries are correlation coeﬃcients between the leadership images. Level 2: unit of analysis is political leader by week (n=3.790). e
leadership images in level 2 are measured relative to leadership visibility in the media. Level 4: unit of analysis is political leader (n=21).
Note: * indicates significant at p ≤ 0.05; ** indicates significant at p ≤ 0.01; *** indicates significant at p ≤ 0.001.
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leadership images in approximately 11 to 14 percent of their references to party leaders. e
most prominent exception is the free newspaper DAG, which refers to leadership images in
approximately 8 percent of its leadership coverage.

Responsiveness

Integrity

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Communicative

Performances

Positive

Negative

Consistency

Positive

Negative

1.00
1.00

-0.01

1.00

-0.02

-0.02

1.00

-0.00

-0.01

-0.01

1.00

-0.06***

-0.07***

-0.02

-0.02

1.00

-0.04*

-0.03

-0.01

-0.01

-0.04*

1.00

-0.02

-0.04*

-0.02

-0.04*

-0.04

-0.03

1.00

-0.03

-0.02

-0.13

-0.01

-0.05***

-0.01

-0.02

0.26

0.28

-0.21
0.31

0.13

0.47*

0.24

1.00

0.34

0.21

0.45*

0.52*

0.26

0.29

1.00

0.14

0.45*

0.26

0.12

-0.15

1.00

0.06

0.36

0.40

0.27

1.00

0.48

-0.07

-0.05

41

1.00

0.19

0.37

1.00

0.60**

1.00
1.00
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Distinctiveness of Leadership Images
e first test of the quality of the measurement instrument for leadership images in Dutch
newspapers focuses on whether the twelve theoretically distinctive leadership images are also
empirically distinguishable. To this end, I employ correlational analysis, reliability analysis and
factor analysis, which provide us with information on the independence of the occurrence of
the images in newspapers and reveal whether a reduction in the number of images is feasible.
First, Table 2.3 presents the results of the correlations between the leadership images,
aggregated by week and party leader (level 2) and by party leader (level 4).
e correlations on the aggregated week-level, (level 2) are oen not significant and, when
statistically significant, are limited in size. is indicates that there is no (substantial) association
between the occurrences of diﬀerent leadership images in newspapers. ese results show that
when a party leader is discussed in terms of a particular leadership image, there is little
indication that the party leader is also discussed in terms of another leadership image that same
week. For instance, if a party leader’s integrity is questioned and, thus, the party leader receives
more negative comments than usual on the integrity dimension that week, there is no indication
that the level of discussion of the party leader on the opposing leadership image, i.e., positive
comments on integrity, is also high that same week. ese results indicate that the twelve
theoretically distinctive leadership images can also be empirically distinguished from each other.
e correlations on the aggregated party leader level, a more stringent test, are generally
even less oen significant than the correlations on the second level. However, when significant,
these correlations are substantially interpretable. For instance, the correlation of 0.60 between
the positive and negative images of consistency indicates that these images are not totally
unrelated and that when a party leader receives positive comments on consistency, he or she
also has a higher chance of receiving negative comments on consistency over the entire period
under study. us, the result shows that there is some association between the occurrences of
certain leadership images in newspapers during the period under study, although the strength
of these correlations does not seem to imply that reducing the number of leadership images is
appropriate12.
Even though the correlational analyses indicate that the twelve leadership images are
empirically distinguishable, I employ additional formal tests to assess whether the number of
leadership images can be reduced by combining them. First, Appendix 2B shows the results
of a reliability analysis that assesses how well the diﬀerent scales of leadership images perform,
aggregated by both newspaper article (level 1) and week (level 2). I test the performance of
three diﬀerent scales: one including all twelve leadership images (the evaluative news coverage
scale), one including all positive images (the positive evaluative news coverage scale), and one
12

Additionally, I tested correlations between images aggregated on party leader and newspaper article (level 1) and, in line with the
correlations on level 2, it showed no substantial association between images.
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including all negative images (the negative evaluative news coverage scale). e table shows
that all three scales perform badly since none of the Cronbach’s alpha scores reaches the critical
value of 0.70 (Nunnaly, 1978). us, I conclude that the twelve leadership images cannot
reliably be substituted by ‘leadership evaluation in general’ nor can the twelve leadership images
be reduced to ‘positive images’ and ‘negative images’.
Second, a principal component factor analysis was conducted; see Appendix 2C for the
results. e low eigenvalues of the factors on both level 1 (aggregated to newspaper article)
and level 2 (aggregated by week) indicate that a reduction in the number of dimensions is
useless since they range between 0.51 and 0.0113. When looking at the (rotated) factor loadings,
the same conclusion is reached. Each factor is mainly formed by one of the leadership images
instead of a combination of images. ese results confirm that reducing the number of
leadership images by combining them is not feasible.
Taken together, I conclude that the twelve theoretically distinctive leadership images are
also empirically distinguishable from each other. ere is little substantial association between
the leadership images, none of the possibly logical combinations of leadership images form
reliable scales and factor analysis shows that it is not possible to reduce the number of leadership
images. e negative comments do not mirror the positive comments on the same traits and
the traits also appear to be independent from one other. Altogether, this indicates that the
appearances of leadership images in newspapers are not a zero-sum game in terms of tone and
dimensions. is finding is in line with Bean (1993) and Bean and Mughan (1989), who show
that a leader’s character trait perceptions by voters are not a zero-sum game either. erefore,
I conclude that including all twelve leadership images constitutes a better measurement of
leadership images in newspapers than, for instance, a general positive and negative leadership
image or the two-dimensional characterization of competence and trustworthiness.

Variance in Leadership Images
A second test to determine the quality of the measurement of the computerized content
analysis is an assessment of the variance in leadership images. If these twelve images truly
measure party leader characteristics, I expect the variance between party leaders to be
substantial. Table 2.4 shows the results of the analyses of variance, where the influence of the
most important diﬀerentiating variables on the variance in leadership images in the media is
measured. I included party leaders, newspapers, time and campaign periods14 in the analyses.
Again, I study the variance on two levels of aggregation: newspaper article (level 1) and week
(level 2). e results show that when all leadership images are taken together (in Table 2.4:

13
14

e rule of thumb (Kaiser, 1960) is that only factors with eigenvalues larger than 1 are useful.
Campaign period is defined as the two months preceding the election campaign.
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Table 2.4: Analyses of Variances on Leadership Images in Dutch National Newspapers
Leadership
Images

in General

Model

Level 1

11.02***

Party

Level 1

7.95**

Level 1

6.77**

Level 1

0.14

Leader

Newspaper
Time
Campaign
Period

Level 2
Level 2
Level 2
Level 2
Level 1
Level 2

Political Craftsmanship

Vigorousness

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

3.45**

2.45*

21.59***

4.14**

1.98

-

0.81

-

4.64*
0.41

-

0.22

6.00*

-

8.41**

27.55***

1.33

-

0.74

2.92*

12.67***

1.17

16.44***

3.59
0.08
0.44

4.00*
3.55

5.91*
1.76

58.25***
0.13

4.41*
0.06
0.18

30.51***
23.72***

3.93**
0.11

12.39***
4.88*
1.93
0.00
1.70

10.92***
0.41

leadership images in general), leadership images vary significantly across party leaders,
newspapers and between campaign periods and times of routine politics. is indicates that,
in general, the dimensions on which and how leaders are discussed in the media diﬀer but
that none of the party leaders’ evaluations increases or decreases linearly over time (no trend)15.
However, when the separate models by leadership image are presented, a more detailed
picture emerges. It shows that five images of level 1 and six images of level 2 diﬀer significantly
across party leaders. e significance of the influence of newspapers, time and campaign
periods on variance in leadership images is equally whimsical. ese results indicate that some
images vary more strongly between party leaders than others (for instance, positive comments
on vigorousness or negative comments on integrity), while other images vary more strongly
over time or between campaign periods and routine times. Finally, Table 2.4 shows that almost
none of the diﬀerentiating variables in the model is significant for responsiveness, both on
levels 1 and 2 and for positive and negative images. is indicates that the variance in the
occurrence of a party leader’s responsiveness images in Dutch media cannot be attributed to
diﬀerences between party leaders, newspapers, campaign periods and trends over time,
possibly due to the small number of observations for this leadership trait. All in all, these results
indicate that most variation in the way party leaders are discussed in the media in terms of
their leadership traits exists between party leaders and between campaign versus routine times.

15

Time, here, is included as a date. Time in the level-2 analyses is included as week. All level-1 models are also estimated with diﬀerent
measurements of time (weeks and months instead of days). e results show an equally whimsical distribution of significance over
the separate leadership images, and the interpretation of these results is nearly identical.
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Responsiveness

Integrity

Positive

Negative

Positive

Communicative

Consistency

Negative

Positive

Positive

1.88

15.08***

4.77*

45.43***

9.64***

12.76***

1.17

1.31

1.86

43.51***

2.52

2.20

2.49*
3.62

34.43***

1.89

0.16

0.01

0.01

1.01
2.85

2.66

31.94***
3.30

9.22***

0.01

9.01**
2.25

0.77
1.15
1.04
0.02
0.66
0.74
0.76
1.22

1.12
1.03
0.77
0.33
1.15
1.44

Performances

Negative

6.89***

0.42

6.39*

0.39

1.40
1.38

11.40***

12.49***
7.23**

0.92

1.97
5.30*
0.29
0.31
0.58
1.26
0.36
0.76

Negative

5.75***

28.04***

19.63***

75.91***

2.85*
1.02
1.60

4.05*
0.39
1.22
0.60

5.20*

3.24*
3.55

5.96*
4.68*
6.57*
0.09

16.34***
4.90*

Cell entries are inter coder reliability scores between the coded leadership images of the computer-assisted content analysis and the manual
content analysis. e unit of analysis of the Lotus coeﬃcient and percentage agreement is political leader by newspaper article (n=8.201
in computer-assisted content analysis/n=7.883 in manual content analysis). e unit of analysis of the correlation coeﬃcients is the political
leader by month (n=1.206).

Case Studies: Cohen and Wilders in the Media
A third assessment of the quality of the computer-assisted content analysis is based on face
validity. I now provide more detailed information on the changes over time in images for two
party leaders who both experienced a broadly recognized change in public image. I investigate
whether these changes can be detected in the results of the content analysis.
First, I examine in greater depth the news coverage of Job Cohen, party leader of the Labor
Party (PvdA) from March 2010 to February 2012. Figure 2.4 shows the development of positive
and negative comments on Cohen’s political crasmanship during this period. When Cohen
became party leader of the PvdA, he had the reputation of being highly competent and a decent
administrator during his tenure as mayor of Amsterdam (Hendriks, 2014). is resulted in
many positive and few negative remarks on his political crasmanship, which are reflected in
Figure 2.4. However, his public image changed aer some unsuccessful appearances in the
media in which Cohen lacked accurate macroeconomic knowledge (Hendriks, 2014). In the
first seven months as party leader, Cohen failed not only to win the elections (i.e., the PvdA
became the second-largest party in the Netherlands) but also to ensure that the PvdA became
part of the government (Goslinga and Turpijn, 2011). Cohen’s image shied in the first months
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Figure 2.4: Images of Cohen in Newspaper Articles

e unit of analysis (level 3) is political leader by month by newspaper (n=1.433). e leadership images in level 3 are measured relative
to leadership visibility in the media.

of his party leadership from being a capable politician and probable future prime minister to
being someone who did not possess the abilities to successfully lead a party and a failure as a
member of parliament. is shi in public image is reflected in Figure 2.4, where the
proportion of positive comments on his political crasmanship sharply decreases, while the
proportion of negative comments on this dimension strongly increases during these months.
In the remainder of his time as a party leader, these trends somewhat stabilize.
Second, I study how Geert Wilders, leader of the right-wing populist party PVV, is
discussed in the media between 2006 and 2012. Figure 2.5 shows the development over time
of the proportion of positive comments on his vigorousness and negative comments in terms
of his integrity. Wilders is known for his harsh communication style (Bos and Brants, 2014),
radical ideas, fierce and outspoken criticism of Dutch politics and politicians and his ‘nerve to
break taboos’ (Vossen, 2011). is picture of Wilders is reflected in the results of the content
analysis, since Wilders constantly scores high on positive images of vigorousness, especially
compared to other party leaders. Furthermore, Figure 2.5 shows peaks in positive comments
on vigorousness, for instance, in June 2009, when the European Parliamentary Elections
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Figure 2.5: Images of Wilders in Newspaper Articles

e unit of analysis (level 3) is political leader by month by newspaper (n=1.433). e leadership images in level 3 are measured relative
to leadership visibility in the media.

occurred in which the PVV became the second-largest party in the Netherlands, mainly due
to their univocal Eurosceptic position, and in the spring of 2012, constituting the fall of the
cabinet aer the PVV was unwilling to compromise around the reduction of the national fiscal
deficit. Additionally, Figure 2.5 shows occasional peaks in negative comments on Wilders’
integrity, for instance in March 2007, when he was being accused of hypocrisy for arguing for
the abolition of dual citizenship while his wife has both Dutch and Hungarian nationality, and
in March 2008, with the release of Wilders’ controversial movie Fitna about the evil of Islam,
which caused considerable commotion in society and for which Wilders was criticized for
lying. Last, Figure 2.5 shows a spike in both positive comments on vigorousness and negative
comments on integrity in December 2010/January 2011, a period that encompassed the legal
trial against Wilders for hate speech and discrimination against Muslims.
us, these results show that the measurement of leadership traits is in line with trends in
media coverage that have been established by previous research. e distribution of images
can be explained by generally acknowledged changes in public image or real-life events, which
suggests that the measurement is useful for analyzing trends over time.

47

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 48

CHAPT ER 2

Table 2.5: Comparison between the Computer-Assisted Content Analysis and the

Manual Content Analysis

Standardized Lotus
Coefficient

Political Craftsmanship
Vigorousness
Integrity
Responsiveness
Communicative Performances
Consistency
Average

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Percentage

Correlation

Agreement

Coefficient

0.62

0.91

0.64

0.63

0.91

0.64

Responsiveness Included
0.62
0.67
0.70
0.64
0.78
0.81
0.62
0.67
0.73
0.72

0.68

0.91
0.93
0.94
0.91
0.98
0.99
0.91
0.93
0.96
0.95

0.94

0.61
0.62
0.63
0.70
0.32
0.10
0.68
0.60
0.41
0.77

0.56

Comparison with Manual Coding
Fourth, I assess the measurement validity of the computer-assisted content analysis by
comparing it with manual content analysis. Ten coders were instructed to code the occurrence
and tone of the six leadership dimensions for all party leaders in a stratified random sample
of 4,055 newspaper articles16. I performed the dictionary-based computerized content analysis
on the same 4,055 articles, aer which the results of both methods were compared. In most
instances, when a party leader is mentioned in an article, his or her leadership is not discussed
and, thus, none of the leadership images occurs. As a result, the distribution of the occurrence
of the separate leadership images relative to leadership visibility in newspapers is highly
skewed, which makes it diﬃcult to compare the two measurements using traditional measures
for inter-coder reliability. On the one hand, for instance, Krippendorﬀ ’s alpha is too

16 Tests for inter-coder reliability between the ten coders of the manual content analysis are based on a random sample of 50 newspaper
articles and are satisfactory, with standardized Lotus coeﬃcients of 0.86 for the occurrence of the six leadership dimensions (89.33
percent agreement between coders) and 0.71 for the tone of the comment (76.25 percent agreement). e codebook can be found in
the Dans Data Archive, https://doi.org/10.17026/dans-xs8-bpnj.
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Standardized Lotus Coefficient

Percentage Agreement

Correlation Coefficient

0.62

0.91

0.64

0.63

0.91

0.64

Responsiveness excluded
0.62
0.67
0.70
0.64

0.91

0.61

0.93

0.62

0.94

0.63

0.91

0.70

0.62

0.91

0.68

0.73

0.96

0.41

0.67
0.72

0.67

0.93

0.60

0.95

0.77

0.93

0.63

Cell entries are inter coder reliability scores between the coded leadership images of the computer-assisted content analysis and the manual
content analysis. e unit of analysis of the Lotus coeﬃcient and percentage agreement is political leader by newspaper article (n=8.201
in computer-assisted content analysis/n=7.883 in manual content analysis). e unit of analysis of the correlation coeﬃcients is the political
leader by month (n=1.206).

conservative since occasional diﬀerences in coding cause a sharp decline in alpha scores (e.g.,
Schafraad, 2009; Lombard et al. 2004). On the other hand, percentage-wise agreement might
provide a picture that is too optimistic since computer and human coders will agree on the
large majority of articles scoring negatively on the presence of a specific image. To overcome
these diﬃculties, a new measure, Lotus, was recently developed (Fretwurst, 2013; 2015). Lotus
is an inter-coder reliability coeﬃcient that considers the distribution of variables (unlike
percentage agreement) and assumes that variables with fewer categories provide higher
reliability. us, the standardized Lotus coeﬃcient controls for chance, but at the same time,
it does not ‘punish’ for highly skewed distributed dichotomous variables, as Krippendorﬀ ’s
alpha does. is makes Lotus the most suitable measure to assess the reliability of the results
(see also Matthes et al., 2015; Schmuck et al., 2016; De Vreese et al., 2016).
Table 2.5 presents the results and shows the standardized Lotus coeﬃcients between the
occurrence of leadership images in the manual and computerized content analyses. Overall,
the scores are satisfactory, with an average of 0.68, indicating that the computer-assisted content
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analysis performs well. Additionally, I calculated the percentage agreement and correlations
between the observations (aggregated by month, level 3) and found an average percentage
agreement between the computerized and the manual content analysis of leadership images
of 94 percent and an average correlation of 0.5617. Since both positive and negative comments
on responsiveness rarely occur in this sample (only 2.44 percent of all manually coded images
constitutes a positive image of responsiveness, while only 1.31 percent constitutes a negative
image of responsiveness), I additionally calculated the reliability scores without the
responsiveness images and find an average Lotus coeﬃcient of 0.67, a percentage agreement
of 93 percent and a correlation coeﬃcient of 0.63 when responsiveness is excluded. ese
reliability tests indicate that the computer-assisted content analysis also performs reasonably
well when responsiveness is disregarded.

Conclusion
Almost no one disputes the general importance of political leaders in modern mediatized
societies or the impact that party leaders have on voters. However, the literature is inconclusive
about the number and nature of those leadership characteristics that matter for political
leadership. Moreover, despite the magnitude of research into political leadership, little is known
about how party leaders are discussed in the media, which is especially surprising, since the
media are citizens’ principal source of political information. is chapter’s main goal was to
develop a measurement instrument that captures party leaders’ images in the media based on
a large-scale computer-assisted content analysis of Dutch national newspapers and to
systematically test its quality.
To develop such a measurement instrument, this chapter first provides a conceptualization
of relevant party leader characteristics. A widely accepted framework of leadership character
traits is still lacking, since the diﬀerent perspectives on leadership characteristics are
insuﬃciently integrated. Based on an extensive literature review, this chapter presents an
integrated conceptualization of leadership characteristics, including six character traits.
First, political crasmanship refers to the skills needed to perform well in the political
arena, including general competence, political intelligence and strategic behavior. Second,
vigorousness captures strong and powerful leadership, confidence and decisive behavior. ird,
integrity refers to leaders’ honesty, corruptness and whether the leader focuses on his or her
own needs or those of the electorate. Fourth, responsiveness captures whether the leader listens
to public opinion and knows the public’s concerns. Fih, I distinguish communicative skills,
which refers to both inspiring or visionary leadership and the mediagenic qualities of the
leader, the latter including whether the leader comes across as friendly, clear and charming.
17

All correlations of the coding of leadership images are significant at p ≤ 0.001.
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Sixth, consistency captures the stability of the visions and actions of leaders and includes
whether the leader behaves in a predictable manner.
To conduct a large-scale computerized content analysis of newspaper articles, this study
constructed dictionaries that capture the negative and positive images of party leaders on
the aforementioned character dimensions, measuring a total of twelve leadership images.
I measured leaders’ images in Dutch national newspapers, including all articles that contain
references to one of the party leaders during the period September 1, 2006, to September 12,
2012, which resulted in over 250,000 references to party leaders and almost 33,000 political
leadership images. Furthermore, this chapter systematically assesses the quality of this
measurement instrument. First, by means of correlational analysis, reliability analysis and
factor analysis, this chapter shows that the theoretically distinctive leadership images are also
empirically distinctive. Moreover, I provide evidence that these twelve images do actually
diﬀerentiate between multiple aspects of leadership characteristics and that a reduction in the
number of images is not empirically advisable. Second, an analysis of variance shows that the
leadership images vary substantially between party leaders, as expected when leadership
images measure leaders’ characteristics. ird, this chapter shows the development of images
in the media over time for two politicians, and the measurement instruments identify trends
in their public images, thus scoring high on face validity. Fourth, I compare the computerized
content analysis with a manual content analysis of the same leadership images in Dutch
newspapers for the same period. e percentage agreements, standardized Lotus coeﬃcients
and correlations all indicate that the computer-assisted content analysis performs suﬃciently
well. I argue that these four criteria combined convincingly indicate that the computerized
measurement instrument for leadership images performs well and produces valid results.
is chapter additionally shows that party leaders are rarely discussed in terms of their
responsiveness to the electorate. Both in the computerized and in the manual content analysis,
I find very few positive or negative comments on leaders’ responsiveness. is is remarkable,
since the responsiveness of leaders is a very important aspect in the formation of political trust
for Dutch voters. A possible explanation is that voters form their judgments on the
responsiveness of leaders based not on explicit evaluations but rather on the behavior of those
leaders, e.g., whether and how they respond to news events and which leaders generate media
attention on issues that concern the electorate. In that case, responsiveness could be measured
in a diﬀerent manner, for instance, by the relative amount of attention leaders devote to issues
in their speeches and press reports, instead of the occurrence of leadership images in
newspapers. Regardless of the cause, I conclude that the six theoretically distinctive leadership
characteristics result in five empirically relevant leadership traits when analyzing media
content.
is chapter is, of course, not without shortcomings. For one, I restrict myself to finding
only twelve leadership images in the newspaper articles. Although the literature does not
indicate that additional leadership characteristics are relevant, this deductive approach does
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not allow me to test whether and how party leaders are discussed in the media on other
possible character dimensions. It has been argued that a priori categorizations of words, i.e.,
constructing dictionaries, must be preferred over categories inferred from the text (e.g., Weber,
1983). However, by doing this, I impose current understanding of leadership images on media
data and exclude the possibility of finding other leadership images that might occur in
newspapers and that have not been extensively discussed in previous literature. Second, I only
include newspaper articles for the measurement of leadership images in the media. Unlike
television coverage, newspapers easily lend themselves to computerized content analysis.
However, it might be that leadership images in newspaper coverage diﬀer from images in
television news coverage. Future research should address this empirical question.
In conclusion, this study contributes to the existing literature by developing a systematic
and integrated conceptualization of leadership characteristics and providing a measurement
instrument that validly measures how party leaders are discussed in terms of these
characteristics in newspaper coverage. e developed instrument oﬀers the opportunity to
answer a range of highly relevant questions. e most pressing question is possibly on the
eﬀects of these leadership images in the mass media on citizens’ opinions and political behavior.
Examining this question would allow for the study of not only whether these images in the
media aﬀect citizens’ perceptions of party leaders and, subsequently, their voting behavior but
also which voters are more susceptible to which leadership images and under what conditions.
is would not only improve our understanding of leader eﬀects but also of media eﬀects and
voting behavior in general. Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation focus on these questions.
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Political Leadership in the Media:
Gender Bias in Leader Stereotypes during Campaign
and Routine Times
Abstract
is chapter studies gender diﬀerences in media portrayals of political leadership. I
expect male politicians to be evaluated more oen on traits belonging to the male leader
stereotype and female politicians to have no such advantage. ese gender diﬀerences are
expected to be especially pronounced outside of election campaigns. To test this, a largescale automated content analysis of all Dutch national newspapers from September 2006
to September 2012 is conducted. e results show that male politicians receive more media
coverage of leaders hip traits in general, although the male and female leader stereotypes
explain most of the variation in gender bias between leadership traits. Furthermore, I find
these gender eﬀects during seldom studied routine periods but not during campaigns. As
leadership trait coverage has electoral consequences, this sex-diﬀerentiated coverage likely
contributes to the underrepresentation of women in politics.
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Introduction
Women are almost universally underrepresented in politics. According to the Interparliamentary Union, 77% of the world’s parliamentarians are male, and only two out of 193
parliaments comprise at least 50% women.18 Interestingly, although the norm of gender
equality has been widely supported in Western societies for decades, this has not translated
into gender-equal politics. While there has been a wide range of female governors, prime
ministers and party leaders, a large majority of the higher oﬃces and governing positions
are still filled by men. Many scholars have examined possible causes of this political
underrepresentation, seeking to understand why men still dominate politics and how we can
fix this disadvantage for women. As current-day politicians do not operate in a vacuum but
exist in a strongly mediatized political environment where the media are citizens’ primary
source of political information (e.g., Robinson, 1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and Strömbäck,
2014), any systematic gender bias in the media coverage of politicians is likely to contribute to
the underrepresentation of women in politics.
is chapter oﬀers an innovative approach to studying gendered media coverage and
contributes to our understanding in at least two ways. First, most research that studies gender
diﬀerences in the media coverage of politicians focuses on gender bias resulting from everyday
gender stereotypes. However, people do not usually apply everyday gender stereotypes to
politicians but instead rely on leadership stereotypes (Schneider and Bos, 2014). ese
leadership stereotypes are more specific to the political arena, but they are nonetheless
gendered. erefore, I argue that we should look beyond regular gender stereotypes and direct
the attention to the media coverage of politicians in terms of their leadership traits: these are
the traits that matter most to voters and are the characteristics of politicians that are influential
when voters cast their ballots (e.g., Bittner 2011; Aarts et al. 2013; Mughan 2000; see also
chapter 4 and 5 of this dissertation).
Second, research on the media coverage of male and female politicians has been
overwhelmingly conducted on the short periods of electoral campaigns (e.g., Kahn, 1994;
Devitt, 2002; Jalalzai, 2006; Hayes and Lawless, 2015), while I direct the attention to the entire
election cycle. I expect any gender bias to be greater during times of routine politics, as there
is a stronger focus on the norms of fair and balanced reporting during campaigns (Hopmann
et al., 2012; Van Aelst and De Swert, 2009), while partisan conflicts are also stronger in election
campaigns (Hayes and Lawless, 2015; 2016). Studying all political periods instead of focusing
on the campaign period is important, as voters’ perceptions of politicians are largely based on
media coverage during times of routine politics, and many voters decide which party to vote
for long before the start of the election campaign (Jennings and Wlezien 2016; Van der Meer
et al. 2012b, 2015).
18

www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm. e two parliaments are those of Rwanda and Bolivia.
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How does gendered media coverage in terms of leadership traits come about? I argue that
journalists apply gendered leadership stereotypes in their reporting on politicians (as opposed
to everyday gender stereotypes). us, when journalists are writing about a male politician,
the male leadership stereotype becomes activated, including the leadership traits of political
crasmanship and vigorousness; the female leadership stereotype is activated when they write
about female politicians, and this stereotype does not contain any of the traits voters desire in
their leaders. Following this logic, I hypothesize that male politicians are described more oen
in terms of the leadership traits of political crasmanship and vigorousness, and I expect no
gender bias in media reports on the traits of integrity, communicative skills, and consistency.
To test these expectations, I conduct a computer-aided content analysis of all national
newspapers in the Netherlands from 2006 to 2012, covering over 200,000 articles during both
routine periods and the campaign periods for three national parliamentary elections. Contrary
to Hayes and Lawless (2015, 2016), I find gender diﬀerences in the media’s evaluations of
leadership traits. ese results are consistent with the overall masculinity of the leadership
stereotype (Koenig et al. 2011), while the male and female leadership stereotypes explain most
of the variation in gender bias between leadership traits. Contrary to expectation, there is little
evidence to suggest that gender diﬀerences are actually stronger in times of routine politics
than during campaign times. As the Netherlands have comparatively average to high levels of
female political participation and support for gender equality, I expect these results to hold in
a wide range of countries.
e chapter proceeds by reviewing the existing literature on leader eﬀects and on gender
and leadership stereotypes, aer which I arrive at the expectation that based on the male and
female leader stereotypes, male politicians will be discussed more frequently in terms of specific
leadership traits in media coverage, especially during routine times. Subsequently, I describe
the data, methods and case of the Netherlands (2006-2012). ereaer, I present the empirical
results for party leaders, the robustness tests for cabinet ministers and an alternative level of
aggregation of the media data. I conclude with a discussion of the results, their implications
and some ideas for future research on this topic.

