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Voorwoord

Het schrijven van een proefschrift kost bloed, zweet en tranen en ik kan me dan ook nog 
goed herinneren dat Mark op een dag zei: “Ach Het, hang je standaardnormaal verdeling 
toch in de wilgen…”

Alhoewel ik die symmetrische klok daarna meermalen in de boom heb zien hangen, 
heb ik die er telkens weer eigenhandig uitgevist. Dat ging echter niet zonder de hulp van 
een aantal mensen, die ik hieronder graag wil bedanken.

Ten eerste: Cees, ontzettend veel dank voor je inspiratie, meedenken, tegengas geven 
en voor je stimulerende woorden. Toen het tempo afzwakte nodigde je me uit om een 
weekje te komen schrijven in Engeland. Het strakke regime van paardenvijgen scheppen 
en daarna van 9 tot 9 schrijven heeft me goed gedaan! Na die week was het einde in zicht 
– een geweldig gevoel was dat. Dank, ook aan Kitty en Jennifer, voor jullie gastvrijheid.

Wouter, ook jou ben ik zeer dankbaar! Het was een effi ciënte luxe om op bijna elk 
moment van de dag jouw kamer binnen te kunnen lopen om diverse kwesties te bespre-
ken. Dank voor je behulpzame feedback.

De Amsterdam School of Communications Research ASCoR, en in het bijzonder 
Sandra Zwier, dank ik voor het ondersteunen en mogelijk maken van dit project. Ook het 
EU-TMR network on Political Representation and Electoral Behaviour in the European 
Union en de afdeling Politicologie van de Universiteit van Göteborg wil ik danken voor 
ondersteuning voor het schrijven van dit proefschrift.

Claes, Roderick, Moniek, Martin, Angela, Marjolein, Jochen, Kim: jullie hebben 
deze hele exercitie zoveel leuker gemaakt. Ik denk met veel plezier terug aan congressen, 
borrels en cursussen Zweeds. Wat fi jn om zowel hoogte- als dieptepunten met collega’s 
te kunnen delen.

Tack till Linda, Staffan and all my other former colleagues and friends at Statsveten-
skap! It was, and is, a great pleasure to know you and/or to work with you. Thank you 
Per for providing the data for Chapter 2. How much fun (and sometimes not) it was to 
fi nish a dissertation at about the same time, Dr. Berg! I am incredibly proud of you (and 
you know it).

M’n collega’s bij QS… Dank! Voor jullie begrip, het constant vragen hoe het ermee 
stond, voor jullie meedenken. Ik ben erg blij met jullie! Lonneke, ik ben ook jou dank-
baar, niet in het minst voor het feit dat je jouw proefschrift een paar maanden eerder 
verdedigde, zodat ik kon ‘afkijken’. Dat maakte m’n leven net een stukje makkelijker!

M’n vrienden hebben een niet geringe rol gespeeld in de totstandkoming van dit 
proefschrift – ook al hadden ze dat zelf misschien niet zo door. Niet alleen de constante 
vragen naar de vorderingen, maar zeker ook de afl eiding die jullie boden heeft geholpen. 
De borrels met bitterballen bij ‘tante Sas’ waren exemplarisch. Die avonden mis ik nog 
wel eens in het Haagse… Freya, Nyske, Barbra, Sharis, Mark, Dita, Roland, Erik, Farin, 
Merlijn, Marianne, Lonneke, Marie-Thérèse, Evelien, Aylin, Femke, Ester, Wendy, en 
degenen die ik vergeten ben: bedankt!
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Mark, Dita, en Wineke wil ik bedanken voor een middag poseren voor de coverfoto 
die uiteindelijk niet op de cover kwam. Zo zie je maar dat het leven van een model ook 
niet altijd over rozen gaat. Arton wil ik bedanken voor de prachtige uiteindelijke foto. Het 
had wat voeten in de aarde, maar het was een leuke en leerzame exercitie.

Dank jullie wel pappa en mamma. Mam, je hebt mij door dik en dun gesteund de 
afgelopen jaren en daar ben ik ontzettend dankbaar voor! Je had altijd oor voor mijn 
vorderingen en problemen; ook al had je er misschien geen oplossingen voor, het helpt 
vaak al als je ze met iemand kan delen! Je hebt me ontzettend geholpen door te laten 
merken dat je er altijd voor me bent. Pap, ook al hebben we het er nog nooit zo over gehad, 
ik weet dat je diep van binnen achter me staat en misschien ook wel een beetje trots 
bent… Dat maakt me blij. Dank je wel.

Lieve Sas, mijn favoriete zus, ook aan jou dank. Je vragen en adviezen over het afron-
den hebben zeker geholpen. Lieve, kleine Britt! Jouw verwachte komst heeft de eindspurt 
enorm opgevrolijkt. Nu je er bent geef ik je een dikke knuffel.

Mark, niet zelden heb ik je opgebeld met de vraag of je nog een leuk verhaal had ter 
afl eiding en/of opvrolijking. Retorische vraag natuurlijk, want terwijl ik zat te lezen over 
meetfouten of regressies aan het draaien was, zat jij in de kroeg, of in het buitenland, of 
je lag in een weiland ergens tussen Rotterdam en Den Haag. Eén ding: laat het feit dat 
m’n ‘werkstuk’ (niet mijn aanduiding) nu af is, niet de reden zijn om geen geweldige 
verhalen meer te vertellen. Barbra-Joy, dank je wel is nogal een slap understatement voor 
wat je de afgelopen jaren hebt gegeven: aanmoediging, advies, vertrouwen, afl eiding, en 
– indien nodig – wodka. Dat laatste was voornamelijk het geval als ik weer eens vast zat 
in een analyse (in dit kader heb ik warme herinneringen aan hoofdstuk 4), maar ook als 
er gevierd moest worden dat er een hoofdstuk geëindigd of gepubliceerd was. Schat, je 
bent een wereldwijf. Laten we snel weer eens gaan bouwvakken.

Dit proefschrift heb ik opgedragen aan Hendrika Maria Anna van Kempen, m’n lieve 
oma. Hoe eigenaardig ik het vond, en vind, om m’n eigen naam op een grafsteen te lezen, 
hoe vreemd moet jij het vinden om te zien dat dit boek jouw naam draagt. Oma, als ik 
het heb over bloed, zweet en tranen om een proefschrift te schrijven, dan schaam ik me 
eigenlijk een beetje als ik aan jouw leven denk. Na de lagere school aan het werk gesteld 
in een stenenfabriek, daarna trouwen en 13 kinderen opvoeden. Tja, dat relativeert het 
bloed, zweet en de tranen van het schrijven toch wel een beetje…

10
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In 1975, communication scholars Blumler & Gurevitch wrote one of the fi rst essays about 
comparative research in political communication. Commenting on the state of such 
research, they remarked that:

“… In 1975, nobody could claim to be able to paint an assured portrait of the fi eld of 
investigation…. It is not merely that few political communication studies have yet been 
mounted with a comparative focus. More to the point, there is neither a settled view of 
what such studies should be concerned with, nor even a fi rmly crystallized set of alterna-
tive options for research between which scholars of diverse philosophic persuasions could 
choose.” (Blumler & Gurevitch, 1975, p.165).

More recently, many authors agree on the importance of comparative studies in politi-
cal communication (e.g., Blumler, McLeod, & Rosengren, 1992; Esser & Pfetsch, 2004; 
Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Semetko, 1996), and in spite of various discussions about how 
to conduct comparative (political) communication research (e.g., Edelstein, 1982; Esser 
& Pfetsch, 2004; Livingstone, 2003; Swanson, 1992), truly comparative studies in politi-
cal communication are still very scarce, as acknowledged by several authors (Esser & 
Pfetsch, 2004; Graber, 2005; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Voltmer, 2000). Blumler and 
Gurevitch (1975) diagnosed a lack of theoretical concepts and indicators as one of the 
problems hampering the development of comparative studies. Later in this introduction I 
argue that this particular problem has yet hardly been addressed and that even now, more 
than 30 years after Blumler & Gurevitch wrote their original essay, comparative research 
is still in its infancy in political communication and, more generally, in communication 
science1. This dissertation is intended to contribute to the development of comparative 
research in the discipline, partly by a focus on relevant conceptualizations of contextual 
characteristics, and their measurement.

Comparative research in political communication

What is comparative political communication research? In order to address this question, 
I will fi rst shortly discuss two exemplary studies in comparative political communication 
in order to point out the relevance and importance of this type of analysis. Second, I will 
characterize political communication as a fi eld of research. Third, I will discuss what the 
nature is of comparative research and what added value such research would bring to the 
study of political communication.

1 In a recent contribution, Gurevitch & Blumler (2004) conclude that comparative research in political 
communication has almost become ‘fashionable’. Yet, in their own words: ‘More comparative work 
doesn’t necessarily equate with better’ (p.327). The studies that they discuss - thorough and interest-
ing as they may be – are all limited to the comparison of only two or three contexts. Although it is 
quite possible to do excellent research while limiting the number of contexts, it almost unavoidably 
leads to underidentifi cation when attempting to specify the consequences of context. In order to allow 
comparative assessment of rivaling explanations, one needs larger numbers of contexts.
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The fi rst illustrative comparative communication study to be discussed was con-
ducted by Voltmer (2000), and focused on differences across news systems. The author 
classifi ed European newspaper systems in terms of content-diversity by locating them on 
two dimensions: internal and external diversity. External diversity exists if content diver-
gence is brought about by separate media within a system, each medium aiming at its 
own audience. A system with a high level of external diversity is characterized by strong 
homogeneity or consistency of content within each medium (McQuail, 1992). Internal 
diversity refers to the level of diversity within each medium, rather than between dif-
ferent media in a system. An internally diverse media system is one in which all media 
individually offer a broad array of (political) views, typically in an attempt to reach a wide 
and diverse public. In her study, Voltmer does not only report the extent of external and 
internal diversity, but also its direction: are specifi c media systems biased towards the 
left or towards the right side of the political spectrum? Voltmer thus develops a way of 
conceptualizing and measuring a particular aspect of contexts within which political 
communication takes place: diversity.

Characterizing systems in this way is particularly useful if the contextual variable can 
be demonstrated to explain other differences between contexts, especially when located 
at a lower level of aggregation. Wattenberg (1984), for example, hypothesizes that a major 
reason for increasing voter volatility is the decrease of (internal) political homogeneity 
of media. Although Voltmer does not elaborate her study in that direction, it is obvious 
that her contextual typology could be used for a comparative assessment of Wattenberg’s 
hypothesis on voter volatility.

A second outstanding comparative study was reported by Hallin & Mancini (2004), 
who investigate the interrelations between different features of media systems – char-
acteristics of the mass press (f.e., how many newspapers there are in a system, the 
readership of these papers, the commercialization of the newspaper market), political 
parallelism (partisanship of newspapers), journalistic professionalism (to what extent 
journalists apply standardized routines in reporting), and the degree and nature of state 
intervention (whether the state owns media, to what extent there are state regulations for 
ownership of media, and whether the state, or political parties, fi nance specifi c media). 
These four features of the media system are not independent; especially the latter three 
elements are interrelated. The authors surveyed the patterns in which these character-
istics co-occur, and suggested the existence of three distinct types of media systems in 
Western Europe: The Mediterranean or Polarized Pluralist model; the Northern European 
or Democratic Corporatist model; and the North Atlantic or Liberal model. These prototypi-
cal models are important in the explanation of media as an aggregate in a system (why 
do media operate the way they do?), but even more in explaining media change. Besides 
that, the models may have implications for electoral behavior such as voting. Mass media 
effects may be of different nature, depending on the type of system one lives in: citizens’ 
electoral participation in a Mediterranean system may be positively affected by partisan 
messages in the daily newspapers; whereas citizens’ electoral participation in a liberal 
system may get positively affected by the media in terms of the perceived closeness of the 



election race. This indicates that the media system is not only interesting as a feature per 
se, it also may have implications for (individual) behavior.

Suggestive as typologies as the one by Hallin and Mancini may be, they also have 
their drawbacks, particularly if the aspects underlying the typology do not refl ect natural 
categories. If these aspects are continua, rather than, e.g., dichotomies, the question arises 
where to locate the cut-off, and, moreover, real-world distinctions are lost by the artifi cial 
collapsing of a continuum into a dichotomy. As a case in point, let us consider the aspect 
of parallelism, which is one of the four features that characterizes the different models 
in the Hallin & Mancini book. It specifi es the nature and strength of linkages between 
political parties or ideologies on the one hand and the media (especially newspapers) on 
the other. More generally, the concept is meant to refer to the extent to which mass media 
refl ect existing socio-political cleavages or political divisions in a country. According to 
the authors, political parallelism is strong in Mediterranean and North European coun-
tries, while it is absent or weak in the North Atlantic countries (with Britain as a notable 
exception). Inherently, this characteristic of a media system is continuous in nature, but 
by dichotomization all nuance is lost. The dichotomy cannot display whatever differences 
exist within each of the categories. When the variables that underlie the three types of 
media systems conceptualized by Hallin et al. are measured in more detail, the threefold 
typology may evolve into a set of continua, providing us more information and thus better 
understanding of media systems and their consequences.

Political communication

I introduced these two examples, in order to prepare the ground for how to defi ne com-
parative political communication. This defi nition contains two components, a substan-
tive one (‘political communication’) and a methodological one (‘comparative’). Political 
communication relates to all processes of communication about politics that involve politi-
cal actors, including the public. McNair demarcates the fi eld further by emphasizing the 
intentional character of the communications involved; he defi nes political communica-
tion as ‘purposeful communication about politics’ (McNair, 1999, p.4). I follow his defi -
nition which incorporates the following aspects:

1 ‘all forms of communication undertaken by politicians and other political actors for 
the purpose of achieving specifi c objectives’

2 ‘communication addressed to these actors by non-politicians such as voters and 
newspaper columnists’

3 ‘communication about these actors and their activities, as contained in news reports, 
editorials, and other forms of media discussion of politics’(McNair, 1999, p.4).

In spite of its apparent breadth, however, this defi nition disregards interpersonal 
political communication amongst non-politicians. This is unfortunate, because com-
munications amongst ordinary citizens are also of paramount importance for the 
way in which they give meaning to and interpret whatever messages from politicians 
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or from the media they are exposed to (e.g., Dekker, 2002; Gamson, 1992; McLeod, 
Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; McLeod, Scheufele, Moy et al., 1999; Mutz, 2002; Schmitt-
Beck, 2004). Therefore, I also include the following in the defi nition:

4 communication about these actors and their activities as takes place between mem-
bers of the public.

This dissertation is situated in the fi eld of political communication as it studies com-
munications about political actors and their activities in newspapers and on television 
newscasts, which are directed towards the general public, and which may be discussed 
between the members thereof. Communication is intentional or purposeful (Graber, 
2005; McNair, 1999) as far as we can assume the sender of the message to be aware of 
the message contents. Whether the sender also tries to accomplish any attitudinal or 
behavioral consequences does not matter in this respect. This study focuses in particular 
on aspects of political communication as defi ned under 1, 3 and 4. Communication from 
the general public to specialized political actors (the second part of the defi nition) is not 
addressed in this study, nor are communications between professional political actors. 
This study thus looks in particular at ‘top-down’ communication, while recognizing 
that this represents a partial view of the total fi eld of political communication2. Studying 
bottom-up communication requires, however, different data as well as different design 
and approach which does not lend itself easy to integration with the top-down communi-
cation processes that are the central focus in this dissertation.

Comparative research

Research is comparative to the extent that, in the terminology of Blumler et al. (1992, 
p.7): “Comparisons are made across two or more geographically or historically (spatially 
or temporally) defi ned systems”, which can be regarded as “set[s] of interrelations that are 
relatively coherent, patterned, comprehensive, distinct, and bounded”. Implicit in this 
characterization is that comparative research is inherently multi-level in nature: focusing 
on the ways in which relationships between variables defi ned, for whatever kind of units, 
vary between different contexts within which those units exist. This implies that at least 
two different sorts of units have to be distinguished in comparative research – individual 
units and contextual units – and that the relevant aspects of each have to be measured.

This dissertation focuses especially on the development of the latter kind of variables 
(the features of contexts, in particular of media contexts) and on their application in the 
explanation of individual-level phenomena. More in particular, the dissertation focuses 
on the party-political media context and its effects on electoral behavior of citizens (Chap-
ter 1, 2, and 4). In one of the chapters, the comparative focus is on issue-specifi c media 
contexts and their effects on electoral behavior (Chapter 3). This agenda implies that the 

2 Bottom up communication seems to increase in volume and importance, mainly due to the broader 
use of the Internet (e.g., Bennett & Entman, 2001; Norris, 2001; Van Kempen & Brants, 2002).
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independent variables of prime interest in this study are contextual and the dependent 
phenomena are individual. Contextual and individual-level variables are related to each 
other in a multilevel explanation. In this manner, the explanatory focus is on individual 
behavior, using aspects of context as causative factors, or, conceivably, as moderators of 
other (individual-level) causes.

Why comparative?

Why would we want to conduct comparative research? What are the advantages of ‘going 
comparative’? A rather simple, but effective answer is provided by Graber (1993), who 
argued that the fact that political communication varies between cultures, makes it nec-
essary to conduct comparative research. Moreover, she argues, it does not only vary, it 
also has political effect on the thinking, beliefs, and behavior of citizens. According to 
the French authors Dogan & Pelassy (1990), there are two main benefi ts that compara-
tive research provides. The fi rst advantage is that it helps to avoid ethnocentrism (see also 
Esser & Pfetsch 2004). Comparisons require and provide reference points, which specify 
the phenomena under study for specifi c contexts – a country, region, or time period, 
for example. Comparing the distributions and interrelations of individual-level phenom-
ena in one specifi c context to those distributions or interrelations in other countries, 
regions or time periods, may contribute to our understanding of causation at the indi-
vidual level, as well as of the specifi c character of the various contexts. Individual-level 
relationships that would appear as ‘obvious’ in one context, yet which are not replicable in 
different contexts force us to reconsider our understanding of them as well as to specify 
what the differences are between the contexts that generate these different patterns of 
individual-level relationships. In short, by making comparisons, one may escape from a 
narrow vision that, even if one were to be exclusively interested in a single context, would 
obstruct adequate understanding of that context.