Leadership Traits and Gender Stereotypes
Party leaders are the spokespersons of political parties and actively try to persuade voters to
vote for the party they represent. Not surprisingly, party leaders are electorally important:
numerous studies demonstrate that voters’ perception of party leaders aﬀects party support.
More specifically, we know that the subjective evaluation of a leader’s personality traits
influences voters when they cast their ballots (e.g., Bittner 2011; Aarts et al. 2013; Mughan
2000).
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However, what in a leader’s personality sways voters? Research on leader eﬀects has sought
an answer to this question by examining which trait evaluations aﬀect vote decisions. In his
seminal work, Kinder (1986) focused on four traits: competence, leadership, integrity and
empathy. Others have conceptualized only two leader traits, competence and character (see,
for instance, Kinder et al. 1980; Johnston 2002; Bittner 2011) or three traits, for example, Funk
(1999), who studied leadership eﬀectiveness, integrity and empathy. Finally, some studies
include more than four traits, for instance, Miller et al. (1986), who study competence, integrity,
reliability, charisma and personal traits; Bass (1981), who includes intelligence, self-confidence,
dominance, sociability, achievement drive and energy; and Simonton (1986), who
formulated 14 character dimensions. Although there are common denominators in these
conceptualizations, a widely accepted framework of leader character traits is lacking (e.g.,
Blondel 1987; Helms 2012).
Based on a large-scale literature review, chapter 2 of this dissertation provided a
conceptualization of five leadership traits that integrates existing research on leadership
characteristics. e advantage of this conceptualization is that it, on the one hand,
comprehensively captures the diﬀerent perspectives in the field while being suﬃciently
extensive to diﬀerentiate between separate character dimensions and, on the other hand, is
suﬃciently parsimonious to be used in empirical studies. Five leadership traits are
distinguished. First, political crasmanship captures the skills necessary inside the political
arena, including a politician’s general knowledge, knowledge on specific issues, and political
intelligence, including competence, insightfulness, strategic behavior, anticipation and
experience. Second, they include politicians’ vigorousness, capturing the ‘strength’ of their
leadership, their (self-)confidence and decisiveness and whether they dominate the
decision-making process. ird, integrity refers to a politician’s intrinsic motivation. It captures
whether a politician is honest, guided by the needs of the electorate and uncorrupted. Fourth,
politicians’ communicative skills capture both inspiring or visionary leadership and the
mediagenic qualities of politicians, including whether a politician comes across as empathic,
charming, friendly and relaxed. Fih, leaders’ consistency is included, which captures the
stability across the visions and actions of party leaders and whether the politician behaves in
a predictable manner.
Because voters rarely meet politicians in real life, perceptions of party leaders likely
originate in the media’s portrayal of them (e.g., Robinson, 1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and
Strömbäck, 2014). Indeed, research shows that media coverage of party leaders’ personality
traits has a non-negligible electoral impact (e.g., McCombs et al. 1997; Kleinnijenhuis et al.
2001; see also chapter 4 and 5 of this dissertation). As the media portrayal of party leaders
aﬀects their electoral success, systematic diﬀerences in how male and female politicians are
covered in terms of their leadership traits may help explain female underrepresentation in
politics. is gendered media coverage of politicians can be expected, as research into
stereotypes shows that leadership is associated with masculinity. Koenig et al. (2011), for

56

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 57

CHAPT ER 3

instance, conducted a meta-analysis of over 200 studies on the associative link between gender
and leadership stereotypes from three diﬀerent research paradigms. According to the three
paradigms, leaders are seen as similar to men, but diﬀerent from women; leaders are seen
as more agentic than communal; and leaders are seen as more masculine than feminine
(2011: 634).

Gender and Traits in the Media
What does the extant scholarly work tell us about how the media cover male and female
politicians? Very few studies into gender diﬀerences in media coverage consider leadership
characteristics per se; most examine other aspects of coverage. Only three studies are known
that specifically examine gendered coverage of leadership traits. Bystrom, Robertson and
Banwart (2001) compared the ‘images’ of leaders conveyed in the media coverage of senatorial
and gubernatorial primaries, and some of these images can be considered leader traits,
specifically, honesty, competence and toughness. ey find, surprisingly, that male candidates
are portrayed more oen as honest and women more oen as tough, although the latter
diﬀerence is not statistically significant. Semetko and Boomgaarden (2007) compare reporting
on the two main candidates for chancellor in the 2005 German election, considering the traits
energetic, likable, winning type, problem solving competency, leadership strength and media
competency. ough not strictly testing for significance, they find that Merkel scored lower
on all characterizations except problem solving competence. Finally, Hayes and Lawless (2015;
2016) inspect media discussion on the Kinder (1986) leadership traits of competence,
leadership, integrity and empathy in the campaigns for the 2010 US House of Representatives,
finding that female candidates are mentioned equally oen in terms of these traits as their
male counterparts.19
Much more routinely than leadership traits, scholars compare coverage of traits derived
from sex stereotypes, thus reviewing whether journalists use stereotypically male and female
traits when reporting on politicians.20, 21, In these studies, ‘strong leadership’ is oen included
as part of the male stereotype, but not analyzed separately. Traits such as tough, independent,

19

One other study looking at leader traits in the media is Valenzuela and Correa (2009), but they review how positive or negative
specific leadership traits are discussed rather than how oen.
20 Stereotypes appear when identical characteristics are assigned to all members of a group, irrespective of the diﬀerences in
characteristics within groups (e.g., Aronson 2004).
21 ere is a broader literature on gender diﬀerences in media coverage when looking at various aspects of reporting, such as visibility
(e.g., Kahn and Goldenberg, 1991; Kahn, 1994; Hooghe, Jacobs and Claes, 2015; Lühiste and Banducci, 2016), viability or horse race
coverage, trivialization and attention to the private lives of politicians (e.g., Heldman, Carroll and Olson, 2005; Bode and Hennings,
2012) and gendered issue linkages (e.g., Kahn, 1994; Kittilson and Fridkin, 2008; Bystrom, Robertson and Banwart, 2001). As I am
concerned in this chapter with the media’s portrayal of leadership traits, I limit the discussion of existing work to studies examining
gender diﬀerences in the portrayal of traits.
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competitive, ambitious, objective, unemotional, aggressive, strong leader, assertive,
knowledgeable, eﬀective and sometimes untrustworthy or dishonest are considered ‘male’,
while the designated ‘female’ traits include passive, dependent, noncompetitive, gentle, weak
leader, emotional, compassionate, kind, honest, warm, attractive, honest, altruistic and
sometimes unintelligent or uninformed (Kahn and Goldenberg, 1991; Kahn, 1994; Atkeson
and Krebs, 2008; Kittelson and Fridkin, 2008; Meeks, 2012; Dan and Iorgoveanu, 2013). In
Australia, Canada, and the US, Kittelson and Fridkin (2008) find the clearest support for sex
stereotype-consistent coverage of congressional candidates. Atkeson and Krebs (2008) likewise
find more media discussion of male traits in male-only mayoral races in the US, as opposed
to mixed-gender races. Kahn (1994) observes the stereotypical pattern only for senatorial
candidates but not gubernatorial, while Meeks (2012) finds that female politicians are described
more by male and female traits in the media. All in all, the findings regarding gender bias in
the media reporting of politicians based on everyday gender stereotypes are mixed.
is chapter’s main argument is that we need to look beyond regular gender stereotypes
and direct the attention to the media coverage of politicians in terms of their leadership
stereotypes: the leadership traits isolated by the electoral research literature are the traits that
matter most to voters. As such, in electoral terms, they are the most obviously consequential
aspects of media coverage to consider. Moreover, theories of stereotype subtypes and subgroups
give reason to suspect that people do not apply regular gender stereotypes to politicians, but
rely on stereotypes specific to the political domain. As there are gender diﬀerences in these
stereotypes as well, gendered leadership stereotypes should be the focus of study.
Schneider and Bos (2014) expressly compare the content of ordinary gender stereotypes
on the one hand to gendered political leadership stereotypes on the other hand. ey
hypothesize that the ‘female politician’ stereotype is a subtype of the overall female stereotype,
while the ‘male politician’ stereotype is a subgroup of the male stereotype. A subtype is
characterized as a new category with its own unique stereotypical characteristics (Richards
and Hewstone, 2001), while a subgroup shares many characteristics with the larger stereotype
category. Such gendered subtyping is also found in other areas of study: the stereotypes of male
managers and males show strong overlap and include many of the same traits, while female
managers are seen as diﬀerent from the overall female stereotype (Heilman et al., 1995). In
addition, they distinguish between ideal leader traits and the traits voters believe leaders
actually have. e five leadership traits discussed above form the prescriptive dimension of
political leadership: these five characteristics ought to be possessed by leaders. However, the
traits voters believe that leaders do possess, i.e., the descriptive dimension of political
leadership, are quite divergent: voters do not believe or expect actual political leaders to fulfill
their prescriptive leader ideal.
Schneider and Bos’ results (2014) confirm their expectations: the stereotypical traits people
ascribe to women do not overlap with the traits they assign to female politicians, while the
male stereotype and the male politician stereotype largely coincide. us, the female leadership
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stereotype is a subtype of the overall female stereotype, while the male leadership stereotype
is a subgroup of the male stereotype. In addition, they show that the stereotype of politicians,
in general, includes political crasmanship and vigorousness22 , while the other leadership
traits are excluded from the descriptive dimension. us, only two out of five desired leadership
traits are actually associated with political leadership.
More specifically, while people associate women with integrity and related characteristics
such as honesty and decency, they do not think that female politicians typically score high on
integrity (ibid, p.256). Communicative skills23 are likewise linked to women but not to female
politicians. e desired leadership traits of political crasmanship and vigorousness are part
of neither the overall female nor the female politician stereotype. e stereotype of male
politicians, by contrast, does coincide with the general male stereotype and with the general
politician stereotype: the traits of political crasmanship and vigorousness are stereotypically
thought to be espoused by both men and male politicians.
e question arises as to whether these gender diﬀerences in subtyping are also reflected
in the public debate. It is quite likely that they are, as journalists presumably stereotype in the
same way as other people. is should result in systematically divergent media coverage for
male and female politicians. us, when journalists are confronted with a politician they want
to write about, they are also likely to be influenced by gender leadership stereotypes. us, I
expect diﬀerent leadership traits to be associated with male and female politicians: a) when
the politician is a male, the male leadership stereotype becomes activated (these largely
resemble the male stereotype and the general stereotype for leaders), including the traits of
political crasmanship and vigorous but not the traits of integrity, communicative skills and
consistency; b) when the politician is a female, the female leadership stereotype is activated,
which is ‘nebulous and lacks clarity’ (Schneider and Bos, 2014), does not overlap with the
female stereotype or the general leadership stereotype and contains none of the prescriptive
leadership traits.
e activation of a stereotype makes it easier to apply the corresponding traits in
describing politicians (Gilbert and Hixon, 1991; Bauer, 2013). erefore, I expect the following
about the coverage of the leadership traits of male and female politicians:24

22

As competence and leadership group into the broader categories of political crasmanship and vigorousness, respectively.
Communicative skills link to women because empathy groups into the broader category of communicative skills.
24 It should be noted, however, that I study the eﬀect of the stereotype, that is, I focus on the application phase of stereotyping and,
similar to many observational studies, need to assume that activation of the stereotype is the cause of this eﬀect (see Bauer, 2013).
What I am unable to see in this chapter is whether male and female politicians behave diﬀerently towards media actors, which could
also be the cause of diﬀerences in coverage. Indeed, a study on Members of Parliament (MPs) in Norway and Sweden found that female
MPs maintained less frequent (and less informal) contacts with journalists than male MPs (Aalberg en Strömbäck, 2011). In
consequence, we need to bear in mind that an observed structural bias in coverage might not solely, nor necessarily, come from a
journalistic bias.
23
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Hypothesis 1: Male politicians are discussed more oen in terms of the leadership traits
‘political crasmanship’ and ’vigorousness’ than female politicians.
Hypothesis 2: Male and female politicians are discussed equally oen in terms of the
leadership traits ‘integrity’ and ’communicative skills’.
As the literature lacks any indication that the leadership trait of consistency is more
strongly associated with the male or female (leadership) stereotype, I expect no diﬀerences in
the way in which male and female politicians are described in terms of this non-gendered
leadership trait:
Hypothesis 3: Male and female politicians are discussed equally oen in terms of the
leadership trait ‘consistency’.

Routine Times and Campaign Periods
e most important and recent existing research on gender diﬀerences in the media coverage
of politicians in terms of leadership traits is a study by Hayes and Lawless (2015; 2016). In their
work, they investigate how male and female candidates for the US House of Representatives
are covered in local newspapers in the month preceding the elections; they show no eﬀect of
gender on a candidate’s visibility in the media or in the amount of trait coverage. Additionally,
they find that male and female politicians are described equally in terms of their competence,
leadership, integrity and empathy. us, contrasting the expectations, they show no gender
eﬀect for candidates’ character trait evaluations in news reports.
However, Hayes and Lawless study media coverage only during campaign periods, while
I believe that gender bias in media coverage is relatively muted during campaigns and more
pronounced during periods of routine politics. ere are at least two reasons for this
expectation. First, during election periods, the media are more focused on the journalistic
norms of fairness and balanced reporting (Hopmann et al. 2012). In some countries, there are
even formal or semi-formal regulations to ensure fair and balanced coverage (Walgrave and
Van Aelst 2006, 98), which means that attention is devoted fairly across competing parties
(Hopmann et al. 2012). However, in most countries, the intensified scrutiny of the public in
the short run-up to Election Day leads journalists to be more careful about any biases in their
reports (Van Aelst and De Swert 2009, 153), so in other words, the fairness norm extends
beyond the division of attention over parties. Indeed, in a study on Belgium, Van Aelst and
De Swert (2009) found that during campaign periods, reporting was not only more balanced
in general but also significantly more gender equal regarding the visibility of individual
politicians.
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Second, in addition to bringing the news norm of balanced reporting more to the fore,
election campaigns also heighten the salience of conflict between parties. As Hayes and Lawless
(2015: 75) describe, partisan conflict is the prevailing theme structuring news stories,
diminishing the relevance of the candidates’ sex. By contrast, during routine political times,
political conflict has a less determinative role. In addition, the media follow rather than set the
political agenda during campaign periods, whereas during routine times, the media form a
more independent influence on politics (Walgrave and Van Aelst 2006). In their own
campaign communication, female politicians largely highlight the same character traits as men
(Hayes and Lawless 2015: 40), or even stress agentic traits like leadership more to counteract
existing gender associations (Fridkin and Kenney 2014). us, as the media largely follow what
politicians do during a campaign, campaign reporting should be less influenced by gender bias.
It is important to know whether gender diﬀerences in coverage are exacerbated during
routine times, as many voters in parliamentary systems decide which party to vote for long
before the election campaign starts (Jennings and Wlezien 2016; Van der Meer et al. 2012b,
2015). In addition to directly aﬀecting vote decisions, the portrayal of politicians during routine
politics is highly likely to contribute to the subjective perceptions we have of politicians.
erefore, focusing only on campaign periods disregards a long and influential period during
which media coverage is likely to aﬀect voters strongly. is leads to the fourth expectation:
Hypothesis 4: e gender bias in media coverage in terms of the traits ‘political
crasmanship’ and ‘vigorousness’ is stronger during campaign periods than during times of
routine politics.

The Dutch Case
Most research on gendered media coverage of politicians is conducted in the US, while much
remains unknown about the diﬀerences in media portrayals in European countries. e
American context evolves from a primarily candidate-centered political environment (e.g.,
Wattenberg 1991) to a more party-centered arena, where politics is ideologically more
polarized and partisan cues are increasingly influential. According to Hayes and Lawless (2015;
2016), this development results in a diminishing role for gender stereotypes in politics. In
Europe, where politics has always been much more party-centered, no such development is
taking place and, thus, the possible influence of gender on politics is smaller than in the US.
In addition, a politician’s role diﬀers substantially across regime types: the influence of leaders
on voters, for instance, is (still) larger in the presidential system of the US than in European
countries, which mostly have parliamentary systems (e.g., Ohr and Oscarsson 2013). Hence,
examining political news coverage in the Dutch context instead of the US is a conservative
test of gendered media reporting.
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Among the group of Western European countries, the Netherlands can be considered a
typical case for finding gender-based political leadership coverage. e Netherlands can be
characterized as placing a relatively high value on tolerance toward minorities or deprived
groups, it has a protestant cultural heritage, and it scores high on the survival/self-expression
divide (Inglehart et al. 2002), which all should contribute to the active participation of females
in the political process. Moreover, the norm of gender equality is widely supported in Dutch
society. Yet, this does not translate into completely gender neutral practices. e Netherlands
is steadily ranked in the top 20% on gender equality in politics in the Global Gender Gap
reports25 for the years included in the chapter and in the top 12% on gender equality in the
economy, health, education and politics combined (see, for instance, the Global Gender Gap
report 2015). erefore, it performs at an average level compared to the rest of Europe.
Although the Netherlands has never had a female prime minister, female politicians are
relatively common in the Dutch context, especially in local politics and in the national
parliament. us, the coverage of these women is expected to be aﬀected less by stereotypes
than in countries where female politicians are more of a rarity.

Data and Methods
To test the hypotheses empirically, this chapter studies the discussion of leadership traits of
party leaders in newspapers and tests the findings’ robustness on newspaper coverage of cabinet
ministers. I study the period from September 1, 2006, to September 12, 2012, which allows us
to examine the three campaign periods for the national elections on November 22, 2006, on
June 9, 2010, and on September 12, 2012. To compare the results of this chapter with the
research of Hayes and Lawless (2016) in a meaningful manner, the four weeks prior to Election
Day are considered the campaign period26 while all other weeks are considered to be times of
routine politics. For the entire research period, a large-scale computerized content analysis
was conducted on the political news coverage of newspapers. All newspaper articles in Dutch
national newspapers that refer to a party leader or a cabinet minister are collected through the
digital archive LexisNexis and included in the analysis, yielding over 200,000 newspaper
articles. All twelve Dutch daily national newspapers are included in this chapter: de Volkskrant,
Telegraaf, NRC Handelsblad, NRC Next, Algemeen Dagblad, Trouw, Parool, Financieele Dagblad
and the free newspapers Spits, Metro, Pers and DAG.
To assess whether politicians are discussed in terms of their political crasmanship,
vigorousness, integrity, communicative skills and consistency in the media coverage, I rely on the
25

e Netherlands varies between being ranked 9th and 26th out of 115 to 135 countries.
I determined whether defining the campaign period as the four weeks preceding election day influences the results by rerunning
the analyses with a campaign periods of six and eight weeks (not shown here). ese analyses show that the duration of the election
campaign does not influence the findings.
26
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measurement instrument developed and tested in the previous chapter. e occurrences of the
leadership images are coded as a proportion of the total number of references to the politician
per week, i.e., the measurement of the images in the media are relative to leader visibility. In total,
I found 694,933 unique mentions of party leaders and cabinet ministers in 202,631 newspaper
articles and 57,126 unique evaluations (positive and negative) of the ten leadership images.
Party leaders are operationalized as the top candidate on the party list during campaign
periods, as the chairperson of the parliamentary group of opposition parties during routine
periods and as the chairperson of the party in parliament or the (prime-) minister for
government parties during routine periods. All leaders of political parties that obtained at least
one elected seat in parliament during the time period under study are included27 , resulting in
21 party leaders of eleven political parties. Figure 3.1 shows, first, that there are five female
party leaders and sixteen male party leaders in the time period under study. Moreover, the
largest parties (the PvdA, the CDA and the VVD – the Labor party, the Christian Democrats
and the Liberals, respectively) are always represented by male party leaders, while the female
party leaders lead small or medium-sized parties. e average party size for male party leaders
is 18.56 seats in parliament, while the average party size for their female counterparts is only
7.74 seats. As argued by Bennett (1990), journalists ‘index’ news sources on their power and
Figure 3.1: Average Party Size in Parliamentary Seats, by Party Leader

27

As in the previous chapter, Verdonk is an exception.
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give priority to more powerful and more politically relevant actors. By consequence, journalists
might consider the leaders of large parties – who are male – more newsworthy because of the
relation between power and party size and might give them more extensive trait coverage. To
remedy this potential bias, I control for party size in all analyses on party leaders. In addition,
some politicians were both party leader and cabinet minister during the time period under
study. When these functions overlap in time, I included these politicians in the analyses with
the party leaders and excluded them in the robustness analyses on ministers. e models for
party leaders include a dichotomous variable that measures whether a leader is also a minister
to control for these double functions.
I conduct the analyses on weekly data, in which the dependent variable is the percentage of
articles referring to the politician that also evaluate him/her by the specific leadership trait.
Because I inspect five traits, I estimate five models using OLS regression analyses with
panel-corrected standard errors clustered on individual politicians. Furthermore, since there are
only 21 party leaders in the dataset, of which only five are female, there is a reasonable risk that
individual leaders are driving the results. To prevent this, I jackknifed all models on party leaders,
excluding each party leader for one analysis and correcting the standard errors based on these
21 separate analyses. Finally, since I use weekly data, following the recommendations of Beck
and Katz (1995), I inspect the temporal dependence in the dependent variable prior to adding
the independent variables and add lagged dependent variables to the models when necessary.

Empirical Results
To test whether male party leaders are more oen described in terms of their leadership traits
than their female colleagues, five analyses are conducted and presented in Table 3.1.
As the table shows, male party leaders are described significantly more oen using three out
of the five leadership traits than their female colleagues. First, male party leaders are discussed
more oen in terms of their political crasmanship than female party leaders. e predicted
probabilities based on these models (not shown here) indicate that in 4.54 percent of the newspaper articles that mention a male party leader, his political crasmanship is discussed,
compared to 3.01 percent of the newspaper articles that mention a female party leader. Second,
a gender eﬀect is found for the leadership trait vigorousness, as male party leaders are evaluated
on this trait in 5.95 percent of the articles in which they are mentioned and women in 4.52
percent of the articles, all else being equal. ird, male party leaders are more oen discussed
in terms of their communicative skills than female leaders, namely, in 4.92 percent of the
articles in which they are mentioned, while the communicative skills of female party leaders
are discussed in 3.79 percent of the articles. By contrast, male and female party leaders are
discussed equally oen in terms of their integrity and their consistency, as these diﬀerences
are small and not statistically significant.
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Overall, these results support hypotheses 1 and 3 and show that political news coverage
has a gender bias such that male politicians are more oen described in terms of their political
crasmanship and vigorousness, while no gender bias is found in reporting on a leader’s
consistency. Hypothesis 2 is supported insofar it concerns the lack of a gender bias in reporting
on politicians’ integrity, but the results reveal that male party leaders are more oen discussed
in terms of their communicative skills than female party leaders, contrary to what I expected.
Is the bias equally strong for positive and negative evaluations? To provide a more
in-depth insight into the diﬀerences in coverage of male and female politicians, Table 3.2
presents the gender eﬀects in trait coverage for positive and negative leadership images
separately. For positive trait discussions, I see a pattern that is very similar to the one in the
combined positive and negative trait assessments. Male leaders are more oen discussed in a
positive manner regarding their political crasmanship, vigorousness and communicative
skills than female party leaders, although the diﬀerences in vigorousness and communicative
skills are only significant at the 0.10 level (two-tailed). As with the overall trait coverage, the
media pay equal attention to male and female party leaders’ positive traits of integrity and
consistency. e results regarding the negative discussions on leadership traits show that
although male party leaders are mentioned more oen with these negative images (as all
coeﬃcients for gender are negative), the diﬀerences tend to be smaller than they are for the
positive traits, and fewer are statistically significant. Female party leaders are less oen
described in negative terms regarding their political crasmanship and vigorousness, although
the diﬀerence for political crasmanship is only significant at the 0.10 level.
In summary, male party leaders receive more reporting on their leadership traits than
female leaders, which is mostly due to positive coverage of their political crasmanship,
vigorousness and communicative skills and some negative press regarding their political
crasmanship and vigorousness. ese results seem to indicate that, as expected, there is a
gender bias in political reporting on leadership traits associated with male political leaders,
while contrary to what I expected, male leaders are also more oen mentioned in relation to
one trait that is not stereotypically linked to male leaders, i.e., positive communicative skills.
e fourth hypothesis states that gender diﬀerences in the coverage of politicians are
stronger during times of routine politics than during campaign periods. In the run-up to
elections, journalists are extremely conscious of the norm of fair reporting and aim to avoid
any semblance of bias. In addition, during routine periods, the media agenda is mainly influenced by the political agenda, while partisan conflict governs news reporting, making it less
likely that other diﬀerences come to the fore. e hypothesis is formally tested by estimating
the interaction eﬀect between the gender of the politician and a dummy for campaign periods,
which is shown in Table 3.3. For all traits, the interaction eﬀect is not significant, meaning that
the eﬀect of the sex of the party leader on his or her coverage is not significantly diﬀerent
during routine and campaign times, and as such, I must reject hypothesis 4.

65

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 66

CHAPT ER 3

Table 3.1: Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Party Leaders
Political

Vigorousness

b(se)

b(se)

Craftsmanship
Trait (T-1)
Gender

(1=Female)
Party size

Double Function

(1= Leader and Minister)
Constant

Number of Observations
Number of Politicians
R-Square

0.04*

0.03

(0.01)

(0.03)

(0.40)

(0.61)

-1.54**

-1.43*

0.02

0.02†

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.61)

(0.47)

- 1.09†

-0.93†

4.34***

5.68***

(0.28)

(0.44)

(0.21

(0.21

3312

3312

0.01

0.01

Table 3.2: Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Party Leaders - Positive and Negative Images
Political

Craftsmanship
Positive

Trait (T-1)
Gender

(1=Female)
Party size

Double Function

(1= Leader and Minister)
Constant

Number of Observations

Number of Politicians

R-Square

b(se)

Vigorousness
Negative
b(se)

0.03

(0.41)

0.03

(0.02)

(0.26)

(0.40)

0.01

0.01

b(se)

(0.02)

-0.46†

-1.11*

Positive

-0.79†
0.00

Negative
b(se)

-0.68*
(0.31)

0.02**

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.45)

(0.26)

(0.24)

(0.33)

-0.41

-0.76

1.72***

2.70***

-0.57*
3.36***

-0.38

2.43***

(0.34)

(0.25)

(0.30)

(0.28)

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

3312

3409

0.00

0.01
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Integrity

Communicative

Consistency

b(se)

b(se)

Skills

b(se)

0.04

(0.02)

-1.14*

-0.05

-0.06

(0.50)

(0.36)

(0.20)

-0.00

0.03**

0.02†

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.39)

(0.23)

(0.24)

(0.45)

(0.16)

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

(0.01)

-0.49

-0.45

(0.45)

0.06

5.08***

1.72***

0.68***

3409

3312
0.00

3409

0.00

0.01

Source: LexisNexis. Note: † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. OLS models with panel corrected standard errors in parentheses,
clustered on individual politicians and jackknifed on leader. e dependent variable is the percentage of the references to the party leader
that also includes a reference to the leadership trait by week.

Integrity
Positive
b(se)

0.03

(0.23)

0.02†

Negative
b(se)

-0.04

(0.21)

0.02*

(0.01)

(0.01

(0.27)

(0.32)

- 0.41

0.94***

Consistency

Communicative

-0.19

0.81***

Skills

Positive
b(se)

Negative
b(se)

-0.97†

-0.16

-0.01

0.00

Positive
b(se)

-0.05

Negative
b(se)

-0.01

(0.17)

(0.08)

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.00)

(0.01)

(0.32)

(0.11)

(0.07)

(0.26)

(0.50)

-0.38

-0.11

3.97***

1.12***

0.01†

0.01

0.17**

(0.16)
0.01

0.06

0.51**

(0.15)

(0.18)

(0.50)

(0.16)

(0.05)

(0.17)

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

(0.21

3409
0.00

3409
0.00

3409

3409

0.00

0.00

3409
0.00

3409
0.00

Source: LexisNexis. Note: † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. OLS models with panel corrected standard errors in parentheses,
clustered on individual politicians and jackknifed on leader. e dependent variable is the average percentage of the references to the party
leader that also includes a reference to the leadership trait by week.
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Table 3.3: Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Party Leaders - Routine and Campaign Periods
Political

Vigorousness

b(se)

b(se)

Craftsmanship
Trait (T-1)
Gender

(1=Female)

Campaign period
(1=campaign)

Gender*Campaign
Party size
Party size* Campaign
Double Function

(1= Leader + Minister)
Constant

Nr of Observations
Nr of Politicians
R-Square

0.04*

0.03

(0.01)

(0.03)

(0.42)

(0.62)

-1.48**

-1.45*

0.75

1.00

(2.24)

(0.64)

(1.88)

(0.99)

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.08)

(0.03)

-1.28

1.22

0.02

0.02

0.03

0.07*

-1.06

-0.88†

(0.62)

(0.48)

4.31***

5.64***

(0.29)

(0.44)

(0.21

(0.21

3312

3312

0.01

0.01

In Figure 3.2, I further inspect what occurs in routine times and campaign periods by
displaying the marginal eﬀects of gender on the media discussion of leadership traits separately
for both periods. e figure displays the coeﬃcient for gender, where a negative coeﬃcient
indicates less reporting of this trait in the articles discussing female party leaders. e upper
half of the figure shows that during routine political times, female party leaders are discussed
less oen in terms of political crasmanship, vigorousness and communicative skills (p≤0.05).
ese results for routine times mirror the results presented above for the entire period, which
is unsurprising since routine politics constitutes by far the largest share of time. By contrast,
the lower half of Figure 3.2 shows the eﬀects of the party leader’s sex on media coverage only
in the month preceding the elections of 2006, 2010 and 2012. Although the eﬀect is negative
for most traits, none of the diﬀerences are significant at the traditional level of 0.05, and only
the diﬀerence in communicative skills is significant at the 0.10 level. In other words, had I
conducted these analyses only on media data from the month of campaigning preceding the
elections, I would have come to a completely diﬀerent conclusion. Looking solely at the
campaign data comprising the three election campaigns, gender does not significantly aﬀect
the depiction of party leaders’ traits, whereas looking at the routine periods, it does. ese
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Integrity

Communicative

Consistency

b(se)

b(se)

b(se)

0.04*

(0.02)

Skills

0.09

-1.11*

-0.06

0.00

-0.29

-0.27

(0.38)
(0.50)
-0.74

(0.79)

(0.51)

(0.21)

(0.40)

(0.44)

-0.30

0.21

(0.75)

(0.52)

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.03)

(0.46)

(0.40)

(0.23)

0.03*

(0.01)

0.07**

-0.42

1.73***

-0.01

0.08**

0.09

5.10***

(0.46)

(0.21

(0.21

0.01

0.06*

-0.45

(0.24)
3312

0.01

0.69***
0.16)

3409

3409

(0.21

0.00

0.01

Source: LexisNexis. Note: † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. OLS models with panel corrected standard errors in parentheses,
clustered on individual politicians and jackknifed on leader. e dependent variable is the average percentage of the references to the party
leader that also includes a reference to the leadership trait by week.

results are in line with the findings of Hayes and Lawless (2015), which found no gender
diﬀerences in leadership trait coverage during an election campaign.
Robustness Analyses
To test the sensitivity of these findings to the specific features of the models, I perform two
additional robustness tests. First, I replicate the analysis on a second set of political actors: cabinet
ministers. Female cabinet ministers are less of a rarity than female party leaders, and thus, I
enlarge the pool of female politicians. ese politicians are well known and receive much media
attention, but usually do not actively participate in election campaigns. erefore, the results
based on the media coverage of cabinet ministers in terms of their leadership traits are a
conceptual replication of the analyses for party leaders in routine times. Appendix 3A discusses
the operationalization and the included control variables and Appendix 3B presents the full
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Table 3.3: Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Party Leaders - Routine and Campaign Periods
Political

Vigorousness

b(se)

b(se)

Craftsmanship

Trait (T-1)
Gender

(1=Female)

Campaign period
(1=campaign)

Gender*Campaign
Party size
Party size* Campaign
Double Function

(1= Leader + Minister)
Constant

Nr of Observations
Nr of Politicians
R-Square

0.03

0.04*

(0.03)

(0.01)

-1.45*

-1.48**

(0.62)

(0.42)

1.00

0.75

(2.24)

(0.64)

(1.88)

(0.99)

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.08)

(0.03)

1.22

-1.28

0.02

0.02

0.07*

0.03

-0.88†

-1.06

(0.62)

(0.48)

(0.29)

(0.44)

(0.21

(0.21

5.64***

4.31***

3312

3312
0.01

0.01

results of the analyses for ministers. e male ministers of these three cabinets were more
extensively covered on all leadership traits, but only two of the diﬀerences are statistically
significant in the jackknifed and clustered analyses. Similar to male party leaders, male ministers
are discussed more in terms of their vigorousness than their female colleagues, but unlike party
leaders, they are not discussed significantly more oen in terms of their political crasmanship.
Of the three traits on which I expected no gender eﬀects, integrity does show a gender diﬀerence,
with male cabinet ministers receiving more attention for this trait, although the diﬀerence is
only significant at the 0.10 level. In all, there appears to be a tendency to give fuller coverage to
the leadership traits of male cabinet ministers than to those of female ministers, but this result
is less clear for the specific traits that I argued are part of the male politician stereotype.
Second, as statistical significance is related to the number of observations, the diﬀerences
in eﬀects between routine periods and campaign periods shown in Figure 3.2 may be explained
by diﬀerences in statistical power. To test whether low power is the reason I find no significant
gender bias during election campaigns, I additionally performed the analyses based on the
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Integrity

Communicative

Consistency

b(se)

b(se)

b(se)

0.04*

(0.02)
0.09

Skills

-1.11*

-0.06

(0.38)

(0.51)

(0.50)

(0.40)

(0.44)

(0.79)

(0.75)

(0.52)

(0.01)

(0.02)

(0.01)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.03)

(0.40)

(0.23)

(0.24)

(0.46)

0.16)

(0.21

(0.21

0.00

-0.74

0.03*
0.07**

-0.42

(0.46)

1.73***

3312
0.01

(0.21)

-0.29

-0.27

-0.30

0.21

-0.01

.01

0.08**

0.06*

-0.45

0.09

5.10***

0.69***

3409

3409

(0.21

0.00

0.01

Source: LexisNexis. Note: † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. OLS models with panel corrected standard errors in parentheses,
clustered on individual politicians and jackknifed on leader. e dependent variable is the average percentage of the references to the party
leader that also includes a reference to the leadership trait by week.

non-aggregated level of newspaper articles (n=180,187). e disadvantage of these analyses is
that the time dependency is not accounted for. Appendix 3C presents these models, which
confirm the main results that female party leaders are less oen discussed in terms of their
political crasmanship, vigorousness and communicative skills during times of routine politics.
However, in these analyses, the gender diﬀerences also hold during the electoral campaigns.
In line with the main analyses and contrary to hypothesis 4, the moderation eﬀects between
the leader’s sex and campaign periods are not significant. us, while the habit in existing
research of restricting analyses to campaigns might cause gender bias to remain invisible due
to a lower number of observations, there is little evidence to suggest that gender bias is actually
stronger during routine politics than it is during campaigns.
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Table 3.2: Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Party Leaders - Routine and Campaign Periods

Source: LexisNexis. Predicted marginal eﬀects based on OLS models with panel corrected standard errors, clustered on and jackknifed by
party leader. See full model in Table 3.3. e dependent variable is the percentage of the references to the party leader referring to the
leadership trait by week.

Conclusion
is chapter studies whether male and female politicians are systematically covered diﬀerently in
the media. Based on the male and female leader stereotypes (Schneider and Bos 2014), I expected
to find that male politicians are discussed more oen in terms of their leadership traits of political
crasmanship and vigorousness (H1), while no gender bias was expected in the coverage of the
traits integrity (H2), communicative skills (H2), and consistency (H3). In addition, I hypothesized
that the gender diﬀerences in media coverage are especially prevalent during routine times and less
so during campaign periods (H4), as in the latter periods, journalists are more conscious of the
norm of fair reporting and are almost exclusively focused on partisan conflict. I tested these
hypotheses based on a large-scale automated content analysis of all Dutch national newspapers
during the period from September 2006 to September 2012.
I indeed find evidence for sex-diﬀerentiated coverage. Hypothesis 1, that male politicians
receive more coverage on the traits of political crasmanship and vigorousness, holds fully for party
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leaders and partly for cabinet ministers: male ministers are discussed more for their vigorousness
but not for their political crasmanship. Hypothesis 2 stated that as neither male nor female
politicians are stereotypically associated with integrity and communicative skills, newspaper
coverage would be equally comprehensive regarding these traits for male and female politicians.
What we see, however, is that in half the cases, male politicians also score higher on coverage of
these traits in the media: the communicative skills of male party leaders are more oen discussed
than those of female party leaders, while the integrity of male ministers receives more media
attention than the integrity of female ministers (although only significant at the 0.10 level).
Hypothesis 3 concerned the trait ‘consistency’, for which I expected equal coverage of male and
female politicians, and indeed, diﬀerences in the coverage of the consistency trait were not found
for either party leaders or cabinet ministers.
In summary, the results show that men are more oen discussed in terms of the leadership
traits that are strongly linked to male politicians, political crasmanship and vigorousness. However,
male politicians are also more extensively evaluated on some of the other leadership traits, contrary
to expectations. erefore, I conclude that the overall masculinity of the leadership stereotype
(Koenig et al., 2011) ensures an occasional advantage on all leadership traits, even though the male
and female leader stereotypes (Schneider and Bos, 2014) explain most of the variation in gender
bias between leadership traits. In addition, this chapter shows that the greater media attention given
to the leadership traits of male party leaders does not stem from male politicians being discussed
more critically than their female colleagues are. Gender diﬀerences are found in the media reporting
on politicians for both positive and negative traits, although the diﬀerences are most pronounced
in the analyses with positive traits.
e literature thus far almost exclusively inspects political news coverage during election
campaigns, and I hypothesized that gender diﬀerences would be larger during periods of routine
politics. is expectation was not supported by the data: I found no greater gender bias in reporting
during routine periods. Nonetheless, I see compelling reasons for the field to continue to examine
the portrayal of male and female politicians outside of election periods. First, had I limited the
scope to election campaigns, I would have concluded that gender bias in political news coverage is
non-existent (in line with Hayes and Lawless, 2015; 2016), likely due to a smaller number of
observations. Second, the focus of the wider field of political communication on short campaign
periods is becoming questionable, given that large parts of the electorate make their ultimate voting
decision during times of routine politics (e.g., Van der Meer et al., 2012b; Jennings and Wlezien,
2016). At the same time, we have a limited understanding of how the dynamics of political media
coverage during campaigns compare to the dynamics during routine times. Studying gendered
coverage during the entire election cycle can thus contribute to a better comprehension of media
influences on political decision-making.
e sex-diﬀerentiated coverage of the leadership traits of politicians is likely to contribute to
the continued underrepresentation of women in politics in at least two ways. First, media consumers
are much more oen exposed to males being connected to leadership traits, which perpetuates
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existing associations between leadership and masculinity. e persistence of a masculine leadership
stereotype likely dampens women’s political ambition (see Schneider et al., 2016) and conceivably
strengthens parties’ hesitance to appoint females in top political positions. Second, as trait coverage,
in general, is more positive than negative, the more evaluative news coverage for male politicians
puts female politicians at an electoral disadvantage. Media profiles are of utmost importance for
the electoral fortunes of candidates in modern democracies: prior research shows that positive
leader evaluations in the minds of voters increase support for the leader’s party, while negative
evaluations have the opposite eﬀect (Mughan, 2000; Bittner, 2011; Aarts, Blais and Schmitt, 2013;
Lobo and Curtice, 2014). Moreover, the tone of the media portrayals of politicians is shown to be
electorally influential (McCombs et al., 1997; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; see also chapter 4 and 5
of this dissertation). us, the tendency to underrepresent leadership images of female politicians
in the media is very likely to aﬀect public opinion to their detriment, implying a considerable
electoral disadvantage for female politicians.
is chapter is based on a study of the Netherlands from 2006 to 2012, although I expect these
conclusions to hold in a wide range of countries for various reasons. First, although the masculine
connotation of leadership is yet insuﬃciently studied comparatively across nations, it has been
consistently found in many nations independently (Koenig et al., 2011; Sczesny, Bosak, Neﬀ and
Schyns, 2004). In particular, in English-speaking countries, there is overwhelming evidence of the
male association with leadership. It is, therefore, likely that the mechanism proposed here holds in
these countries as well. Second, the Netherlands is highly party-centered instead of leader-centered.
Since politics, in particular in the US, but also in the UK, is more personalized than in the
Netherlands, the electoral consequences of favorable leadership presentation are likely to be even
greater in these candidate-centered countries. ird, even though the norm of gender equality is
widely supported in Dutch society, there are still fewer female than male politicians in the national
legislature. e Netherlands, however, performs at an average level on gender equality in politics
compared to the rest of Europe, implying that in about half of the European countries, the gender
gap in political functions is even more disadvantageous for females. As the strength of the
association between political leadership and masculinity in journalists’ minds is likely to be
dependent on the elative number of females in political functions, I expect gender bias in media
reporting to be even stronger in those countries with even fewer female politicians.
e hypotheses of this chapter are derived from an assumed process of stereotyping by
journalists and news editors. However, there is a second interesting possible explanation for the
findings to consider. Are the diﬀerences in media coverage driven by female politicians behaving
diﬀerently in the media and toward media personnel? is is particularly relevant, as the male
association with leadership potentially puts female politicians in a double bind, where both
displaying and not displaying traditional leadership traits could be disadvantageous for women.
What strategies do female politicians choose in the face of this double bind, and which pay oﬀ?
Future research should unravel the exact role of politicians and journalists in the unequal media
portrayal of male and female politicians based on their leadership traits.
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Mediated Leader Effects: The Impact of Newspapers’
Portrayal of Party Leadership on Electoral Support
Abstract
Conventional wisdom holds that party leaders matter in democratic elections. As very
few voters have direct contact with party leaders, media are voters’ primary source of
information about these leaders and, thus, the likely origin of leader eﬀects on party
support. is chapter focuses on these supposed electoral eﬀects of the media coverage of
party leaders. I examine the positive and negative eﬀects of specific leadership images in
Dutch newspapers on vote intentions. To this end, I combine an extensive automated
content analysis of leadership images in the media with a panel dataset, the Dutch
1 Vandaag Opinion Panel (1VOP), consisting of over 50,000 unique respondents and 110
waves of interviews conducted between September 2006 and September 2012. e results
confirm that media coverage of party leaders’ character traits aﬀects voters: positive
mediated leadership images increase support for the leader’s party, while negative images
decrease this support. However, this influence is not unconditional: During campaign
periods, positive leadership images have a stronger eﬀect, while negative images no longer
have an impact on subsequent vote intentions.
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Introduction
As spokespersons of political parties, party leaders are the most visible political actors and
most clearly convey a party’s message to voters. erefore, party leadership is likely to have
electoral consequences. Leaders usually serve to reinforce party preferences in the sense that
voters like the leader of the party for which they intend to vote and dislike the leaders of the
parties of which they disapprove. However, research shows that party leaders not only reinforce
party preferences but also make voters defect from parties; indeed, voters may change their
party preferences and vote choice because they value the party leader of a competing party to
a greater extent than they value the party leaders of their own party. is phenomenon we call
leader eﬀects28. Although conventional wisdom holds that party leaders are diﬃcult to
distinguish from their parties, recent beliefs indicate that party leaders have an independent
electoral eﬀect and thereby substantially impact election outcomes. Indeed, subjective
perceptions of party leaders have been shown to impact citizens’ vote decisions (e.g., Aarts et
al., 2013; Mughan, 2000; Bittner, 2011; Lobo and Curtice, 2014).
e media is likely to play an important role in the way political leaders influence society;
voters usually do not meet party leaders in real life, and therefore, they form their judgments
about these political actors based mainly on their representation in the media (e.g., Robinson,
1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and Strömbäck, 2014). us, media coverage of party leaders is
a likely source of electoral leader eﬀects. However, the extent to which the portrayal of party
leaders in the media aﬀects these voting decisions remains an unresolved question. is chapter
therefore shis the attention to the electoral eﬀects of the media coverage of party leaders.
ree distinct lines of research suggest that mediated images of leadership aﬀect electoral
behavior. First, the literature on mediatization suggests that the media’s dominance over
political parties in terms of determining the content of political news reports is increasing.
e resulting media logic – characterized by a focus on conflict, horse race news and the
personalization of politics – places a particularly strong focus on party leadership (Altheide
and Snow 1979; Mazzoleni 1987; McAllister, 2007). Second, the literature on political
leadership and electoral behavior suggests that voters’ perceptions of the character of party
leaders aﬀect their vote decisions. Positive evaluations increase the likelihood of voting for the
leader’s party, and negative evaluations decrease this likelihood (Miller et al., 1986; Bean and
Mughan, 1989; Bittner, 2011). ird, the literature on electoral volatility suggests that changes
in vote intentions and decisions are caused by short-term fluctuations that are dynamic in
nature. While most voters remain committed to a small and rather stable choice set of parties,

28 Party leader eﬀects are defined as the ‘added value, in electoral terms, that a specific (…) candidate is able to bring his/her party or
coalition through the eﬀectiveness of his/her public image as appraised at that specific time’ (Barisione, 2009: 474).
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their final choice within this choice set is likely determined by short-term concerns, such as
images of leaders, party performance, and strategic incentives (e.g., Stokes et al. 1958; Miller
and Shanks, 1996; Van der Meer et al. 2012a).
Despite theoretical suggestions that the media portrayals of party leaders matters to vote
decisions (King, 2002; Bittner, 2011), direct tests of this eﬀect largely remain lacking. is study
fills this crucial yet oen overlooked gap in research on leader eﬀects. erefore, this chapter
sets out to test the supposed eﬀects of the media coverage of party leaders on vote intentions,
i.e., mediated leader eﬀects. To study these eﬀects, I combine two unique datasets in the
Netherlands. e first is an extensive automated content analysis of Dutch newspapers’
coverage of leadership traits between 2006 and 2012, measuring positive and negative images of
a leader’s political crasmanship, vigorousness, integrity, communicative skills and
consistency (see chapter 2 of this dissertation). e second is a panel dataset, the Dutch
1Vandaag Opinion Panel (1VOP), which consists of over 50,000 unique respondents and 110
waves of interviews covering vote intentions in the two governmental periods between
September 2006 and September 2012. e Netherlands is particularly suited to isolating
mediated leader eﬀects for two reasons: (i) it has experienced relatively high levels of changes in
party preferences on the individual level both within and outside campaign periods, and (ii) the
rather fragmented Dutch multi-party system results in a wide range of competing party leaders.
is chapter shows that mediated portrayals of leaders aﬀect the popularity of their parties
in such a way that positive images of leadership in the media increase the leader’s party support,
while negative images decrease this support. is clearly highlights the significance of
leadership images in the electoral process and shows that the media not only aﬀect what their
users think about but also how they think about it. However, these eﬀects vary across time.
During campaign periods, the negative images of leadership in the media no longer undermine
the likelihood to vote for that leader’s party. Overall, the contribution of this research is twofold.
First, it extends the causal chain from subjective perceptions of leaders on electoral behavior
by including mediated images of leadership. Second, it contributes to the growing body of
research on the direct eﬀects of media content on public opinion, especially by showing the
impact of the election campaign.

Mediated Leader Effects and Character Traits
Classical models of voting behavior – the Columbia school, the Michigan school and the
Downsian rational choice model – pay little attention to the influence of leaders. However,
this topic has been well studied in more recent electoral research. Various studies have
demonstrated that favorable subjective evaluations of a party leader increase support for that
leader’s party (e.g., Mughan, 2000; Bittner, 2011; Aarts, Blais and Schmitt, 2013; Lobo and
Curtice, 2014; but see also King, 2002). e scope of these subjective leader eﬀects remains
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contested and is argued to be contingent on a range of factors including political institutions
(e.g., Curtice and Hunjan, 2013), the societal context (e.g., Gidengil, 2013) and partisan
de-alignment (e.g., Kriesi, 2012).
e electoral eﬀects of subjective leader evaluations are a necessary but insuﬃcient
condition to test leader eﬀects. Feelings towards the party leader cannot be easily distinguished
from feelings towards the party as a whole (Page and Jones, 1979; Johnston, 2002; Bittner, 2011;
Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2013; Garzia, 2012). e evaluation of the party leader influences
how voters rate parties, but party identification also influences perceptions of the party leader.
When I study the extent to which media reports on party leaders aﬀect voters’ (changing) vote
preferences, I largely bypass this endogenous relationship. Surprisingly, little empirical research
has been conducted on the way media portrayals of party leaders aﬀect citizens’ voting
behavior, although the scarce literature on mediated leader eﬀects suggests that media coverage
of party leaders indeed influences voters’ perception of party leaders and subsequently their
vote decision (e.g., McCombs et al. 1997; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2007; Bos et al., 2011; Eberl et
al., 2017).
Why would mediated images of leadership matter? e classic agenda-setting hypothesis
(McCombs and Shaw, 1972) argues that the media influences who and what users think about
when casting a ballot. Hopmann et al. (2010), for instance, show that a party’s increased
visibility in media coverage increases the number of voters who are inclined to vote for that
party. is rationale can easily be transposed to understand mediated leader eﬀects. e
prominence of party leaders in news coverage is likely to aﬀect voters’ vote decision (Kiousis
and McCombs, 2004; Bos, 2012), and indeed, for instance Mughan (2000) finds this positive
relation. Moreover, the media transfers to the public not only object salience but also attribute
salience; the way things are presented in the media aﬀects voters (understood as framing, e.g.,
Scheufele 2000; Lecheler and de Vreese, 2012; De Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2003; or
second-level agenda setting, e.g., McCombs et al., 1997).29 us, the media influences the public
agenda by aﬀecting what people think about and how to think about it. Based on this logic,
I propose the following:
Hypothesis 1: As the number of positive (negative) images of leadership in the media
increases, the propensity that voters will switch to that leader’s party increases (decreases).
Most research on the eﬀects of media content on electoral behavior focuses exclusively on
campaign periods (e.g., Ansolabehere et al., 1991; Kleinnijenhuis and De Ridder, 1998;
Semetko and De Vreese, 2004; Gerber et al., 2009; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2007; Bos et al., 2011).
e scarce number of studies that cover a longer time span either focus on media exposure

29

Moreover, this aﬀective dimension of media influence is stronger than the substantive dimension, which implies that it is not mere
media visibility that matters most but rather the tone of the coverage of party leaders in media reports (McCombs et al., 1997).
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rather than on the content of the messages (e.g., Bartels 1993) or rely on aggregate-level party
support rather than individual voters’ changes (e.g., Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart, 2007;
Vliegenthart et al., 2012; Van der Pas et al., 2013). is chapter goes beyond this limitation
and studies mediated leader eﬀects on individual voters’ vote intentions in a six-year period,
including three national election campaign periods and the periods of routine politics between
these elections.
e distinction between campaign periods and routine periods is relevant in three
respects. First, the link between the content of media coverage and public opinion might be
particularly apparent during campaigns. In this period, both the media and the public pay
more attention to politics and party leaders than they do in ‘routine’ times, enhancing the
possibility of the media to not only reflect the public debate but also influence public opinion
(Soroka et al., 2009). Second, the nature of electoral change likely diﬀers during routine and
campaign periods. Because voters require less-defined vote intentions – as their choice process
does not need to be complete (Tillie 1995) – citizens are likely to respond to diﬀerent triggers
outside campaign periods. e lack of focus on upcoming elections allows for more
retrospective, emotional, and idiosyncratic attitude changes during routine times, while
short-term factors, such as party leaders, should have a larger impact on voters during
campaign periods. ird, the news coverage becomes more personalized in the run-up to the
elections, i.e., the media’s attention paid to party leaders increases as the elections approach,
as manifested in increased attention to leader debates, campaign events and internal party
turmoil (Takens et al., 2015). Research shows that exposure to personalized news coverage
increases the influence of perceptions of party leaders on the vote decision (ibid.), indicating
that leader eﬀects in general are stronger during campaign periods than during routine times.
Overall, I expect the electoral impact of mediated leadership images to be larger during
campaign periods, which leads to the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: e eﬀects of mediated leadership images on shiing vote intentions are
stronger during campaign periods than during routine times.
Extant research based on prospect theory has shown the existence of a negativity bias
(Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Tversky and Kahneman, 1992): responses to negative
information tend to be stronger than responses to positive news. ese asymmetrical reactions
to positive and negative triggers are found in a range of fields, including economic information
(Soroka, 2006), campaign information (Lau and Pomper, 2002), and perceptions of political
parties and party leaders (e.g., Lau, 1982; Klein, 1991; Holbrook, 2001; but see also Wattenberg,
1991; Aarts and Blais, 2013). Following this argument, I expect the push factors in a leader’s
image to be more important than the pull factors:

79

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 80

CHAPT ER 4

Hypothesis 3: e eﬀect of negative mediated leadership images on shiing vote
intentions is stronger than the eﬀect of positive mediated leadership images.
Bittner (2011), among others, argues that to understand leader eﬀects, one should study
leaders’ character traits. Voters likely base their general judgment of party leaders on their
judgments of these leaders’ wide range of characteristics (Shabad and Anderson, 1979; Greene,
2001; Ohr and Oscarsson, 2013). In addition, evaluations on character traits can be measured
more reliably than general leader perceptions (f.e. Schwartz, 1998). But which character
traits do voters desire in their political leaders? is study employs the conceptualization of
leadership character traits developed in the second chapter of this dissertation, that integrates
existing typologies in an overarching framework, which consists of five empirically relevant
leadership character traits.
First, political skills include the skills needed to perform well in the political arena, such
as general competence, political intelligence and strategic behavior. Second, strong and
powerful leadership, (self-)confidence and decisive behavior by party leaders are called
vigorousness. ird, integrity refers to leaders’ honesty, (un)corruptness and whether the leader
is focused on his/her own needs or on the needs of the electorate. Fourth, communicative skills
refer to both inspiring or visionary leadership and the mediagenic skills of the leader, including
whether the leader comes across as friendly, clear, empathic and charming. Finally, the stability
of leaders’ visions and actions is labeled consistency and includes whether the leader behaves
in a predictable manner.
Studying the electoral eﬀects of a party leader’s mediated personality, the question arises
of voters are influenced mainly by general media coverage or by the discussion of specific traits.
Most scholars argue that specific traits are important, although the literature remains
inconclusive in identifying the characteristics that matter most. Miller et al. (1986), for instance,
find that performance-related character traits, such as competence and reliability, matter most
to voters. Others additionally show strongest eﬀects for competence (e.g., Lewis-Beck and
Nadeau, 2014; Bean and Mughan, 1989). However, Johnston (2002) and Bittner (2011) find
that party leaders’ integrity and empathy aﬀect citizens strongest. Based on these conflicting
results, I cannot formulate clear expectations on the most influential (set of) character trait(s).
However, these findings demonstrate that voters’ vote choice is aﬀected by perceptions of party
leaders in terms of specific characteristics. erefore, I expect to find electoral eﬀects not only
for the media’s general tone about a party leader’s personality but also for the media’s discussion
of party leaders’ specific characteristics:
Hypothesis 4: As the number of positive (negative) images in the media in terms of a
party leader’s (a) political crasmanship, (b) vigorousness, (c) integrity, (d) communicative
skills, and (e) consistency increases, the likelihood that voters will switch to the leader’s
party increases (decreases).
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The Dutch Case
Most research into leader eﬀects focused on the US or the UK. ere are various reasons to
expect leader eﬀects in the Dutch context to be smaller than in both of these countries. For
one, leader eﬀects are usually stronger in presidential systems than in parliamentary systems
(e.g., Bittner, 2011; Curtice and Holmberg, 2005; Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2013). e
diﬀerence in the scope of leader eﬀects is oen explained by the fact that people vote for a
candidate (who receives a personal mandate for a fixed period in time) in the former and for
a party (lacking a personal mandate and, when governing, depending on parliamentary
support) in the latter (Wattenberg, 1991; McAllister 1996). Furthermore, within parliamentary
systems, the electoral impact of leaders is generally larger in majoritarian systems than in
proportional systems (as in the Netherlands); the accountability of parties and party leaders is
less straightforward in multi-party systems with coalition governments than in two-party
systems (Curtice and Hunjan 2013).
Despite these features dampening the magnitude of leader eﬀects in the Dutch context,
other circumstances induce finding strong electoral influence of party leaders in the Netherlands. First, the highly proportional electoral system of the Netherlands oen results in the
parliamentary representation of ten or more parties in Parliament. Because of the availability
of so many alternatives, many voters change party preferences during both campaign periods
and routine periods (Van der Meer et al., 2012b). In the period for which data are available,
the Netherlands demonstrated high levels of volatility at both the aggregate (Mair, 2008) and
the individual levels (Van der Meer et al. 2012b). Second, the Dutch multiparty system oﬀers
a rather broad range of (competing) party leaders in the period under study, including many
leader changes within parties, which has resulted in variation across twenty-one party leaders
in the period under study.
us, the Netherlands oﬀers an interesting case for studying mediated leader eﬀects, as it
combines an institutional environment that dampens the influence of party leaders on the vote
decision, while simultaneously the current electoral context facilitates leader eﬀects.