A second benefi t of a comparative perspective that Dogan & Pelassy (1990) men-
tion is that it enables one to fi nd more general interpretations of empirical fi ndings. 
A clarifying example in this case – from the fi eld of electoral studies – is provided by 
Van der Eijk, Franklin, Mackie & Valen (1992). They argue that the breakdown of link-
ages between particular social groups and political parties that can be observed in many 
‘mature’ democracies since the late 1960s used to be interpreted differently in different 
countries (e.g., ‘depillarization’ in The Netherlands, ‘decline of class voting’ in the UK), 
and that these different interpretations suggested different origins and causative fac-
tors. However, after comparing these weakening linkages in a number of countries, the 
authors argue: “We are now able to see the cross-national commonality of a process which 
involves the breakdown of linkages between particular social groups and political parties 
which used to represent the interests of those groups electorally” (p.408). The weakening 
of linkages has little to do with the specifi cs of the nexus between politics and religion 
in the Netherlands or between politics and class in Britain. The common background 
is rather that the mobilizing capacity of group interests declines when those interests 
have successfully been integrated in a regime of democratic politics. Not only does this 
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reformulation lead to a more general interpretation of the evolution of electoral politics, 
it also helps to explain why the decline in linkages between social groups and political 
parties takes different forms and occurs at different points in time in different countries. 
This example nicely illustrates what the comparative method can add to single-context 
research: the potential to understand seemingly unique processes as different manifesta-
tions of common patterns, providing more leverage to assess the empirical relevance of 
their putative causes. Finding such common patterns may even provide evidence-based 
expectations about future developments.

In a somewhat different fashion, I can illustrate the benefi t of comparative research 
by way of an example in terms of regression analysis. The emphasis of most individual-
level media exposure studies is on the explanation of individual variation in the depen-
dent variable (e.g., the b-coeffi cient within a regression equation). Within the confi nes of 
a single context, the a-coeffi cient – usually referred to as the constant, or the intercept – is 
often considered to be of little interest, although it is part of the equation that describes or 
‘explains’ the dependent variable. However, when analyzing multiple contexts (countries, 
for example), the a will acquire a distinct value for each of the contexts. These different 
values characterize contexts and can thus not be accounted for by individual-level char-
acteristics. Instead, if they are to be explained, they require independent variables at the 
contextual level (Przeworski & Teune, 1970). When investigating the effects of context 
– in other words, when engaging in comparative research – comparison of intercepts thus 
becomes of importance in addition to comparison of the b’s that encapsulate the relation 
between individual-level independent and dependent variables, and which also can vary 
across contexts. Moreover, when studying different contexts, one may fi nd not only the 
intercepts to vary between them, but also the estimated b-coeffi cients. In that case too, 
understanding those differences would require contextual variables (which would then 
function as moderators of the individual-level relationships expressed in the b’s).

Contextual units

This dissertation focuses on different kinds of contextual units, each of which can be 
expected to comprise aspects of the ways in which media impinge on citizens, as follows.

The fi rst kind of contextual units to be compared in this study are political systems 
(Chapter 1 and 4). In most cases, political systems equal countries. In some cases, however, 
countries consist of more than one single political system, as is the case in, e.g., Belgium. 
Belgium contains at least two systems (possibly three, if one counts Brussels separately), 
namely Flanders and Wallonia. The same applies to the UK, consisting of Great Britain 
(itself comprising England, Scotland and Wales) on the one hand and Northern Ireland 
on the other. Why political systems as units? One reason is that the dependent variable in 
some of the chapters is structured largely in terms of political systems. When explaining 
citizens’ electoral participation the political system defi nes the social/political/economic 
parameters within which and state of affairs against which elections take place. The 
countries that will be investigated are member states of the European Union in 1999. 
This distinction between political systems is largely coterminous with that between con-
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textual characteristics that are of particular relevance in the fi eld of political communica-
tion such as the media system – e.g., the assortment of media that people can be exposed 
to, their diversity in all kinds of ways, and their individual characteristics.

Elections, as they occur at different moments in time are the second kind of contex-
tual unit to be used in this dissertation (Chapter 2). Within a given political system, each 
election provides a separate context with its own characteristics. Usually these contexts 
do not differ much in institutional terms (party systems, electoral systems and media 
systems tend to be highly stable over time), but they do differ in terms of political cli-
mate, and in the strength and nature of linkages between media and political parties. A 
comparison across elections (which by necessity also involves a comparison across time) 
thus allows studying the effects of more transient aspects of contexts. Such a comparison 
will be presented in Chapter 2 for Sweden, for the period of 1979 to 2002, a period that 
comprises eight different election contexts.

The third kind of contextual unit that will be used in this study is defi ned by infor-
mation environments (Chapter 3). The particular kind of information environments that 
will be studied in this dissertation are defi ned by the contents of daily newspapers. People 
who are exposed to a particular daily newspaper share a particular information environ-
ment. Readers of other papers share another information environment. For reasons to 
be explained in Chapter 3, an investigation of the effects of information contexts will be 
located in Great Britain.

In this dissertation, media contextual variables are used as independents, i.e. as 
explanations of individual-level phenomena. The individual-level variable that this study 
will particularly focus on is electoral participation. The major contextual variable in the 
book is based on one of the characteristics that Blumler et al. (1975) proposed: the degree 
of mass media partisanship, derived from the concept of press-party parallelism by Sey-
mour-Ure (1974). The dissertation will demonstrate that this concept can be measured 
in comparative terms and that it matters for the explanation of individual-level electoral 
participation. A context of strong press-party parallelism structures political behavior 
of the people differently than when press partisanship is weak (Chapter 1, 2, and 4). In 
addition to press-party parallelism I will investigate in Chapter 3 a different contextual 
variable, namely the consonance or dissonance of people’s information environment with 
the beliefs they hold in particular areas. In this chapter, the impact on individual level 
participation is also assessed.

Plan of the book

Apart from this introduction and the conclusions, this book consists of four chapters, 
each of which can be seen as a separate study3. Chapter 14 introduces the concept of 
Media-Party Parallelism (MPP), the central concept in this dissertation. It indicates the 

3 The consequence of this format is that occasionally overlapping information is presented in different 
chapters. 

4 This chapter has been published in Political Communication (2007): 24(3), pp. 303-320.
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extent to which newspapers and television news programs within a political system 
(mostly: a country) correspond ideologically with particular political parties. Such paral-
lelism applies to media contexts and can not be disaggregated to the level of individual 
citizens. It is a proper contextual property (Lazarsfeld & Menzel, 1969).

I expect that MPP has a positive effect on electoral participation, because a highly 
partisan media context is likely to reinforce existing citizens’ partisan orientations, 
which, in turn, are known to be related to turnout (e.g., Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 
1954; Brynin & Newton, 2003; Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Franklin, 
2004; Gimpel, Dyck, & Shaw, 2004; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944). Moreover, I 
also expect that political interest moderates the effect of MPP on participation: the MPP-
effect will be stronger for the least politically interested, because they will be more open 
to mobilizing infl uences. I expect a stronger degree of parallelism to exist for newspapers 
than for television news, because of historical differences in the evolution of these media 
in western countries. Whereas major population groups could usually sustain their own 
newspapers – resulting in a large variety of titles and the possibility of homogeneous 
audiences – TV had to develop in a situation of scarcity of channels which often led to 
‘catch all’ news casts aiming to reach a broad public (Gunther & Mughan, 2000). These 
hypotheses are tested on the basis of cross-section survey data from the 15 member states 
of the European Union in 1999. The fi ndings support the hypotheses: MPP does exert a 
positive effect on electoral participation, while this effect is moderated by political inter-
est in the expected direction. The analyses also demonstrate that in these countries news-
paper-party parallelism is indeed stronger than television news-party parallelism.

Chapter 25 applies the MPP concept to longitudinal data for Sweden. This is an impor-
tant addition to the fi rst chapter, because it strengthens the causal inferences from that 
chapter. The question that remains unanswered by the analyses presented in Chapter 
1, is whether one can expect turnout levels to decline when the strength of media-party 
parallelism declines? This should indeed be the case if the causal attribution is right. 
The analyses in Chapter 1 pertain to a single moment in time, and are therefore unable 
to test the over-time implications from the hypothesis about the effects of parallelism on 
participation. Moreover, the conclusions of Chapter 1 are based on the assumption that 
potentially confounding contextual factors were adequately controlled – an assumption 
that cannot be tested easily in a cross-sectional design. To the extent that they were not, 
the relationship between media-party parallelism and participation might be based on 
spurious relationships. An over-time design within a single political system will auto-
matically control potential confounding contextual variables (at least to the extent that 
these are stable over time), and will therefore provide an assessment of the implicit ceteris 
paribus assumption in the cross-sectional analyses. If the same relationships are found 
in both analysis designs, the causal claim about the effects of media-party parallelism is 
strengthened.

5 This chapter has been published in Scandinavian Political Studies (2006), 29(4), pp. 406-421.
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I focus on longitudinal survey data from Sweden, covering the period from 1979 to 
2002. The Swedish national election studies constitute – to the extent of my knowledge 
– the only data source that allows this kind of analysis by virtue of the fact that the neces-
sary survey questions were included in all election surveys since 1979. This provides a 
series of 8 comparable surveys. Each of these covers a separate (temporal) context, which 
is likely to differ from other contexts in, amongst other things, the strength of media-
party parallelism. The analyses of the data show the over-time development of MPP and 
its hypothesized effect on electoral participation. Furthermore, this study investigates 
why it is that MPP also affects those citizens who are not (directly) exposed to political 
news. A two-step fl ow of communication is hypothesized to explicate this. The analyses 
provide support for this hypothesis.

Chapter 3 presents a somewhat different study. It focuses on the behavioral conse-
quences of consonance or dissonance of information in relation to prior attitudes. The 
chapter builds on the theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) which holds that 
people will try to reduce whatever dissonance they experience between attitudes and 
information. This chapter elaborates this in the context of voters’ decisions whether or 
not to turn out and vote in European Parliament elections. Previous research suggests 
that positive attitudes towards the EU have a positive effect on electoral participation 
(Blondel, Sinnott, & Svensson, 1998; Niedermayer, 1990). I hypothesize that people who 
are exposed to information about the EU that is consonant with their existing attitudes 
are more prone to go and vote in European Parliament elections than those exposed 
to dissonant information, who may reduce their dissonance by non-voting. The study 
focuses on the UK because it provides and excellent case to test hypotheses of consonance 
and dissonance, owing to the fact that both public opinion and newspaper coverage is 
very outspokenly positioned as either anti- or pro-EU. The study utilizes European Elec-
tion Study data of 1999.

Chapter 4 elaborates and investigates the nature of the causal mechanism that gener-
ates the effects of MPP effect on electoral participation. Without a clear perspective of this 
mechanism – largely consisting of the sequence of relevant mediating factors – causal 
inferences remain vulnerable (Holbert & Stephenson, 2003; King, Keohane, & Verba, 
1994). Two mechanisms behind the effect of media-party parallelism on participation are 
tested in this chapter, namely the mediating effect of party-political attachments and of 
political discussion. The data used are from cross-section surveys in the 15 member states 
of the European Union in 1999.

After these four main chapters, a concluding chapter summarizes the main results 
and discusses the overall implications of their fi ndings. It will also refl ect on how to fur-
ther advance comparative research in political communication.

The appendices of this book provide detailed information on the empirical data that 
are used in the various chapters, on the variables that feature in the analyses, and on the 
calculation of the contextual characteristics.

It is obvious that a few common strands connect the four empirical chapters of this 
dissertation, in spite of the fact that they can very well be regarded as separate studies. 
The fi rst common strand is the focus on context in explaining the dependent variable. In 
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all chapters, the ‘observational unit’ (the unit used in data collection and data analysis) is 
the individual; the ‘explanatory unit’ (the unit that is used to account for parts of the pat-
tern of results obtained) is the context (Ragin, 1987; Przeworski & Teune, 1970).

Although this dissertation focuses on consequences of particular aspects of the polit-
ical communication context in comparative perspective, the methods used here may con-
ceivably help scholars in other fi elds of communication studies. In the book, I argue and 
demonstrate that it is important to take the media context into account and that doing 
so leads to important additions in our understanding. In order to explain differences in 
distributions or interrelationships of individual characteristics between systems (e.g., 
attitudes or behavior), it is of crucial importance to include the media context. Doing that 
may result in a more complete understanding of individual attitudes and behavior.

A second commonality between the four chapters is that they all attempt to explain 
electoral participation in terms of media exposure and media context. The media are 
often blamed for demobilizing the public, particularly so in the United States (Ansolabe-
here & Iyengar, 1995; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 1993, 2002; Putnam, 2000), 
but increasingly also in Europe (Aarts & Semetko, 2003; De Vreese, 2004; De Vreese & 
Semetko, 2002). According to such ‘media malaise’ theses, turnout is in decline as a 
result of a deterioration of different aspects of media contexts. Newton (1999) and Norris 
(2000) both offer excellent reviews of this discussion. I do not intend to enter this lively 
(and at times heated) debate, but its protracted existence demonstrates how natural it is to 
hypothesize some kind of linkage between the media context and electoral participation, 
and thus also how necessary it is to investigate that relationship empirically.



Chapter 1

Media-party parallelism and its effects

A cross-national comparative study*

* This chapter has been published as an article
 in Political Communication 24(3): 303-320 (2007)



Abstract

In 1974, Seymour-Ure introduced the concept of press-party parallelism into mass media 
studies. Many agree on the importance of this concept for describing media systems, but 
thus far, little systematic comparative research of press-party parallelism and its possible 
effects has been conducted. The concept remained mainly theoretical. To overcome this 
lacuna, the paper introduces a measure of the extent of media-party parallelism in the 
15 countries of the European Union in 1999. The study employs survey data from the 
European Election Study 1999, and shows that media-party parallelism varies consider-
ably between countries and that it structures citizens’ political behavior such as electoral 
participation. The paper shows that media-party parallelism mobilizes citizens to vote, 
especially those who are not politically interested.
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Introduction

In the study of political communication and its consequences, scholars have mainly 
stressed individual-level media exposure effects on political attitudes and behavior. 
In most studies, the media context has not been included, even though scholars seem 
to agree that this context is important because it may structure individual behavior 
(Semetko, 1996).

This paper seeks to contribute to the fi eld of political communication by exploring 
one specifi c feature of the media context, namely the extent to which media-party par-
allelism is present. This concept was introduced by Seymour-Ure (1974), but it has not 
appeared in many comparative studies of political communication. The paper proposes a 
method of measuring media-party parallelism (MPP) and it estimates the effect of MPP 
on individual political behavior.

According to Seymour-Ure, press-party parallelism is present if ties exist between 
newspapers and political parties. It exists in its strongest form when each newspaper 
supports a party, which is highly visible in the leader columns and in the editorial parts 
of newspapers – but sometimes also in the news items themselves. In the 1970s when 
Seymour-Ure developed the concept, parallelism existed mainly for the written press and 
not for TV news, which aimed at large audiences. Nowadays, with the emergence of more 
(public and private) TV channels, this situation might have changed. For this reason, the 
paper looks into parallelism for press and television news, which will be referred to as 
“media-party parallelism” (MPP).

Moreover, the paper investigates the consequences of media-party parallelism for 
political behavior in a cross-national comparative setting. Exposure to partisan informa-
tion may strengthen existing party-political preferences, thereby elevating the probability 
to vote for that party (Brynin & Newton, 2003; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; 
Newton & Brynin, 2001). Consequently, turnout levels are expected to be higher in sys-
tems where media-party parallelism is strong. Before moving to the analyses, however, I 
will fi rst elaborate on the concept of media-party parallelism. Subsequently, I will discuss 
its consequences for electoral participation.

Media-party parallelism and its consequences

In many West-European countries, press-party parallelism is a major feature of the media 
system (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), but in some countries much more so than in others. 
For example, a high level of parallelism characterizes the Greek press system, as Greek 
newspapers are rooted in passionate ideological divisions, which is refl ected in the strong 
partisan slant of the newspaper contents (Dimitras, 1997; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). In 
these circumstances, close ties exist between newspapers and political parties. In other 
situations, rather general bonds exist between papers and parties or ideologies (Voltmer, 
2000). This is the case in The Netherlands after the age of pillarization (Brants & Van 
Kempen, 2002). In other countries, such as Ireland, press-party parallelism is virtually 
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absent. In Ireland political neutrality is the typical reporting style of newspapers, avoid-
ing clear political stances (Hallin & Mancini, 2004).

In their cross-national comparative study, Hallin & Mancini (2004) distinguish three 
sorts of media systems on the basis of four variables, one of which is press-party parallel-
ism. They argue that press-party parallelism is strongest in the Mediterranean systems 
(Greece, Portugal, Spain, Italy, and France) and the Northern / Central European systems 
(Austria, Denmark, Belgium, Finland, Germany, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and 
Switzerland). In these countries, many of the newspapers are associated with particular 
parties or with general political tendencies. Contrarily, press-party parallelism is virtu-
ally absent in the North Atlantic media systems (US, Ireland, and Canada, with Britain as 
an exception: in this country, press-party parallelism is traditionally very strong). In these 
countries, catch-all newspapers predominate, indicating that these papers try to appeal 
to a wide public across social divisions. Institutional ties to political parties are avoided 
and papers attempt to maintain balance and neutrality in their contents (Hallin & Man-
cini, 2004). Within this dichotomy of countries (the North Atlantic countries on the one 
hand, and the Mediterranean and Central/North European countries on the other), how-
ever, the nuances are missing. It is likely that press-party parallelism also varies between 
countries that belong to the same category in the dichotomy. This is what I will examine 
in the fi rst part of this paper.

The development of (partisanship in) a press system is strongly associated with the 
party system. Seymour-Ure (1974, p.159) explains this relationship as follows: ‘The same 
social forces that fi nd expression in a party or parties of a political system tend to fi nd 
expression also through the press’. This clarifi es why press-party parallelism is weak in 
countries such as the USA and Canada, where majoritarianism has resulted in catch-all 
parties with vague ideological identities (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). This ‘catch-all-ism’ is 
also refl ected in the media contexts of these countries, with low levels of party parallel-
ism. In most European countries, however, press-party parallelism is stronger (except for 
Ireland, where catch-all parties as well as catch-all media predominate), infl uenced by the 
political system: a multiparty system typically coincides with strong partisanship of the 
press (Hallin & Mancini, 2004).

In general, one might expect a decrease of partisanship in the press, as in most cases 
the institutional bonds with political parties have vanished. Nevertheless, many bigger 
and smaller papers still apply an ideological slant, which is most visible in newspaper 
editorials. As bias seems to be the rule in editorial pages, partisanship as such will not 
easily disappear, despite of the fact that voters are getting more and more party-politically 
de-aligned.

As opposed to newspapers, television in Western Europe has typically developed 
autonomously from political parties (Semetko, 1996). This is partly due to political rules 
and regulations about impartiality in broadcasting, and for another part to technological 
and economic constraints. With only one or two channels per country, television news 
programs mainly applied a catch-all format, aiming at a large audience that was not 
confi ned by distinct party-political preferences. The appearance of more (commercial) 
channels in all European countries does not seem to have changed that tendency: the 
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availability of more channels seems in most countries not to have resulted in diversifi ca-
tion on party-political grounds.

However, there are few exceptions. In Italy, for example, the three public televi-
sion networks have developed into three partisan channels from the end of the 1970s 
(Roncarolo, 2002). Such may be the case in other countries as well, and therefore, I con-
sider television news-party parallelism alongside press-party parallelism. This results in 
a broadening of the original concept by Seymour-Ure (1974) into media-party parallelism 
(MPP). Television news and papers do not capture the whole media spectrum; however, 
they are by far the most important news sources for most citizens.