Data and Methods
To test the electoral eﬀects of mediated leadership images, media data are combined with panel
data in the so-called linkage-analysis (Scharkow and Bachl, 2016), a research tradition that
can be considered state of the art when testing the influence of news content of political
behavior (Fazekas and Larsen, 2016).
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Content Analysis
I gathered media images of party leaders via computer-assisted content analysis of all
newspaper articles that were published in all major daily national newspapers in the
Netherlands30 in the period between September 1, 2006, and September 12, 2012 (Election
Day of the 2012 elections). e period of this study includes the campaign periods of three
national parliamentary elections and two long routine periods between the elections. I covered
the leaders of all political parties with at least one elected seat in Parliament31, resulting in
twenty-one party leaders32 representing eleven diﬀerent parties. To analyze media reports,
I applied the measurement instrument of images of political leadership based on the dictionary
approach discussed and tested on its validity in the second chapter of this dissertation.
e media data include, first, party leaders’ visibility in newspapers, i.e., the average
number of newspaper articles that refer to the party leader per day. More importantly, I study
mediated images of political skills, vigorousness, integrity, communicative skills and
consistency. For each of these five leadership traits, two dictionaries are manually constructed:
one that taps into positive images of this character trait and one tapping into negative ones.
us, ten specific leadership images for each party leader are studied in total.33 e occurrences
of the leadership images are coded as a proportion of the total amount of references to the
party leader, i.e., the measurement of the images in the media relative to leader visibility. In
total, I found 144,100 newspaper articles with a reference to at least one party leader in the
studied period, of which 23,232 articles contained a total of 32,283 leadership images.
Appendix 4A presents relevant descriptive statistics on how party leaders are discussed in
newspapers in terms of their character traits.
Panel Data
I connect this content analysis of media coverage of party leaders to the extensive 1VOP panel
survey data on respondents’ vote intentions. e respondents in 1VOP enlisted via selfapplication and the 1VOP dataset emerged from 110 waves. Since this chapter focuses on the
eﬀects of media coverage on electoral change, I selected respondents who participated in at
least two waves and that read at least one of the national newspapers, leaving me with 53,698
respondents. While there is self-selection bias, this bias largely disappears once I control for
earlier vote choice (cf. Van der Meer et al. 2012a). A challenging aspect of 1VOP for the
purposes of these analyses is that it is unbalanced; respondents do not participate in all waves.
30 de Volkskrant, Telegraaf, NRC Handelsblad, NRC Next, Algemeen Dagblad, Trouw, Parool, Financieele Dagblad, Spits, Metro, Pers and
DAG.
31 Trots op Nederland (TON) and Rita Verdonk being the exception, as in previous chapters.
32 Party leaders are conceptualized as chairmen of the party in Parliament (for opposition parties during routine times); chairmen of
the party in Parliament or a (vice-) prime minister (for coalition parties during routine times); and party leaders during campaign
periods.
33 I chose not to include a net-tone measurement (positive minus negative) for each trait, as I assume asymmetrical reactions to
positive and negative media coverage.
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To address this, I restructured the data into ‘personalized waves’; for each respondent,
I included only those waves in which he/she actually participated.
e combined media and voter dataset
e media information was reshaped to be consistent with the respondents’ profiles. First,
each respondent is connected only to the content of the newspapers that that respondent claims
to read on a regularly basis34. In other words, I calculated respondents’ personal media diet
(cf. Takens et al., 2015; Van Spanje et al., 2013; De Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2006). Second, I
adjusted the media information to align with the time periods of each respondent’s
personalized waves by averaging the media information over the period between two
personalized waves, weighted by the number of days. e main independent variables are thus
party leaders’ media visibility and the ten mediated leadership images in the period prior to
the 1VOP wave.35 ird, I stacked the data to the level of political parties so that the unit of
analysis in the merged dataset is a trinity of respondent*participated wave*party. As a result,
the main analyses are based on 11,691,944 cases. e dependent variable (the respondent’s
intention to vote for the party) is coded as a dichotomous variable. Appendix 4B presents an
example of the structure of the merged dataset.
Since I am interested in changes in vote intentions, I control for prior party preferences by
including a lagged dependent variable in the model. is variable largely controls for other likely
influences on the vote decision that are relatively stable over time, such as ideological preferences,
party identification and other socio-economic demographics.36 Furthermore, I control for respondent-specific features: the total amount of waves of the 1VOP in which the respondents
participated, membership in the specific party, voting for the specific party in the previous parliamentary elections, and various demographics (gender, age, and level of education).
Analysis
is merged dataset opens up the possibility to test the eﬀects of mediated leadership images
on shis in vote intentions on the individual level. ese types of questions are usually diﬃcult
to study due to the lack of suﬃcient statistical power. is dataset does not suﬀer from this
problem, with its sizeable number of respondents, regular waves, high number of party leaders,
and enormous amount of media information. However, a drawback of this data structure is
that the number of days between two waves diﬀers strongly between respondents and within
respondents over time; (personalized) waves are not fixed in time but depend on the
participation of the respondent in 1VOP.
34

Unfortunately, it is unknown how many days a week respondents on average read the newspapers they indicated
Bear in mind that I cannot distinguish between pure leader eﬀects and pure media eﬀects. is chapter is agnostic regarding whether
or not the media primarily portray leaders conform reality or not.

35

36

However, unfortunately, the model does not allow me to control for other short-term influences on the vote, such as the party’s
popularity in the polls.
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In this research, I employ logistic regression analyses, which pose some methodological
challenges. First, unobserved heterogeneity, i.e., the influence of relevant variables that are not
included in the model, is mainly addressed by (i) including the lagged dependent variable, (ii)
including party fixed eﬀects and (iii) clustering the standard errors by respondents. Second,
to test whether the unequal time periods between (personalized) waves aﬀects the results, a
robustness check with interaction eﬀects between the media variables and the number of days
between waves is performed. Another solution to the problem of unequal time periods is to
include only the media data of a fixed number of days before the 1VOP wave or to use
exponential decay on the media variables (see, for instance, Kleinnijenhuis and Walter, 2014).
However, the basic assumption underlying this strategy is that voters decide who to vote for
or change party preference in the exact moment that they indicated in the survey. Since I know
only whether voters changed their party preferences in the time between two waves but not
when they did, I include the averaged media content of the whole period between waves.

Results
Table 4.1 presents the results of the analyses. Model 1 includes the media visibility of party
leaders and the general tone in which party leaders are described in terms of their character
traits and the control variables. It shows first that the media visibility of party leaders has a
small positive eﬀect on vote intentions (even when controlling for previous party preference).
Moreover, positive images of party leaders in newspaper reports have a significant positive
eﬀect on vote intention and, thus, increase the probability that a voter votes for the leader’s
party, in line with hypothesis 1. I expected to find asymmetrical eﬀects for positive and negative
images (H3), where negative images were assumed to exert a stronger eﬀect than positive
images. However, the results suggest otherwise. e negative eﬀect of negative images in the
media is smaller than the positive eﬀect of positive images. us, positive descriptions of party
leaders in terms of their leadership qualities are more influential than negative descriptions,
contradicting the expectations but in line with the findings of Wattenberg (1991) and Aarts
and Blais (2013), who also show stronger eﬀects of subjective positive leader evaluations than
of negative ones.
Another interesting feature of the model concerns the explained variance. e pseudo
r-square indicates that approximately 73 percent of the variance in vote intention is explained
with the model. is high percentage of explained variance is not caused by the media variables
in the models but by the control variables, particularly the lagged dependent variable; a model
that includes only the lagged vote intention explains 69.5 per cent of the variance (not shown
here). However, this does not mean that the eﬀects of mediated leadership images do not
matter. To grasp their real-life impact, I plotted the predicted probabilities on vote intention
for an average party in Figure 4.1. e figure shows that when party leaders are discussed.
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Table 4.1: Mediatized Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention
Vote intention for parties
Vote for party (t-1)
Media visibility party leader
Media visibility party leader
* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone Positive
General tone Positive
* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone Negative
General tone Negative
* Campaign (1= campaign)
Political craftsmanship
Positive
Political craftsmanship
Negative
Vigorousness
Positive
Vigorousness
Negative
Integrity
Positive
Integrity
Negative
Communicative skills
Positive
Communicative skills
Negative
Consistency
Positive
Consistency
Negative
Membership party
Vote for party 2006
(0=no; 1=yes)
Vote for party 2010
(0=no; 1=yes)
Constant
Pseudo Log-Likelihood
Number of observations
Number of respondents
Pseudo R-square

Model 1: General Tone
Log Odds (SE)
5.29***
(0.01)
0.01***
(0.00)

Model 2: Traits
Log Odds (SE)
5.30***
(0.01)
0.01***
(0.00)

0.39***
(0.02)
-0.11***
(0.03)
0.28***
(0.03)
-0.34***
(0.05)
0.62***
(0.03)
-0.15***
(0.03)
0.20***
(0.04)
-0.13**
(0.05)
0.29***
(0.03)
-0.17**
(0.06)
-0.60***
(0.08)
0.64***
(0.05)
1.34***
(0.01)
1.74***
(0.01)
2.13***
(0.01)
-4.83***
(0.05)
-976989
11691944
53698
0.73

1.34***
(0.01)
1.74***
(0.01)
2.13***
(0.01)
-4.83***
(0.05)
-977328
11691944 .
53698
0.73

Model 3: Campaign
Log Odds (SE)
5.30***
(0.01)
0.01***
(0.00)
0.01***
(0.00)
0.34***
(0.02)
0.18***
(0.04)
-0.25***
(0.04)
0.45***
(0.06)

1.30***
(0.01)
1.75***
(0.01)
2.13***
(0.01)
-4.74***
(0.05)
-947355
11448309
53203
0.73

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. e dependent variable is intention to vote for party (0=no; 1=yes). e standard
errors are clustered by respondent; the models additionally control for the total amount of 1waves respondents participated in, the number
of days in between waves, gender, age and level of education and party fixed eﬀects were added to the model (not shown here).e campaign
period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded in model 3, as the corresponding routine time was not included in the content analysis.
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positively in terms of their leadership qualities in all newspaper articles in which they
are mentioned, the probability to vote for the leader’s party is on average approximately
1 percentage point higher than for the party whose leaders are not discussed positively in terms
of leadership traits in any of the newspaper articles in which they appear (an increase in
probability from 0.0912 to 0.0992). Although this observation may seem like a limited media
eﬀect, we must remember that we are analyzing the influence of the time between two waves
of interviews in which the respondents participate. e average time lag between two waves is
three months. us, in the unlikely event that a leader received only positive discussions of
his/her character traits for a full year, the model predicts an increase in the electoral support
for his/her party of 4 percentage points. e electoral eﬀect of negative coverage in terms of
leadership images in the media is estimated to be substantially smaller. e figure shows that
the probability to vote for a leader’s party decreases from 0.0919 to 0.0898 when the proportion
of the leader’s media visibility that also includes negative images increases from zero to 1.
Next, model 2 in Table 4.1 includes all ten distinct leadership images and shows significant
positive eﬀects of positive images on the vote intention for the leader’s party and negative
eﬀects of negative images on the leadership traits of political crasmanship, vigorousness,
integrity and communicative skills, as predicted by hypothesis 4. However, on trait consistency,
I find opposing eﬀects than hypothesized. Here, negative leadership images increase the
probability to vote for the leader’s party, while positive images decrease this likelihood,
contradicting the basic notion of media influence; negative coverage results in a positive eﬀect
and vice versa. is eﬀect remains consistent even when excluding parties one by one and
when conducting an analysis with just this one trait rather than controlling for the others. I
cannot provide an obvious explanation for this unexpected finding.37
To test the influence of campaign periods on the eﬀects of mediated leadership images,
I added interaction eﬀects between the positive and negative mediated images and a
dichotomous variable that measures whether it is a campaign period or a routine period (model
3 in Table 4.1). Campaign period is operationalized very broadly as the period in between the
announcement of new elections (all cabinets in this time period ended prematurely) and
Election Day. For this analysis, the short period before the 2006 election is excluded, as the
corresponding routine period (2003-2006) was not included in the content analysis. e table
shows that the eﬀects of leadership images on vote intentions diﬀer substantively in both
periods. During times of routine politics, there is a positive eﬀect of positive images and a
negative eﬀect of negative images, as predicted. e results during campaign periods, on the
other hand, tell a somewhat diﬀerent story. e (positive) eﬀects of positive images increases
during campaign periods, supporting the expectation that mediated leader eﬀects are stronger

37

e only explanation that I can think of is that the ‘inconsistency’ of parties is a consequence of the need to find compromises in
order to govern. In the Dutch multi-party system, which requires collaboration with political opponents, voters will usually understand
that one has to compromise. e unwillingness to do so in order to remain consistent is perhaps not valued positively by voters.
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Figure 4.1: Predicted Probabilities for Vote Intention

Figure 4.2: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention during Campaign Periods and Routine Times

e campaign period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded in this model, as the corresponding routine time was not included in the
content analysis.
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during election campaigns. However, while negative images have a negative eﬀect during
routine times, this eﬀect is not augmented during campaign periods. In contrast, the negative
eﬀect of negative images disappears during campaign periods.38 A possible reason could be
that in campaign times, any evaluation of mediated leadership may be a cue for relevance (see
also Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2007). Figure 4.2 presents these eﬀects graphically. ese results
suggest that the eﬀect would even turn positive during campaign times. However, while the
unexpected positive interaction eﬀect is robust against various model specifications, the
marginal eﬀect of negative news during campaign periods becomes insignificant in various
robustness checks (see below). While evidence to conclude that politicians benefit from
negative news during campaign periods is insuﬃciently robust, the fact that negative news
does not harm them during campaign periods is surprising in and of itself.

Robustness checks
I performed various robustness checks of the models. First, the results in the previous
paragraph are based on the media coverage of all parties. However, not all parties are equally
large and receive the same amount of media coverage. I checked whether the amount of media
coverage influenced the results by adding interaction eﬀects of general tone (positive and
negative) with media visibility. e results confirm that media visibility impacts the eﬀect sizes.
To test whether the results are driven by an ‘overrepresentation’ of small parties, I therefore
performed additional analyses on a subset of exclusively large parties. e results are presented
in Appendix 4C. Although the size of the coeﬃcients diﬀers somewhat from the coeﬃcients
in the main model, both the direction and the significance of all coeﬃcients is robust. A first
notable diﬀerence is the negative eﬀect of negative images of communicative skills in model 2
(considerably stronger for large parties than for all parties). Second, the negative eﬀect of
negative images during routine times is stronger for large parties, while the positive eﬀect of
negative images in campaign periods is weaker. e figure in Appendix 4D depicts the eﬀects
graphically and shows that during campaign periods, negative leadership images have an
insignificant eﬀect. is finding suggests that the positive eﬀect of negative leadership images
in the media is driven mainly by smaller parties, in line with the earlier suggestion that in
campaign times, any evaluation of mediated leadership may be a cue for relevance.
Second, to test whether the results are driven by specific parties, I jackknifed the analyses.
Basically, I performed the analyses eleven times, excluding each party in turn. e results of the
jackknifed analyses of model 1 are presented in Appendix 4E. e results show that the eﬀects
of media visibility and positive images in the media on vote intention are robust. All eﬀects are

38 I checked whether this surprising result was driven by a specific election campaign, but it was found in the campaign periods in
both 2010 and 2012.
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positive, significant and somewhat equal in size to the main eﬀects presented in model 1 of Table
4.1. However, the negative eﬀect of negative images in the media is robust for all jackknifed
analyses, except for the analyses that exclude D66 and the VVD. In the former case, the eﬀect
becomes insignificant, while in the latter instance, the eﬀect becomes positive, which would
indicate that D66 and VVD are mainly responsible for the negative eﬀect of negative images. I
therefore performed a range of additional checks. In turn, jackknifed model 3, excluding D66
and VVD, suggests that these parties do not drive the negative eﬀect of negative images during
routine times but strongly impact the positive eﬀect of negative images during campaign periods.
Moreover, jackknifed model 2, excluding D66 and VVD, in turn strongly resembles the original
findings with the exception that the negative eﬀects of negative images of integrity and
communicative skills become non-significant. However, overall, the jackknife procedure
indicates that specific parties do not drive the results in the main analyses.
ird, the number of days between the two waves varies strongly between and within
respondents over time in the 1VOP. To test whether these unequal time intervals aﬀect the
results, I performed additional checks by including interaction eﬀects between (standardized)
media variables and the (standardized) number of days between waves. Appendix 4F presents
the results of this analysis. All (interaction) eﬀects are very small but significant, indicating
that the results are not independent from inequality in time intervals between the waves of
1VOP. e table shows, first, that when the number of days is at its mean (with a value of zero
in the standardized variable), there is a positive eﬀect of media visibility on vote intention. e
interaction eﬀect between media visibility and the number of days between waves is negative
and significant, indicating that the positive eﬀect of media visibility is strongest when the time
period between waves is short, while the eﬀect is weakest when this period is longer. Moreover,
there is a positive eﬀect of positive images and a negative eﬀect of negative images when the
number of days between waves is at its mean. When the number of days between waves
increases, both eﬀects are strengthened; thus, the positive eﬀect of positive images becomes
more positive and the negative eﬀect of negative images becomes more negative. However,
these eﬀect sizes are very small, and thus, the dependency on the number of days in between
waves should not be overstated.
Fourth, one of the challenges of this data structure that the main analyses do not consider
is the dependency of observations on the dependent variable. I stacked the data on political
parties, which increased the dataset eleven times. However, if a respondent indicated a vote
intention for one party in a specific wave, this automatically implies that he/she would not
vote for the other ten parties. To address this dependency, I test the robustness of the findings
on models in which all media variables are centered around the mean per respondent/wave.
Now, all variation between respondents and over time is accounted for, and I explain only the
variance between parties within respondents and waves. Appendix 4G presents the results of
these analyses and shows that leadership visibility and positive coverage increase the likelihood
of voting for the leader’s party, while negative leadership coverage decreases this likelihood
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(model 1). Additionally, model 2 of Appendix 4G is a replica of model 2 in Table 4.1 in terms
of direction and significance. Model 3 and the figure in Appendix 4G show that the eﬀects of
negative images during campaign periods are comparable to the eﬀects in the main analyses.
Finally, I also performed the analyses including respondent/party fixed eﬀects in the
model. ereby, I exclude all variation between respondents and between parties and only
model the variation within respondents over time for each party. Consequently, all
respondent-party combinations without any change over time (i.e., when a respondent always
votes for the party or when the respondent never votes for the party) are excluded, and the
analyses are performed on a substantially smaller subset of observations. Appendix 4H presents
the results. Although there are slight changes in the coeﬃcients when respondent/party fixed
eﬀects are added to the models, the direction and significance of all media eﬀects in models
1-3 remain equal to the results in Table 4.1.
Overall, I conclude that not all eﬀects in the main analyses are robust to alternative case
selections and model specifications. For one, the eﬀects of positive and negative images of
leadership in newspapers on vote intentions are influenced by the number of days between
waves in such a way that as the period between waves increases, the eﬀects strengthen. Hence,
the influence of positive or negative party leader coverage on voters increases as this coverage
lasts. More importantly, the positive eﬀect of negative images of leadership during campaign
periods does not seem to be robust and becomes insignificant when only large parties are
included. us, although I conclude that the negative eﬀect of negative images disappears
during election campaigns, there is insuﬃcient evidence to conclude that the eﬀect becomes
positive during campaign periods.

Conclusion
Mediated leadership images aﬀect citizens’ vote intentions. e success of party leaders is
inherently tied to the mediated environment, in which media are voters’ primary source of
political information. Generally, positive leadership images stimulate support for that leader’s
party, whereas negative images undermine support. us, the media aﬀects not only what
consumers think about but also how they think about it.
However, the media’s influence is not unconditional. During campaign periods, negative
leadership images no longer have a negative eﬀect on subsequent vote intentions. I can only
speculate about the reasons why the negative eﬀect of negative leadership images is dampened
during an election campaign. It may be that the mediated discussion of the leadership traits of
a party leader may signal a cue for political relevance during campaign periods, indicating
that the party leader is important enough to elaborate upon, even when negative images are
put forward. Most of these negative leadership images may even be initiated by political
opponents during campaign periods via negative campaigning (e.g., Lau et al., 2007), while
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during routine times, these evaluations are made mainly by ‘objective’ journalists. Alternatively,
other, more strategic, considerations might come into play during campaign periods, as a result
of which the ‘regular’ mechanisms by which leadership images aﬀect voters no longer apply.
I was able to isolate these mediated leader eﬀects by combining an extensive computerassisted content analysis of Dutch newspapers in the 2006 to 2012 period to measure leadership
images with the large-scale 1VOP panel dataset that measures respondents’ newspaper
readership and their vote intentions in 110 waves. As a result of its large scope of media data,
its many respondents, its many survey waves, and the large number of competing party leaders,
the merged dataset provided me with the statistical power needed to isolate mediated leader
eﬀects on the individual level.
e contribution of this research is twofold. First, this chapter extends our knowledge of
the eﬀects of party leaders on the electoral support for their party. To date, the literature has
predominantly studied the tail end of this eﬀect, i.e., the eﬀect of respondents’ subjective
leadership evaluations on their vote intentions. is chapter shows that mediated leadership
images have a considerable influence on these vote intentions as well. By focusing on mediated
(rather than subjective) leadership images in a longitudinal model, I can be more certain about
the causal direction of this eﬀect. e next step in the literature should be an in-depth study
of the causal mechanism, i.e., the extent to which media coverage aﬀects voters’ perceptions
of party leaders.
Second, there is a more general scholarly debate on the extent to which media content
influences media users. is chapter shows not only that aﬀective news coverage has a direct
eﬀect on voting behavior but also that these eﬀects depend on the wider context, i.e., the
presence of an election campaign. is indicates that the timing of media eﬀects in the broader
socio-political context is a factor to consider. Particularly to studies of media eﬀects on electoral
behavior, more research is needed to understand how media aﬀects political behavior not only
during campaign periods but also in times of routine politics.
Although I find considerable eﬀects of mediated leadership images, these estimates might
be conservative because this chapter focuses on the eﬀects based on respondents’ personal
media diets. us, I test only the direct eﬀects of the coverage in the newspapers respondents
indicated that they read regularly. Historically, there has been a strong selection bias in
newspaper readership. Voters’ choice of newspapers is likely to be influenced by their political
preferences. As a result, the reinforcement eﬀects of party leaders will probably be larger
than their defection eﬀects. Political leanings inherent in news coverage probably result in
strengthening party preferences rather than changing them. Another reason to consider these
estimates conservative is the explicit limitation of media content to newspaper articles, thereby
excluding televised or digital content. It would be interesting to examine how mediated
leadership images in other media outlets aﬀect voters, especially televised images of leadership,
as television is the voters’ principal political information source and is less connected to
political parties than newspapers are (Gunther and Mughan, 2000).
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While this chapter shows that mediated leadership images aﬀect vote intentions, it cannot
distinguish between pure media eﬀects and pure leader eﬀects. In other words, I am agnostic
as to whether these mediated leadership images are neutral reflections of party leaders or are
largely constructed in media reports instead. To disentangle the influence of party leaders
themselves from the influence of journalists who report on them, future studies should
compare mainstream media content with media content controlled mainly by parties.
Additionally, the content analysis does not distinguish the positive and negative coverage of
the character traits of party leaders from the more general positive and negative coverage of
parties and their leaders. When the tone in the reporting of the character traits of party leaders
coincides strongly with the tone in which parties and their leaders are described more generally,
excluding the latter from the analysis might aﬀect the findings. A content analysis that is even
more extensive than the one applied in this chapter, which includes both party coverage and
leader coverage, could unravel these distinct influences on the vote decision.
We know that mediated leadership images matter; the next step is to tease out the
conditions in which they matter. When are voters most likely to be swayed by mediated
leadership images? And in which socio-political contexts? e next chapter focuses on these
questions.
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Mediated Leader Effects and Three Sources of
Moderation: The Influence of Media Type, Time and
Voter Characteristics
Abstract
ere is tentative evidence for mediated leader eﬀects, both in terms of media visibility
and aﬀective media coverage. However, little is known about their conditionality. is
chapter tests the conditionality of the electoral eﬀects of leadership images in media
coverage based on the most important sources of moderation, that stem from the media
eﬀects, leader eﬀects and electoral behavior literature. More specifically, it tests moderation
of the electoral influence of media coverage of party leaders in terms of their character
traits on the type of media outlet, the timing of the elections, and voter characteristics. To
this end, three datasets are combined: an automated content analysis of leadership images
in newspapers, amanual content analysis of leadership images in television coverage, and
a five-wavepanel-dataset in the months preceding the 2012 Dutch parliamentary elections.
e cautious conclusion is that politically unsophisticated voters, who are ideologically
close to the leader’s party, are most strongly influenced by a leader’s portrayal on television
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Introduction
e central position of political leaders in (current) democracies is evident: they propagate the
party message most visibly in the public domain and actively attempt to connect voters to their
parties. Research shows that the subjective perceptions voters have of political leaders, especially
in terms of their character traits, influence their decisions when they cast their ballots (e.g., Aarts
et al., 2013; Mughan, 2000; Bittner, 2011; Lobo and Curtice, 2014). As leader do not operate in
a vacuum, but in a strongly mediatized political environment where voters rarely meet political
leaders in real life and the media are their primary sources of political information (e.g., Robinson, 1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and Strömbäck, 2014), the origin of electoral leader eﬀects
is likely to be found in media coverage of party leaders. Although research on mediated leader
eﬀects is still in its infancy, there is, indeed, tentative evidence that media coverage of party
leaders – in terms of both media visibility and aﬀective media coverage – aﬀects voters (e.g.,
McCombs et al., 1997; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; Eberl et al., 2017).
As for most electoral behavior, it seems highly unlikely that mediated leader eﬀects are
unconditional. However, the scarce literature that studies these eﬀects has mainly treated them
as such (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; Soroka et al., 2009). ereby, this literature is at risk
of erroneously estimating the influence of the media portrayal of party leaders on voters and
provides biased results. is chapter is one of the first endeavors to untangle the specific
conditions under which the electoral eﬀects of media coverage of party leaders are apparent,
as it studies the three most pressing sources of moderation – on the level of the sender, receiver
and context – which stem from the political communication, electoral behavior and leader
eﬀects literature. More precisely, this chapter studies the influences of diﬀerent types of media,
of proximity to Election Day and of voter characteristics (i.e., voter’s ideology and political
sophistication) on mediated leader eﬀects. Hence, the most important contribution of this
chapter lies in the answers it provides to some of the most fundamental questions concerning
the conditionality of these eﬀects.
To this end, the chapter combines three datasets. e first is a comprehensive computerassisted content analysis of Dutch newspapers’ images of leadership in the four months
preceding the 2012 national parliamentary elections, measuring positive and negative images
of leaders’ character traits. e second is a manually coded content analysis of the same images
in television coverage and leader debates in the same period. e third is a five-wave panel
dataset in which respondents’ media diets and likelihood to vote for political parties are
measured.

39

Party leader eﬀects are defined as the ‘added value, in electoral terms, that a specific (…) candidate is able to bring his/her party or
coalition through the eﬀectiveness of his/her public image as appraised at that specific time’ (Barisione, 2009: 474).
40 Although not completely, because there is a self-selection eﬀect in the media coverage that voters receive that is not entirely unrelated
to party preferences.
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e chapter proceeds as follows. First, leadership traits and (mediated) leader eﬀects in
general are discussed, aer which the focus of this chapter shis to the conditionality of
mediated leader eﬀects and the expectations concerning the influence of the media type, the
proximity to the election, and voter characteristics are provided. In the next section of the
chapter, the automated content analysis of Dutch newspapers, the manual content analysis of
Dutch television broadcasts and the panel dataset used are described, and I discuss how they
are combined. In the following section, the results of the analyses are presented and interpreted,
aer which I discuss their implications. e cautious conclusion of this study is that mediated
leader eﬀects are indeed conditional and that voters who are ideologically close to the party of
the party leader and who are politically unsophisticated are most strongly influenced by how
this leader is portrayed on television in terms of his/her character traits.

Mediated Leader Effects
As the spokespersons of political parties, party leaders are the most visible political actors and
most clearly convey the party’s message to voters. erefore, party leadership is likely to impact
elections. Research has indeed shown that subjective evaluations of party leaders aﬀect citizens’
vote decisions. Party leaders oen reinforce party preferences, in the sense that the party leader
of one’s own party is liked, while the party leaders of other parties are disliked. Nevertheless,
party leaders can also influence voters in such a way that voters switch party preferences. When
voters strongly prefer the party leader of another party over the party leader of their own party,
they may change vote choice accordingly, which we call leader eﬀects39 (e.g., Aarts et al., 2013;
Mughan, 2000; Bittner, 2011; Lobo and Curtice, 2014).
is chapter focuses on the media portrayals of a leader’s character traits, as these form
the source of voters’ general perception of party leaders (Shabad and Anderson, 1979; Greene,
2001; Ohr and Oscarsson, 2013) and can be measured more reliably (Schwartz, 1998).
However, which character traits are desirable for political leaders? is study employs the
conceptualization of leadership character traits outlined in the second chapter of this
dissertation. First, political skills cover the skills needed to perform well in the political arena,
such as general competence, political intelligence and strategic behavior. Second, strong and
powerful leadership, (self-)confidence and decisive behavior among party leaders is called
vigorousness. ird, integrity refers to leaders’ honesty and (un)corruptness and whether the
leader is focused on his/her own needs or the needs of the electorate. Fourth, communicative
skills refer to both inspiring or visionary leadership and the mediagenic skills of the leader,
the latter including whether the leader comes across as friendly, clear, empathic and charming.

41

Although Bos et al. (2011) study whether leader eﬀects diﬀer between right-wing populist leaders and other party leaders and Eberl
et al. (2017) study moderation between leader visibility and the tone in which they are discussed.
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Finally, the stability of the visions and actions of leaders is called consistency and includes
whether the leader behaves in a predictable manner.
ere are two reasons why this study shis the attention from the electoral eﬀects of
subjective leader evaluations to the electoral impact of media coverage of party leaders. First,
voters usually do not meet party leaders in real life, and therefore, they form their judgments
of these political actors mainly based on their representation in the media (e.g., Robinson,
1976; Strömbäck, 2008; Esser and Strömbäck, 2014). us, media coverage of party leaders is
the likely source of electoral leader eﬀects. Second, it has been argued that leader perceptions
and party preferences have a reciprocal relationship. Leader perceptions aﬀect the party people
will vote for, and in turn, party preferences also influence voters’ leader evaluations (Page and
Jones, 1979; Johnston, 2002; Bittner, 2011; Garzia, 2012). Focusing on the media coverage of
party leaders that voters receive instead of their subjective leader evaluations is one step further
away from party preferences in the causal chain and largely circumvents this endogenous
relationship40.
e scarce literature that studies mediated leader eﬀects, i.e., electoral eﬀects of the media
coverage of party leaders, generally focuses on two aspects of leader portrayal: party leader
visibility in the media and the tone in which leaders are described. Usually, it shows that not
only the prominence of party leaders but also the mere tone in which they are described in
media coverage has a positive eﬀect on vote intentions, resulting in increased party support
when the leader is more visible in the media or when the leader is described positively and a
decrease in vote likelihood for the party when the leader is portrayed in a negative way
(McCombs et al.,1997; Mughan, 2000; Hopmann et al., 2010; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; Soroka
et al., 2009; Hopmann et al., 2010; Eberl et al., 2017).
However, because most electoral eﬀects are not absolute, mediated leader eﬀects are highly
unlikely to be unconditional. Nonetheless, previous studies focusing on mediated leader eﬀects
have mainly overlooked conditionality (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; Soroka et al., 2009)41.
Disregarding moderation might seriously endanger the results, as the scope of the mediated
leader eﬀects are likely to be over- or underestimated. e main argument of this chapter is
that to truly understand the complexity of the electoral impact of media coverage of party
leaders, the likely moderators of these eﬀects should be examined. In this way, this chapter can
answer questions of which voters in particular are susceptible to mediated leader eﬀects and
in which contexts. To determine which moderators are most important to include, this chapter
builds on insights from the political communication/media eﬀects literature, the electoral
behavior literature and research on leader eﬀects (based on subjective leader evaluations).
More specifically, this chapter tests the conditionality on (i) diﬀerent types of media outlets,
(ii) proximity to Election Day, and (iii) voter characteristics (ideology and political
sophistication) of the baseline hypothesis of mediated leader eﬀects:
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Hypothesis 1: e larger the number of positive (negative) images in the media based on
a party leader’s character traits, the higher (lower) the likelihood to vote for the leader’s party.

Conditionality based on media type
At the level of the sender in the traditional communication structure, the first moderator
included in this chapter concerns diﬀerent types of media outlets. Based on the political
communication literature, I expect mediated leadership images to influence voters diﬀerently
through television than through newspapers.
e process of mediatization changed the role of the media in society. Esser and Strömbäck
state, ‘the mediatization of politics has been defined as a long-term process through which the
importance of the media and their spill-over eﬀects on political processes, institutions,
organizations and actors has increased’ (2014: 246). Hence, the media has become more
influential in the political process. Moreover, the content of media coverage has changed over
time, becoming more personalized and with a stronger focus on negativity, horse race, conflict
and success and failure (Altheide and Snow, 1979; Strömbäck, 2008; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2013).
In current media logic, the media is most influential in determining what is politically
newsworthy, in contrast to the party logic, where parties make the news. e mediatization of
politics not only results in increased attention to party leaders relative to the parties they
represent (see for instance Wattenberg, 1991; Mughan, 2000; Dalton et al, 2002; Langer, 2007;
Karvonen, 2010) but also influences the way politicians are covered in the media, with a
stronger focus, for instance, on personality characteristics and the private lives of politicians
(e.g., King, 2002; Kriesi, 2012). One of the main causes of the mediatization and personalization
of politics is the gradual change from newspapers to television broadcasts as the most
influential source of political information (McAllister, 2007). Television needs a visual image
in its coverage of political news and oen relies on the party leader for this.
e question arises regarding which type of medium influences voters most. Comparing
newspaper and television coverage, voters seem to attach greater value to and rely more
strongly on political television coverage (Ansolabehere et al., 1993). However, most scholars
find that the learning eﬀect of political coverage in mass media is stronger for newspapers than
for television, i.e., the political knowledge voters gain from using newspapers as a political
information source is greater than when voters rely primarily on television (e.g., Clarke and
Fredin, 1978; Druckman, 2005). On the other hand, other media eﬀects (for instance,
persuasion, agenda setting and priming) have shown to be stronger for watching television
than for reading newspapers (e.g., Bartels, 1993; Mughan, 2000). In line with this, Shaw (1999)
shows that the eﬀects of the tone in which party leaders are described during campaign events
on candidate evaluation are greater for television broadcasts than for newspaper coverage.
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erefore, this chapter expects the electoral eﬀects of televised leadership images to be stronger
than the influence of images of leaders in newspapers:

Hypothesis 2: Mediated leader eﬀects are stronger through television broadcasts than
through newspaper coverage.

Conditionality based on proximity to Election Day
Second, the socio-political context in which mediated leader eﬀects occur is thought to matter,
especially the proximity of actual elections. ere are various diﬀerences between times of
routine politics and election campaigns that might be relevant in this respect. For one, the
formation of vote intention diﬀers during routine times and campaign periods, indicating that
diﬀerent attributes influence vote intention in the former period than when voters have to cast
their ballots on Election Day. For instance, one could argue that retrospective, emotional and
idiosyncratic considerations have a stronger impact during routine times, while short-term
factors, such as party leaders and media coverage, are more likely to influence vote decisions
in campaign periods (see also the previous chapter). Furthermore, not only is the association
between media coverage and public opinion much stronger for campaign coverage than for
media coverage during times of routine politics (Soroka et al., 2009), the content of the
coverage is also diﬀerent. During election campaigns, the news places an increased focus on
party leaders (Takens et al., 2015), especially in terms of leaders’ character traits (see chapter
2 of this dissertation). It has been shown that when the focus on party leaders is stronger, the
relative impact of leader perceptions is also higher (Takens et al., 2015)42. Hence, the following
hypothesis is tested:
Hypothesis 3: Mediated leader eﬀects increase when the elections become closer.

Conditionality based on voter characteristics
At the level of the receiver in the classical communication model, the third source of moderation concerns voter characteristics. In the field of leader eﬀects, a large strand of research studies the moderating impact of voters’ political sophistication. For decades, the assumption was

42

Additionally, the previous chapter of this dissertation studied the moderating influence of the election campaign on mediated leader
eﬀects and shows not only that the positive eﬀects are stronger during election campaigns, but also that the negative eﬀect of negative
leadership images in newspapers disappears during campaigns.
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that party leaders are influential mainly for unsophisticated voters. e notion underlying this
idea is that voting based on ideological considerations is sophisticated behavior, while vote
choices based on subjective leader evaluations are not political and hence not sophisticated:
‘e common – indeed universal – view has been that voting choices based on policy concerns
are superior to those based on party loyalty or candidate images. Only the former represents
clearly sophisticated behavior’ (Carmines and Stimson 1980: 79). Research shows empirical
evidence that is consistent with this view (e.g., Gidengil, 2013).
However, there is also a political side to personality voting, insofar as a leader’s character
influences his/her performance in oﬃce. Lobo and Curtice (2014) show that leader evaluations
largely originate in political considerations and that voters rely more on leader perceptions in
political environments where leaders are more influential, i.e., when it is more rational to include leader perceptions in the vote decision. In line with this, scholars show that leader eﬀects
are actually strongest for more highly educated and politically sophisticated voters (Bittner
2011; Lachat 2014). eir explanation is that leader eﬀects are not just shortcuts or heuristics
for voters who lack the reasoning capacity and/or political knowledge to make a decision based
on ‘policy concerns’. Rather, the perception of leaders is based on voters’ assessment of how
well leaders performed, or would perform, in oﬃce, such that the ‘process of leader evaluation
is complex – perhaps more so than we think’ (Bittner 2011: 54)43.
Because the theoretical expectations conflict and the empirical evidence is mixed regarding
the level of political sophistication that most strongly allows for mediated leader eﬀects (see
also Mughan and Aaldering, forthcoming), this chapter does not formulate a hypothesis concerning the moderating eﬀect of political sophistication but rather asks whether the most or
least politically sophisticated are most susceptible to mediated leader eﬀects. By focusing on the
electoral eﬀects of leadership images in the media (based on voters’ own media diet) instead
of leader perceptions of voters, this chapter provides an important new insight for this unsolved
debate.
Based on the electoral behavior literature, this chapter studies how the ideological distance
between voters and parties influences the scope of mediated leader eﬀects. e vote decision
can be split into two stages: the consideration stage and the choice stage (e.g., De Vries et al.,
2009; Bochsler and Sciarini, 2010; Oskarson et al., 2016; Schmitt-Beck and Partheymüller,
2016; Rekker, 2016). e former entails the process in which voters form a choice set of political

43 ere is yet another insight in this debate. Converse (1962) and Zaller (1989; 1992) argue that people with a moderate position on
political awareness change their political attitudes most oen during election campaigns. e most aware citizens are highly exposed
to media information, but their partisan commitments are also strong and well considered, and therefore, it is unlikely that new
information can swing their vote; the least aware have weaker partisan ties but are also less likely to be exposed to media information.
e moderately aware are thus most persuadable because they have the right balance between the amount of campaign information
that might change their opinions they receive and the strength of their partisan commitments. However, this rationale is based on the
estimated average amount of political information that groups with diﬀerent levels of political sophistication receive. When the personal
media diet of voters is known, as in this chapter, this argument does not hold.
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parties. Based on structural characteristics such as party identification and socio-demographic
factors, for instance, voters eliminate the parties that they do not consider voting for and reduce
their electoral options by selecting only those parties that are worth considering. In a later
stage, voters make a final decision as to which party to vote for from their consideration set
based on additional information that is less structural in nature. Short-term electoral factors,
such as policy issues and party leaders, are likely to have a greater impact in the choice stage
than in the consideration stage.
Van der Meer et al. (2012a; 2015) showed that Dutch voters, although very volatile in their
party preferences, are not whimsical or irrational. ey switch between political parties but
generally do so between political parties that are ideological similar, i.e., belong to the same
ideological block of parties. us, for voters in the Netherlands, the consideration stage oﬀers
an ideological leish or right-wing block of parties, and in the choice stage, they choose a party
within this block. From this, it follows that
Hypothesis 4: Mediated leader eﬀects are greater when political parties are closer to the
ideological preferences of voters.

Data and Methods
To study the conditionality of mediated leader eﬀects, this chapter combines three unique
Dutch datasets: a content analysis of newspaper articles in the months preceding the 2012
Parliamentary elections in the Netherlands, a content analysis of political television programs
in the same time period, and a five-wave panel dataset (the election study of TNS NIPO,
de Volkskrant and the University of Amsterdam), using linkage-analysis (Scharkow and Bachl,
2016).
e Dutch case
To study mediated leader eﬀects, the Dutch context is an interesting case for multiple reasons.
On one hand, the Netherlands can be considered a conservative case. First, from previous
studies, it is known that leader eﬀects in general are stronger in presidential systems than in
parliamentary systems (e.g., Bittner, 2011; Curtice and Holmberg, 2005; Holmberg and
Oscarsson, 2013) partly because in the former, people vote for a candidate who receives a
personal mandate for a fixed period in time, while in the latter, they vote for a party, and the
government always depends on parliamentary support (Wattenberg, 1991; McAllister 1996).
Secondly, within parliamentary systems, proportional systems (as in the Netherlands) tend to
produce a variety of parties and coalition governments. As the accountability of parties and
party leaders is more straightforward in two-party systems, it is much easier to hold party
leaders responsible in majoritarian systems. However, on the other hand, it could also be
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argued that the Netherlands is a likely candidate for finding leader eﬀects, as electoral volatility
is exceptionally high in the Netherlands compared to other European countries (Mair, 2008).
As the ideological diﬀerences between parties are relatively small, there is much room for
short-term factors – such as party leaders – to influence the vote decision.
Content analysis of Newspapers
To study leadership images in newspapers, all newspaper articles that were published in the
Dutch national newspapers de Volkskrant, Telegraaf, NRC Handelsblad, NRC Next, Algemeen
Dagblad, Trouw, Financieele Dagblad and the free newspapers Spits and Metro in the period
from May 1, 2012, to September 12, 2012 (Election Day), are analyzed using computerized
content analysis. To analyze newspaper reports, the measurement instrument of political
leadership images discussed and tested in the second chapter of this dissertation was applied.
e occurrences of the leadership images are coded as a proportion of the total amount of
references to the party leader, i.e., the measurement of images in the media is relative to leader
visibility44.
Content analysis of Television Broadcasts
In addition to the content analysis of newspaper articles, broadcasts of the television programs
Pauw en Witteman, Eenvandaag, 1 voor de verkiezingen, De wereld draait door, Pownews, Knevel
en van de Brink, Nieuwsuur, RTL Boulevard, RTL Nieuws, NOS Journal, Hart van Nederland
and the broadcasted debates between party leaders on August 26 (RTL4 debate), August 30
(Knevel en van de Brink debate), September 6 (Eenvandaag debate) and September 11 (NOS
debate) were manually coded. In a stratified random sample, 32.08 percent of all programs
(265 of the 826 programs) are included and coded by a team of 5 well-trained coders. To
analyze television broadcasts, a codebook was constructed that measures the same information
that was collected with the automated content analysis. us, coders identified each television
program in which leaders appeared (physical appearance or being mentioned) and whether a
positive or negative leadership image for leaders was broadcast. e inter-coder reliability is
good, with an average standardized Lotus score of 0.7345. Leadership visibility is measured as
the average number of television programs in which the leader was visible per day, and the
leadership traits are included relative to leader visibility and thus as a proportion of total
television programs.
44

Extant research has shown that a negativity bias exists in how people respond to information (based on prospect theory, Kahneman
and Tversky, 1979; Tversky and Kahneman, 1992). Responses to negative information tend to be stronger than responses to positive
news (Soroka, 2006; Soroka and McAdams, 2015). ese asymmetrical reactions to positive and negative triggers are found, for instance,
for economic information (Soroka, 2006), campaign information (Lau and Pomper, 2002), and perceptions of political parties and
party leaders (e.g., Lau, 1982; Klein, 1991; Holbrook, 2001; but see also Wattenberg, 1991; and Aarts and Blais, 2013). As asymmetrical
reactions to positive and negative traits are likely, the net-tone per trait (positive minus negative) is not included.
45 To test for inter-coder reliability, all coders coded the same eight randomly selected programs. Of each program, mentions of party
leaders (yes/no) and whether party leaders were discussed positively and negatively on each trait (yes/no) was coded.
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The combined media and voter dataset
e TNS Nipo/Volkskrant/University of Amsterdam (NIPO) panel consists of five waves in the
period under study. e respondents in this panel are a representative sample of Dutch society
and were electronically invited to participate in each wave. Four waves precede the 2012
elections: wave 1 on May 17 (1,511 respondents), wave 2 on June 21 (1,220 respondents), wave
3 on August 16 (1,188 respondents), and wave 4 on August 30 (1,169 respondents). For the final
wave, respondents were approached to participate just aer the elections, on September 14
(1,143 respondents). Of all respondents in the sample, 761 participated in all five waves.
e dependent variable is the likelihood to vote for the leader’s party (1=would never vote
for the leader’s party; 10=would certainly vote for the leader’s party) and the main independent
variables are a leader’s visibility in the media and the positive and negative mediated leadership
images. All models also control for respondent-specific features, such as whether the
respondent voted for the leader’s party in the parliamentary elections of 2006 and 2010 and
several demographics (gender, age, income, education and level of urbanization). Because
NIPO only asks about the likelihood to vote for the seven largest parties in every wave, only
the CDA, PVDA, VVD, PVV, SP, GRL and D66 are included in the analyses.
Since the dataset is unbalanced, i.e., not all respondents participated in all waves, the data
were restructured into ‘personalized waves’. For each respondent, only those waves in which
he/she actually participated are included. e media information was reshaped consistently.
First, for each respondent, only the newspapers and television programs that he or she claimed
to consume are included, i.e., the media content is based on their personal media diets. e
media use of respondents was measured on a 5-point scale (0=never, 4=almost daily). Exposure
to media content was weighted on respondents’ media use. Second, the media information
was adjusted to the time periods of the personalized waves in such way that it was averaged
over the period in between two personalized waves, weighted by the number of days46.
Additionally, the panel data were stacked to the level of political parties so that the unit of
analysis is a trinity of respondent*participated wave*party. In the multi-level models, 33,026
observations are included for 1,471 respondents. Appendix 5A presents and discusses the
descriptive statistics for the relevant variables. Because the specific images per trait are quite
rare, especially in newspaper reports, there is a risk of biased inferences. Hence, in the
remainder of the chapter, only the general tone in which party leaders are portrayed in terms
of their leadership traits (positive and negative) is included.

46

Another solution to the problem of unequal time periods is to include only the media data for a fixed number of days before the
NIPO wave or to use exponential decay on the media variables (see, for instance, Kleinnijenhuis and Walter, 2014). However, the basic
assumption underlying this strategy is that changes in the propensity to vote for parties occurs in the exact moment that they indicate
this in the survey. Since only what the vote propensities are at a certain point in time and whether they changed in the time between
two waves is known – not when exactly they changed their minds – the average media content of the whole period between waves is
included.
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Empirical results
Appendix 5B shows how positive and negative leadership images in newspapers and on
television aﬀect voters’ likelihood to vote for the leader’s party by presenting the results of two
models, one analysis in which the eﬀects of leadership images in newspapers and on television
are combined and one analysis in which they are separated. e combined model (model 1)
shows that positive leadership images increase the likelihood to vote for the leader’s party,
while negative leadership images decrease this likelihood, supporting the baseline hypothesis
1. e second model shows the eﬀects of mediated leadership images in newspapers and on
television separately. It shows that leadership images in newspapers do not aﬀect the likelihood
to vote for the leader’s party at all, while leadership images on television aﬀect voters as
predicted: positive images of leadership increase the propensity to vote for the leader’s party
and negative images of leadership in television programs decrease this likelihood. ese results
support the second hypothesis: mediated leader eﬀects are larger for televised leadership
images than for leadership images in newspapers, although I did not expect to find no mediated
leader eﬀects through newspapers.
Figure 5.1 presents the predicted probabilities of these eﬀects. e findings again show
that leadership images in newspapers do not aﬀect voters, while they do for televised images;
when all television programs in which a party leader is mentioned portray the party leader in
a positive way concerning his/her leadership traits, the propensity to vote for the leader’s party
is 1.55 higher (on a ten-point scale) than when none of the programs in which the leader is
mentioned portray the leader in a positive manner. Similarly, when all television programs in
which a party leader is mentioned portray the leader negatively in terms of his/her leadership
traits, the likelihood to vote for the leader’s party is 0.86 lower than when none of the programs
portrays the leader in a negative way. e visibility of party leaders on television also has a
(small) positive eﬀect on vote intention (see Appendix 5B). As the results indicate such stark
diﬀerences between the eﬀects of newspapers and television, in the following analyses, both
types of media are modeled separately.
e second source of moderation is the proximity of the elections. Figure 5.2 presents the
marginal eﬀect plots of positive and negative leadership images in the media on the likelihood
to vote for the leader’s party for diﬀerent distances to Election Day (the corresponding tables
are shown in Appendix 5C). e first plot (Figure 5.2A) shows that the lack of an eﬀect of
leadership images in newspapers is independent of the timing of the election, as none of the
marginal eﬀects are significant, as well as the interaction eﬀect. Figure 5.2B indicates that,
irrespective of the proximity to Election Day, televised positive images have a positive eﬀect
and negative images have a negative eﬀect. e diﬀerences in eﬀect sizes over time are
insignificant, indicating that televised leadership images are also independent of the timing of
the elections. erefore, hypothesis 3 must be rejected.
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Figure 5.1: Likelihood to Vote for Party, Predicted Probabilities
5.1A

5.1B

e models on which these figures are based, are reported in Appendix 5B.

Figure 5.2: Likelihood to Vote for Party, Moderated by Proximity to Election Day
5.2A

5.2B

e models on which these figures are based, are reported in Appendix 5C.

To test the influence of voters’ level of political sophistication on the extent of mediated
leader eﬀects, Figure 5.3 presents the marginal eﬀect plots of positive and negative leadership
images in the media on the likelihood to vote for the leader’s party for diﬀerent levels of
political interest (see also Appendix 5C)47. Again, both positive and negative leadership images
in newspapers (Figure 5.3A) do not aﬀect voters, irrespective of respondents’ level of political
sophistication. For televised leadership images, on the other hand, political sophistication does
seem to matter. ere is a significant interaction eﬀect for positive images through television
broadcasts: when respondents score a 1 on political sophistication, this eﬀect is 2.79 but

47 To be sure that the moderately politically sophisticated are most strongly aﬀected by mediated leadership images, the analyses are
additionally performed with interactions with dummies measuring whether the respondent is highly, moderately or low politically
sophisticated (not shown here). ese analyses show that the moderating eﬀect of political sophistication, when present, is indeed
linear.
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Figure 5.3: Likelihood to Vote for Party, Moderated by Political Sophistication
5.3A

5.3B

e models on which these figures are based, are reported in Appendix 5C.

Figure 5.4: Likelihood to Vote for Party, moderated by Ideological Distance
5.4A

5.4B

e models on which these figures are based, are reported in Appendix 5C.

decreases by 0.27 for each point that the level of political sophistication increases. e eﬀect
of negative leadership images on television is independent of political sophistication. us,
the evidence concerning moderation by political sophistication is mixed. e eﬀects of positive
televised images are stronger for less sophisticated voters, while all other mediated leader eﬀects
are not moderated by political sophistication.
Finally, Figure 5.4 shows the results of the mediated leader eﬀects moderated by the
ideological distance between respondents and the leader’s party (see also Appendix 5C).
Although the figure seems to show a downward trend of mediated leader eﬀects through
newspapers when the ideological distance increases, this trend is not significant. Additionally,
the negative televised leader eﬀects are independent of ideological distance, while for the
positive televised images, the ideological distance matters. For each point that the ideological
distance between the voter and the party grows, the strength of the eﬀect decreases by 0.14.
is implies that the evidence for mediated leader eﬀects moderated by ideological distance is
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also mixed. e positive eﬀect of positive leadership images on television is strongest for
ideological closest voters (supporting hypothesis 4), but the electoral eﬀects of negative
leadership images on television and of images of leadership through newspapers seem to be
largely unaﬀected by the ideological similarity between the voter and the leader’s party.

Robustness
To test whether the results in the previous section are robust, I test whether the baseline model
of mediated leader eﬀects for newspapers and television broadcasts is sensitive to alternative
case selections and methods of estimation. First, because there are quite a few diﬀerences in
the way party leaders are covered in the media in both substantive and aﬀective dimensions,
there is a risk that specific party leaders strongly drive the results. To test for this, the main
model is jackknifed on parties, i.e., the analysis is performed seven times, excluding each party
in turn. e results of the jackknifed analyses are presented in Appendix 5D. e table presents
a very clear and constant picture. None of the parties drives the insignificant leader eﬀects
through newspaper coverage nor the electoral eﬀects of televised leadership images. Although
the coeﬃcients vary slightly, these results clearly indicate that jackknifing on parties hardly
influences the findings. e PVV and the SP seem to be the parties that influence the findings
most strongly, and excluding them causes the largest changes in eﬀect sizes. Another noticeable
feature is that the (small) positive eﬀect of leader visibility on television becomes insignificant
when D66 is excluded from the analysis. However, most importantly, these jackknifed analyses
show that the findings are robust and that none of the parties is driving the results.
Second, to test whether the results are sensitive to one of the drawbacks of the research
design, the unequal time periods caused by personalization of the waves of NIPO, the baseline
analysis is replicated based only on those respondents who participated in all five waves of the
panel. us, this analysis is based on 21,308 observations of 761 respondents. e results are
presented in model 1 of Appendix 5E. e diﬀerences with the findings based on all
respondents are minimal. In this model, the visibility of the leaders on television becomes
insignificant. However, all other eﬀects are somewhat equal in size and similar in direction
and significance. us, the lack of balance in the panel data and restructuring to personalized
waves do not aﬀect the findings.
Finally, to model the analysis based only on the within-respondent variation in media
coverage for party leaders, I additionally test the model with respondent/party fixed eﬀects,
which can be considered a very strict test of mediated leader eﬀects, as it excludes all structural
diﬀerences between respondents and between parties. e second model of Appendix 5E
presents the findings. e results show that even when respondent/party fixed eﬀects are
included, the results remain robust; none of the newspaper variables aﬀects respondents, while
positive televised leadership images increase the likelihood to vote for the leader’s party and
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negative televised leadership images decrease this likelihood. Again, the only substantive
diﬀerence with the main analysis is that the (small) positive eﬀect of leader visibility on
television becomes insignificant.