What are the possible consequences of media-party parallelism? The partisan press, 
or more generally, partisan media, can be instruments of political mobilization, which 
is expressed in stronger party-political attitudes and higher participation levels. Rokkan 
& Torsvik (1970) argued on the basis of a Norwegian study that exposure to the parti-
san press involves a process of two-way enforcement. On the one hand, a pronounced 
orientation towards a specifi c party results in a strong motivation to keep papers in the 
household that promote that party. On the other hand, regular exposure to such papers 
will provide arguments for maintaining the orientation and strengthen the commitment 
to the party. Hallin & Mancini (2004) similarly argue that exposure to the partisan press 
strengthens the bonds between citizens and parties. In other words, regular exposure to 
partisan news may reinforce party attachment and reduce ambiguity of political opinion 
building (Miller, 1991; Newton & Brynin, 2001; Norris, Curtice, Sanders, Scammel, & 
Semetko, 1999; Patterson, 1998; Voltmer, 2000).

This is in line with fi ndings from early American studies, which found that people 
are inclined to read and listen to information that corresponds with their own political 
views, and that this information helps to crystallize and reinforce the vote choice (Berel-
son, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). As a result, citizens exposed to 
information that reinforces previously held party-political beliefs may be more likely to 
turn out. Newton & Brynin (2001) observed a strong relationship between party voting 
and reading a (specifi c type of) newspaper. They found that exposure to a paper of the 
own party outlook reinforces existing partisan attitudes and increases the likelihood to 
vote for that specifi c party. They found the same logic applies to voting turnout: those 
who read a newspaper that matches their party-political preferences turn out in larger 
numbers (Brynin & Newton, 2003).

I do not only expect this phenomenon of reinforcement to take place at the individual 
level, but also at the aggregate (contextual) level. A strong partisan media context may 
well affect also those who do not read a newspaper with links to their party, or those who 
do not read a paper (or watch television news) at all. Most people have a social network 
of friends and relatives, and through interpersonal communication newspapers do not 
only affect their own readers, but non-readers as well, through two-step fl ow processes 
(Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). By these two-step fl ow phenomena, an effect that may appear 
at fi rst sight at the individual level may turn into a contextual effect. In that case, every-
body benefi ts from the party-political information in the news media, independent of 
their exposure to it. This notion is supported by fi ndings of a follow-up study which is 
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reported in Chapter 2, that shows that the effect of parallelism is the same for everybody, 
irrespective of the amount of attention one pays to political news6. Hence, I expect higher 
participation levels if media-party parallelism is strong, irrespective of media exposure. 
This results in the following hypothesis.

H1: Media-party parallelism has a positive effect on the level of voter turnout.

The effect of MPP is not necessarily the same for different groups. The cognitive hypoth-
esis predicts that those who are not so much involved or interested in politics, and are 
not highly educated, are most susceptible to media effects (Ha, 2004; Iyengar & Kinder, 
1987; Iyengar, Peters, & Kinder, 1982; Krosnick & Kinder, 1990; McLeod, Becker, & 
Byrnes, 1974). Their argument repertoire (Cappella, Price, & Nir, 2002) is smaller, which 
makes them more susceptible to new information. Contrarily, people who are much more 
involved into politics, develop more resistance mechanisms by the information they have 
already obtained in the past. This indicates that a person who is highly informed and has 
strong predispositions, is better able to decide whether or not to accept new information. 
The studies mentioned above focus on agenda setting and priming effects, but the cogni-
tive hypothesis may also apply to the effect of partisan news on participation. Exposure 
to partisan news may increase identifi cation and the likelihood to turn out especially for 
those, who are not so much interested or involved into politics. I expect those who have 
high levels of political interest to be least susceptible to partisan news, whereas those 
with low levels of interest may be more prone to accept partisan news7. This leads me to 
expect the following.

H2: For persons with low levels of political interest, MPP has a larger effect on participa-
tion in elections than for persons with high levels of interest.

This hypothesis indicates a negative interaction effect of MPP and interest on turnout.
As argued before, MPP consists of press-party parallelism (PPP) and television news-

party parallelism (TPP). Nevertheless, I expect differences in the level of PPP and TPP. 
Due to the partisan tradition of newspapers on the one hand, and the catch-all tradition 
of television news (e.g., Semetko, 1996), I expect PPP in general to be higher than TPP. 
I summarized this in H3a.

H3a: The level of press-party parallelism is higher than the level of television news-party 
parallelism.

What are the implications of H3a for the effect of PPP and TPP on participation? The rein-
forcement effect is likely to be stronger for newspapers than television, as newspapers in 
general will apply a stronger partisan slant. This is supported by a study by Schönbach 

6 This study focuses on press-party parallelism and the effects on participation in Sweden, 1979-2002.
7 I will focus on political interest since that variable offers the best comparable measure in this dataset.
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(1983), who found evidence that in Germany, the press has greater potential than televi-
sion to stimulate political participation. In addition, it is easier for people to stick to their 
newspaper than to a TV news program (Kleinnijenhuis, 1990) – especially in case of 
subscriptions. Repeated exposure to partisan contents – which is more likely to occur in 
the case of newspapers – will result in a larger reinforcement effect, leading to higher 
electoral participation. Therefore, I expect the effect of PPP on participation to be larger 
than the effect of TPP, which results in the following hypothesis.

H3b: Press-party parallelism has a stronger effect on voter turnout than television news-
party parallelism.

Measuring media-party parallelism

There are four manifestations of media-party parallelism (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Sey-
mour-Ure, 1974). It is discernible in the media contents, in the ownership of the news 
media, in the affi liations of journalists, owners, and managers, and in readership pat-
terns. Studying the media contents may be the most obvious thing to do when one is 
interested in the extent to which media-party parallelism is present. However, to do such 
in a cross-national comparative setting is very time-consuming and costly, and large-scale 
comparative data on political affi liations of owners and journalists are lacking. Neverthe-
less, these data are available for media publics. Partisan bias in media contents is also 
expressed by newspaper readership. This is supported by British, Dutch, and Swedish 
studies, which show a strong relationship between political preferences of readers and 
those of their newspapers (Kleinnijenhuis, 1990; Seymour-Ure, 1974; Weibull, 1995). 
Therefore, this paper looks at readership patterns in order to indicate the extent to which 
media-party parallelism is present. It investigates the relationship between media expo-
sure and party-political preferences. By doing that, I left the three other indicators of 
media-party parallelism out of consideration. One has to bear in mind that my opera-
tionalization is just one out of four possibilities. By studying the other three indicators 
one might come to (slightly) different conclusions. To simplify matters, I speak in this 
article about MPP, but one has to reckon with the fact that it is one out of four possible 
operationalizations of the concept.

In order to calculate the MPP system variable, I regress party preference scores on 
newspaper- and television news exposure8. Party preference scores are measured by 
asking respondents to indicate for each party the probability of ever voting for it on a 
scale from 1 (‘not at all probable’) to 10 (‘very probable’). For exposure to newspapers and 
TV news – the independent variables, dummies are included for regular exposure9 to 

8 Party preferences are treated as dependent variables in this study, while media exposure is treated as 
independent. This does not imply that I have expectations about the causality of the two variables. I 
am just interested in the multiple relationship between these variables and take R2 as a valid indicator 
for that. For this purpose, I could also have treated media exposure as dependent and party prefer-
ences as independent variables, which would yield about the same results.

9 Regular exposure: once a week or more.
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each of the national newspapers and TV news programs10. A score of one indicates regu-
lar exposure; zero indicates no (regular) exposure. Only those newspapers and TV news 
programs that have a substantial audience11 in the sample are included in the analysis12. 
The calculation of the MPP variable is inspired by the measure for the strength of socio-
political cleavages used by Franklin (1992). He calculated a weighted mean of explained 
variances for party preference scales on variables of social structure.

Party preference scores are regressed on media exposure variables for each party 
in every political system. After doing this for all parties, I calculate a weighted mean of 
adjusted explained variances in proportion to each party’s strength (measured by elec-
toral success).13 I weighted the mean in order to avoid that a small, communist party 
for example (for which the preference may be quite strongly correlated with media use) 
weighs as much in the MPP measure as a broad, liberal party. Not weighting would result 
in bias caused by small parties and news media that are not very broadly used. By averag-
ing the MPP scores of all parties, we ensure that the values of MPP are not dependent 
upon the number of parties in each country. Since the values now range between zero14 
(no media-party parallelism) and one hundred (maximum media-party parallelism), in 
each country, the values can be compared. In practice, a value of 100 is not possible to 
obtain, since media audiences are overlapping. Appendix C describes the whole proce-
dure using Austria as an example.

Research method and data

To investigate the hypotheses presented above, the study compares relatively similar 
political systems, namely the 15 states that were members of the EU in 1999. Participa-
tion in the European Parliament elections of 1999 indicates the level of voter turnout, 
the dependent variable in this study. These are elections to the same institution, held 
in the same week in all member states. This makes the data comparable. Nevertheless, 
turnout levels vary from a low 24% in the UK to 90% in Belgium. In addition, it is known 
that other factors play an important role in turnout to the European elections. The most 
important one is the perception that the EU is a ‘good thing’ (e.g., Niedermayer, 1990). 
Moreover, at the aggregate level, the coincidence of local, regional or general elections, as 

10 Scale variables would yield more specifi c information; unfortunately, this information was not avail-
able in the dataset.

11 Substantial audience: 5% of the sample or more.
12 Regional and local newspapers and TV news broadcasts are not included, for they do not have a sub-

stantial reach in the samples. Excluding these media, however, is not likely to harm the results for 
there is evidence that local or regional newspapers usually have less partisan contents because they 
usually try to maximize their audiences (Dalton, Beck, & Huckfeldt, 1998; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). 
This is also likely to be true for local TV news.

13 Weighting is done according to the percentage of votes obtained at national parliament elections 
because this is people’s major frame of reference with respect to the party system (Oppenhuis, 
1995).

14 Practically, it may even take a value below zero if the relationship between media use and party prefe-
rences is smaller than one would expect on the basis of chance.
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well as the presence of a compulsory voting law, increase participation levels at European 
elections (Niedermayer, 1990; Oppenhuis, 1995; Van der Eijk & Franklin, 1996). To avoid 
misspecifying the model, I included these variables in my study as controls.

All analyses are based on data from the European Election Study 1999. This large-
scale telephone survey includes citizens of age 18 and over in all EU-member states 
within three and a half weeks after the election to the European Parliament. The data 
set contains information on political attitudes and preferences, electoral behavior, media 
use, and socio-demographic characteristics. The dataset yields 13,549 respondents15 in 
the 15 EU-member states16. General information on the dataset, including non-response, 
can be found in Appendix A. Question wordings of the variables used in this study can 
be found in Appendix B.

To answer the three hypotheses stated above, the study applies multiple regression 
analyses explaining turnout at two levels17. Firstly, the study connects aggregate levels of 
participation to the MPP variable for the EU elections in 1999. This is an N=16 analysis 
(the 15 EU member states, and Belgium is divided into two separate political/media-sys-
tems18), explaining turnout levels. Secondly, the study explains self-reported participation 
in the EU elections in 1999 by the MPP variable (n = 13,549). By adding variables that are 
known to affect voting participation, I control for possible misattributions of explanatory 
power to the MPP variable. Moreover, at the individual level of analysis, I can test the 
interaction effect of hypothesis 2.

In order to test the validity of the MPP variable and the model, I will conduct several 
tests that I describe below. I will conduct these tests to avoid misinterpretation of the 
results, and to exclude rivalling interpretations.

First, I conduct a jack-knife test, in order to conclude whether results are dependent 
on one specifi c outlying country. In such a test, the model is estimated sixteen times, 
each time leaving one country out. If the fi ndings are robust, the same results should be 
found each time a single country is left out. If this will be the case, the fi ndings are robust 
to a signifi cant extent.

Second, I control for habitual voting. The MPP effect on participation might be spuri-
ous, caused by habitual voting. In other words: reading a specifi c newspaper is a habit, 
which is associated with the habit of voting for a specifi c party, but it has nothing to do 
with any media effect. In order to test for this, I calculated the relationship between the 
strength of party identifi cation and the party sympathy score for those who voted for this 

15 n= approx. 500 for the smaller countries; n= approx. 1000 for the bigger countries. Exception: Italy 
(n=3708).

16 Data are weighted so that it generates a turnout and distribution of party choice that is identical to 
the actual results of the June 1999 European election in the respective countries. Subsequently, all 
country samples are weighted to an equal size so that the effective number of cases is equal for each 
of the systems (see also Appendix H).

17 One might object to this that there is a form of circularity in the analyses: people who don’t vote will 
score low on the ‘probability to vote’-questions, and they will score ‘0’ for participation. However, 
there is no such a circularity problem in this case as the ‘probability to vote’-questions are used for 
calculating the aggregate variable of MPP (which is the same for everybody in one country).

18 Due to a lack of cases, Northern Ireland is missing in the results.
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party, in a similar way MPP was calculated19. This resulted in a contextual measure based 
on adjusted explained variances, for each political system. This variable is then used in 
analyses to control for habitual voting.

Third, another rivaling interpretation could be that MPP manifests the strength of 
socio-political cleavages in a country, an argument also made by Hallin & Mancini (2004) 
and Kleinnijenhuis & Scholten (1989). The existence of strong socio-political cleavages 
may on the one hand lead to strong media-party parallelism, and on the other hand it may 
enhance participation levels. Conversely, the existence of weak socio-political cleavages 
may weaken MPP and turnout levels. In order to control for this, I calculated a variable 
indicating the strength of socio-political cleavages, in a similar way MPP was calculated20 
(see also Franklin, 1992, for a similar application of explained variances for calculating 
socio-political cleavages). I will control the MPP effects for the socio-political cleavages 
variable. If the MPP effects hold after inclusion of this variable, the explanation of MPP 
being a manifestation of cleavages, is eliminated.

Fourth, the interaction effect of parallelism and interest might be due to an aggrega-
tion artefact. It is possible that the interaction effect is due to different distributions of the 
MPP variable among subgroups. This would also indicate that MPP is not a system-level 
variable. In order to test whether this were to be the case, I calculated MPP values per 
system, for each level of interest separately. In order to conclude whether results are due 
to an aggregation artefact, the original MPP variable will be calculated for each level of 
interest separately. These results should be similar to the results of the aggregate MPP 
measure. In other words, no large fl uctuations per group should appear. In addition, I 
will replace the MPP variable in the multivariate analysis of participation by the MPP per 
level. If results of this analysis are comparable to the original results, indications of an 
aggregation artefact are eliminated.

Results

Table 1 describes the level of media-party parallelism for each system. It also indicates 
the level of press-party parallelism and of television-party parallelism. The table shows a 
considerable range of values: from a low MPP value of 1.0 for Germany, which indicates 
that parallelism is almost nil, to a high value of 19.9 for Greece, denoting that in this 
country, there exists strong parallelism between media use and party preferences. On 
average, MPP is 7.1; the median is 6.5. The results indicate that the dichotomy used by 
Hallin & Mancini (2004) can be nuanced. There are large differences between countries 
that fall into the same category in their study.

19 The party preference score is regressed on the strength of party attachment, for those who voted for 
this party at the last national parliamentary election. This is successively done for each party. The 
adjusted explained variances are weighted according to the size of the party in question at the last 
national parliamentary elections.

20 4 dummies for self-reported social class, 2 dummies for urbanization, 4 dummies for religion, 4 
dummies for religion, 4 dummies for attendance of religious services, 1 dummy for membership of 
trade union.
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Table 1 Press-Party Parallelism (PPP), Television-Party Parallelism (TPP), and Media-Party 
Parallelism (MPP) per system, 1999

Political system PPP TPP MPP
Greece 16.6 6.0 19.9

Italy 7.2 8.0 14.4

Spain 8.0 3.5 10.5

Flanders 4.3 6.9 10.0

Denmark 8.3 0.6 9.1

France 5.4 3.2 7.5

Britain 6.9 0.5 7.1

Sweden 6.0 0.6 6.8

Portugal 1.9 3.0 6.2

Netherlands 5.2 0.8 5.7

Austria 4.4 1.0 5.3 

Luxembourg 3.2 1.5 4.5

Wallonia 2.2 -0.7 2.4

Finland 1.9 -0.0 1.8

Ireland 1.4 0.1 1.6

Germany 0.7 0.2 1.0

Mean 5.2 2.2 7.1

Median 5.3 0.9 6.5
0 = no parallelism

100 = maximum parallelism

Media-party parallelism in Greece is very high, compared to other systems. The fi nd-
ings are in line with previous studies (Dimitras, 1997; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). In Ger-
many, Finland, and Ireland, there is nearly no media-party parallelism. The fi nding for 
Ireland is according to expectations. In this country, political neutrality has come to be 
the typical stance of newspapers which are best described as catch-all media, cutting 
across the principal lines of division between the established political forces in society 
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004). For Finland, the fi ndings are not surprising, either. In the 
mid-1990s, less than ten percent of circulation shares can be credited to the party press, 
which has mainly lost its role of political mobilization. Moreover, the party press tends to 
be read by a politically amorphous group (Salokangas, 1999). The fi ndings for Germany, 
however, are somewhat more unexpected. Although the bivariate associations between 
media exposure and party preferences21 are conform expectations – readers of ‘left-wing’ 
newspapers are signifi cantly more likely to vote for leftist parties; readers of ‘right-wing’ 
papers are signifi cantly more likely to do so for rightist parties (for studies on party-politi-
cal leanings of German newspapers, see, e.g., Patterson & Donsbach, 1993) – these asso-
ciations are weak and do not add up in large explained variances. For example, a German 

21 Tables with regression coeffi cients explaining party preferences by media use are not printed here. 
Tables are obtainable from the author on request.
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newspaper such as Bild is known for its clear politically rightist contents, but in terms of 
party preferences its readers are not signifi cantly different from the other respondents 
in the sample22. Evidently, German media audiences are relatively amorphous groups in 
party-political terms. The MPP values of the other systems are situated somewhere in 
between the strong level of parallelism in Greece and the weak level in Germany.

In general, press-party parallelism (mean = 5.2) is stronger than television news-party 
parallelism (mean = 2.2), as expected (H3a). In the majority of countries, television-party 
parallelism is nearly absent. The exceptions are Italy, Greece, and Flanders, where a quite 
distinct association exists between exposure to specifi c TV news programs on the one 
hand, and party preferences on the other. In general, however, the weak associations 
indicate that television news programs try to appeal to broader publics – in party-political 
terms – than newspapers. PPP is strongest in Greece, Italy, Spain, and Denmark, and the 
least apparent in Germany, Portugal, Finland and Ireland.

The second step in the analysis is to look at the relationship between parallelism and 
electoral participation. According to expectations, the fi rst model (see Table 2) indicates 
that MPP affects turnout levels positively23. Subsequently, turnout will be regressed on 
MPP, controlling for two variables that have a considerable impact on turnout levels in 
European elections. These two factors are the presence of compulsory voting laws (in 
Belgium and Luxembourg) and the concurrence of European elections with national, 
regional, or local elections (in Belgium, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg and Spain) (Nieder-
mayer, 1990). Not considering these factors might result in a misattribution of explana-
tory power to the MPP variable.