Conclusion
ere is tentative evidence for mediated leader eﬀects both in terms of media visibility and
aﬀective media coverage. However, little is known about the moderation of these eﬀects, even
though it is highly unlikely that they are unconditional. is chapter’s main aim is to study the
most likely conditions that may influence the electoral eﬀects of party leader portrayals in the
media in terms of their character traits. For this, it tests the conditionality of mediated leader
eﬀects based on the most important moderators on the level of the sender, the receiver and
the context, stemming from the political communication and media eﬀects, leader eﬀects and
electoral behavior literature. More specifically, this chapter tests the dependency of mediated
leader eﬀects on the type of media outlet, the timing of the elections, and voter’s level of
political sophistication and ideological distance to the leader’s party. e findings show that
the baseline hypothesis – that positive leadership images increase the likelihood to vote for
the leader’s party, while negative leadership images decrease this likelihood – is supported only
for televised images and not for leadership images through newspapers. In fact, leadership
images in newspapers do not seem to aﬀect voters at all. In addition, the results indicate that
the timing of the election does not influence the strength of mediated leader eﬀects, while the
electoral influence of party leader portrayals in the media is strongest for politically
unsophisticated voters and for party leaders whose party is close to the ideological position of
the voter. However, the conclusion that mediated leader eﬀects are indeed conditional and that
voters who are ideologically similar to the party of the party leader and who are politically
unsophisticated are most strongly influenced by how this leader is portrayed on television in
terms of his/her character traits is drawn cautiously, as none of the hypotheses is supported in
all circumstances.
e finding that mediated leader eﬀects are not only stronger through television coverage
but also non-existent through newspaper coverage was unexpected, especially because previous
research shows electoral eﬀects of leadership images in newspapers (Bos et al., 2011; Eberl et
al., 2017; and the fourth chapter of this dissertation). is clearly indicates that the impact of
the personalized media content through television broadcasts is higher than through
newspaper coverage. However, the diﬀerences between television and newspapers might also
be magnified to some extent by the way the data are collected. An automated content analysis
of newspapers has the advantage of including all political newspaper articles over a substantial
period of time but is likely to produce slightly less valid measurements than a manual content
analysis. e drawback of more bias in the measurement is usually compensated by the
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advantage of coding all data possible instead of sampling media coverage. e time period
under study, however, might be a little too short to fully compensate for this drawback in this
case. us, to measure the moderating eﬀect of media type more precisely, future research
should compare mediated leader eﬀects through television and newspapers both coded by
human coders or measured over a longer time period. Moreover, as many voters currently also
rely on social media to receive political news, it would be very interesting to test the moderating
eﬀect of this ‘new’ type of media.
e rationale between the dependency of mediated leader eﬀects on the timing of the
election is based largely on the diﬀerence between campaign periods and times of routine
politics. It is likely that not only media content – but also their relative influence on electoral
behavior – diﬀer between these two periods. e results of this chapter seem to suggest
otherwise, as the proximity to Election Day produces no significant moderation eﬀects.
Although the campaign period is usually operationalized by the four, six or eight weeks
preceding Election Day in the European context (see also chapter 2 and 3 of this dissertation),
this time period might be a little too short in this case. e governmental period between 2010
and 2012 ended prematurely when the governmental parties VVD and CDA lost the necessary
support of the PVV and new elections were announced in April 2012. e actual turning point
between campaign period and routine times might in this case be the fall of the government
instead of a fixed number of weeks before Election Day (in line with the results of chapter 4 of
this dissertation). us, to test the influence of proximity to the elections more extensively,
there should have ideally been more than five waves in the NIPO panel spread out equally over
time and covering both the campaign period and the routine time before the fall of the
government.
Unfortunately, the measurements used in this chapter cannot diﬀerentiate between pure
media eﬀects and leader eﬀects. us, the influence of the personalities of party leaders on
voters cannot be distinguished from the media coverage of their personalities within this
research design. Nevertheless, there are some important implications of this research. First,
the results seem to suggest that voting is indeed a two-stage process and that leaders mainly
matter in the last stage, thus aﬀecting choice between ideologically similar parties. Second,
although there is also a political side to leader-based voting, leader eﬀects seem to be strongest
for the most unsophisticated voters. is coincides with the idea that voting based on
ideological considerations is sophisticated behavior, while vote choices based on leader
evaluations are not. us, relating these results to the quality of democracy, there might be a
cause for concern, as leader eﬀects then tend to depoliticize elections, which might be
particularly problematic when the influence of party leaders on the vote decision grows over
time, as the ‘personalization of politics’ thesis argues (e.g., McAllister, 2007; Stewart and Clarke,
1992; Hayes and McAllister, 1997; Wattenberg, 1994, 1998).
Although the findings of this chapter are not unambiguous, they highlight the need for
conditionality in mediated leader eﬀect research. In addition to the type of media, the timing
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of elections, voter’s political sophistication and the ideological distance between the leader’s
party and voters, there are other likely moderators of mediated leader eﬀects. For instance,
mediated leader eﬀects must be studied comparatively. e political system and the media
system aﬀect the role of party leaders in democracies and the way they are portrayed in
the media. erefore, they also presumably impact mediated leader eﬀects. In addition,
characteristics of party leaders are likely to influence mediated leader eﬀects. e third chapter
of this dissertation has shown that male and female politicians are portrayed diﬀerently in
terms of their leadership traits, but it remains unclear whether these media portrayals also
aﬀect voters in distinct ways. Additionally, party stereotypes of the party leaders, as well as
corresponding trait ownership of parties (Hayes, 2005), are assumed to influence mediated
leader eﬀects.
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Conclusion
Introduction
Recent scholarly consensus is that party leaders, or more specifically, the public’s perception
of party leaders, have an electoral impact. Positive evaluations of party leaders increase party
support for their parties, while negative perceptions decrease this likelihood (e.g. Mughan,
2000; Aarts, Blais and Schmitt, 2011; Bittner, 2011; Garzia, 2013; Lobo and Curtice, 2014). A
prominent perspective in this field is that it is a leader’s personality that draws voters to party
leaders and that general perceptions of party leaders are largely founded in the perceptions of
leaders’ character traits (e.g., Ohr and Oscarsson, 2013; Bittner, 2011). Even though the
relationship between subjective leader perceptions and voting behavior has received
considerable attention, the perspective of media coverage is largely lacking. at is, the extent
to which the portrayal of party leaders in the media aﬀects vote decisions has remained a
largely unresolved question. is is a particularly insightful question, as it is very likely that
media coverage of party leaders’ personalities feeds voters’ perceptions of those leaders, media
being the principal source of political information (e.g., Robinson, 1976; Strömbäck, 2008;
Esser and Strömbäck, 2014).
is dissertation aimed to fill this gap by answering the following question: How do the
media portray party leaders in terms of their character traits, and when and to what extent do
these mediated leadership images have an impact on voters in determining their party
preferences? With respect to this research question, based on the preceding chapters, four
conclusions are drawn more generally about the way party leaders are discussed in the media
and the electoral implications of these mediated leadership images. In subsequent sections,
the empirical findings, overarching conclusions, and implications of these findings are
discussed. Aer that, I will discuss several limitations of this research and provide some
suggestions for future research on the topic of mediated leader eﬀects.

How do the media portray party leaders in terms of their character traits?
Conclusion 1: Of the six traits that characterize political leadership, five are applied by
journalist when discussing party leaders: political crasmanship, vigorousness, integrity,
communicative skills and consistency.
is dissertation, first, focused on the conceptualization of leadership traits, for which a widely
accepted framework is lacking. When diﬀerent perspectives in the literature on leader traits
are integrated, six theoretically distinct leadership characteristics can be identified. Chapter 2
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proposed a conceptual framework including the character traits political crasmanship,
vigorousness, integrity, responsiveness, communicative skills and consistency. is
conceptualization, on the one hand, comprehensively integrates the diﬀerent perspectives in
the field and diﬀerentiates suﬃciently extensively between diﬀerent dimensions. On the other
hand, the framework is parsimonious enough to be useful in empirical studies. Chapter 2,
furthermore, presented the newly developed measurement instrument that captures party
leader images with regard to these traits in the media through automated content analyses.
Systematic examination of the relationship between the images, variance in the measurement,
the over-time development of images for two specific party leaders and a comparison of the
results with manual coding, showed that this measurement instrument performed well and
produced valid results. is content analysis reveals that of the six conceptually distinct traits
that characterize political leadership, five are also empirically found in media reports on party
leaders. Even though research suggests that the responsiveness of leaders is important for the
political trust of voters, journalists in the media rarely discuss this trait. e responsiveness of
party leaders is probably transferred to voters indirectly, for example, by the issues leaders
address and whether these coincide with the issues that matter to voters.
Conclusion 2: ere is a gender bias in the way the media portray the leadership traits
of politicians.
Chapter 3 studied whether male and female politicians are covered diﬀerently in the media.
Based on male and female leader stereotypes, I hypothesized that male politicians are discussed
more oen in terms of political crasmanship and vigorousness, but I expected no gender bias
in terms of integrity, communicative skills and consistency. In addition, I expected gender
diﬀerences in the media coverage of politicians to be especially pronounced outside of election
campaigns. ere was indeed evidence of sex-diﬀerentiated coverage. e results show that
male politicians are more oen discussed on the leadership traits that are strongly linked to
masculinity: political crasmanship and vigorousness. Contrary to expectation, male party
leaders are also more extensively evaluated on communicative skills and male cabinet ministers
on integrity. erefore, even though the male and female leader stereotypes explain most of
the variation in gender bias between leadership traits, I conclude that the overall masculinity
of the leadership stereotype ensures that male politicians have an occasional advantage with
regard to all leadership traits. In addition, the results do not indicate that the gender bias in
newspaper coverage is stronger during times of routine politics than in election campaigns.
Two important implications follow from the aforementioned conclusion. First, irrespective
of the electoral eﬀects of the diﬀerences in media coverage of politicians based on gender, there
are also indirect ways in which this systematic diﬀerence in the media portrayal of male and
female leaders aﬀects society. Media consumers, for instance, are more oen exposed to males
in connection to (positive and negative evaluations of) leadership traits, which perpetuates
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existing associations between leadership and masculinity. e persistence of a masculine
leadership stereotype probably dampens female political ambition (see Schneider et al., 2016),
and conceivably strengthens parties’ hesitance in appointing women to top political positions.
Second, we should concentrate on gender stereotypes specific to the political realm when
comparing male and female party leader portrayal in the media. e focus of most gendered
media coverage scholars is on diﬀerences based on everyday gender stereotypes. However,
people usually do not apply these everyday gender stereotypes to politicians, but rely on
leadership stereotypes instead. us, directing the attention to gender diﬀerences in the
portrayal of politicians in terms of their leadership traits is a more meaningful way of
explaining diﬀerences in media coverage between male and female politicians than focusing
on everyday gender stereotypes. is approach is especially relevant when gendered media
coverage is argued to contribute to the (descriptive) underrepresentation of females.

When and to what extent do mediated leadership images have an impact on
voters in determining their party preferences?
Conclusion 3: Media coverage of party leaders in terms of their leadership traits aﬀects
electoral behavior.
Chapter 4 shied attention from the portrayal of party leaders in terms of their character traits,
to the electoral eﬀects of these mediated leadership images. By studying media reports of party
leaders in newspapers over a period of six years, I found support for the hypothesis that positive
leadership images in media coverage stimulate support for the leader’s party, and negative
leadership images undermine support. is clearly indicates the significance of leadership
images in the electoral process and extends our knowledge of the eﬀects of party leaders on
electoral support for their party. To date, the literature predominantly focuses on the tail end
of this eﬀect, i.e., the eﬀect of respondents’ subjective leadership evaluations on their vote
intentions. e relationship between leader perceptions and party preferences, however, is
endogenous (e.g., Page and Jones, 1979; Garzia, 2012), which makes it diﬃcult to disentangle
the impact of these perceptions on party support. e findings in this dissertation show that
mediated leadership images have a considerable influence on vote intentions as well. By
focusing on mediated (rather than subjective) leadership images in a longitudinal research
design, the findings more firmly establish the causal direction of this relationship.
In addition, the findings of this research relate to the electoral volatility literature. is
dissertation shows that, indeed, short-term influences on vote decisions, such as (media coverage
of) party leaders, can explain electoral change at the individual level. As leader perceptions in
general, and mediated leadership images in particular, are dynamic in nature and vary strongly
over time, these fluctuations contribute in explaining the volatile electoral behavior of voters.
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Conclusion 4: e impact of mediated leadership images on electoral behavior is
conditional.
Both Chapter 4 and 5 studied the conditionality of the mediated leader eﬀects, focusing on
the most important moderators that stem from the leader eﬀects, electoral behavior, and media
eﬀects literature. e impact of leadership images in the media on voting behavior is (at least
occasionally) dependent on (i) the tone of the media coverage, (ii) the presence of an election
campaign, (iii) whether the leadership image is mediated through newspaper coverage or
television coverage, and (iv) the voter’s level of political sophistication and ideological distance
from the party.
e findings of Chapter 4 show that positive leadership images in newspapers have a
stronger impact on voters than negative images, contradicting the existence of the assumed
negativity bias. Moreover, the results of this dissertation demonstrate an interesting interaction
between the tone of the media coverage of party leaders and the presence of an election
campaign. It indicates that the mechanism by which the presence of election campaigns aﬀects
the strength of mediated leader eﬀects diﬀers between positive and negative leadership images
(see Chapter 4). As expected, the positive eﬀect of positive leadership images on vote intentions
is larger during election campaigns. e negative eﬀect of negative images, on the contrary,
disappears during campaign periods. us, instead of stronger mediated leader eﬀects, the
results show that there are more positive mediated leader eﬀects during election campaigns.
I can only speculate about the reasons why the negative eﬀect of negative leadership images
is dampened during the election campaign. Possibly, the mediated discussion of the leadership
traits of party leaders may signal political relevance during campaign periods, indicating that
the leader is suﬃciently important to elaborate upon, even when negative images are put
forward. Most of these negative leadership images may even be initiated by political opponents
during campaign periods via negative campaigning (e.g., Lau et al., 2007), while during routine
times these evaluations are mainly made by ‘objective’ journalists. Alternatively, other (more
strategic) considerations might come into play during campaign periods, as a result of which
the ‘regular’ mechanisms by which leadership images aﬀect voters no longer apply. Although
I did not examine why the conditionality of mediated leader eﬀects on campaign periods diﬀers
for positive and negative leadership images, this dissertation clearly reveals that the pull and
push factors associated with mediated leader eﬀects during elections run through diﬀerent
mechanisms, which deserve further exploration.
e finding that mediated leader eﬀects are conditioned by election campaigns,
furthermore, adds to the more general scholarly debate on the extent to which media content
influences those who are exposed to the media. is dissertation not only shows that aﬀective
news coverage has a direct eﬀect on voting behavior, but it also demonstrates that these eﬀects
depend on the presence of an election campaign. is indicates that the timing of media eﬀects
in the broader socio-political context is a factor to consider. Yet, research in political
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communication is biased towards election campaigns. us, there is still limited understanding
of how the dynamics of political media coverage during campaigns compare to the dynamics
during routine time. e focus on the (short) campaign periods, furthermore, is becoming
especially questionable with regard to media eﬀects on electoral behavior, given that large parts
of the electorate make their vote decision during times of routine politics (e.g., Van der Meer
et al., 2012b; Jennings and Wlezien, 2016). ereby, as the process of establishing party
preference is likely to vary across these diﬀerent periods in time, the focus on election
campaigns is biased towards particular types of information processes. is literature, for
instance, is likely to overrepresent the influence of mass media coverage on the political
decision making of late deciders. As the focus on the short period of the election campaign
excludes the political behavior of many voters, it steadily risks underestimating the scope of
media eﬀects. is dissertation contributes to the broader political communication literature
by highlighting the need for expanding the period in which media eﬀects are examined.
Another important conditioning feature of mediated leader eﬀects is the type of media.
Drawing upon both newspaper and television data covering a period of four months, Chapter
5 confirms the hypothesis that the impact of leadership images on party preferences is stronger
through television broadcasts than through newspaper coverage48. Besides diﬀerences in
coverage between newspapers and television, for instance the stronger focus on politicians
and less attention to political issues in the latter (Wattenberg, 1991; Mughan, 2000; Dalton et
al, 2002; Langer, 2007; Karvonen, 2010), the findings show stark diﬀerences in the way voters
respond to leadership images through newspapers and through television broadcasts
respectively. Possible explanations for this are diﬀerences in the level of cognitive involvement
between reading and watching (Krugman, 1977) or diﬀerences in the pace at which media
coverage is received (Druckman, 2005). In addition, television needs a (familiar) visual image
to cover political news stories (McAllister 2007), and oentimes, it relies on the party leader
for this, which might strengthen the mediated leader eﬀect. e mechanism underlying this
diﬀerence has not been scrutinized, but the findings of this dissertation clearly show that the
impact of personalized media content through television broadcasts is greater than that
through newspaper coverage.
Although the results are less clear-cut than for election campaigns and media type, the
findings of this dissertation, thirdly, point in the direction of the conditionality of mediated
leader eﬀects based on voter characteristics. Based on the results in Chapter 5, the cautious
conclusion is drawn that the electoral influence of party leader portrayal on television is
strongest for politically unsophisticated voters and for party leaders whose party is close to
the ideological position of the voter. ese findings are related to the rationality of mediated
48

TIn fact, the findings in chapter 5 show that leadership images through newspapers do not aﬀect voters at all. is chapter focuses
on the four months preceding the 2012 elections and electoral impact of leadership images in newspapers is found in chapter 4, where
a six-year period is studied. erefore, I do not conclude that mediated leader eﬀects trough newspapers are absent, but that they are
smaller than through television.
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leader eﬀects in two ways. On the one hand, the politically sophisticated base their party
preferences less strongly on the media coverage of party leaders in terms of their character
traits, arguably allowing more room for the influence of policy evaluations or ideological
resemblance. As discussed in the theoretical section of Chapter 5, vote decisions based on
leader evaluations have long been deemed emotional and unfounded in political or rational
considerations (e.g., Carmines and Stimson, 1980). e finding that leader eﬀects are indeed
strongest for the most unsophisticated voters, could be interpreted as evidence that vote
decisions based on leader evaluations represent, indeed, irrational behavior. On the other hand,
however, the findings show that leaders more strongly aﬀect the vote choice between
ideologically similar parties. is contradicts the idea that mediated leader eﬀects are irrational
and whimsical: voters usually do not switch party preferences from the one side of the political
spectrum to the other based on positive or negative leader coverage. e findings reveal that
leader eﬀects are strongest in the context of vote switching between parties that are
ideologically close, indicating, in fact, rational decision-making behavior. us, the findings
of this dissertation leave us with a puzzle as to how to consider the rationality of mediated
leader eﬀects, which deserves further scholarly attention.

Mediated Leader Effects and the Quality of Democracy
Apart from the theoretical conclusions discussed in the previous paragraph, the findings of
this dissertation have societal implications as well. e conclusions of this research can be
related to the quality of the democratic system in at least two ways, which I will shortly discuss
in this section.
First, critics inside and outside academia have expressed concerns about the influence of
leaders in elections. McAllister argues that ‘in the absence of any radical changes, the
personalization of politics will remain a – and perhaps the – central feature of democratic politics
in the twenty-first century’ (McAllister, 2007: 585). e personalization hypothesis not only
argues that media increasingly focus on party leaders instead of parties (see Chapter 1 of this
dissertation for a more detailed discussion), but additionally, that leaders become increasingly
important for citizens in their vote choice. Although the empirical evidence is mixed49, this
would imply that leader eﬀects have grown stronger over time (e.g., McAllister, 2007; Schmitt
and Ohr, 2000). Closely related, the dynamic nature of leader perceptions and media coverage
of party leaders is argued to contribute to increased electoral volatility (Stokes, 1958; 1966;
Miller and Shanks, 1996; McAllister, 2007). e eﬀects of the growing electoral change for the
quality of democracy have also been widely discussed and can be summarized by two
contradictory visions. On the one hand, scholars argue that electoral volatility indicates that
representative democracy is in crisis, as it potentially turns elections into ‘unsophisticated’
contests in which not politically informed considerations but media messages that appeal to
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emotion are the drivers behind the vote decision. Electoral volatility is argued to lead to
instability of the democracy itself (Tavits, 2008), while oﬀering a fertile breeding ground for
populism and increased levels of political distrust (Norris, 1999). Volatile voters are considered
to be whimsical (Walgrave et al., 2010), and volatile voting behavior is argued to lead politicians
to focus on short-term policy goals (Mair, 2013). On the other hand, electoral volatility is also
argued to change political representation for the better, as voters then actually choose.
According to this more optimistic view, volatile voters are guided by ideological policy
positions and behave rationally (Van der Meer et al., 2012ab; Dassonneville, 2015).
e rationality of leader-based voting, thus, is related to the quality of democratic elections.
Leader motivated votes are oentimes considered inferior to vote choices based on policy
considerations. In line with this view, a growing impact of leaders on vote decisions might
hurt the quality of democratic elections. However, others argue that leader-based voting is
grounded in politically relevant considerations as well, as a leader’s character influences his/her
performance in oﬃce (Lobo and Curtice, 2014). Whether the impact of party leaders on the
vote is growing and whether leader-based voting is undesirable are questions beyond the scope
of this dissertation. is research, however, does provide new empirical evidence that can be
brought to bear on both sides of this argument, and thus brings further impetus to this
long-standing debate.
Second, besides the notion that mediated leader eﬀects may influence the quality of vote
decisions, the findings in this dissertation can be related to inequality in political representation
as well. Chapter 3 shows that women politicians are less oen discussed in the media in terms
of their leadership traits, while Chapter 4 and 5 show that these mediated leadership images
have electoral impact. is implies that the systematic diﬀerence in media coverage of
politicians based on gender dampens the electoral success of female politicians. is is
especially problematic as the results indicate that the positive eﬀects of positive images are
stronger and more consistent over diﬀerent socio-political contexts than the negative eﬀects
of negative images, and that the gender bias in media reporting is the largest for positive
leadership images, as positive images are more frequently applied to discuss politicians. us,
the underrepresentation of female politicians in political media coverage based on a leader’s
personality is likely to aid the underrepresentation of women in political positions. Even
though Dahl states that ‘Political equality may well be among the most Utopian of all human
49 e empirical findings are mixed. Mughan (2000) shows that British elections have presidentialized, in the way that party leaders
are more prominent in media coverage and that the electoral eﬀects of leaders increases. An increase in strength of leader eﬀects over
time is, additionally, found in the USA (Wattenberg, 1994,1998; Hayes and McAllister, 1997), in the UK (Stewart and Clarke, 1992;
Hayes and McAllister, 1997), in Australia (Hayes and McAllister, 1997) and cross national (Poguntke and Webb, 2007). However, others
found a decrease or no change in strength of leader eﬀects or no leader eﬀects at all in the UK, (Clarke etal, 2004), in Canada (Gidengil
and Blais, 2007), in Germany (Kaase, 1994), in Sweden (Holmberg, 1981, 2000) in the Netherlands (Van Holsteyn and Andeweg, 2006)
and cross national (King, 2002; Aardal and Binder, 2013; Nadeau and Nevitte, 2013). A likely explanation for the diﬀerences in empirical
findings on the magnitude of leader eﬀects on vote choice over time, is that conditionality of leader eﬀects is insuﬃciently taken into
account.

117

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 118

CHAPT ER 6

goals’ (1958: 465), unequal representation is undesirable in a representative democracy and
influences its quality to its detriment.

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research
ere are some caveats with regard to the findings of this study, which opens up new avenues
for future research.
First, this study makes a causal argument and shows that mediated leadership images have
an impact on voters. Although this approach extends the causal chain of what is usually
examined when studying leader eﬀects, by focusing on media coverage of party leaders instead
of subjective leader perceptions, and provides much more certainty of the causal direction,
some caution in this respect is needed, especially as I make use of observational data. For one,
the causal mechanism I study runs through subjective leader perceptions: I argue that media
coverage of party leaders influences voters’ perceptions of party leaders, which, in turn, aﬀects
their party preferences. However, this mediation-eﬀect (in statistical terms) is assumed but
not empirically tested. Although it is highly unlikely, the eﬀects I find can be explained in other
ways. For instance, when the tone of the coverage of party leaders in the media in terms of
their character traits strongly coincides with the tone of the coverage of the policy performance
of parties, the mediated leader eﬀects I show might be part of a spurious relationship.
In addition, media exposure is not completely exogenous from party preferences. As media
outlets usually have political leanings, the newspapers voters read or the television shows they
watch likely align to some extent with their political views. us, which leadership images
voters are exposed to, is at least somewhat related to their party preferences, even though they
are far less endogenous than subjective leader perceptions are. e leadership literature would
benefit from research that focuses specifically on the causal mechanism of mediated leader
eﬀects, and should continue looking for even more exogenous variables to study leader eﬀects.
Testing whether the findings hold in an experimental setting, furthermore, would strengthen
the causal claim.
A third notion related to causality concerns the certainty of the leader eﬀect. Although
we can be quite certain that mediated leadership images have an impact on voters, this research
cannot easily ascertain whether this impact is based on neutral reflections of party leaders or,
instead, represents constructs of journalists’ interpretations in media reports. us, I remain
agnostic as to whether the influences of these mediated leadership images are actually leader
eﬀects or media eﬀects. It is most likely that mediated leader eﬀects will constitute a
combination of both: part of the media coverage of party leaders is likely to be founded in the
character or behavior of party leaders, while it is equally likely that journalistic choices
influence the content of the coverage, for instance, with regard to what information about the
leader is presented and the tone and frame within which it is presented.
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Another caveat concerns the conditionality of the mediated leader eﬀects. In this
dissertation, I focus on various moderators, including the tone of the coverage, election
campaigns, media type and voter characteristics. Inevitably, other important conditioning
factors are not taken into account, even though they are likely to aﬀect the scope and strength
of mediated leader eﬀects. Two fundamental research questions concerning the conditionality
of mediated leader eﬀects have emerged. First, on the macro level future research should focus
on how institutional arrangements and media systems aﬀect the size of mediated leader eﬀects.
As argued in the Introduction and in several of the empirical chapters, the role of party leaders
diﬀers substantially between presidential and parliamentary systems and between majoritarian
and proportional political systems. Logically, the influence of the party leader on the vote
decision is likely to diﬀer, as well as which aspects of a leader’s personality is deemed important.
In addition, the media system of a country is likely to aﬀect the strength of mediated leader
eﬀects, for instance as the strength of the political leanings of media varies over media systems
(Hallin and Mancini, 2004). I would encourage further research on mediated leader eﬀects in
a comparative context, which may uncover the influences of country-specific features on the
electoral impact of party leaders through media coverage.
A second promising avenue for future studies is the conditionality of mediated leader
eﬀects based on diﬀerent characteristics of the leader, especially combined with trait ownership.
Trait ownership implies that, just as parties can own issues, party leaders can own character
traits when these traits are immediately associated with the party or the leader (Hayes, 2005).
Two interesting aspects of trait ownership are worthwhile for inclusion in future studies: trait
ownership based on party stereotypes and the gender of the party leader. First, in the context
of the US, research shows that Republicans are more oen associated with (strong) leadership
and morality, while Democrats own the traits compassion and empathy (Hayes, 2005).
Research on trait ownership based on party stereotypes in the west European context is still
missing and I believe three party families are relevant in this respect: traditional le-wing
parties who may own the leadership trait of integrity, traditional right-wing parties who may
own the trait of political crasmanship, and (right-wing) populist parties who may own the
traits of vigorousness and communicative skills. It would be interesting to test whether
receiving media attention with positive images of owned traits or overcoming the expectation
gap (receiving positive media attention on non-owned traits) is the most profitable electoral
strategy. In a similar way, trait ownership based on the gender of the party leader is likely to
explain diﬀerences in the strength of mediated leader eﬀects between party leaders. Chapter
3 showed that the leadership traits that are associated with male and female party leaders diﬀer
to a large extent, as does the media attention given to male and female politicians in terms of
their personality. Yet, whether media coverage endorsing or contradicting the gendered
political leadership stereotypes aﬀects voters most strongly remains an unanswered question.
is may especially be interesting in the interplay with variation of the sex of the voters, as
male and female voters are likely to respond diﬀerently to (gendered) party characteristics.
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Another caveat of this dissertation is that the included types of media are not exhaustive.
is study examines how party leaders are discussed in the media in terms of their character
traits and how these mediated leadership images aﬀect voters in their party preferences, by
focusing on leadership images in newspapers and on television. ereby, it can be considered
a classical media study that concentrates on the traditional types of media. Yet, it excludes
other forms of communication that are likely to be relevant, especially since this dissertation
shows striking diﬀerences in the impact of mediated leadership images through diﬀerent types
of media. Most importantly, this dissertation does not include leadership images in social
media and their possible influence on voters. Especially in the new era of political
communication, in which media environments drastically changed last decades by the
widespread use of news websites, Facebook and Twitter, this omission may be consequential.
ere are at least three reasons why I recommend the inclusion of social media in future
research on mediated leader eﬀects. First, the level of personalization may vary between
traditional media and forms of new media. From previous studies, we know that television
coverage is much more personalized than newspaper coverage, which can be explained by
several media specific characteristics, as has been explained in the Introduction and Chapter
5. It is very likely that certain features of social media additionally aﬀect the level of
personalization in coverage. ese networking sites are increasingly used strategically in
campaigns and are tools for communication with voters, oen interactively (Druckman et al.,
2007), and foster personalized communication by means of the user profiles of politicians on
Twitter and Facebook (Kruikemeier, 2014). As much of these new social networking sites
function on a personal basis, the politician (compared to the party) automatically has a more
central role. is may be especially important for studying mediated leader eﬀects in the Dutch
context, as politicians in the Netherlands are comparatively early adopters and frequent users
of social networking sites.
e second reason is that the nature of leader eﬀects is likely to diﬀer between traditional
media and newer forms of political communication. e rise of the internet as a source of
political information has changed the media environment. Although there is certainly selective
exposure when newspapers and television are used to gather political information, this is
stronger for voters who mainly rely on internet sources: Voters who use the internet as a news
source are more likely to receive one-sided information that strongly coincides with their
previous ideological beliefs and political opinions (Bimber & Davis, 2003; Mutz & Martin,
2001; Noveck, 2000; Sunstein, 2001). Based on this perspective, the medium serves as an echo
chamber of already existing predispositions (Sunstein, 2001), especially when voters make
active use of social networking sites for their political information, where they are mainly in
contact with like-minded people and the risk of one-sided information is high (Boyd & Ellison,
2007). us, voters who rely on social media are more likely to receive political information
that resonates with their political beliefs, and thus, they are mainly exposed to positive
leadership images of the leaders of parties they are likely to support and negative images of
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the leaders of parties that are ideologically further away. ese images are, therefore, more
likely to reinforce previous party preferences than to change their vote intentions.
e third reason why I recommend the inclusion of social media in the future is that
besides diﬀerences in the relative amount of attention paid to leaders and their leadership traits
between old and new media types, the source of the media content is likely to diﬀer. As
previously explained, mediated leader eﬀects cannot easily be distinguished in pure media
eﬀects and pure leader eﬀects. Including both traditional media coverage, where political
journalists are the authors of the mediated leadership images, and leadership images portrayed
by the social media profiles of party leaders, where the politician or the party mainly controls
the content of the coverage and has more autonomy in the way the leader is portrayed, may be
a fruitful way to disentangle the influence of media and leaders.
In short, this dissertation provides various valuable insights. Not only does it show that party
leaders are discussed in the media in terms of their leadership traits, but it also shows that
there are systematic gender diﬀerences in leadership portrayal that are likely to aid the
underrepresentation of women in politics. Furthermore, it shows that the portrayal of party
leaders in terms of their leadership traits influences voters in their vote decision and some
important circumstances on which the strength of this eﬀect depends. us, images have
impact, but not unconditionally.
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Appendices
Appendix 2A: Most Important Search Terms in the Computerized Content Analysis
Trait