Table 2 OLS regression of electoral participation on systemic characteristics,
EP elections 1999

Model 1 Model 2

Independent variables B S.E. b S.E.

MPP 1.240 1.124 1.593** .443

Concurrent national elections 17.334** 5.565

Compulsory voting 32.333** 6.978

Constant 45.566** 9.654 30.498** 4.092

Variance explained (R2 / adjusted R2) .080 /.014 .882 /.853

N 16 16
* p<.05

** p<.01

22 This is so, except for the beta-coeffi cients of reading Bild on the preference of the Green party (-.098, 
signifi cant at 1% level) and that of the extreme right party Republikaner (.124, signifi cant at 1% level). 
However, due to the relatively small sizes of these parties (respectively 6.7 and 1.8% of the votes at 
the last national parliamentary election), the effects do not elevate the (weighted) measure of MPP 
much.

23 The effect is not signifi cant. However, we deal not with a sample but with the whole population in the 
analyses of Table 2, which makes statistical signifi cance redundant.
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The second model represented in Table 2 presents a regression analysis for electoral par-
ticipation, controlling for these two variables. It shows that MPP still has a signifi cant 
positive effect on voting turnout levels. The b of 1.59 indicates that on average, turnout 
will rise with 1.59% if the MPP variable increases one percent. As expected, concurrent 
national elections and the presence of compulsory voting laws have a positive impact on 
turnout. The three variables explain 88% of the variation in turnout.

By modeling electoral participation at the individual level, one can control for fac-
tors such as media use and political attitudes. Modeling participation at the individual 
level also allows testing the hypothesized interaction effect of MPP with political interest. 
Table 3 presents the results of a logistic regression for electoral participation. This model 
controls for variables at the individual level, and at the contextual level for compulsory 
voting and concurrent national elections. This model includes MPP and other contex-
tual characteristics along with socio-demographics, attitudinal, and media use variables, 
which I inserted as controls. The strength of parallelism affects participation positively 
and signifi cantly, as expected. In systems with strong media-party parallelism, citizens 
are – ceteris paribus – more inclined to turn out and vote than in systems with weak 
levels of MPP. The positive, signifi cant parameter of political interest indicates that par-
ticipation increases as interest rises. The (negative) effect for the interaction of MPP and 
interest, however, implies that the effects of MPP diminish as interest increases. The 
effects of MPP are largest for low levels of interest.

Concerning the controls, age and attendance of religious services have a positive 
signifi cant effect on participation, as could be expected (Oppenhuis, 1995). Three other 
variables, political interest (e.g., Brady, 1995), party attachment (e.g., Schmitt, 1990) and 
internal political effi cacy (e.g., Almond, 1963; McLeod, 1999), affect participation posi-
tively, according to expectations. Persons, who think the EU is a ‘good thing’, also turn 
out in larger numbers, compared to the rest. This latter variable is important to control 
for, as former studies have shown that pro-European attitudes can increase participation 
at European elections (e.g., Niedermayer, 1990). The fi ndings in this study support his 
conclusion. The positive, signifi cant parameter of the variable indicates that people with 
pro-European attitudes are more prone to vote.

The results also indicate that compulsory voting and concurrent national elections 
affect participation positively, which is in conformity with the results in Table 2. The 
model explains 27.0% of individual-level variation in participation. The model without 
the main and interaction-effect of parallelism accounts for 23.7% of the variance in par-
ticipation. This implies a non-negligible increase in explanatory power when adding the 
main and interaction-effect of parallelism to more traditional explanatory variables. In 
conclusion, media-party parallelism has a positive and signifi cant effect on voter turnout 
(H1). For persons with low levels of political interest, MPP has a larger effect on electoral 
participation than for persons with high levels of interest.
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Table 3 Logistic regression of electoral participation on individual and systemic 
characteristics, EP elections 1999

Independent variables b (S.E.)

Socio-demographic variables

Age .018 (.002)** 

Attend religious services .207 (.025)** 

Attitudinal and media exposure- variables

Individual media exposure 3.714 (.246)** 

Political interest .487 (.037)** 

Party attachment .305 (.031)** 

Internal effi cacy -.358 (.033)** 

EU good thing .264 (.057)** 

MPP and other contextual variables

MPP .116 (.007)** 

MPP*interest -.028 (.009)** 

Compulsory voting 2.761 (.166)**

Concurrent national elections .956 (.074)**

Constant 34.553 (3.883)** 

Variance explained (McFadden pseudo R2) 0.270

Variance explained without MPP and MPP*interest 0.237

n 8988
* p<.05

** p<.01

A variable that includes the effects of all newspaper and television news programs that 
one is regularly exposed to24 is included in the model. It serves as a control for the paral-
lelism (interaction-) effects, by avoiding the misattribution of explanatory power to the 
contextual (MPP-) variable that in reality belongs to individual media exposure-variables. 
The effect of the individual-level media exposure variable by itself is not of interest for 
this paper, and it does not tell us anything about any effects of specifi c media exposure on 
voter participation, but having used it as a control was required to arrive at a well-speci-
fi ed model.

How much of the MPP effect is due to television and how much of it is due to the 
press? I replicated the analyses of Table 3 with the main and interaction effect of parallel-
ism separately for television and press, based on the values of TPP and PPP reported in 

24 A pairwise regression per system is conducted for electoral participation on regular exposure to dif-
ferent newspaper titles and television news programs. For each case an unstandardized predicted 
value (y-hat) is calculated. Subsequently, the mean of the y-hats (per system) is subtracted from the 
unstandardized predicted value. This results in a variable with a mean of zero.



Media-party parallelism and its effects 37

Table 1. For press-party parallelism (PPP), this resulted in a pseudo R2 of.2625. The effects 
of the parameters were nearly identical to those in Table 3. Moreover, the effects of PPP 
and interest*PPP on participation were exceedingly similar:.11 (S.E.=.01; p<.01) and -.04 
(S.E.=.01; p<.01) respectively.

To test the effect of TPP, I estimated the same model of Table 3 with the values of 
TPP. The results are quite contrary to expectations (H3b): pseudo R2 is.28, and the effect 
of TPP is rather strong, namely.35 (S.E.=.02; p<.01). The interaction effect with interest 
is not signifi cant (b=-.03; S.E.=.02). According to these results, it seems that parallel-
ism in the television news environment is just as important for getting out the vote as 
press-party parallelism. Although the extent to which television-party parallelism exists 
is small in many countries, its effect on voter participation is positive and signifi cant. The 
interaction with political interest, however, is not signifi cant26.

Robustness tests and validating analyses

Jack-knife test
In order to eliminate the chance that the results are solely dependent on specifi c (out-
lying) media systems, I conducted a jack-knife test on the model in Table 3. This model 
was estimated 16 times, each time excluding one country from the analyses. The results 
are similar in all cases; pseudo R2’s are similar, the size and direction of MPP, and the size 
and direction of the interaction effect of interest*MPP. The interaction effect loses sig-
nifi cance when either Germany or Greece were left out of the analysis (t=-.90 if Germany 
is left out and -1.10 if Greece is left out). However, the direction of the effect remains the 
same. The results indicate that not any specifi c (outlying) system distorts the coeffi cients. 
The overall conclusion is that the effects presented in Table 3 are highly robust.

Habitual voting
The results might partly represent differences in the role that habits play in the act of 
voting, as explained above. In contexts where MPP is high, party preferences might be 
stable on the basis of a routine or tradition. Instead of an MPP-effect, it might be this 
routine factor that impacts participation positively. In order to test for such a spurious 
habitual voting effect, I calculated a variable indicating the strength of habitual voting 
per context. Weighted explained variances for this variable – which is calculated as the 
association between party preference scores and party attachments for each party sepa-
rately – vary from 3.05 percent in Wallonia to 13.25 percent in Denmark. If the variable 

25 For expressing the quality of prediction in logistic models no single canonical measure exists. A 
number of pseudo R2 measures exists (as a ‘real’ R2 is undefi ned), all leading to different numerical 
results (Judge, Griffi ths, Hill, Lütkepohl, & Lee, 1985). In all logistic analyses throughout this dis-
sertation, I applied McFadden pseudo-R2 coeffi cient, as it is the one most frequently used in the 
literature. It is calculated as 1-L1/L0, or, in words, one minus ((the log likelihood of the full model) 
divided by (the log likelihood of the “constant-only” model)) (McFadden, 1973).

26 This may be due to lacking power for this variable, as the variation in the TPP variable is very small.
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is included in the regression equation in Table 2, the MPP effects are not affected. This 
result indicates that the MPP effect is not spuriously caused by habitual voting.

Socio-political cleavages
Adding to the regression equation in Table 2 a variable that measures the strength of 
socio-political cleavages yields a signifi cant effect (t 

socio-political cleavages
=2.28; p<.05). How-

ever, the main effect of MPP and the interaction effect of MPP and interest are not altered 
substantially by adding this contextual variable (t 

MPP
=17.60 (p<.01); t 

MPP*interest
=-3.17 

(p<.01); R2=.270). This fi nding indicates that media-party parallelism is a contextual 
characteristic that cannot be reduced to other social or political cleavages in a country.

Aggregation artefact
MPP distributions between levels of interest do not differ signifi cantly, indicating that 
there is no aggregation artefact and that MPP is a truly aggregate-level (contextual) vari-
able. A replication of the analysis supports this: the model reported in Table 3 is re-esti-
mated with MPP measured for different level of political interest, instead of the aggregate 
MPP variable. When MPP in the logit model in Table 3 is replaced by the ‘MPP per inter-
est level’, the results do not differ much from those reported in Table 3. Explained vari-
ance of that model is.26 and the model estimates do not deviate much from the estimates 
of Table 3. More importantly, the main effect and interaction effect of MPP are nearly 
the same as reported in Table 3. The b’s and standard errors are respectively.10 and.01 
(p<.01) for the main effect and -.03 and.01 (p<.01) for the interaction effect. The fact that 
the results do not differ when MPP is measured for each group separately supports the 
notion of MPP being a system characteristic, and not an aggregation artefact.

Conclusion

This paper broadened the concept of press-party parallelism (Seymour-Ure, 1974) to 
media-party parallelism (MPP), and introduced a way to measure it. The measure refl ects 
the extent to which party preferences can be explained by media usage. The results showed 
a considerable degree of variation between countries. In general, the association between 
newspaper reading and party preferences (press-party parallelism) is stronger than the 
relationship between TV news viewing and party preferences (television-party parallel-
ism). H3a is accepted. Television news programs try to appeal to a broad public, whereas 
newspapers are more likely to focus to narrower groups, at least in some countries.

Media-party parallelism has a considerable positive impact on electoral participa-
tion, in line with expectations (H1). This effect is even stronger for those who are not 
interested in politics. These fi ndings support H2. Levels of party-parallelism are, in most 
systems, much lower for television news than for newspapers, but the effect on participa-
tion is signifi cant for both. H3b is rejected. This indicates that – contrary to expectations 
(e.g., (Schönbach, 1983) – television news is just as important as newspapers to mobilize 
citizens to take part in an election in contexts where news programs refl ect partisan 
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leanings. Television news does matter for political participation, although there is no 
evidence that such an effect is stronger for the less politically involved persons.

According to Hallin & Mancini (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), journalistic practice 
in many European countries tends to change towards ‘Anglo Saxon’ and non-partisan 
styles. This would involve a strong separation of news and commentary and a diminished 
emphasis on partisan ideas and ideals and increased emphasis on neutral information 
and nonpartisan entertainment. There seems to be a trend towards catch-all-ism, favor-
ing internal diversity over external (Hadenius & Weibull, 1999). Newspapers tend to blur 
their ideological identities and connections in order to appeal to as broad an audience 
as possible (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). The existence of such trends would diminish the 
partisanship of newspapers, which in turn tends to depress voter participation.

At the same time, voting patterns seem to become more volatile with an increasing 
number of fl oating voters. A process of cognitive mobilization makes that the functional 
need for partisan cues to guide voting behavior and to mobilize political involvement 
decreases (Dalton, 1996). Short-term election campaigns are getting more important 
than long-term partisan endorsements for getting out the vote (Dalton, McAllister, & 
Wattenberg, 2000; Lilleker, 2006). However, long-term partisan endorsements remain 
important for mobilizing citizens who are not politically interested, as was demonstrated 
in Table 3. Therefore, a decline of partisan leanings of newspapers (and media in gen-
eral) may have detrimental effects on participation rates of the least-connected citizens, 
thus increasing the already existing gap between strong and weak interested segments 
of society.
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Abstract

Seymour-Ure (1974) introduced the concept of press-party parallelism into mass media 
studies. This concept describes the partisanship of the newspaper system. So far, little 
systematic longitudinal research of press-party parallelism and its possible effects has 
been conducted. The current study fi lls this void. It makes the argument that press-party 
parallelism (PPP) should be conceptualized as a contextual variable, which structures 
political behavior. It then proposes a measure of PPP and applies this measure to eight 
Swedish Elections from 1979 to 2002. Finally, it studies the effect of PPP on electoral 
participation. PPP varies considerably over time, and the analyses show that it structures 
electoral participation. In the concluding section I argue that a decline of press-party par-
allelism is a manifestation of a decrease of exclusive party attachments (de-alignment), 
and of a process of professionalization of journalism.



Press-party parallelism and its effects in Sweden 43

Introduction

Scholars of political communication effects have mainly stressed individual-level media 
exposure effects on political attitudes and behavior. Most of these studies do not con-
sider another important aspect, namely the media context. Nevertheless, scholars seem 
to agree that this context is central to the study of political communication because it may 
shape individual political behavior such as electoral participation (Semetko, 1996).

This paper aims to contribute to the area of political communication by exploring 
one specifi c feature of the media context, namely the strength of press-party parallelism. 
Press-party parallelism is the degree to which the newspaper system parallels the party 
system (Seymour-Ure, 1974). In other words, it is the strength of the alignments of news 
organizations to political parties. It is expressed by the partisanship of journalists and the 
media’s users, by media ownership and/or by the media contents.

In Chapter 1, I analyzed the effect of press-party parallelism on voter participation in 
a cross-national comparative setting. However, this cross-national study left some ques-
tions unanswered. I found strong associations between press-party parallelism and voter 
participation, but since the study did not contain variation over time, the effects of devel-
opments in press-party parallelism could not be studied. The implications of the fi nd-
ings in that paper would be that turnout will decrease if press-party parallelism becomes 
weaker. To test whether this is indeed the case, this chapter replicates the cross-national 
analyses using longitudinal data for a single country: Sweden. This provides the opportu-
nity to draw conclusions about the development of press-party parallelism over time and 
to make stronger causal claims.

In Scandinavia in general, and in Sweden in particular, the partisan press is tradi-
tionally very strong (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Österlund-Karinkanta, 2004; Rokkan & 
Torsvik, 1970; SOU, 1965: 22; Weibull, 1983, 1995; Westerståhl & Janson, 1958). At least 
until the 1980s, the majority of the Swedish citizens read a newspaper within their own 
political ‘bloc’ (Weibull, 1983). Today still, an important feature of the Swedish press is 
the fact that almost all newspapers declare to have a party-political affi liation on their 
opinion page, an affi liation normally well-known by readers (Weibull, 1995). However, 
the role of newspapers as instruments of political mobilization in Sweden has dimin-
ished and also changed its forms during the last decades (Hadenius & Weibull, 1999). 
This paper investigates whether this is the case and tries to study the rationale behind it. 
Moreover, it studies the consequences of press-party parallelism (PPP) for electoral par-
ticipation, and associations between PPP and other socio-political developments. First I 
will discuss the underlying theoretical considerations.

Press-party parallelism and its consequences

Press-party parallelism exists in its strongest form when each newspaper is aligned to a 
single party, whose views it represents in the public sphere. An example is Denmark in 
the early twentieth century. At that time, each major town had 4 newspapers, represent-
ing the 4 major political parties (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). This kind of one-to-one con-



Context in Political Communication44

nection between media and parties is increasingly uncommon nowadays, but in many 
Northern European countries including Sweden, links between newspapers and parties 
or broader ideologies have long existed, and are still present (Semetko, 1996; Westerståhl 
& Janson, 1958). In addition to organizational links between parties and newspapers, 
press-party parallelism manifests itself in the partisanship of newspaper audiences, with 
supporters of different parties or tendencies buying different newspapers (Hallin & Man-
cini, 2004; Seymour-Ure, 1974; SOU, 1965: 22). Weibull (1983) found that until the 1970s 
it was very common in Sweden for supporters of all parties to read outlets with strong 
links to that particular party. In 1995, the same author notes that the choice of news-
papers is still largely in line with the readers’ party orientations (Weibull, 1995).

The linkage of party preferences and media use varies between individuals, as well as 
between countries. The concept of press-party parallelism describes the extent to which 
the readership of newspapers coincides with partisanship. In this paper I focus on the 
consequences of press-party parallelism as a contextual variable on voter participation. 
PPP is considered to be important as a context variable, because this specifi c aspect of 
a media context may well affect everyone, including those who do not read a newspaper 
with links to their party, or those who do not read a paper at all. Most people have a social 
network of friends and relatives, and because of interpersonal communication newspa-
pers do not only affect their own readers, but other citizens as well, through two-step fl ow 
processes (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). So PPP may also infl uence voting indirectly: even 
those not exposed to the partisan press, may be affected by it. In order to test for such 
two-step fl ow effects, I will test whether PPP as a context variable also affects citizens 
who do not read political news.

Even though press-party parallelism will be measured at the contextual level (i.e., 
it takes on a different value for each election year), the analyses will be conducted at 
the individual level, because I expect this context to structure the behavior of individual 
citizens. As will be discussed below, the study allows for the possibility that different 
citizens will be affected differently by this context.

The relationship between exposure to the partisan press and voting is likely to contain 
reciprocal causation. Rokkan & Torsvik (1970) argued on the basis of a Norwegian study 
that reading and voting mutually strengthen each other. On the one hand, when a person 
holds a pronounced orientation towards a specifi c party, it results in a strong motivation to 
read papers, which promote that party. On the other hand, regular exposure to such papers 
will provide arguments for maintaining the orientation and strengthen the commitment 
to the party. This is a view that is shared by Hallin & Mancini (2004), who claim that 
partisan press exposure reinforces the connections between citizens and parties. In other 
words, regular exposure to partisan news may strengthen party adherence and reduce 
uncertainty of political opinion building (Miller, 1991; Newton & Brynin, 2001; Norris, 
Curtice, Sanders, Scammel, & Semetko, 1999; Patterson, 1998; Voltmer, 2000).