Political Craftsmanship

mage

Positive

Search terms

Negation

Knowledgeable

Not unprofessional

Intelligent
Strategic

Experienced
Competent

Not intelligent

Not insightful

Dominant
Powerful
Decisive

Persevering

Resolute

Courageous

Not competent
Not proficient
Not insecure

Not a pushover
Not weak

Not docile

Not hesitant

Not indulgent
Not passive

Insecure

Not dominant

Weak

Not confident

Pushover
Docile

Hesitant

Indulgent
Passive

Honest

Respectable
Decent
Caring

Trustworthy

Moral
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Not strategic

Tactless

Incapable

Positive

Not knowledgeable
Not experienced

Confident

Integrity

Not incapable

Misjudgment
Thoughtless

Negative

Not thoughtless

Stupid

Unprofessional

Positive

Not misjudged
Not tactless

Incompetent

Vigorousness

Not incompetent

Insightful

Proficient

Negative

Not stupid

Not powerful
Not decisive

Not persistent
Not resolute
Not afraid

Not deceptive
Not lying

Not insincere

Not corrupted
Not indecent

Not hypocritical
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Appendix 2A: Most Important Search Terms in the Computerized Content Analysis (continued)
Trait

Integrity

Image

Negative

Search terms

Negation

Lying

Not respectable

Deceptive
Insincere
Corrupt

Indecent
Communicative Skills

Hypocritical

Positive

Inspiring

Visionary

Dispassionate

Unclear
Vague

Unlikeable

Disagreeable
Unfriendly
Reliable
Stable

Predictable

Keeping promises
Accountable
Dependable
Unreliable
Irregular

Capricious

Unpredictable

Breaking promises
Erratic

123

Not uninspiring

Not dispassionate

Not unlikeable

Uninspiring

Negative

Not trustworthy

Not moral

Charismatic
Relaxed

Positive

Not caring

Not unclear

Energetic

Consistency

Not decent

Unequivocal
Charming

Negative

Not honest

Not vague

Not disagreeable
Not unfriendly
Not inspiring

Without vision

Not unequivocal
Not charming

Not charismatic
Not energetic
Not relaxed

Not unreliable
Not irregular

Not capricious

Not unpredictable

Not breaking promises
Not erratic

Not reliable
Not stable

Not predictable

Not keeping promises
Not accountable
Not dependable
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Appendix 2B: Reliability Analysis on Leadership Images in Dutch National Newspapers
Scale

Leadership images

general

(Positive and Negative); Integrity (Positive and Negative);

Evaluative news coverage in

Positive evaluative news
coverage

Negative evaluative news
coverage

Political craftsmanship (Positive and Negative); Vigorousness
Responsiveness (Positive and Negative); Communicative performances
(Positive and Negative); Consistency (Positive and Negative)

Political craftsmanship (Positive); Vigorousness (Positive); Integrity

(Positive); Responsiveness (Positive); Communicative performances
(Positive); Consistency (Positive)

Political craftsmanship (Negative); Vigorousness (Negative); Integrity

(Negative); Responsiveness (Negative); Communicative performances
(Negative); Consistency (Negative)
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Level 1

Level 2

Number of images

Cronbach’s alpha

12

0.09

12

Average Inter-item covariance

0.13

0.0010

0.0000

Level 1

6

0.10

0.0019

Level 1

6

0.07

0.0009

Level 2

Level 2

6

6

0.0000

0.04

0.0000

0.06

Reliability analysis based on leadership images in Dutch national newspapers. Level 1: unit of analysis is political leader by newspaper
article (n=27.510). Level 2: unit of analysis political leader by week (n=3.790). e leadership images in level 2 are measured relative to
leadership visibility in the media.
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Appendix 2C: Factor Analysis of Leadership Images in Dutch National Newspapers (rotated)
Factor 1

Factor 2

Factor 3

Factor 4

Political

Positive

Level 1

0.07

0.08

-0.54

0.05

Vigorousness

Positive

Level 1

0.09

-0.62

0.05

0.04

Level 1

0.07

0.09

Level 1

0.01

Level 1

-0.62

Level 1

0.03

Craftsmanship

Integrity
Responsiveness
Communicative
Performances
Consistency
Eigenvalue

Negative
Negative
Positive

Negative
Positive

Negative
Positive

Negative
Positive

Negative

Level 1

0.07

Level 1

0.09

Level 1

Level 1

Level 1

0.19

0.02

0.05

Level 1

0.09

Level 1

0.51

0.08
0.07
0.18
0.02
0.01
0.09
0.07
0.03
0.08

0.44

0.04

0.05

0.06

-0.52

0.16

0.17

0.07

0.00

0.01

0.05

0.07

0.03

0.07

0.35

0.05

0.02

0.02

0.05

0.04

0.02

0.06

0.31

Political

Positive

Level 2

0.02

-0.30

0.03

-0.01

Vigorousness

Positive

Level 2

0.05

0.03

-0.29

-0.02

Level 2

0.07

0.07

0.11

-0.04

Level 2

-0.00

-0.01

-0.03

-0.00

Level 2

-0.33

0.01

0.03

-0.02

Level 2

0.02

-0.06

0.03

-0.00

0.16

0.14

Craftsmanship

Integrity
Responsiveness
Communicative

Performances
Consistency
Eigenvalue

Negative
Negative
Positive

Negative
Positive

Negative
Positive

Negative
Positive

Negative

Level 2

0.07

Level 2

Level 2

Level 2

Level 2

0.09

0.08
0.05

0.01

Level 2

0.06

Level 2
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0.03
0.09
0.01

-0.02
0.13
0.05

0.04

0.03

0.06

0.03

0.01

0.05

0.12

0.23
0.01

-0.04
0.06

-0.05

-0.05
0.08
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Factor 5

Factor 6

Factor 7

Factor 8

-0.02

-0.03

-0.03

-0.03

-0.03

-0.02

-0.03

-0.02

0.45

-0.03
-0.03
-0.18
-0.02
-0.00
-0.03
-0.03
-0.01

-0.03
-0.02
-0.03

-0.01

-0.00

-0.01

0.40

-0.02

-0.00

-0.00

-

-

-0.00

-0.00

-0.15

-0.10

-0.01

0.15

-0.01
-0.02
-0.02
0.03

0.23

-0.15

-0.02

-0.05

-0.04

-0.12
-0.01
0.01

0.24

0.01

0.01

-0.00

-0.01

-0.01

0.17

-0.00

-0.00

0.01

0.19

-0.01

-0.00

-0.01

0.01

0.05

0.08

-0.01
0.01

0.15

-0.03

0.04

-0.01

-0.01

0.04

-0.01

0.03

-0.16

-0.01

0.06

0.05

0.16

0.03

0.06
0.02

-

-

-

0.02

-0.01

-

-

-

-0.01
0.01

-

-

0.00

0.11

-0.01

-

-

0.01

-0.01

0.01

-

-

-

0.03

0.05

0.02

-

-

-

-0.18

-0.01

-

-

0.00

-0.01

0.01

-

0.01

0.01

-0.00

-

-

-0.54

0.03

-0.04

-

Factor 12

-0.03

0.02

-0.01

Factor 11

0.06

0.02

0.03
0.05

-

0.01

-0.01

0.02

-0.01

-

0.00

0.20

-0.23

0.03

-0.04

-0.03

-0.00

-0.01

-0.00

0.03

-0.02

-0.02

-0.00

-0.01

0.37

-0.01

0.04

-0.02

-0.04

Factor 10

-0.04

0.04

0.00

0.41

-0.13

-0.00

-0.02

0.01

-0.03

-0.19

-0.05

0.24

-0.02

Factor 9

0.01

0.01

0.01

0.01

0.00

-0.02
0.11
0.04
0.00

-0.01
0.01

-

-0.04

-

-0.36

Cell entries are the rotated factor loadings of a principal component factor analysis on the leadership images in Dutch national newspapers.
Level 1: unit of analysis is political leader by newspaper article (n=27.510). Level 2: unit of analysis political leader by week (n=3.790).
e leadership images in level 2 are measured relative to leadership visibility in the media. e highest factor loadings are presented in
bold.
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Appendix 3A: Descriptive Statistics for Cabinet Ministers
Cabinet ministers are operationalized as senior cabinet ministers. Junior cabinet ministers are
excluded from this analyses, since they do not bear the political responsibility for the ministries.
e time period under study includes three diﬀerent governmental periods: Balkenende III from
September 2006 till February 22nd 2007, consisting of the CDA and the VVD; Balkenende IV
consist of the CDA, the PvdA and ChristenUnie (a small Christian party) and ruled from February
22nd 2007 till February 20th 2010, aer which the CDA and the ChristenUnie stayed in oﬃce as
the caretaker government till October 14th 2010; and the government of Rutte I that ruled from
October 14th 2010 till September 2012 and consists of the VVD and the CDA. In total, there are

Prior Cabinet Experiiance

Total Revenu and Expenditure

Sex of Cabinet Ministers

Appendix 3A: Descriptives of Variables on Cabinet Ministers
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36 cabinet ministers included in this chapter, of which 14 are female. Since some ministerial
portfolios are considered more important than others and this might influence a minister’s
newsworthiness, I use financial responsibility as a measure of importance and control for the
total revenue and expenditure of each ministry. In addition, I control for ministers’ prior political
experience.
e figure shows, first, that financial responsibilities are divided somewhat equally over male
and female ministers in the government Rutte I, since 29 percent of the ministers was female
while they are responsible over 26 percent of the total government budget. However, Balkenende
III and Balkenende IV seem to be biased towards male ministers in terms of financial
responsibilities, since 28 percent of the ministers are female and only 16 percent and 9 percent of
the total government budget is their responsibility, respectively.
Furthermore, the figure presents information about the prior political experience of cabinet
ministers. It shows that female minister, in general, have less experience in oﬃce. 60 Percent does
not have any prior governmental experience, compared to 39 percent for male ministers. is
diﬀerence might easily be explained by the diﬀerence in the amount of cabinet ministers for both
sexes in prior cabinets. e three governments under study only include 28 or 29 percent female
minister and previous Dutch governments also included less females than males. e logical consequence thereof is that there are much less women with prior government experience than men
in absolute terms. Following the same explanation, the table also shows that female ministers
have less experience as party leader before they become cabinet minister than their male
colleagues. e table shows, furthermore, that the mean amount of years of experience in
Parliament diﬀers between 3.7 and 7.2, while there is not a clear pattern diﬀerentiating between
male and female ministers in this regard.
Appendix 3A: Descriptives of Variables on Cabinet Ministers
Balkenende III
Man

Woman

Number of ministers

74%

Mean total

20.4

9.4

6.8

8.9

Budget of ministers (x100.000)

Mean revenu

Mean expenditure
Prior experience
Mean years MP

13.6

3.7

26%

Balkenende IV
Man
72%

Woman
28%

Rutte I

Man

Woman

73%

27%

25.1

6.0

20.1

21.7

12.1

3.7

8.5

19.3

7.2

4.1

0.5

13.0

4.9

6.5

2.3

5.3

13.2

0.8

Junior minister

35%

22%

10%

4%

24%

58%

Party or fraction leader

21%

0%

43%

23%

30%

0%

Senior minister

71%

56%

Note: Number of miniters and budget are weighted by month.
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Appendix 3B. Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Cabinet Ministers
Political

Vigorousness

b(se)

b(se)

Craftsmanship

Trait (T-1)
Gender

(1=Female)

Total budget
Ministry without budget

(1=Ministry without budget)
Experience: Mean years MP
Experience: Junior Minister
Experience: Senior Minister
Experience: Party Leader
Constant
Number of Observations
Number of Politicians
R-Square

-0.48

-1.07*

(0.33)

(0.43)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.33)

(1.16)

(0.04)

(0.06)

(0.30)

(0.55)

(0.49)

(0.57)

(0.55)

(0.81)

(0.34)

(0.45)

0.00

0.00

0.04

1.02

0.03

0.03

-0.92**

-1.12*

-0.57

-1.33*

-0.83

-0.51

3.32***

4.78***

3740

3740

39

39

0.01

0.02
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Integrity

Communicative

Consistency

b(se)

b(se)

b(se)

-0.32†

Skills

0.05†

(0.03)
-0.27

-0.05

(0.18)

(0.36)

(0.13)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.29)

(0.50)

(0.18)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.02)

(0.24)

(0.35)

(0.16)

(0.24)

(0.30)

(0.17)

(0.31)

(0.62)

(0.24)

(0.27)

(0.34)

(0.11)

0.00
0.14

0.06***

-0.49†
0.18

-0.43

1.04***

3740

39

0.01

0.00†

0.00*

0.02

0.11

-0.00

0.03†

-1.08*

-0.13

-0.27

0.05

-0.52

-0.37

3.32***

0.29*

3681

3781

39

39

0.01

0.01

Source: LexisNexis. Note: † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. OLS models with panel corrected standard errors in parentheses,
clustered on individual politicians and jackknifed by minister. e dependent variable is the average percentage of the references to the
minister that also includes a reference to the leadership trait by week.
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Appendix 3C. Gender Effects in Trait Coverage on Party Leaders - Routine and Campaign Periods –
Article Based

Political

Vigorousness

Log odds (se)

Log odds (se)

Craftsmanship
Gender

-0.33*

-0.29*

(1=Female)

(0.14)

(0.13)

(1=campaign)

(0.16)

(0.18)

(0.17)

(0.23)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.09)

(0.10)

Campaign period
Gender*Campaign
Party size
Party size*Campaign
Double Function

(1= Leader + Minister)
Constant

Nr of Observations
Nr of Politicians

Pseudo R-Square

-0.02

0.01

-0.31†

-0.10

0.00

0.00

0.01†

0.01†

-0.29**

-0.25*

3.06***

-2.65***

(0.11)

(0.11)

180187

180187

0.00

0.00

21

21
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Integrity

Communicative

Consistency

Log odds (se)

Log odds (se)

Log odds (se)

-0.03

Skills

-0.16*

-0.12

(0.16)

(0.07)

(0.10)

(0.17)

(0.14)

(0.28)

(0.27)

(0.14)

(0.30)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.01)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.01)

(0.15)

(0.48)

(0.07)

0.06

-0.38

0.01*
0.01**

-0.41**

-3.75***

(0.14)

0.19

-0.30

-0.16

0.28

0.00*

0.02***

0.00

0.02**

-0.21*

-0.25***

-3.01***

-4.76***

(0.06)

(0.10)

180187

180187

180187

0.01

0.00

0.01

21

21

21

Source: LexisNexis. Note: † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Logistic regression models, clustered on individual politicians. e
dependent variable is whether the party leader is described in terms of the leadership trait (0= no; 1=yes).
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Appendix 4A: Descriptive Statistics
e computerized content analysis found a total of 32,283 leadership images in national
newspapers. Figure 1 of this appendix shows how the characterization of party leaders is
distributed over the leadership images. Party leaders’ character traits are described mainly in
positive terms, particularly regarding their communicative skills (19%), vigorousness (19%)
and political crasmanship (14%). In current media logic (Altheide and Snow, 1979), media
coverage is argued to be mainly negative in tone (e.g., Stromback, 2008; Kleinnijenhuis et al.,
2013); however, this is apparently not true for leadership images in Dutch media, where
positive images outnumber negative ones.
Figure 4A1: Leadership images in Newspapers

Figure 4A2 of this appendix shows how the twenty-one Dutch party leaders are described in
the media. e grey bar indicates the percentage of all leadership images that are found in
Dutch newspapers in the period under study (32.283 images in 23.232 newspaper articles)
that are used to describe the party leaders. e black bar indicates a party leader’s media
visibility, measured as the daily amount of newspaper articles that include the name of the
party leader as an average over his/her period of leadership. e grey bars indicate that Geert
Wilders, leader of the Freedom Party, is the party leader that is most oen discussed in terms
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of the leadership images, probably due to his unique political style. Wouter Bos (Labour Party,
Vice-Prime Minister between 2006 and 2010), Mark Rutte (Liberal Party, Prime Minister
between 2010 and 2012) and Jan-Peter Balkenende (Christian Democrats, Prime Minister
between 2006 and 2010) are also regularly discussed in Dutch newspapers in terms of their
character traits. e Labour Party is the party whose leaders are most discussed in terms of
leadership images, followed by the Freedom Party, the Christian Democrats and the Liberals.
Media visibility (the black bars in Figure 4A2) is somewhat related to party size, although there
are substantial diﬀerences within parties, such as between the party leaders of the Labour party
and the Christian Democrats. e notable exception is Rita Verdonk, who was rather visible
in the media (on average 6.88 articles a day), while her party (TON) never earned a seat in the
elections. Table 4A of this Appendix presents additional descriptive information.
Figure 4A2: Media visibility and leadership images by party leader
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Table 4A: Additional Descriptive Statistics
Variable
Media Visibility (in articles a day)
General Tone

Mean
1.89

Standard

Deviation
3.21

Minimum

Maximum

0

102.75

Value

Value

Positive

7.48%

10.17

Political Craftsmanship

Positive

2.71%

7.84

0

100

Vigorousness

Positive

3.00%

7.23

0

100

Positive

1.66%

Positive

3.33%

Positive

0.52%

Traits

Integrity
Communicative Skills
Consistency
Number of days in between waves

Negative

4.60%

Negative

1.43%

Negative

2.34%

Negative

1.65%

Negative

1.08%

Negative

1.00%

76.22

Number of participated waves

20.82

136

7.80

5.67

7.55

6.25

5.35

7.97

4.08

3.55
3.99

232.76

18.52

0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

2084
91
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Appendix 4B: Example of the Combined Media and Voter Dataset
Respondent

Party

Vote
for

Party

Original

wave

Personalized
wave

Days in

Media

Mediated

waves

Party

Leader

between

Visibility

Leader

(average
per day)

Image Party
(as

proportion
of media

visibility)

1

1

1

3

1

-

-

-

1

1

0

14

3

38

…

…

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

(…)

1
1
2
2
2
2
3
3
3
3

1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0

9

32
3
9

14
32
3
9

14
32

2

44

4

131

1

-

2

44

3

38

4

131

1

-

2

44

3

38

4

131

2.14
…
-

…
…
…
-

…
…
…

0.06
…
-

…
…
…
-

…
…
…

1

11

0

3

1

-

-

-

1

11

0

14

3

38

…

…

1
1
2
2
2
2
2
2

(…)

11
11
1
1
2
2
3
3

0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0

9

32
2

64
2

64
2

64

2

44

4

131

1

-

2

89

1

-

2

89

1

-

2

89

137

…
…
-

…
-

…
-

…

…
…
-

…
-

…
-

…

(…)
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Appendix 4C: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Only for Large Parties
Vote intention for parties
Vote for party (t-1)
Media visibility party leader
Media visibility party leader
* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone
Positive

General tone Positive

* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone
Negative

General tone Negative

Model 1: General tone

Model 2: Traits

Model 3: Campaign

Log Odds (SE)

Log Odds (SE)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

Log Odds (SE)

5.16***

5.16***

0.01***

0.01***

5.17***

-0.00

0.01***

(0.00)

0.38***

0.33***

(0.02)

(0.03)

0.11*

(0.05)

-0.29***

-0.46***

(0.03)

(0.04)

0.51***

* Campaign (1= campaign)
Political craftsmanship

0.25***

Positive

(0.03)

Negative

(0.05)

Positive

(0.03)

Negative

(0.03)

Positive

(0.04)

Negative

(0.05)

Positive

(0.03)

Negative

(0.07)

Positive

(0.08)

Negative

(0.06)

Political craftsmanship

-0.40***

Vigorousness

0.51***

Vigorousness

-0.15***

Integrity

0.24***

Integrity

-0.17***

Communicative skills

0.22***

Communicative skills

-0.62***

Consistency

0.67***

Consistency

0.48***

138
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Appendix 4C: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Only for Large Parties (continued)
Vote intention for parties
Membership party

Model 1: General tone
Log Odds (SE)

Model 2: Traits

Log Odds (SE)
1.36***

1.36***

Model 3: Campaign
Log Odds (SE)
1.33***

(0.02)

(0.02)

(0.02)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.04)

(0.04)

(0.04)

Vote for party 2006
Vote for party 2010
Constant

Pseudo Log-Likelihood

Number of observations
Number of respondents
Pseudo R-square

1.72***

1.72***

2.06***

2.06***

-3.80***

-3.80***

-849124

-849366

1.73***
2.06***

-3.74***

-823281

7514038

7514038

7358995

0.71

0.71

0.71

53698

53698

53203

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. e dependent variable is intention to vote for party (0=no; 1=yes). e standard
errors are clustered by respondent; the models additionally control for the total amount of waves respondents participated in, the number
of days in between waves, gender, age and level of education and party fixed eﬀects were added to the model (not shown here).e campaign
period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded in model 3, as the corresponding routine time was not included in the content analysis.

Appendix 4D: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention during Campaign Periods and Routine Times - Only for
Large Parties

e campaign period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded in model 3, as the corresponding routine time was not included in the
content analysis.
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Appendix 4E: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Jackknifed on Party
Vote intention for parties

Jackknifed analyses:
Without CDA
Without PvdA
Without VVD
Without SP
Without PVV
Without D66
Without GL
Without CU
Without SGP
Without PvdD
Without ToN

Media visibility

General tone

General tone

Log Odds (SE)

Log Odds (SE)

Log Odds (SE)

Positive

party leader

0.40***

0.01***

Negative

-0.09**

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

(0.00)

(0.02)

(0.03)

0.28***

0.00***

0.45***

0.01***

0.33***

0.02***

0.46***

0.02***

0.38***

0.01***

0.45***

0.01***

0.39***

0.01***

0.40***

0.01***

0.41***

0.01***

0.36***

0.01***

-0.19***
0.08**

-0.07**
-0.11***

-0.02

-0.19***
-0.10***
-0.11***

-0.13***
-0.25***

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. e dependent variable is intention to vote for party (0=no; 1=yes). e table
presents the eﬀects of the media visibility variable and the positive and negative leadership images variables. However, these are based on
the jackknifed analyses of model 1 in Table 4.1. All analyses include 53698 respondents and 10734340 observations.
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Appendix 4F: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention by Number of Days in between Waves (Standardized)
Vote intention for parties

Model 4: Moderation with number of days in

between waves (standardized)
Log Odds (SE)

Vote for party (t-1)

5.29***

(0.01)

Media visibility party leader

0.04***

(Standardized)

(0.00)

* number of days in between waves (standardized)

(0.00)

(Standardized)

(0.00)

* number of days in between waves (standardized)

(0.00)

(Standardized)

(0.00)

* number of days in between waves (standardized)

(0.01)

Media visibility party leader

-0.00***

General tone Positive

0.03***

General tone Positive

0.00***

General tone Negative

-0.00***

General tone Negative

-0.00***

Membership party

1.34***

(0.01)

Vote for party 2006

1.73***

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

Vote for party 2010

2.13***

Constant

-4.84***

(0.05)

Pseudo Log-Likelihood

-977991

Number of observations

11691944

Number of respondents

53698

Pseudo R-square

0.73

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. e dependent variable is intention to vote for party (0=no; 1=yes). e standard
errors are clustered by respondent; the models additionally control for the total amount of waves respondents participated in, the number
of days in between waves, gender, age and level of education and party fixed eﬀects were added to the model (not shown here).
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Appendix 4F: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention by Number of Days in between Waves
(Standardized)

Appendix 4G: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Media Measures Relative to Other Parties
Vote intention for parties
Vote for party (t-1)
Media visibility party leader
Media visibility party leader

* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone
Positive

General tone Positive

* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone
Negative

General tone Negative

Model 1: General tone
Log Odds (SE)

Model 2: Traits

Model 3: Campaign

Log Odds (SE)

Log Odds (SE)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.03)

(0.03)

(0.04)

5.29***

5.29***

0.87***

0.75***

5.29***

0.70***
0.84***

(0.05)

0.41***

0.44***

(0.02)

(0.02)

-0.16***

(0.04)

-0.06***

-0.12***

(0.02)

(0.02)

0.15***

* Campaign (1= campaign)
Political craftsmanship

0.13***

Positive

(0.01)
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Appendix 4G: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Media Measures Relative to Other Parties
(continued)

Vote intention for parties
Political craftsmanship

Model 1: General tone
Log Odds (SE)

Model 2: Traits

Log Odds (SE)
-0.12***

Negative

(0.01)

Positive

(0.01)

Negative

(0.01)

Positive

(0.01)

Negative

(0.01)

Positive

(0.01)

Negative

(0.01)

Positive

(0.01)

Vigorousness

0.03*

Integrity

0.01

Integrity

-0.05***

Communicative skills

0.19***

Communicative skills

0.01

Consistency

0.05***

Consistency
Membership party

Log Odds (SE)

0.32***

Vigorousness

Negative

Model 3: Campaign

0.04***

(0.01)

1.35***

1.34***

1.31***

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.05)

(0.05)

(0.05)

Vote for party 2006
Vote for party 2010
Constant

Pseudo Log-Likelihood

Number of observations
Number of respondents
Pseudo R-square

1.74***

1.74***

2.12***

2.12***

-4.92***

-4.91***

-976518

-976895

1.75***
2.13***

-4.80***

-946861

11691944

11691944

11448309

0.73

0.73

0.73

53698

53698

53203

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. e dependent variable is intention to vote for party (0=no; 1=yes). e standard
errors are clustered by respondent; the models additionally control for the total number of waves respondents participated in, the number
of days in between waves, gender, age and level of education and party fixed eﬀects were added to the model (not shown here).e campaign
period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded in model 3, as the corresponding routine time was not included in the content analysis.
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Appendix 4G: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention during Campaign Periods and Routine Times Media Measures Relative to Other Parties

e campaign period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded as the corresponding routine time was not included in the content analysis.