Formulated fi rst in The People’s Choice, the argument stated above is in line with 
fi ndings in early studies of elections and public opinion (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 
1944). They found that people are inclined to read and listen to information that cor-
responds with their own political views; in other words, they selectively expose them-
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selves to information. This consonant information helps to crystallize and strengthen 
the vote choice (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). Partisan 
newspapers play an important role in strengthening the bonds between citizens and par-
ties (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Newton & Brynin (2001) observed a strong relationship 
between party voting and reading specifi c newspaper titles. They found that exposure to 
a paper of the own party outlook increases the likelihood to vote for that specifi c party. In 
their follow-up study, they learnt that this phenomenon applies to turnout as well: those 
who read a newspaper that matches their party-political preferences tend to vote in larger 
numbers (Brynin & Newton, 2003).

This study differs from the previous studies, because it does not focus on the match 
between newspaper readership and partisanship at the individual level, but it concep-
tualizes PPP as a context variable. In contexts where newspaper readership is strongly 
connected to partisanship, political debates will tend to reinforce previously held party-
political beliefs. Citizens in such contexts will be more likely to turn out, even those who 
do not read newspapers, based on the two-step fl ow hypothesis (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). 
The resulting hypothesis is:

H1: Press-party parallelism has a positive effect on electoral participation.

Despite of the fact that PPP is a system-level variable, the impact of PPP is not necessar-
ily the same for different citizens. Exposure to partisan news may increase identifi cation 
and the likelihood to vote especially for those, who are not so much involved in poli-
tics (e.g., Iyengar, Peters, & Kinder, 1982; Krosnick & Kinder, 1990; McLeod, Becker, & 
Byrnes, 1974). Those who are highly politically interested are more likely to hold strong 
party-political opinions than persons who are less politically interested. From the start, 
individuals with high levels of political interest are more likely to turn out than persons 
who are less interested. For the less politically interested, exposure to partisan messages 
can make much more of a difference in party attachment and the likelihood to turn out. 
Since their predispositions are weaker, they are more open to infl uence. This results in 
the following expectation.

H2: PPP has a larger effect on electoral participation of persons with low political interest 
than of persons with high levels of interest.

This hypothesis predicts a negative interaction effect of PPP and interest on turnout.

Research method and data

To test the hypotheses, the study compares the eight consecutive Swedish general elec-
tions from 1979 to 2002. Sweden was selected because in terms of press-party paral-
lelism, Sweden turned out to be an average case in Chapter 1. Moreover, comparable 
election studies over time are available for Sweden over the period 1979-2002 which 
contain the necessary data for testing the hypotheses.
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All analyses are based on data from the Swedish Election Study, Svensk ValUnder-
sökning (for 1979, 1982, and 1985) or from the Society, Opinion, Mass media studies, 
Samhalle, Opinion, Massmedia (for 1988, 1991, 1994, 1998, and 2002). Both studies are 
based at Göteborg University. The large-scale face-to-face surveys include citizens of age 
18 and over. The data set contains information on political attitudes and preferences, 
electoral behavior, media use, and socio-demographic characteristics. The pooled dataset 
yields 22,046 respondents over eight elections (1979-2002).

For reasons of comparability, the model that will be estimated for the explanation 
of electoral participation in Sweden is.similar to the model presented.in Chapter 1 for a 
cross-national comparative analysis. It includes press-party parallelism (PPP), an interac-
tion between PPP and political interest, age, political effi cacy, party attachment, political 
interest, media use (operationalized by how much the respondent reads about politics), 
and cleavage voting. The variables ‘attitude towards the EU’ and ‘attendance of religious 
services’ were not available in the Swedish dataset, and could therefore not be included in 
the model. Neither are the contextual variables included that were used in the model in 
Chapter 1, as they revert to constants in a model that pertains to a single national context 
only. Appendix E describes the exact measurement of the variables.

Measuring press-party parallelism

There are at least four ways in which press-party parallelism can manifest itself (Hallin & 
Mancini, 2004; Seymour-Ure, 1974). It is discernible in media contents, in the ownership 
of the news media, in the affi liations of journalists, owners, and managers, and in reader-
ship patterns. In this study, I focus on readership patterns, as newspaper readership is 
likely to express partisan bias in media contents (Kleinnijenhuis, 1990; Seymour-Ure, 
1974; Weibull, 1995; Westerståhl & Janson, 1958). The paper investigates the relation 
between newspaper readership and party-political preferences.

PPP is conceptualized as a system-level variable. To measure PPP, party sympathy 
scores were regressed on newspaper exposure. Party sympathy scores are measured by 
asking respondents to indicate for each party how much she likes that party on a scale 
from -5 (‘strongly dislike’) to +5 (‘strongly like’). For exposure to newspapers – the inde-
pendent variables – dummies are included for regular exposure27 to each of the main 
national newspapers. A score of one indicates regular exposure; zero indicates no (regu-
lar) exposure. For the sake of comparability, in this study only those newspapers are used 
that were distinguished in the EES-99 data (see Chapter 1)28.

As a consequence, local and smaller regional papers were not included in the analy-
sis29. However, this is not likely to harm the results much, because smaller local newspa-

27 Regular exposure: once a week or more.
28 Included newspapers are: Aftonbladet, Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, Göteborgs-Posten.
29 Including all newspapers that are coded in the Swedish datasets (including small regional and local 

ones), resulted in slightly higher values for MPP. However, the relationships that are described in 
the ‘results’ section, are similar and almost identical. Therefore, I decided to use the restricted set of 
newspapers, so that comparisons can be made between Figure 1 and 2.
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pers normally cater to the interests of a broad audience, in order to maximize the poten-
tial reach and to serve as many people as possible by reporting in a relatively nonpartisan 
way. Therefore, most local or regional newspapers are not strongly linked to national par-
ties (Dalton, Beck, & Huckfeldt, 1998; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Weibull, 1995). These 
expectations are indicated by the fi nding that including all newspapers results in only 
slightly higher values for PPP. However, the relationships described later in this chapter, 
are almost identical in both cases.

Party sympathy scores are regressed on newspaper exposure variables for each party 
in each election year. After doing this for all parties, I calculated the mean of (adjusted) 
explained variances weighted according to each party’s strength (measured by electoral 
success at the election). This results in a score that indicates the strength of PPP. The 
PPP-variable can take on any value between 030 (no press-party parallelism) and 100 
(maximum press-party parallelism). The procedure is reported in detail in Chapter 1.

Results

Table 1 describes the level of press-party parallelism for each election year. The table shows 
a considerable decline in press-party parallelism: from a high value of 13.3 in 1979 to 5.6 
in 2002. Its average is 10.4 and the median is 9.931. Compared to the other member states 
of the EU in 1999, the value of PPP in Sweden is close to the average (see Chapter 1).

Two different processes may underlie the declining strength of PPP in Sweden. The 
most plausible explanation is that it indicates that newspapers are becoming less parti-
san. Another, yet less likely, reason may be that media usage becomes more fragmented 
over different media outlets (e.g., Becker & Schoenbach, 1989). This reason seems less 
important, however, because, fi rstly, TV news viewers tend also to be the most loyal news-
paper readers, because these two media fulfi ll different needs (Weibull, 1986 in Johns-
son-Smaragdi, 1989). Secondly, also in a heavily expanded media environment, people 
have the tendency to selectively expose themselves to (political) media messages (Cotton, 
1985; Weibull, 1983). So, with many more different (contradictory) opinions at hand, 
people are still rather likely to receive – at least limited – (party-political) opinions. Table 1 
is thus more likely a refl ection of a declining partisanship of media content than of chang-
ing patterns of media usage of citizens.

30 Theoretically PPP might even acquire a negative value if the relationship between media use and 
party preferences is weaker than one would expect to fi nd on the basis of random response.

31 I also computed a similar measure for television news-party parallelism (TPP). This ranges from .83 
in 1979 to.27 in 2002. Since television-party parallelism is very low in Sweden, I excluded it from 
further analyses. The low level of TPP indicates that television news programs appeal to a broader 
public – in party-political terms – than newspapers.
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Table 1 Press-Party Parallelism (1979-2002)

Election year PPP
1979 13.27

1982 14.26

1985 12.50

1988 10.49

1991 9.26

1994 9.37

1998 8.41

2002 5.57

Mean/Median 10.39/9.93

Table 2 b-coeffi cients in a logistic regression of electoral participation on individual and 
systemic characteristics, Swedish Parliamentary elections 1979-2002 (standard 
errors in parentheses).

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2

Age .280 (.046)** .280 (.046)**

Attitudinal and media usage- variables

Read about politics .125 (.045)** .124 (.045)**

Political interest .429 (.048)** .431 (.048)**

Party attachment .521 (.034)** .519 (.034)**

Political effi cacy .262 (.039)** .259 (.039)**

Contextual variables

PPP .059 (.012)** .053 (.040)

PPP*interest -.040 (.015)** -.040 (.015)**

Cleavage voting .099 (.034)**

Constant 3.060 (.284)** 3.200 (.289)**

Variance explained (McFadden pseudo R2) .0894 .0903

n 18116 18116
* p<.05

** p<.01

In order to test the two hypotheses, Table 2 presents the results of two logistic regressions 
for electoral participation (at the individual level). These models control for the variables 
shortly discussed above (for a more thorough discussion, see Chapter 1). The fi rst model 
estimates the effects of PPP and the interaction of PPP with political interest on participa-
tion along with the control variables. The model shows that PPP affects voting indeed in 
a positive manner, and that the interaction effect has a negative sign, as expected. Both 
effects are signifi cant. As for the control variables, age has a positive signifi cant effect 
on participation, which is in accordance with Chapter 1. Reading about politics, political 
interest, party attachment and political effi cacy all increase turnout signifi cantly. After 
controlling for these variables, the context variable PPP as well as its interaction with 
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political interest have signifi cant effects on turnout in the expected directions. Both 
hypotheses are thus supported. The model explains only 8.9% of the variation in elec-
toral participation. However, with a skewed distribution of the dependent variable32, it is 
not common to explain a very large proportion of the variance.

Another indicator of the magnitude of the effect of PPP on participation is to study 
the difference in predicted participation when one moves from the minimum level of 
PPP to the maximum, keeping the other variables at their means33. On the basis of the 
regression equation predicted turnout decreases from 95.2% when PPP is at its maxi-
mum (in 1982), to 92.3% when PPP reaches the minimum value (in 2002)34. Keeping all 
other variables at their observed means, the decline in PPP accounts for a drop in turnout 
of nearly three per cent. The historical decline in PPP is thus accountable for a signifi cant 
drop in electoral participation35. The actual decrease in turnout from 1982 to 2002 (for 
the whole population) was 11.3%.

One has to keep in mind that these calculations are based on samples that – unavoid-
ably – overestimate electoral participation (e.g., Granberg & Holmberg, 1991; Voogt & Van 
Kempen, 2002). Survey nonresponse is partly a consequence of factors that also obstruct 
voting (e.g. illness, absence, etc.), and partly of self-selection on the basis of variables that 
are related to electoral participation (politically uninterested citizens being more likely to 
be nonrespondents). As a consequence, the sample will overrepresent levels of interest, 
effi cacy, party attachment, etc. The effect of PPP was estimated while keeping all other 
variables at their mean values. As these mean values are upwardly biased, the estimated 
effect of PPP is also somewhat biased. In this case, more realistic means for the other 
variables would yield a somewhat larger effect of PPP on turnout.

One could, however, object that PPP is likely to be higher when socio-political cleav-
ages are stronger (Seymour-Ure, 1974), since a strong partisan press often refl ects a 
stable party-political system (Weibull, 1983). So, perhaps, the fi ndings of model 1, Table 
2 do not only refl ect effects of the changing media context, but also of a de-alignment of 
traditional social-political cleavages. To test whether this is the case, Model 2 of Table 2 
includes a variable indicating the strength of cleavage voting (see Appendix F of this dis-
sertation for an explication of the construction of this variable). Re-estimating the model 
while controlling for the extent of cleavage voting, the effect of PPP is hardly changed in 
magnitude, but it is no longer statistically signifi cant. This prompts the question whether 
the context variable PPP is just an indicator of cleavage voting.

To answer this question, let us consider the relationship between socio-political 
cleavages (or cleavage voting) and PPP. Figure 1 shows the strength of both measures for 

32 In the pooled data set of eight Swedish elections, 91% of the respondents indicated that they had 
turned out at the last national election.

33 These predictions were estimated using Stata spost (see Long & Freese, 2003). Stata spost can be 
downloaded from http://www.indiana.edu/~jslsoc/spost.htm.

34 The real turnout levels were 91.4% in 1982 and 80.1% in 2002.
35 PPP makes the same difference in turnout as age (.03) and it takes about 1/3 of the difference in 

probabilities of party identifi cation (.10). On average, the highest predicted probability -/- the lowest 
predicted probability for each of the fi ve (non-PPP) variables is.054.
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Sweden in the various years. The graph shows that the size of the cleavage voting mea-
sure and the size of the PPP variable are nearly identical and that both measures decrease 
to a similar extent. The correlation between the two contextual variables is.96. Figure 
1 clearly shows that a decline in cleavage voting and decline in press-party parallelism 
coincide in Sweden in the 1979-2002 period. This raises the question whether these are 
two different, yet historically co-occurring processes, or whether they are different mani-
festations of a single process.

Figure 1 Scatterplot of cleavagevoting by PPP – Sweden 1979-2002
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To assess which of the two interpretations is most plausible, we now turn to Figure 2, 
which utilizes data that I analyzed in Chapter 1. These cross-national comparative results 
stem from data that were gathered immediately after the elections to the European Par-
liament in 199936. If Press Party Parallelism would be just a proxy for cleavage voting, 
we should expect Figure 2 to show the same relationship as Figure 1. But since the cor-
relation here is only 0.02, this interpretation seems implausible. In some countries, such 
as Greece, high levels of PPP coexist with low levels of cleavage voting; whereas in The 
Netherlands and Austria, relatively high levels of cleavage voting coincide with relatively 
low levels of PPP. My interpretation of Figure 1 is therefore that the decline in PPP and 
the decline in cleavage voting refl ect separate socio-political developments that happened 
to coincide in Sweden in the 1979-2002 period.

36 In this case, cleavage-voting is calculated by regressing party sympathy scores regressed on self-
reported social class (4 dummies), urbanization (2 dummies), religion (4 dummies), attendance 
of religious services (4 dummies), membership of trade union (1 dummy); weighted adjusted R2’s 
(Franklin, 1992).
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Figure 2 Scatterplot of cleavagevoting by PPP – EU 1999
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At a somewhat higher level of conceptualization one could regard both of these develop-
ments as part of a more general process of de-alignment (e.g., Dalton, 1996; Hallin & 
Mancini, 2004; Lilleker, 2006). Yet, this does not imply that they necessarily develop at 
the same moment and at the same rate. Figure 2 suggests that they do not, and that their 
co-occurrence in Sweden (see Figure 1) may be happenstansical. Actually, even Figure 1 
shows some indications of the two processes not being identical: connecting the elections 
in chronological order demonstrates that, at least to a limited extent, the two develop-
ments have separate characteristics. Applying these arguments to the analyses reported 
in Table 2, I conclude that the non-signifi cance of the PPP coeffi cient in Model 2 is caused 
by multicollinearity of the PPP and cleavage voting variables, but that there is no reason 
to regard press-party parallelism as the same phenomenon as cleavage voting.

An objection one could conceivably make against my analyses is that PPP may be 
incorrectly portrayed as a context effect. If only those people who regularly read a paper 
are affected by PPP, then the effect of PPP could conceivably be reduced to an individual-
level media exposure effect. Such an argument would be incompatible with a two-step 
fl ow effect (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), which would imply that ‘ideas often fl ow from radio 
and print to the opinion leaders and from them to the less active sections of the popula-
tion’ (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1948 (p.151) in Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). To test 
whether the effects attributed to PPP are proper contextual effects, or individual-level 
effects in disguise, a number of tests were conducted which are reported in Table 3. Table 
3 reports four regression models of electoral participation, using the same independents 
as reported in Table 2. Added to these are interactions between PPP and newspaper usage 
for political information This interaction has been defi ned in two different forms, one 
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form being used in models 1 and 3, the other in 2 and 437. In two of these models the inter-
action between PPP and political interest is included (models 3 and 4), in the other two it 
is not (models 1 and 2). This distinction I made because I expect a certain degree of multi-
collinearity between the interaction of PPP and newspaper usage and the PPP*interest 
interaction, which may complicate the interpretation of the results. I fi nd that in all four 
different ways I achieve the same outcome: the interaction between PPP and newspaper 
usage is not signifi cant. Concluding, PPP even has an effect on all citizens, irrespective 
of their usage of newspapers. PPP even affects electoral participation of those who do not 
read newspapers at all, which is indicative of a two-step fl ow effect.

Table 3 b-coeffi cients in a logistic regression of electoral participation on individual and 
systemic characteristics, Swedish Parliamentary elections 1979-2002, controlled 
for two- step fl ow effects (standard errors in parentheses)

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Age .295 (.045)** .282 (.046)** .294 (.045)** .281 (.046)**

Attitudinal and media usage- variables

Read about politics 1.036 (.334)** .391 (.147)** .736 (.359)* .432 (.049)**

Political interest .421 (.044)** .448 (.048)** .404 (.044)** .432 (.049)**

Party attachment .521 (.034)** .521 (.034)** .521 (.034)** .521 (.034)**

Political effi cacy .250 (.039)** .262 (.039)** .250 (.039)** .262 (.039)**

Contextual variables

PPP .105 (.031)** .064 (.012)** .067 (.034)* .058 (.012)**

PPP*interest -.037 (.016)* -.035 (.017)*

PPP*read abt pols. -.041 (.033) -.027 (.014) -.010 (.035) -.010 (.016)

Constant 2.301 (.381)** 3.369 (.240)** 2.626 (.409)** 3.392 (.244)**

Variance explained (McFadden 
pseudo R2)

.0924 .0890 .0930 .0894

n 18116 18116 18116 18116
* p<.05

** p<.01

37 The fi rst and the third model treat newspaper usage as a dummy; i.e. never (0) contrasted to occasi-
onally, often and always (1); the second and the fourth model treat the variable as an ordinal variable 
with four categories (see Appendix E).



Conclusion and discussion

Seymour-Ure (1974) introduced the concept of press-party parallelism (PPP) for describ-
ing a specifi c aspect of the media context, but up until now, this concept has not been 
applied in a longitudinal comparative research. This chapter applied the concept as a 
context variable that structures individual political behavior. It proposes an operational 
measure of PPP and applies it to eight Swedish Election Studies from 1979 to 2002. The 
use of survey data to measure PPP makes it possible to study media system partisanship 
without labor-intensive content analyses.

The chapter also investigates the effect of PPP on electoral participation. PPP is 
expected to enhance voting participation by reinforcement of already existing party-polit-
ical preferences. Moreover, the effect is hypothesized to be stronger for people who are 
not interested in politics than for highly interested ones.

Press-party parallelism was measured by looking at the empirical association between 
party preferences and newspaper use. The results showed that PPP varies considerably 
over election years. Press-party parallelism has a signifi cant positive effect on electoral 
participation (thus confi rming H1). Moreover, its effects extend to people who do not 
(regularly) read a newspaper which can best be understood as indicative of two-step fl ow 
communication effects. This fi nding implies that PPP really is a contextual variable that 
cannot be reduced to individual-level media exposure.

The effect of PPP on participation is stronger for those who are not interested in 
politics. This confi rmed the second hypothesis that was tested in this paper. The effects 
of PPP are not affected by controlling for important other relevant variables. When con-
trolling for cleavage voting multicollinearity causes the PPP effect to be non-signifi cant. 
Inspecting the relationship between these two contextual variables in a country-com-
parative study strongly suggests that this is a historical particularity of Sweden, and that 
PPP and cleavage voting do refl ect different real-world phenomena.

The combination of an over-time analysis of the Swedish case and a cross-national 
comparative analysis (reported in Chapter 1/Appendix A) strengthens the interpretation 
that the effects of PPP on electoral participation are of a causal nature. The inherent 
weakness of causal attributions in cross-sectional analysis is compensated for by the lon-
gitudinal analysis. The one-context limitation of the longitudinal analysis is compen-
sated for by the country-comparative analysis. In combination, the results of this and 
the previous chapter reinforce the conclusion that the extent to which a media context is 
partisan affects individual-level behavior.





Chapter 3

Consonant and dissonant information exposure

Effects on electoral participation



Abstract

Recent studies indicate that party-political cross-pressures (exposure to information that 
is dissonant with one’s own attitudes) may demobilize citizens, whereas exposure to con-
sonant information may enhance the likelihood to turn out and vote. This chapter stud-
ies the applicability of this theory with respect to attitudes towards the European Union. 
It examines the relationship between these attitudes, exposure to news that is conso-
nant or dissonant with these attitudes, and voter participation in elections to the Euro-
pean Parliament. To test the effect of consonant and dissonant information exposure on 
electoral participation, the study employs survey data from the European Election Study 
1999. It focuses on Britain, where newspapers can be classifi ed clearly in terms of their 
pro-or anti-European stances. The analyses show that consonant and dissonant informa-
tion exposure does not have a signifi cant impact on participation in European elections, 
when relevant variables are controlled for. In the concluding section, implications of the 
fi ndings will be discussed.
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Introduction

Does exposure to information that is dissonant with one’s own political attitudes obstruct 
electoral participation? Recent studies indicate that party-political cross-pressures (expo-
sure to party-political information that is dissonant with one’s own party-political attitudes) 
may have a demobilizing impact on citizens, whereas exposure to consonant information 
(exposure to party-political information that is compatible with one’s own party-politi-
cal attitudes) may enhance the likelihood to turn out and vote (Brynin & Newton, 2003; 
Mutz, 2002). Mutz (2002) found that persons whose interpersonal networks generate 
exposure to political disagreement have a lower vote intention at Presidential Elections 
in the US than those whose networks yield exposure to more homogeneous political 
information. Brynin and Newton (2003) found similar results for exposure to the mass 
media in the UK. They found support for the notion that persons who read a newspaper 
that matches their party-political preferences are signifi cantly more likely to turn out at 
general elections than those who read a paper that provides information not compatible 
with their party preferences.

This chapter investigates the effects of consonant and dissonant newspaper exposure 
on electoral participation. It differs from previous chapters because it considers other 
variables than party-political preferences and the partisan direction of the information 
one is exposed to. In this way, it strongly reduces the contamination of results from self-
selection effects, an argument that I will elaborate below.

Consonant and dissonant information: effects

Why would exposure to dissonant information demobilize voters? Lazarsfeld, Berelson 
& Gaudet (1944) argued that persons who are subject to ‘cross-pressures’ (those who are 
exposed to interpersonal or mass-media information that does not conform with their 
own political attitudes) experience more internal ambivalence than others. Ambivalence 
involves shifting political judgments, which makes that ambivalent persons take sub-
stantially longer than relatively one-sided (unambivalent) persons to reach a crystallized 
voting intention (Lavine, 2001). Alternatively, ambivalent persons may solve the internal 
inconsistencies by not voting (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Janowitz & Marvick, 
1956; Lavine, 2001; Lazarsfeld et al., 1944; Mutz, 2002), resulting in lower probabilities 
to vote for persons who experience dissonance through the media or interpersonal com-
munication (Brynin & Newton, 2003; Mutz, 2002).

Conversely, why would exposure to information that is consonant with one’s own 
party-political attitudes enhance electoral participation? Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) argued 
that persons who are exposed to different information sources that provide similar infor-
mation will be reinforced in their political predispositions. Exposure to political infor-
mation that is consonant with one’s own predispositions generates stronger and more 
stable political preferences and reduces ambiguity of political opinion building (Miller, 
1991; Newton & Brynin, 2001; Norris, Curtice, Sanders, Scammel, & Semetko, 1999; 
Patterson, 1998; Voltmer, 2000). Consequently, it reduces the time required to reach a 
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crystallized voting intention and increases the likelihood to turn out (Lazarsfeld et al., 
1944; Newton & Brynin, 2001).

The effect of consonant and dissonant mass media exposure was tested by Brynin 
& Newton (2003) for the British case. They studied the combined effect of individuals’ 
exposure to specifi c newspapers and (the direction of) their own party identifi cation on 
participation in national parliamentary elections. On the basis of a large-scale survey, 
they found support for the notion that persons who read a paper that matches their party-
political preferences are signifi cantly more likely to turn out at general elections than 
those who read a paper that does not match their party preferences.

However, Brynin & Newton’s (2003) study may be marred by self-selection effects. 
People (partly) choose newspapers on the basis of their party-political preferences (e.g., 
Kleinnijenhuis, 1990; Newton & Brynin, 2001; Norris et al., 1999; Weibull, 1995), which 
makes them different from others from the start. The media exposure effects that Brynin 
et al. (2003) claim to have found may therefore be reader effects in reality. Despite the fact 
that the authors controlled for a number of political characteristics there may be other 
differences between those who are subject to consonance and those who experience dis-
sonance that are not captured by their control variables. In other words, the two groups 
may be composed of persons with different political characteristics that are not controlled 
for. If that were to be the case, the validity of the interpretations may be jeopardized.

One way to reduce this possibility of self-selection effects is to look at topics that are 
unlikely to play a role in newspaper selection. One such topic is people’s attitude towards 
the European Union. At the same time, this is a topic that may polarize newspapers 
(Baker, 2001; Peter, 2004) as well as citizens (Baker, 2001; Van der Eijk & Franklin, 
2004), which is a premise for testing consonance and dissonance effects. If newspapers 
do not polarize on the issue, and instead apply a rather balanced way of reporting on the 
topic, outspoken situations of consonance or dissonance will not exist. Attitudes towards 
the European Union are correlated with electoral participation in elections to the Euro-
pean Parliament (Blondel, Sinnott, & Svensson, 1998). In Great Britain, newspapers and 
citizens are rather polarized on pro- or anti-European stances (e.g., Anderson & Wey-
mouth, 1999; Seymour-Ure, 2002), which makes Britain an excellent case for testing 
consonant and dissonant exposure effects38 in the context of European elections. Because 

38 Although there is overlap between the British newspapers’ party-political bias and European stances 
– with Labor newspapers predominantly favoring Europe and Conservative papers mainly report-
ing with a Eurosceptic slant –, the pro-Labor tabloid with the largest reach, the Sun, has a consistent 
Eurosceptic tone (Anderson & Weymouth, 1999). Besides that, pro- and anti-European stances can be 
found both among Labor and Conservative sympathizers. Although Labor sympathizers in general 
are more positive towards the EU than Tory voters, pro-European stances as well as Euroscepticism 
are present among both. 39% of the Conservative voters in the European Parliament election of 1999 
considered the EU a ‘good thing’, 31% considered it a ‘bad thing’, and 30% replied it was ‘neither good, 
nor bad’. Of the Labor voters, 71% considered it ‘good’, 5% ‘bad’, and 24% ‘neither’. (Source: European 
Election Study 1999). The fact that European stances cut across party-political divisions is important 
because it greatly weakens the possibility of self-selection effects.
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reading of newspapers is widespread in Britain (Newton & Brynin, 2001; Worcester, 
1995)39, they can be used as a relevant source of political information.

Participation in European Parliament elections is selected because at least until 
2001, the issue of Europe was not very salient in national parliamentary elections (Carey 
& Burton, 2004). In the context of European Parliament elections, however, attitudes 
towards the EU are more likely to be triggered (Blondel et al., 1998; Niedermayer, 1990). 
Combining these various considerations leads to the following hypotheses:

H1: Reading a newspaper that is consonant with one’s attitudes towards the EU has a posi-
tive effect on electoral participation in elections to the European Parliament.

H2: Reading a newspaper that is dissonant with one’s attitudes towards the EU has a 
negative effect on electoral participation in elections to the European Parliament.

I expect these effects to occur, irrespective of the direction of the attitude towards the EU 
that one holds. Figure 1 illustrates these hypotheses in terms of the variables involved.

Figure 1 Hypothesized electoral participation at the elections to the European Parliament, 
by newspaper readership and attitudes towards EU

Type of exposure Negative attitude towards EU Positive attitude towards EU
Eurosceptic newspaper Consonance

High level of participation
Cross-Pressures
Low level of participation

Pro-European newspaper Cross-Pressures
Low level of participation

Consonance
High level of participation

When testing these hypotheses it must be kept in mind that additional variables may 
impinge on the dependent variable, or may interact with the variables depicted in Figure 1. 
Consequently, they have to be included in the analyses as well. Effects of consonance or 
dissonance of information may vary according to readers’ levels of information. For per-
sons who are politically uninformed, exposure to dissonant information may, as argued 
above, cause ambivalence and a smaller likelihood of voting. For politically knowledge-
able persons, however, exposure to dissonant information may enhance informedness. 
They will not easily experience ambivalence because their political preferences are more 
stable (e.g., Converse, 1964; Zaller, 1992). For politically informed persons, exposure 
to dissonant information may even increase knowledge and thus the likelihood to vote. 
Therefore I expect the following.

39 Obviously, most people are exposed to multiple sources of information, as they also watch television 
news, listen to the radio, read political information in magazines and on the Internet, etc. As it cannot 
be expected that all these sources are fully consonant, exposure to other sources will affect (i.e., 
underestimate) newspaper reading effects.
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H3: Dissonant information will affect participation negatively if one is not politically 
informed while it will either have no effect or a positive effect for well-informed readers.

This hypothesis implies a negative interaction effect of exposure to dissonant informa-
tion and political informedness.

For consonant reading, I expect the opposite. Consonance is more likely to be help-
ful for those, who are not so much politically informed. For those who are very much 
informed, the positive impact will be smaller as they have a high probability to vote 
already. This leads to the following hypothesis.

H4: Consonant reading will affect participation negatively if one is politically well informed 
and positively if one is not politically informed.

According to the hypothesis, I expect a negative interaction effect to occur for consonant 
reading and politically informedness.

In order to control as much as possible for possible self-selection effects, I will not 
only look at electoral participation in the 1999 European Parliament elections but also at 
electoral participation in the 1997 general election. Saliency of EU topics was larger in 
the 1999 election to the European Parliament than in the 1997 national parliamentary 
election (Carey & Burton, 2004). Therefore, the hypothesized exposure effects can be 
expected to be more pronounced in the elections to the European Parliament than the 
election to the national parliament. The effects described in H1 and H2 should actually 
be absent for the national election. Were I to fi nd such an effect anyway, it would indicate 
a reader self-selection effect rather than an exposure effect. I expect the following:

H5: Cross-pressure and consonance with respect to EU-attitudes has stronger effects for 
electoral participation in the European Parliament election than in the national parlia-
mentary election.

Data and method

To test these hypotheses, I used data from the British part of the European Election 
Study 1999 which contains records from 977 completed interviews (see Appendix A for 
additional survey information). This large-scale telephone survey was conducted among 
citizens of age 18 and over immediately after the election to the European Parliament. 
The data set includes a battery of questions tapping readership of newspaper titles. In 
addition, the data set contains information on attitudes towards the European Union. 
In combination with the content analysis data documented by Anderson & Weymouth 
(1999), these data provide the possibility to determine for each respondent whether she 
is subject to newspaper information that is consonant, dissonant, or neither with respect 
to the attitudes about the EU. The survey includes also indicators of other factors that 
are likely to affect electoral participation, such as political attitudes and preferences and 
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socio-demographic characteristics. These allow controls for possible intervening or spu-
rious effects.

British national newspapers can be classifi ed according to their pro- or anti-EU 
biases by using the results of Anderson & Weymouth (1999). They analyzed the long-
term discourses on issues concerning the EU in the national daily newspapers in two 
periods. The fi rst captures the eight-week period preceding the general election of 1997 
(March-April 1997). The second focuses on the discourse of the press at four important 
events during the British EU presidency (January-June 1998). It is important to note that 
their fi ndings are not isolated in time, as their defi nition of discourse refers to events in 
the past that will recur in discourse after the periods that are analyzed. This implies that 
readers who do not change newspapers, are exposed to long-term and cumulative pro- or 
anti-EU newspaper contents. Anderson & Weymouth (1999) concluded that two broad-
sheets and three tabloids structurally apply a discourse of Euroscepticism: The Times, 
the Daily Telegraph, the Express, the Mail and the Sun. The pro-European press consists 
of three broadsheets, that is the Independent, the Guardian, and the Financial Times, and 
one tabloid, the Mirror. Exposure to consonant or dissonant newspapers is based on com-
bining the information of newspaper readership in the survey with these fi ndings by 
Anderson & Weymouth (1999). The notion that EU-biases of newspapers are long-term 
and cumulative in character is supported by a study by Seymour-Ure (2002), who ana-
lysed the editorials of the main British newspapers on their attitude towards the EU in 
2001. He found the same pro-and anti-European biases as discussed above, except for 
one paper40.

In order to strengthen conclusions about the effect of consonant or dissonant infor-
mation upon voter participation, relevant variables that also affect participation must be 
controlled for. Ignoring these variables might result in spurious effects. The factors that 
I will control for are:
– Number of days of reading a newspaper. The consonance and dissonance factors 

under study both consist of a combination of the variables ‘newspaper readership’ 
and ‘attitude towards the EU’. Therefore, both of these effects need to be controlled 
for, in order to avoid attributing explaining variance to consonance or dissonance, 
whereas in reality it might belong to readership or attitude.

– Attitude towards the European Union. I control for this variable because it is part of 
the consonance and dissonance variables – see the fi rst bullet above.

– Social class. Social class is an important variable to take into account since newspa-
per readership partly refl ects the division of the middle and working class that exists 
in Britain (Worcester, 1995). Class also affects voting behaviour in a positive way 
(Franklin, 2004).

40 The Daily Express, in his analysis, applied a pro-European bias in the editorials in 2001. However, 
according to the same author, this paper applied a sceptical slant in 1997. In the absence of more 
detailed data I coded the Express as anti-EU in 1999.



Context in Political Communication62

– Age41. Controlling for age is necessary since older persons are more likely to vote 
(Franklin, 1996, 2004) as well as to read a newspaper (e.g., Lauf, 2001).

– Political interest. Many studies have indicated that politically interested people are 
more likely to vote than people who are not interested (Brady, Verba, & Schlozman, 
1995). Therefore, political interest is considered as a control variable.

– Political knowledge. Persons with higher levels of interest are more likely to vote and 
to read a newspaper. Price and Zaller (1993) found that general political knowledge 
is one of the strongest predictors of one’s ability to process political information. 
Omitting this variable from the analysis may result in an overestimation of the expo-
sure effects. I indicated political knowledge by using a question on the attention that 
is paid to news about Europe. The question wordings of variables are described in 
Appendix G.

The dependent variable in this study, participation in the election to the European Parlia-
ment is measured as follows:

A lot of people abstained in the European Parliament elections on June 10 while others 
voted. Did you cast your vote?

Respondents’ attitudes towards the EU are indicated by their responses to the following 
question:

Generally speaking, do you think that Britain’s membership of the European Union is a 
good thing, a bad thing, or neither good nor bad?

Combining responses to this latter question with the EU-slant of the newspaper that 
people regularly read, yields the distinction between consonant and dissonant informa-
tion. The group of people that is neither exposed to consonant or to dissonant newspapers 
is the reference group for the analyses; consonance and dissonance are both contrasted 
to this group. The three groups (consonance, dissonance, neither) contain 670 respon-
dents42.

41 Originally, I also considered education. However, this variable did not signifi cantly affect participa-
tion, nor did it have an infl uence on consonant or dissonant information exposure. I left this variable 
out of further analyses because of its minor infl uence and the large amount of missing cases and 
persons that were ‘still in education’.

42 This ‘neither’ group includes three types of people, namely people who do not read a paper and/or 
people who think the EU is ‘nor good, nor bad’, or people who do not have an outspoken opinion on 
the EU (the value on the good/bad variable is missing). People who read a paper that is not indicated 
as pro- or anti-European, are excluded from further analyses, as the contents of these papers is not 
known. The number of cases is well below the 977 respondents that the data set yields for Britain, 
because persons who read a paper that is not identifi ed as pro- or anti-EU in the study of Anderson et 
al. (1999) are excluded, along with persons who read both anti-and pro-EU papers.
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Results

Table 1 shows participation percentages for the groups that are distinguished43. The fi nal 
row in the table shows that people in the consonant condition have a higher turnout rate 
of 15 percentage points, compared to people in the dissonant condition. This result is in 
accordance with expectations. Participation levels among people who do not read a paper 
are lowest: only 34% of people who do not read a paper at all turned out and voted. This 
might refl ect an effect of political disinterest: lacking interest causes people not to read a 
newspaper on the one hand and not to turn out and vote, on the other.

Persons, who read a paper that is consonant with their negative attitude towards the 
EU, participate most (54%). The group of persons reading news that is consonant with 
their positive EU evaluations also have a relatively high likelihood to participate in the EU 
election: 49% of them voted. The cross-pressured groups show the lowest participation 
levels (as expected): 37% of persons with a positive attitude that is cross-pressured by their 
paper participated, and 40% of persons with a negative attitude that is cross-pressured 
did so (although this latter group only consists of ten persons). Turnout percentages are 
related to newspaper reading: those who read a paper that is consonant with their attitude 
towards the EU are signifi cantly more likely to vote in elections to the European Par-
liament than those who are cross-pressured by their paper (Pearson’s chi-square=8.00; 
df=3; Pr=.046). The fact that turnout is almost the same in all rows, indicates that the 
consonance effect is not stronger or weaker according to the attitude towards the EU. In 
other words, consonance and dissonance are independent of the EU-attitude.

Turning back to the column ‘no paper’, a substantial difference exists between turn-
out levels among those who think Europe is a ‘good thing’, and those who think it is a 
‘bad thing’ of 19 percentage points. It indicates that in the case that people do not read a 
paper, the backgrounds are heterogeneous. This implies that one should control for such 
background variables in further analyses, something that will be done below. For now, 
the preliminary analyses of Table 1 support hypotheses 1 and 2.