Appendix 4H: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Fixed Effects for Respondent/Party
Vote intention for parties
Vote for party (t-1)
Media visibility party leader
Media visibility party leader

* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone
Positive

General tone Positive

* Campaign (1= campaign)
General tone
Negative

General tone Negative

Model 1: General tone
Log Odds (SE)
2.54***

Model 2: Traits
Log Odds (SE)
2.54***

Model 3: Campaign

Log Odds (SE)
2.53***

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

0.04***

0.04***

0.04***
0.00

(0.00)

0.58***

0.42***

(0.03)

(0.03)

0.64***

(0.06)

-0.17***

-0.45***

(0.04)

(0.04)

0.89***

* Campaign (1= campaign)

(0.08)
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Appendix 4H: Party Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Fixed Effects for Respondent/Party
(continued)

Vote intention for parties
Political craftsmanship

Model 1: General tone
Log Odds (SE)

Model 2: Traits

Log Odds (SE)
0.50***

Positive

(0.04)

Negative

(0.05)

Positive

(0.04)

Negative

(0.04)

Positive

(0.05)

Negative

(0.05)

Positive

(0.03)

Negative

(0.07)

Positive

(0.08)

Political craftsmanship

0.65***

Vigorousness

-0.15***

Integrity

0.37***

Integrity

-0.48***

Communicative skills

0.29***

Communicative skills

-0.26***

Consistency

-1.11***

Consistency
Membership party

Log Odds (SE)

-0.28***

Vigorousness

Negative

Model 3: Campaign

0.70***

(0.06)

0.31***

0.31***

0.27***

(0.02)

(0.02)

(0.02)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.01)

Vote for party 2006
Vote for party 2010
Constant

Pseudo Log-Likelihood

Number of observations

0.13***

0.12***

0.39***

0.39***

(0.05)

(0.05)

-540622

-540982

2056177

2056177

0.27***
0.43***

(0.05)

-524161

1981468

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. e dependent variable is intention to vote for party (0=no; 1=yes). e campaign
period of the 2006 election campaign is excluded in model 3, as the corresponding routine time was not included in the content analysis.
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Appendix 5A: Descriptive Statistics
Variable

Mean

Likelihood to vote for Party

3.76

(1 = certainly not voting for party;
10 = certainly voting for party)
Newspapers

Media Visibility of Party Leader

Deviation
3.03

1.84

2.93

Positive

3.46 %

4.18

Political Craftsmanship

Positive

0.94 %

1.62

Vigorousness

Positive

0.79 %

1.27

in articles a day

Tone Leadership Images

Negative

Traits

Negative
Negative

Integrity

Positive

Negative

Communicative Skills

Positive

Negative

Consistency
Television

Standard

Positive

Negative

Media Visibility of Party Leader
in television programs a day
Tone Leadership Images

Positive

2.19 %

0.37 %

0.69 %

0.85 %

0.68 %

1.17 %

0.30 %

0.09 %

0.29 %
0.68

8.61 %

2.83

0.84

1.12

1.82

1.25
1.95

0.71

0.37

0.61

0.70
9.77

Negative

10.50 %

11.40

Political Craftsmanship

Positive

3.99 %

5.28

Vigorousness

Positive

3.11 %

5.16

Traits

Negative
Negative

Integrity

Positive

Negative

Communicative Skills

Positive

Negative
Positive

Consistency

Negative

Political Interest

(0 = low interest; 2 = medium interest;

3 = high interest)

Ideological Distance

(0 = no distance; 9 = high distance)

146

5.24 %

2.98 %

2.00 %

4.49 %

4.21 %

3.42 %

0.69 %

2.31 %
4.48

2.77

7.67

5.33

3.60

6.86

6.25
5.02

2.02

3.98

1.63

2.38

Binnenwerk-ImagesWithImpact.qxp_Opmaak 1 15-12-17 16:23 Pagina 147

CHAPT ER 6

e table shows that, for all parties combined, the average propensity to vote for a party is 3.76
(on a ten-point scale). Moreover, respondents are on average exposed to 3.84 newspaper
articles and 1.07 television programs a day about each party leader. Of course, party leaders’
media visibility varies strongly over leaders and respondents, based on the number of
newspapers they read and television programs they watch. e table additionally shows that,
on average, 6.35 percent of the newspaper articles about a party leader includes a positive
image on one of the character traits, while 3.97 percent contains a negative image. Leadership
images in television programs are slightly more common, as 13.29 percent of the programs
includes a positive leadership image and 16.11 percent includes a negative one. When the
percentages are disaggregated over the specific images, it shows that in newspapers positive
images on a leader’s integrity, vigor, communicative skills and political crasmanship are most
oen applied, while discussion of a leader’s consistency is least common. In television
programs, leadership images on leaders’ political crasmanship (both positive and negative)
are most oen applied, although discussion of a leader’s vigorousness and communicative skills
and negative comments on integrity are also commonly present.
is chapter tests various sources of moderation in mediated leader eﬀects: moderation
based on proximity to Election Day, type of media, political sophistication and the ideological
distance between the leader’s party and the respondent. To test moderation based on media
type, the eﬀects are calculated for newspapers and television broadcasts separately. To test for
moderation based on the proximity to the election, the mediated leadership images are
interacted with a variable that measures the number of days to Election Day. e level of
political sophistication is operationalized by the level of political interest, while the ideological
distance is measured by the absolute diﬀerence between self-placement of respondents on a
le-right scale and self-indicated placement of political parties. us, the level of ideological
distance is, in fact, measured by perceived ideological distance between respondent and party.
e table shows that the average level of political interest (on a 7-point scale) is 4.47 and the
average absolute ideological distance between voters and parties is 2.76 (on a ten-point scale).
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Appendix 5B: Mediated Leader Effects – Moderation by Media Type
Media

Dependent Variable:

Likelihood to vote for Party

Coefficient (SE)

(t-1)

Media

Visibility

(0.00)

(0.00)

1.77***

(0.22)

Negative tone

-0.73***

(0.21)

Visibility

Party leader

0.00

(0.01)

Positive tone

-0.21

(0.32)

Negative tone
Television

0.63***

(0.00)

Positive tone

Newspaper

Coefficient (SE)

Model 2

0.01

Party leader

Television

Model 1

0.65***

Likelihood to vote for Party

Newspaper and

-0.21

(0.46)

Visibility

0.06*

Party leader

(0.02)

Positive tone

1.55***

(0.18)

Negative tone

-0.86***

0.80***

Vote for party 2006

(0.18)

0.80***

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.04)

(0.04)

(0=no; 1=yes)

(0.04)

(0.04)

Number of observations

33026

33026

0.33

0.33

1.21***

Vote for party 2010

1.63***

Constant

(0.12)

1471

Number of respondents
Sigma u

1.83

Sigma e

0.03

Rho

0.62

R-Square (overall)

1.21***

1.67***

(0.12)

1471
1.83

0.03

0.62

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. Dependent variable is likelihood to vote for party (0=certainly not voting for
party; 10=certainly voting for party), measured in five waves of NIPO. Models are random intercept models, where observations are nested
in respondents. e models additionally control for sex, age, level of education, income, level of urbanization and how many waves
respondents participated (not shown here).
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Appendix 5C: Mediated Leader Effects – Moderation by Proximity to Election Day and

Voter Characteristics

Number of days till

Moderator:

Election Day

Coefficient (SE)

Newspaper

Model 3

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.00)

(0.01)

(0.00)

(0.01)

(0.46)

(0.95)

(0.48)

(0.72)

(1.36)

(0.68)

* Moderator

(0.01)

(0.20)

(0.12)

* Moderator

(0.01)

(0.28)

(0.18)

Party leader

(0.03)

(0.02)

(0.02)

(0.22)

(0.52)

(0.26)

(0.22)

(0.45)

(0.25)

* Moderator

(0.01)

(0.10)

(0.06)

* Moderator

(0.01)

(0.45)

(0.05)

(0.13)

(0.13)

(0.12)

Visibility

Party leader

Negative tone
Positive tone
Negative tone
Visibility

Positive tone
Negative tone
Positive tone
Negative tone

Constant

Number of observations
Number of respondents
Sigma u
Sigma e
Rho

R-Square (overall)

Coefficient (SE)

Model 2

Positive tone

Television

Coefficient (SE)

Ideological

Distance

Model 1

Likelihood to vote for Party
(t-1)

Political

Sophistication

0.65***

0.65***

-0.00

0.00

-0.29

-0.63

0.60

-0.07

0.00

0.08

-0.02

-0.04

0.07**

0.06**

1.56***

2.79***

-0.65**

-0.75

-0.00

0.27**

-0.01

-0.75

1.53***

1.49***

33026

1471
0.33

0.02

-0.05

-0.07
0.06**
1.94***

-0.78**

-0.14*
-0.01
2.16***

0.33

0.34

0.03

0.62

0.10

33026

1.83

0.03

-0.00

33026

1471

1.83

0.60***

0.62

1471
1.79
0.04

0.63

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. Dependent variable is likelihood to vote for party (0=certainly not voting for
party; 10=certainly voting for party), measured in five waves. Models are random intercept models, where observations are nested in
respondents. e models control for previous vote choice, sex, age, level of education, level of urbanization, income and the number of
waves respondents participated in (not shown here).
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Appendix 5D: Mediated Leader Effects on Vote Intention - Jackknifed on Party
Likelihood to

vote for party

Jackknifed analyses:

All parties included
Without CDA
Without PvdA
Without VVD
Without SP
Without PVV
Without D66
Without GL

Newspaper

Visibility

Positive

Coefficient

Coefficient

party leader
(SE)

0.00

Negative

tone

tone

(SE)

(SE)

-0.21

Coefficient

-0.21

Television
Visibility

Positive

Coefficient

Coefficient

party leader

(SE)

0.06*

Negative

tone

tone

(SE)

(SE)

1.55***

Coefficient

-0.86**

(0.01)

(0.32)

(0.46)

(0.02)

(0.18)

(0.18)

(0.01)

(0.32)

(0.48)

(0.03)

(0.19)

(0.20)

(0.00)

(0.32)

(0.48)

(0.03)

(0.19)

(0.20)

(0.01)

(0.32)

(0.48)

(0.03)

(0.20)

(0.20)

(0.01)

(0.34)

(0.46)

(0.03)

(0.20)

(0.21)

0.01)

(0.34)

(0.48)

(0.03)

(0.21)

(0.22)

(0.01)

(0.34)

(0.52)

(0.03)

(0.18)

(0.19)

(0.01)

(0.40)

(0.59)

(0.02)

(0.19)

(0.19)

0.00

-0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00

-0.00

-0.12
-0.35
-0.23
-0.09
-0.00
-0.17
-0.50

-0.22

-0.11

-0.04

-0.15

-0.21

-0.36

-0.21

0.05*

0.06*

0.06 *
0.08**
0.07**
0.05

0.06*

1.70***
1.26***
1.36***
1.25***

1.80***
1.55***
1.79***

-1.02***
-0.91***

-0.85***
-0.41***

-1.09***
-0.88***
-0.95***

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. Dependent variable is likelihood to vote for party (0=certainly not voting for
party; 10=certainly voting for party), measured in five waves. Models are random intercept models, where observations are nested in
respondents. e models control for previous vote choice, sex, age, level of education, level of urbanization, income and the number of
waves respondents participated in (not shown here).
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Appendix 5E: Mediated Leader Effects - Participants in All Waves and Model with Fixed Effects
Dependent Variable:

Likelihood to vote for Party

Likelihood to vote for Party
(t-1)

Newspaper

Visibility

Party leader

Positive tone
Negative tone
Television

Visibility

Party leader

Positive tone
Negative tone
Constant
Number of observations
Number of respondents

All waves

Fixed effects

Coefficient (SE)

Coefficient (SE)

Model 1

0.70***

Model 2

0.61***

(0.01)

(0.00)

(0.01)

(0.01)

(0.36)

(0.36)

(0.53)

(0.51)

(0.03)

(0.03)

(0.21)

(0.18)

(0.21)

(0.19)

(0.22)

(0.04)

0.01

-0.13

-0.31
0.02

1.35***

-0.71*
0.65***

0.00

-0.31
-0.34
0.04
1.65***

-0.73***
1.51***

21308

33026

0

0.73

761

Sigma u
Sigma e

1.78

R-Square (overall)

0.65

Rho

0

1471

1.83
0.14

0.61

Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. Dependent variable is likelihood to vote for party (0=certainly not voting for
party; 10=certainly voting for party), measured in five waves. Models are random intercept models, where observations are nested in
respondents. e models control for previous vote choice, sex, age, level of education, level of urbanization, income and the number of
waves respondents participated in (not shown here).
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Summary of Research
Recent scholarly consensus is that party leaders, or more specifically, the public’s perception
of party leaders, have an electoral impact. Positive evaluations of party leaders increase party
support for their parties, while negative perceptions decrease this likelihood. A prominent
perspective in this field is that it is a leader’s personality that draws voters to party leaders and
that general perceptions of party leaders are largely founded in the perceptions of leaders’
character traits. Even though the relationship between subjective leader perceptions and voting
behavior has received considerable attention, the extent to which the portrayal of party leaders
in the media aﬀects vote decisions has remained a largely unresolved question. is is a
particularly insightful question, as it is very likely that media coverage of party leaders’
personalities feeds voters’ perceptions of those leaders, media being the principal source of
political information. is dissertation aimed to fill this gap by answering the following
question: How do the media portray party leaders in terms of their character traits, and
when and to what extent do these mediated leadership images have an impact on voters in
determining their party preferences? With respect to this research question, four conclusions
can be drawn. First, of the six traits that characterize political leadership, five are applied in
media coverage when discussing party leaders: political crasmanship, vigorousness, integrity,
communicative skills and consistency. Even though research suggests that the responsiveness
of leaders is important for the political trust of voters, journalists rarely discuss this trait.
Second, there is a gender bias in the way the media portray the leadership traits of politicians,
strongly related to the masculinity of the leadership stereotype. ird, I conclude that media
coverage of party leaders in terms of their leadership traits aﬀects electoral behavior: positive
leadership images in media coverage stimulate support for the leader’s party, and negative
leadership images undermine support. is clearly indicates the significance of leadership
images in the electoral process and extends our knowledge of the eﬀects of party leaders on
electoral support for their party. By focusing on mediated (rather than subjective) leadership
images in a longitudinal research design, the findings more firmly establish the causal direction
of this relationship. Fourth, the impact of mediated leadership images on electoral behavior is
conditional. is research shows that mediated leader eﬀects are (at least occasionally)
dependent on the tone of the media coverage, the presence of an election campaign, whether
the leadership image is mediated through newspaper coverage or television coverage, and the
voter’s level of political sophistication and ideological distance from the party. is dissertation
contributes to the broader political communication literature by highlighting the need for
expanding the period in which media eﬀects are examined and to the broader electoral
behavior literature by showing that short-term influences on vote decisions, such as (media
coverage of) party leaders, contribute in explaining electoral volatile voting behavior. e
findings of this dissertation support both the notion that leader-based vote decisions are
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rational and irrational political behavior, which leaves us with a puzzle how mediated leader
eﬀects relate to the quality of the decision making process. e results of this dissertation,
however, do indicate that the underrepresentation of female politicians in political media
coverage based on a leader’s personality is likely to aid the underrepresentation of women in
political positions, which harms the quality of the democracy.
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Nederlandse samenvatting
De hedendaagse academische consensus is dat partijleiders of, preciezer gezegd, de percepties
die kiezers hebben van partijleiders, substantiële krachten zijn in democratische verkiezingen.
Wanneer partijleiders niet de reeds bestaande partijvoorkeuren van kiezers versterken, maar
kiezers weten te verleiden tot het wisselen van stemvoorkeur, noemen we dat leiderschapseﬀecten. Een belangrijke stroming in onderzoek naar deze leiderschapseﬀecten stelt dat de
persoonlijkheid van de partijleider cruciaal is voor kiezers en dat algemene percepties van
partijleiders grotendeels gebaseerd zijn op de percepties van hun karaktereigenschappen. Vele
studies naar leiderschapseﬀecten laten zien dat positieve evaluaties van een partijleider op basis
van zijn/haar karaktereigenschappen de kans vergroten dat een kiezer op de partij van de leider
gaat stemmen, terwijl negatieve evaluaties deze kans verkleinen. Dit proefschri draagt bij aan
de literatuur over leiderschapseﬀecten door een antwoord te formuleren op de vraag: Hoe
beschrijven media partijleiders op basis van hun karaktereigenschappen en hoe hebben deze
leiderschapsimago’s in de media invloed op kiezers bij het bepalen van hun stemkeus?
Hoewel de relatie tussen subjectieve leiderschapspercepties en electoraal gedrag uitgebreid
is bestudeerd, blij de vraag naar de invloed van de mediaberichtgeving over partijleiders op
stemvoorkeuren grotendeels onbeantwoord. Deze vraag is relevant aangezien partijleiders in
een sterk gemediatiseerde samenleving functioneren, waarin de media kiezers’ belangrijkste
bron van politieke informatie zijn. Hierdoor is de berichtgeving over (de karaktereigenschappen
van) partijleiders hoogstwaarschijnlijk zeer bepalend bij de vorming van leiderschapspercepties
binnen het electoraat. Daarnaast biedt de verschuiving van de focus naar de mediaberichtgeving
over partijleiders meer zekerheid in de causale claim van leiderschapseﬀecten. De relatie tussen
subjectieve leiderschapspercepties en partijvoorkeuren is wederkerig: evaluaties van de partijleider beïnvloeden partijvoorkeuren, maar bestaande partijvoorkeuren hebben ook invloed op
leiderschapspercepties. Door niet de eﬀecten van subjectieve leiderschapspercepties op stemvoorkeuren te meten, maar te focussen op de invloed van berichtgeving over partijleiders op
kiesgedrag, kan de causale richting van het verband met meer zekerheid vastgesteld worden.
Hoofdstuk 2 en 3 hebben betrekking op het eerste gedeelte van de onderzoeksvraag van
dit proefschri en bestuderen karaktereigenschappen van partijleiders in mediaberichtgeving.
In Hoofdstuk 2 ligt de focus op de vraag welke karaktereigenschappen van partijleiders ertoe
doen. Op basis van een uitgebreide literatuurstudie wordt een conceptualisatie van karaktereigenschappen gepresenteerd, die enerzijds uitgebreid genoeg is om de verschillende
perspectieven bij elkaar te brengen en duidelijk onderscheid te maken tussen de verschillende
dimensies en anderzijds beknopt genoeg om toegepast te kunnen worden in empirische studies.
Deze leiderschapskenmerken zijn: politieke kundigheid, krachtig leiderschap, integriteit,
responsiviteit, communicatieve vaardigheden en consistentie. Daarnaast richt Hoofdstuk 2 zich
op de vraag hoe deze leiderschapskenmerken gemeten kunnen worden in mediaberichtgeving.
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Een meetinstrument wordt gepresenteerd dat het mogelijk maakt om positieve en negatieve
beschrijvingen in mediaberichtgeving op basis van deze zes leiderschapskenmerken (de
zogenoemde leiderschapsimago’s) automatisch te meten en past deze toe op alle krantenartikelen waarin een partijleider voorkomt, geplaatst in nationale Nederlandse dagbladen in de
periode september 2006 tot september 2012. In het hoofdstuk test ik de kwaliteit van de meting
uitgebreid en concludeer ik dat het meetinstrument werkt en valide resultaten oplevert.
Daarnaast kom ik tot de conclusie dat van de zes theoretisch relevante leiderschapskenmerken
er vijf ook daadwerkelijk voorkomen in Nederlandse mediaberichtgeving: de responsiviteit van
partijleiders wordt nauwelijks besproken in de media.
In Hoofdstuk 3 bestudeer ik in hoeverre er genderverschillen bestaan in de manier waarop
partijleiders (en ook ministers) beschreven worden in de media wat betre hun leiderschapskenmerken. Ondanks dat gendergelijkheid een wijdverbreide norm is in Westerse samenlevingen, zijn vrouwen bijna universeel ondervertegenwoordigd in het politieke leven.
Systematische verschillen in de manier waarop over mannelijke en vrouwelijke politici wordt
bericht in de media dragen bij aan deze ondervertegenwoordiging. Hoofdstuk 3 wijkt af van
de literatuur over genderverschillen in politieke berichtgeving, door niet uit te gaan van de
gangbare genderstereotypen, maar van (mannelijke en vrouwelijke) leiderschapsstereotypen.
De resultaten, gebaseerd op een automatische inhoudsanalyse van ongeveer tweehonderdduizend krantenberichten uit nationale Nederlandse dagbladen in de periode 2006 tot 2012,
laten zien dat mannelijke politici inderdaad frequenter dan hun vrouwelijke tegenhangers
besproken worden in het licht van de leiderschapskenmerken die geassocieerd zijn met het
stereotype van de mannelijke politicus (politieke kundigheid en krachtig leiderschap). Echter,
de resultaten laten eveneens zien dat op de andere leiderschapskenmerken mannelijke politici
ook frequenter besproken worden dan hun vrouwelijke collega’s. Ik concludeer dan ook dat
de algemene associatie tussen masculiniteit en leiderschap de mediaberichtgeving omtrent
partijleiders sterk beïnvloedt.
In Hoofdstukken 4 en 5 ligt de nadruk op het tweede gedeelte van de onderzoeksvraag van
dit proefschri. Hierin verschui de aandacht van de manier waarop leiderschapskenmerken
van partijleiders in de media naar voren komen naar de electorale eﬀecten van deze berichtgeving. In Hoofdstuk 4 toets ik of positieve leiderschapsimago’s in de media de kans vergroten
dat mediagebruikers op de leiders partij zullen stemmen, en of negatieve leiderschapsimago’s
in de media deze kans verkleinen. Daarnaast bestudeer ik de invloed van de verkiezingscampagne op de relatie tussen leiderschapsimago’s in de media en stemkeuze en onderzoek ik
of de relatieve impact van positieve of negatieve leiderschapsimago’s groter is. Om de invloed
van leiderschapsimago’s in de media op kiezers te bestuderen combineer ik een automatische
inhoudsanalyse van nationale Nederlandse dagbladen met het 1Vandaag Opinie Panel,
bestaande uit meer dan vijigduizend respondenten en 110 golven in de periode 2006 tot 2012.
In Hoofdstuk 5 onderzoek ik onder welke omstandigheden en voor welke personen leiderschapskenmerken in de media in het bijzonder belangrijk zijn. Ik maak hierbij onderscheid in
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het soort medium (krant of televisie), neem de nabijheid van de verkiezingsdag in acht en kijk
of eﬀecten uiteenlopen voor kiezers van verschillende ideologische kleur en politieke sofisticatie.
Hiertoe worden drie datasets gecombineerd, te weten een automatische inhoudsanalyse van
nationale Nederlandse dagbladen, een handmatige inhoudsanalyse van politieke televisieprogramma’s en een panel dataset bestaande uit vijf golven in de maanden voorafgaand aan de
Tweede Kamer verkiezingen in 2012.
Op basis van de resultaten uit Hoofdstuk 4 en 5 concludeer ik ten eerste dat mediaberichtgeving over partijleiders gebaseerd op hun leiderschapskenmerken van electoraal belang is:
positieve leiderschapsimago’s verhogen steun voor de partij van de leider terwijl negatieve
imago’s electorale steun voor de partij van de leider ondermijnen. Ten tweede concludeer ik
dat de impact van leiderschapsimago’s in de media niet onvoorwaardelijk is, maar deels aangt
van de toon van de berichtgeving, de aanwezigheid van een verkiezingscampagne, het type
medium, de mate van politieke sofisticatie van de kiezer en de ideologische afstand tussen de
kiezer en de partij. Meest in het oog springend zijn de resultaten omtrent de invloed van
verkiezingscampagnes en de toon van de berichtgeving op leiderschapseﬀecten. De resultaten
laten namelijk zien dat er buiten verkiezingstijd een positief eﬀect is van positieve leiderschapsimago’s in de media en een negatief eﬀect van negatieve leiderschapsimago’s. Echter, tijdens
verkiezingscampagnes verdwijnt de invloed van negatieve leiderschapsimago’s in de media. Dit
verrassende resultaat kan mogelijk verklaard worden doordat berichtgeving op basis van
leiderschapskenmerken tijdens campagnetijd het signaal afgee dat de leider belangrijk is, ook
al is deze berichtgeving negatief van toon. Een andere aannemelijke verklaring is dat tijdens
campagnetijd negatieve berichtgeving overwegend aomstig is van politieke opponenten in
plaats van meer objectieve journalisten.
Naast dat dit proefschri een bijdrage levert aan de onderzoekstraditie die zich richt op
leiderschapseﬀecten, zijn er nog ten minste drie andere velden waarvoor de bevindingen van
dit onderzoek van belang zijn. Ten eerste draagt dit proefschri bij aan de onderzoekstraditie
die zich focust op de persoonlijkheid van partijleiders, door een conceptualisatie van relevante
leiderschapskenmerken te destilleren uit de literatuur. Ten tweede zijn de bevindingen van dit
onderzoek relevant voor de brede kiesgedragsliteratuur, en in het bijzonder voor de stroming
die zich richt op electorale volatiliteit. Dit onderzoek laat zien dat dynamische kortetermijninvloeden op stemgedrag (zoals de mediaberichtgeving over partijleiders) een waardevolle
bijdrage leveren aan het verklaren van de veranderlijkheid van stemvoorkeuren in het electoraat.
Ten derde zijn de resultaten van dit onderzoek van belang voor de algemene politieke
communicatie literatuur doordat zij laten zien dat de politieke context bepalend is voor de
invloed van mediaberichtgeving op stemvoorkeuren. Verreweg het meeste onderzoek naar
electorale media-eﬀecten beperkt zich tot verkiezingscampagnetijd en dit proefschri laat zien
dat het belangrijk is dat deze onderzoeksperiode uitgebreid wordt naar periodes buiten
verkiezingen om.
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De resultaten van dit proefschri kunnen op verschillende manieren gelieerd worden aan
het functioneren van de democratie. De bevindingen ondersteunen zowel het idee dat
stemvoorkeuren gebaseerd op leiderschapsoverwegingen rationeel van aard zijn (leiderschapseﬀecten zijn sterker voor partijen die ideologisch dicht bij de kiezer staan) als het tegengestelde
idee, namelijk dat zij irrationeel zijn (leiderschapseﬀecten zijn het sterkst voor kiezers met de
laagste politieke sofisticatie). Hierdoor blij de puzzel onopgelost in hoeverre leiderschapseﬀecten zich verhouden tot de kwaliteit van het politieke besluitvormingsproces. Dit is bij uitstek
een relevante kwestie, omdat onderzoek laat zien dat de invloed van partijleiders op stemvoorkeuren toeneemt. De resultaten van dit proefschri laten bovendien zien dat de genderverschillen in de mediaberichtgeving over politici, gebaseerd op hun leiderschapskenmerken,
bijdragen aan de ondervertegenwoordiging van vrouwen in politieke functies, hetgeen de
kwaliteit van de democratie en de representatieve vertegenwoordiging schaadt.
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