Table 1 Participation levels by newspaper readership and attitudes towards EU,
n in parentheses

Consonance Cross-pressures No paper Total
EU ‘good thing’ 49% (75) 37% (181) 39% (64) 40% (320)

EU ‘bad thing’ 54% (79) 40% (10) 20% (25) 45% (114)

Total 52% (154) 37% (191) 34% (89) 42% (434)

In order to test hypothesis 5, I also analyzed the association between cross-pressures, con-
sonant exposure, and recalled vote of the last national parliamentary election (which took 
place in 1997). I did not fi nd evidence for a cross-pressure or consonance effect of atti-

43 The total number of cases in this table is below 670, because the group that thinks “Europe is neither 
good nor bad”, or who did not answer this question, is not included in this table.
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tudes towards the EU on participation in the general election (Pearson’s chi-square=3.44; 
df=3; Pr=.328). This result is in accordance with hypothesis 5, and it confi rms the notion 
that these circumstances of cross-pressures and consonance do not matter for national 
parliamentary elections. More importantly, it confi rms the idea that the effect on partici-
pation in the EU election is not an artefact due to self selection effects that would have 
rendered the composition of the groups involved incomparable.

The analysis of Table 1 showed different participation levels for consonant and dis-
sonant exposure in elections to the European Parliament, without controlling for other 
variables that can be expected to affect the dependent variable, electoral participation. 
Controlling for those factors requires a different mode of analysis. Table 2 shows the 
results of logistic multiple regression analyses of participation in the European election of 
1999. Consonant and dissonant information exposure are included as two dummy vari-
ables, contrasted to the base-category ‘other’ (which, obviously is not included). ‘Other’ 
refers to people who are neither cross-pressured, nor reinforced. This comprises people 
who think Europe is ‘neither good, nor bad’ or did not answer this question, and those 
who do not read a paper (in total 325 people44). From the analyses are excluded respon-
dents who read a paper of which the EU-slant is unknown, and those who read both 
pro-European and anti-European papers. Table 2 presents three models, all explaining 
electoral participation. The fi rst model in the table comprises two independent variables, 
consonant exposure and dissonant exposure. It indicates that it is the group exposed to 
consonant information that is signifi cantly more likely to vote than others: persons who 
are strengthened in their attitude towards the EU by their paper are more likely to par-
ticipate. The coeffi cient of the cross-pressures dummy is not signifi cant, which indicates 
that exposure to dissonant information does not demobilize people to go and vote.

The second model of Table 2 includes a number of necessary controls, as explicated above. 
These include the variables reading a newspaper and attention to news about Europe, as 
well as age and social class. The coeffi cient of the consonance dummy has been reduced, 
and is no longer signifi cant. The dissonance (or cross-pressure) effect remains insig-
nifi cant; however, this coeffi cient is now in the expected direction. Age, social class, and 
also attentiveness to news about Europe and general political interest affect electoral par-
ticipation in a positive way, as expected45. The degree of exposure, as indicated by the 
number of days per week that one reads a newspaper, does not exert an additional effect 
on participation.

44 195 people who think EU is ‘neither good, nor bad’, 41 people who didn’t answer the ‘EU good/bad 
thing’ question, 89 people who do not read a paper.

45 ‘EU bad thing’ and ‘EU good thing’ did not affect the dependent variable, and not the independent 
variables under study, either. Therefore, these two variables are left out of the analysis. 
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Table 2 Logistic regression of electoral participation (EP election, 1999) on consonant and 
dissonant information exposure, controlled for socio-demographic background 
and political attitudes. Cell entries are regression coeffi cients, standard errors in 
parentheses

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Type of newspaper exposure

Consonance .832 (.200)*** .357 (.250) .556 (.729)

Cross-Pressures .229 (.191) -.191 (.243) -.860 (.798)

Political interest .561 (.137)*** .565 (.137)***

Media use and attentiveness

Nr. of days reading paper .021 (.035) .019 (.036)

Attention to news abt Europe .364 (.112)*** .327 (.154)*

Attention * consonance -.064 (.245)

Attention * cross-pressures .229 (.264)

Socio-demographic background

Social class .313 (.098)*** .316 (.098)***

Age .029 (.006)*** .029 (.006)***

Constant -.754 (.119)*** 53.815 (12.329)*** 53.234 (12.353)***

Variance explained (McFadden 
pseudo R2)

.020 .153 .154

n 670 596 596
*p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Model 2 would imply a rejection of hypotheses 1 and 2, and the research on which those 
hypotheses were based (Brynin & Newton, 2003; Mutz, 2002). Before settling that con-
clusion, however, I want to ascertain whether this fi nding is not an artefact in itself. I can 
think of two potential objectives against this model. The fi rst is that the non-signifi cance 
of the effects of consonance and dissonance could be due to heterogeneity of effects for 
different groups, which, if not distinguished, would result in opposite effects canceling 
each other out. Such heterogeneity may conceivably exist with respect to political inter-
est, so that the effects of consonance and dissonance would be different for high and low 
interest groups. To check for this possibility, I specifi ed model 3, which adds to model 2 
two interaction terms: the interaction of cross-pressures and attentiveness

 
and the inter-

action of consonance and attentiveness. Estimating model 3 demonstrates, however, that 
this heterogeneity argument does not explain the nonsignifi cance of the main effects 
of consonance and dissonance. None of the parameters are signifi cant. For the other 
parameters, the results as described for model 2 remain the same.

A second potential objection to model 2 and its fi ndings would involve the question 
whether that model controls for too many other variables, so that the ‘thunder’ is stolen 
of the variables of interest (consonance and dissonance). I think that this is not the case. 
Variables that should be controlled for include all variables that are antecedent in the 
causal factor of interest, and that are correlated with this factor and/or the dependent 
variable (see King, Kehoane, & Verba, 1994). One should not control for variables that are 
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(causally) located between the putative cause and the dependent variable. When inspect-
ing the control of model 2, these rules are not violated, and therefore there is no basis for 
objections on the basis of over-controlling.

Conclusion and discussion

Recent studies have claimed that exposure to information that is consonant with one’s 
own attitudes mobilizes to participate in elections, whereas information that does not 
conform to one’s own attitudes has a demobilizing effect. This study elaborates on these 
fi ndings and tries to overcome problems of self-selection, by looking at attitudes and 
contexts that for most people are unlikely to be linked to their choice of newspaper. The 
study looked at peoples’ attitudes towards the EU in combination with the pro-or anti-EU 
stances of the newspaper they read, and the effects thereof on electoral participation.

A fi rst analysis seems to support the hypothesized positive consonance and disso-
nance effects. However, controlling for other relevant variables, consonance and disso-
nance are shown to have no signifi cant effects. Neither H1 nor H2 are supported by the 
data. There are two possible explanations for these fi ndings. Firstly, the fi ndings might 
indicate that there are no sizeable consonant and dissonant information exposure effects 
in the population under study. One could, of course, assert that the sample is too small, 
and that a larger sample would have resulted in signifi cant effects, an argument that 
Zaller (2002) uses when reviewing many negative fi ndings in communication research. 
This argument may be correct, yet it is far from comforting. Larger samples will, ceteris 
paribus, yield more signifi cant effects, but that is a statistical truism. The important 
question is whether signifi cant effects are suffi ciently large to warrant any serious atten-
tion when constructing theories or making predictions. When looked at from that per-
spective, the results reported in Table 2 do not lend much credence to the argument that 
the sample was too small to detect as signifi cant interestingly large effects.

Trying to save the major hypotheses by marshalling on heterogeneity arguments is 
not promising either. I expected politically uninformed persons to be more negatively 
affected by cross-pressures than informed persons. No evidence for this notion was 
found, (see model 3, Table 2) which results in a rejection of H3. I expected informed per-
sons being less positively affected by consonance than less informed persons. I did not 
fi nd evidence for this notion, leading to H4 not being accepted.

The fi fth hypothesis is accepted, i.e. differences in participation for consonant and 
dissonant information exposure were not found in any form or shape for electoral par-
ticipation in the General Election of 1997. This indicates that the relationship between 
newspaper reading and participation in the elections of the European Parliament is not 
due to self-selection effects.

The only conclusion that can be drawn from the analyses and discussion is that there 
are no sizeable effects of exposure to consonant or dissonant information after appro-
priate controls have been included in the analysis. This generates doubts about the valid-
ity of recent research on which these hypotheses were based. As discussed, those studies 
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are vulnerable to self-selection contamination (which could be avoided in this study), and 
they may well be wanting in including appropriate controls.

The last decade there has been a lot of debate on the potential demobilizing effects 
of news on civic engagement and participation. Negative news and tabloidization would, 
according to several scholars, promote political cynicism, and erode trust and electoral 
participation. Many studies – mainly American – suggest that these new, common jour-
nalistic practices indeed have a negative impact on civic engagement (Blumler & Gur-
evitch, 1995). Sabato (1991) found that exposure to frenzies in the press results in political 
cynicism. Patterson (1993) argued that the news media’s interpretative style and empha-
sis on confl icts makes people more cynical about politics. Cappella & Jamieson (1997) 
reported that strategic frames also elevate political cynicism. Ansolabehere and Iyengar 
(1995) found that ‘attack advertising’ demobilizes the public, which would be refl ected 
in lower participation levels. Ansolabehere, Iyengar, Simon & Valentino (1994) argued 
that an overall negativity towards candidates and parties may cause low electoral partici-
pation. Fears of ‘media malaise’ effects are also echoed in Europe; yet, the evidence for 
such demobilization effects in Europe is weak (Holtz-Bacha, 1990). Several European 
studies even show the opposite: reading broadsheets and watching television news seems 
to mobilize people (Newton, 1999; Norris, 2000).

This study does not provide any support for the ‘media malaise’ or ‘demobilization’ 
thesis as described above, either. Persons who were reinforced by their paper in their 
negative attitude towards the EU, were even most likely to turn out and vote. There is 
a difference with the US, however. Britain offers a wider variety of choice options than 
the US. In European Parliament elections there is a possibility to vote for dissent par-
ties such as the UK Independence Party. This is what many in the condition of negative 
newspaper-negative opinion did: 23% of them voted for the UKIP, compared to 6% of the 
total British sample. It may therefore very well be possible that the presence or absence of 
mobilizing or demobilizing effects of media contexts is itself dependent on yet another 
contextual variable: the variety of choice options available. Further investigation of that 
possibility, however, is beyond the scope of this chapter.





Chapter 4

Causal mechanisms explained

The MPP effect on participation dissected



Abstract

In Chapters 1 and 2 of this study I demonstrated the existence of a relationship between 
partisanship in the media (Media-Party Parallelism, or MPP) and electoral participation. 
This relationship was interpreted as a causal one, in which the causal mechanism involves 
individuals’ party identifi cation as an intermediating variable. Moreover, the fi ndings in 
those chapters suggested that the effect of MPP on electoral participation even applies to 
people who are not directly exposed to media by way of a two-step fl ow of communication 
(which involves interpersonal political discussion). This chapter tests these two hypoth-
eses, using comparative data from the 1999 European Election Study. The tests are con-
ducted with structural equation modeling. Party identifi cation and political discussion 
are modeled as mediators between MPP and electoral participation. The analyses support 
the interpretation that these variables act as mediators, without, however, absorbing the 
entire direct effect of MPP on participation – which suggests that additional mediators 
exist that have not yet been identifi ed.
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Introduction

This chapter extends the analyses of the effects of Press Party Parallelism on electoral 
participation that were presented in Chapters 1 and 2 of this study. The concept of Press 
Party Parallelism (PPP) was fi rst introduced by Seymour-Ure (1974) to indicate the extent 
of partisanship of a press system. Such partisanship is mostly refl ected in a party-politi-
cal or ideological slant in the newspaper contents – particularly in its editorial and opin-
ion pages, but conceivably also in its reporting. The origins of this partisanship may be 
located in close organizational ties, or shared general values and ideological orientations 
between newspapers on the one hand and specifi c political parties or ideologically defi ned 
families of parties on the other (Voltmer, 2000). In Chapter 1, I demonstrated that the 
concept of Press-Party Parallelism (PPP) can be fruitfully extended to include not only the 
printed press, but also electronic media that are of importance in political communica-
tion, television in particular. This resulted in the more general concept of Media-Party 
Parallelism (MPP). In the European context, media partisanship was found to be particu-
larly pronounced in the Mediterranean countries and Flanders, and to be particularly low 
in Finland, Ireland and Germany (Chapter 1). Across the member states of the European 
Union – the set of countries analysed in Chapter 1 – the strength of MPP varies consider-
ably. These fi ndings are in accordance with a somewhat more impressionistic account by 
Hallin and Mancini (2004) who argue that press party parallelism is still a relevant char-
acteristic of many West-European media systems. Moreover, I found in Chapter 2 that the 
strength of such partisanship in media can also vary over time within a single country, as 
was exemplifi ed in analyses pertaining to Sweden over the period 1979-2002.

The relevance of press partisanship and media partisanship is that they can be 
assumed to infl uence other phenomena, such as political attitudes and behavior. It has 
been ventured that such partisanship may reduce uncertainty of political opinion build-
ing (Voltmer, 2000), strengthen party adherence (Newton & Brynin, 2001), and increase 
voter turnout (Brynin & Newton, 2003). One particular kind of effect of press/media par-
tisanship was investigated in Chapters 1 and 2, namely the impact on citizens’ participa-
tion in elections. The analyses in these chapters demonstrated a positive effect of MPP on 
individual people’s propensity to turn out and vote. The estimated effect is unlikely to be 
an alias for omitted variables, as the model included a series of individual and contextual 
variables relevant for electoral participation. Although the analyses of these chapters thus 
showed that media partisanship has relevant consequences, the analyses did not reveal 
the causal mechanism that expresses itself in this effect.

Because of their nature, it is unlikely that media exert a direct effect on electoral par-
ticipation, but indirect effects instead, that are mediated through other variables such as 
cognitive and attitudinal factors (McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 2002). This argument is 
even more to the point when considering media partisanship – which is abstract and not 
immediately observable. Additionally, media effects may be brought about indirectly via 
two-step fl ow processes of communication (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; Katz 
& Lazarsfeld, 1955). If these indirect effects were neglected or not adequately specifi ed 
in the analysis, the relationships between the exogenous and endogenous variables may 
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easily be misconstrued (Holbert & Stephenson, 2003). The analyses presented in Chap-
ters 1 and 2 have thus been successful in demonstrating the existence of effects, but not 
in illuminating the pathways by which they are generated and, conceivably, not in disam-
biguating the causal importance of the independent variables included in those analyses. 
The main aim of this chapter is to extend the analyses of these earlier chapters in order 
to clarify these remaining concerns. In this chapter I will take mediating variables into 
account and thereby, to the extent that they are of relevance, open up the ‘black box’ of the 
effects of media context (MPP) on electoral participation.

Theory and hypotheses

A review of the literature leads to two different hypotheses about the causal mechanism 
between media partisanship on the one hand and electoral participation on the other. 
One suggestion, already discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, is that media partisanship (or 
MPP) positively affects party identifi cation. As a consequence, MPP may indirectly infl u-
ence electoral participation, as party identifi cation has a positive effect on participation 
(e.g., Brynin & Newton, 2003; Voltmer, 2000). Several studies have demonstrated that 
exposure to partisan slanted media contents from television, newspapers and radio has 
a positive impact on partisan identifi cation and on preferences for the candidate of one’s 
‘own’ party (Bartels, 1993; Dalton, Beck, & Huckfeldt, 1998; Hofstetter, Donovan, Klau-
ber, Cole, Huie, & Yuasa 1994; Jones, 2002; Noelle-Neumann, 1984; Zaller, 1996). Evi-
dence has also been found that exposure to partisan news not only increases (already 
existing) party identifi cation, but also elevates the probability to vote for that specifi c party 
and, by implication, enhances the probability to turn out to vote) (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, 
& McPhee, 1954; Brynin & Newton, 2003; Dalton, Beck, & Huckfeldt, 1998; Hallin & 
Mancini, 2004; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; Newton & Brynin, 2001; Rokkan 
& Torsvik, 1970). When looked at in conjunction, these studies suggest that the effect of 
partisan news contents on the probability to turn out which was documented in Chapters 
1 and 2, is at least to some extent mediated by individual party identifi cation.

Another proposition is, that the MPP effect on participation is indirect, and medi-
ated by interpersonal political communication, mainly in the form of political discussion. 
This idea stems from one of the fi ndings in Chapter 2, which holds that even people, who 
are not regularly exposed to any newspaper, are affected by media partisanship; the posi-
tive MPP-effect on electoral participation was found to apply to everybody, irrespective 
of newspaper reading. This implies that such exposure not only affects the readers or 
viewers, but also their friends, colleagues, or family if those engage in political discus-
sion with readers and viewers. In such a way, an individual-level effect may result in an 
aggregate-level effect (Franklin, 2003), via two-step fl ow processes of communication 
(Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). The more that people talk with others about political topics for 
which they rely on mass media contents, the larger the total impact of those contents on 
social action, such as electoral participation (Chaffee, 1986). Partisan information will 
fl ow from readers to nonreaders, thus also impacting the latter. The existence of such 
processes has been demonstrated by, e.g., Paek, Yoon, & Shah (2005) who found that 
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local news has an impact on community participation, for readers as well as for nonreaders. 
Two-step fl ow communication phenomena can turn initial individual-level communica-
tion effects into aggregate-level effects. In more formal terms, Chapter 2 demonstrated 
that attention to political news in papers does not moderate the effect of MPP on participa-
tion. Whether this fi nding can be interpreted as refl ecting a two-step fl ow of communica-
tion will be tested in the remainder of this chapter, along with a test of the hypothesized 
role of partisan identifi cation as a mediator, as discussed above.

In short, the literature discussed above implies two different but not incompatible 
(hence potentially complementary) causal processes:
a) The causal mechanism involves individuals’ party identifi cation; i.e. high levels of 

media partisanship increase and strengthen individual party identifi cation which, in 
turn, positively affects participation;

b) The causal mechanism involves political discussion; i.e. in a context of high media 
partisanship political discussion strengthens individual party identifi cation even of 
people who are not directly exposed to political news in the media.
These two considerations yield a hypothesized model of electoral participation – or 

causal theory – that is represented in Figure 1. The arrows represent causal infl uences 
(in the direction indicated by the arrow). The fi gure shows the hypothesized indirect 
effects of MPP on participation, involving the two mediators discussed above: party iden-
tifi cation and political discussion. The model includes a range of other variables at the 
individual and the aggregate level that – for reasons already elaborated in Chapter 1 – are 
expected also to affect electoral participation, and that – in order to prevent an improperly 
specifi ed model – should thus be taken into account as controls (for the relevance of these 
variables in this respect, see, e.g., Dalton, 1996; Franklin, 2006; Oppenhuis, 1995; Van 
der Eijk & Franklin, 1996). The hypothesized model contains three blocks of variables 
distinguished in terms of causal order. The fi rst block consists of exogenous variables, 
which are displayed at the left-hand side of the fi gure. Each of these can affect each of the 
other variables directly, and/or indirectly via mediating variables. Second, party identifi -
cation and political discussion are endogenous variables that are expected to exert effects 
on other variables; hence they function as dependent and independent variables. Third, 
electoral participation is an endogenous variable that is expected to not affect any of the 
other variables in the model. The two intervening variables are of central importance 
for several reasons. Party identifi cation has been a core variable for the explanation of 
electoral participation ever since The American Voter was published in 1960 (Campbell, 
Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960). In that study and ever since, people with strong par-
tisan identifi cation were found to be more likely to vote than others. This has given this 
variable a central role in the explanation of electoral participation (e.g., Blumler, 1983a; 
Cho, 2005; Franklin, 2004; Moon, 1992; Powell, 1986; Schmitt, 1990). According to 
much of this literature, party identifi cation mediates the effects on electoral participation 
of many of the variables portrayed as exogenous in Figure 1. I will briefl y elaborate each 
of these relationships when discussing the exogenous variables, below.

The other variable that has a mediating function in the model is political discussion. 
Huckfeld & Sprague (1995) found that contextual political information (in this study: 
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MPP) is conveyed through a variety of informal social mechanisms, one of which is politi-
cal discussion (also see, e.g., Beck, Dalton, Greene, & Huckfeldt, 2002; Berelson, Lazars-
feld, & McPhee, 1954; Gunther, Puhle, & Montero, 2007; Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995). 
Political discussion affects participation, because, according to Delli Carpini & Keeter 
(1996), discussion about politics is a condition for meaningful citizen participation in 
politics, a view that is also supported by McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy (1999). But political 
discussion can also be expected to affect participation indirectly, via party identifi cation. 
Talking about politics increases party identifi cation because people are more likely to talk 
with people holding similar party-political preferences, or, more generally, similar politi-
cal ideologies (Mutz & Martin, 2001).

The block of exogenous variables consists of three contextual variables: concurrent 
national elections, compulsory voting, and MPP. These three variables are defi ned as 
exogenous because they simply cannot be infl uenced by the individual-level attitudes 
and behavior that are displayed more towards the right-hand side of the fi gure. The same 
argument applies for the exogenous variables age and religion. The remaining variables- 
attitude towards the EU, political interest, political effi cacy, and exposure to political 
news are less of ‘naturally’ exogenous nature when modeling individual behavior. These 
variables and their relationships to the mediating variables and to participation will be 
discussed below.

The occurrence of concurrent national elections. In the model, I hypothesize an effect 
of simultaneous national and European elections on participation and political discus-
sion. Both effects are a consequence of the nature of European elections as second order 
national elections (Marsh, 1998; Reif & Schmitt, 1980; Van der Brug, Van der Eijk, & 
Franklin, 2007; Van der Eijk & Franklin, 1996). Blumler (1983b) noticed the domestic 
nature of European elections already in 1979, when the fi rst elections to the European 
Parliament took place: in the EU-9 countries, the majority of the electorate voted for 
domestic reasons (p.321). Not much seems to have changed in this respect (Van der Brug 
& Van der Eijk, 2007). A concomitant of the second-order character of European Parlia-
ment elections is that they have low saliency in the media and in the public’s mind, 
leading to low levels of interest, discussion, and participation. In the event, however, of 
concurrent national parliamentary elections, saliency increases leading to more interest 
and discussion, and higher participation.

Age. I expect a positive effect of age on participation and on party identifi cation, as 
such effects are among the most often replicated fi ndings in the literature. Older people 
are more inclined to vote than younger ones (e.g., Blumler, 1983a; Delli Carpini, 2000). 
Moreover, older people tend to have stronger identifi cations to a party (Campbell, Con-
verse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Budge, Crewe, & Farlie, 1976) and thus higher levels of 
electoral participation.

Compulsory voting. The presence of compulsory voting has an obvious effect on elec-
toral participation (Niedermayer, 1990; Van der Eijk & Franklin, 1996). Replicating such 
an effect is of little interest in itself, but not controlling for this variable will result in a 
not well-specifi ed model, which risks that its effects will (incorrectly) be attributed to 
other variables.
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Attendance of religious services. A consistent fi nding in western political contexts is 
that religious persons are signifi cantly more inclined to vote than non-religious people. 
The positive effect of religion has been found in many studies (e.g., Brady, Verba, & 
Schlozman, 1995; Franklin, 1996; Jones-Correa & Leal, 2001).

Attitude towards the European Union. According to the literature, a supportive attitude 
towards the EU is likely to (positively) affect political discussion and participation. Firstly, 
as Van der Eijk (1984) demonstrated, supportive attitudes towards the EU and European 
integration are very strongly linked to supportive attitudes towards politics in general. 
This makes them likely to be (positively) linked to political discussion, and thus, indi-
rectly, on electoral participation. Secondly, positive attitudes towards the EU are some-
times reported to have a (small) positive effect on participation by themselves (Blumler, 
1983a; Niedermayer, 1990; Blondel, Sinnott, & Svensson, 1998).

Exposure to political news. I expect this variable to positively affect party identifi ca-
tion, political discussion and participation. Mutz & Martin (2001) showed that people 
tend to expose themselves to information that is similar to their own (ideological) orien-
tations, a process better known as selective exposure, implying that people tend to avoid 
cognitive dissonance (Janowitz & Marvick, 1956). Therefore, exposure to political news 
may strengthen pre-existing orientations, including party identifi cations. One could 
argue that the self-selection mechanism would necessitate a reversal of the direction of 
the arrow in the causal diagram in Figure 1. I doubt the plausibility of such a reversal, 
however. It has to be kept in mind that each relationship specifi ed in the model does not 
exist in isolation, but in the presence of all other relationships. Thus, any relationship 
between exposure to political news and party identifi cation exists in addition to relation-
ships between each of these and political interest. In view thereof, it is less plausible that 
the effect would run from a specifi c and directional variable such as party identifi cation 
to a more generic and non-directional variable such as exposure to political news. In any 
case, I expect this effect to have a positive sign. Concerning the effect on political discus-
sion, I expect that exposure to political news positively affects the frequency of talking 
to friends, family and acquaintances about politics, an expectation that is supported by 
fi ndings reported by McLeod et al (McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999). Exposure to politi-
cal news also directly affects electoral participation in a positive way, as documented by, 
e.g., Blumler (1983a), and McLeod et al. (1999).

Political interest. Political interest may affect participation both directly (Brady, Verba, 
& Schlozman, 1995) and indirectly, via political discussion – politically interested people 
tend to discuss politics more often (McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999) – and via party 
identifi cation (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960). In spite of the intimate rela-
tionship between the two variables I make a distinction between political discussion and 
political interest in order to use the discussion variable as an instrument to assess the 
two-step fl ow hypothesis. I conceptualize discussion as more specifi c than interest, partly 
driven by interest, but partly also by other factors (not included in the model) such as 
density of social networks and frequency of social contacts. Therefore, I hypothesize that 
interest affects discussion, and not the other way around.
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Political effi cacy. I expect that this variable has a direct impact on participation, with-
out requiring mediation by way of party identifi cation and political discussion. Several 
studies found that the extent to which people feel effi cacious about the political process 
positively affects the likelihood to vote (e.g., Almond & Verba, 1963; Blais, 2000; Con-
verse, 1972; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Morrell, 2003; Niemi, Craig, & Mattei, 
1991; Powell, 1986).

One might argue that exposure to political news and political interest should be 
positioned as mediating variables in the model rather than as exogenous variables. Both 
variables might plausibly be regarded as infl uenced by party identifi cation and by politi-
cal discussion, which would imply that these relationships are reciprocal by nature. For 
political effi cacy too, the direction of the effect may run in the opposite direction, i.e., 
participation increases effi cacy (Finkel, 1985). Nevertheless, I expect that party identifi -
cation and political discussion react more rapidly on changes in exposure and interest, 
than the latter react to changes in the former. I also expect electoral participation to react 
more rapidly to changes in effi cacy than the other way around. This seems reasonable 
especially because MPP effects that are mediated by party identifi cation and political 
discussion mainly take place during election campaigns (i.e., short-term effects)46. As far 
as the relationship between effi cacy and participation is concerned, the positive effect of 
participation on effi cacy is one that requires a rather long period to materialize (Finkel, 
1985). Moreover, the effect as it is depicted in Model 1 is supported by a more extensive 
literature than the reverse effect. For these reasons, I consider exposure to political news, 
political interest and political effi cacy as exogenous variables, rather than as endogenous 
and mediating variables.

Method

The hypothesized network of causal relationships discussed above, and presented in 
Figure 1 will be the basis for empirical analyses that are particularly meant to elucidate 
the ways in which the contextual variable MPP affects individual level electoral partici-
pation. in the previous section I presented hypothesized causal mechanisms that have 
observable implications, and that can thus be tested empirically. The added value of 
these tests – which are implemented in structural equation methods – over and above 
the regression analyses presented in Chapters 1 and 2 is the ability to model mediating 
variables. The analyses in this chapter are thus conducted by means of Structural Equa-
tion Modeling (SEM). The SEM methodology allows one to distinguish the direct and 
indirect components of causal effects, and thus to assess the extent to which a causal 
effect (often referred to as ‘total’ effect) is mediated by one or several variables. Chapter 
1 demonstrated the existence of an MPP effect on participation; in this chapter, I will 
study via which causal pathways this effect materializes. This is important in order to 

46 In order to draw stronger conclusions about the direction and possible reciprocity of causal relation-
ships, experimental (Iyengar, 2002) or panel study data (Bartels, 2006) would be required, rather 
than the cross sectional data that are analysed here.
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fully understand the causal mechanism (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994) that underlies 
the effect. Estimation of the structural equation model produces estimates of the speci-
fi ed effects, measures of fi t of the entire model and so-called modifi cation indices that 
indicate how the model could be improved in case of poor fi t. If the hypotheses in this 
chapter are supported by the data, I should fi nd signifi cant effects of MPP on political 
discussion and party identifi cation in combination with signifi cant effects of these two 
latter variables on electoral participation. Most of the other exogenous variables serve as 
controls, which implies that the expectations about their effects (see Figure 1) are of less 
central importance as the effects of the three variables mentioned above in order to test 
the hypotheses.

I test the hypothesized model with the Amos implementation of structural equa-
tion modeling (Arbuckle, 2003), using the same data from the European Election Study 
1999 as were used in the analyses of Chapter 1. The data are described in some detail in 
Appendix A (survey information) and in Appendix C (construction MPP variable). The 
data from the various country samples are pooled, which is, obviously, required to obtain 
variation in the MPP variable, and which necessitates the inclusion of the two other con-
textual variables (concurrent national elections and compulsory voting). For the purposes 
of this chapter – testing the hypotheses about the mediating effects of party identifi ca-
tion and political discussion – several conditions must be met. First, the overall fi t of the 
model should be satisfactory. This can be expressed in a variety of ways, of which I will 
use χ2, CFI and RMSEA. In the section on results I will explicate how these measures are 
to be interpreted. Second, the effects of MPP on party identifi cation and on political dis-
cussion should be positive and signifi cant; while the effects of these mediating variables 
should also be positive and signifi cant.
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Figure 1 Hypothesized model explaining electoral participation47
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47 Covariances between exogenous variables were also estimated. However, for the sake of clarity, they 
were not displayed in Figure 1.



Causal mechanisms explained 79

Results

SEM-analyses are not conducted on individual-level data directly, but on correlations (or 
alternatively, covariances) between the variables included in the model as specifi ed. The 
correlations are reported in Table 148. For the purposes of this chapter, the correlations 
between MPP and the two (mediating) variables are of particular importance. Table 1 
shows that MPP is positively and signifi cantly related to participation, as expected (r=.18). 
The table also indicates that the relationship between MPP and party identifi cation 
(r=.09) and between MPP and political discussion (r=.07) are positive and signifi cant, as 
I expected.

Table 1 Correlations based on weighted data (n=10,299)
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Electoral participation 1.00 . . . . . . . . . . .

Exposure to political news 0.15 1.00 . . . . . . . . . .

Political discussion 0.23 0.29 1.00 . . . . . . . . .

Political interest 0.21 0.52 0.34 1.00 . . . . . . . .

Party identifi cation 0.21 0.22 0.19 0.28 1.00 . . . . . . .

Political effi cacy -0.16 -0.19 -0.16 -0.21 -0.11 1.00 . . . . . .

Attitude towards EU 0.12 0.15 0.00 0.10 0.09 -0.10 1.00 . . . . .

Age -0.14 -0.19 -0.01 -0.13 -0.16 -0.03 0.04 1.00 . . . .

Att. religious service 0.13 0.10 0.08 0.04 0.04 -0.01 0.06 -0.15 1.00 . . .

MPP 0.18 -0.08 0.07 -0.06 0.09 -0.01 -0.01 0.03 0.10 1.00 . .

Compulsory voting 0.29 -0.09 0.05 0.01 0.07 -0.03 0.04 0.01 -0.09 -0.14 1.00 .

Concurrent national 
election 

0.31 -0.11 0.06 -0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.13 0.06 0.08 -0.04 0.62 1.00

48 In all analyses in this chapter, data are weighted so that the distributions of turnout and party choice 
are identical to the actual results of the June 1999 European election in the respective countries. 
Subsequently, all country samples are weighted to an equal size so that the effective number of cases 
is equal for each of the systems. For details about the weighting variable involved see Appendix H.
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The fi t of an estimated model can be expressed in numerous ways. I use three measures: 
χ2, the comparative fi t index (CFI), and the root mean square error of approximation 
index (RMSEA). As all these measures indicate the fi t in a slightly different way, it is 
preferable not to consider the indices in isolation, but always in conjunction. Ideally, an 
estimated model would result in a low χ2 (not-signifi cant), a CFI value of.95 or more, 
and a RMSEA value of.05 or less, with p for the test of close fi t (pclose) >.05 (Browne & 
Cudeck, 1992). The drawback of the χ2-statistic is that it is dependent on the number of 
observations, making it almost impossible to attain a low (not signifi cant) value for very 
large samples (Widaman & Thompson, 2003). The RMSEA measure – which is, as χ2, 
a badness-of-fi t measure – is therefore preferable in large datasets. In combination with 
CFI, it offers a more appropriate perspective on model fi t.

The model reported in Figure 1 was estimated. The fi t was not acceptable – irrespec-
tive of which of the three criteria was used – and the modifi cation indices suggested 
three additional effects that would improve the fi t signifi cantly. These additional effects 
– although not hypothesized – are not incompatible with any theoretical insights, and 
can therefore be included in a modifi ed model. The resulting modifi ed model was 
subsequently estimated. It is displayed in Figure 2 with the added effects highlighted. 
Although the χ2 was not fully satisfactory – χ2 = 189.43 (df=7, n = 10,299), p =.000 – the 
other two measures indicate a quite satisfactory fi t between the estimated model and the 
data: CFI =.99, RMSEA =.05 with pclose =.453. A naïve use of χ2 would easily lead to the 
rejection of the model, in spite of its very acceptable fi t in terms of the other measures. 
I think that the large number of cases – over 10,000 – argues against such a use of the 
χ2 statistic, and that the conclusion is justifi ed that the model displayed in Figure 2 is 
well-fi tting.

Table 2 shows the standardized effects of the estimated (modifi ed) model. In view of 
the questions addressed in this chapter, the effects that describe the (indirect) effects of 
MPP on electoral participation are of particular relevance. Each of these indirect effects 
consists of a path of chained direct effects. The indirect effect of MPP via party iden-
tifi cation is defi ned by the effects of MPP on party identifi cation (β =.020), and by the 
subsequent effect of party identifi cation on participation (β =.042). The strength of this 
indirect effect can be obtained by multiplying the effects of the separate direct effects 
contained in this path: β =.020*.042=.001. Similarly, the indirect effect of MPP on elec-
toral participation – via political discussion – is: β =.015*.074=.001. This indicates that 
nearly 10% of the total effect of MPP on electoral participation is mediated by political 
discussion and party identifi cation. The coeffi cients may be signifi cant, and the results 
provide support for their mediating role; they are not very substantial. They provide only 
a small part of the causal mechanism via which MPP affects electoral participation. More 
than 90% of the total MPP effect remains unmediated. As I argued earlier, the nature 
of the media partisanship makes it almost impossible to understand any direct effect 
on participation as a self-evident causal mechanism. This means that the effect must 
somehow be mediated by other variables not included in the model. For the present, the 
black box of this effect has just been opened slightly, and further research is required to 
understand its operation more fully.
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Table 2 Standardized effect coeffi cients

Effect Estimate
(direct)

Estimate
(indirect)

Estimate
(total)

Political interest → Political discussion .211 .211

Exposure to political news→ Political discussion .044 .044

Political effi cacy → Political discussion -.061 -.061

Attitude towards EU → Political discussion -.064 -.064

Concurrent national election→Political discussion .131 .131

MPP → Political discussion .015 .015

Concurrent national election → Party identifi cation .017 .017

Age → Party identifi cation -.008 -.008

Political interest → Party identifi cation .240 .027 .267

Political discussion → Party identifi cation .129 .129

Exposure to political news→ Party identifi cation .021 .006 .027

Attitude towards EU → Party identifi cation .086 -.008 .078

MPP → Party identifi cation .020 .002 .022

Political effi cacy → Party identifi cation -.008 -.008

Concurrent national election → Electoral participation .174 .010 .184

Compulsory voting → Electoral participation .251 .251

Attitude towards EU → Electoral participation .039 -.007 .032

Political discussion → Electoral participation .074 .005 .079

Expos. to political news → Electoral participation .008 .004 .012

Political interest → Electoral participation .061 .027 .088

Party identifi cation → Electoral participation .042 .042

Political effi cacy → Electoral participation -.046 -.005 -.051

Age → Electoral participation -.003 -.000 -.003

Att. religious service → Electoral participation .030 .030

MPP → Electoral participation .020 .002 .022

Total R2 participation .16
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The model portrayed in Figure 2 includes three relationships that were originally not 
hypothesized: a positive direct effect of MPP on participation (β =.02; already discussed 
above), an effect of effi cacy on political discussion (β = -.06)49, and an effect of attitude 
towards European unifi cation on party identifi cation (β =.09).

Figure 2 Estimated model explaining electoral participation50- dotted arrows indicate 
effects originally not hypothesized but added to improve model-fi t
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49 This variable was coded negatively; a negative sign indicates a positive effect.
50 Covariances between exogenous variables were also estimated. However, for the sake of clarity, they 

were not drawn in this model.
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The model explains 16% of the variation in participation51. Table 2 shows that MPP is 
not one of the strongest predictors of participation, and I would not expect it to be as 
MPP is a contextual characteristic and thus unable to account for the huge within-context 
variation in my data. Nevertheless, an increase of 1 point in MPP results in an increase 
in voter participation of 2.2% (total effect), ceteris paribus. This is a far from negligible 
difference, especially when considering the low participation levels at elections to the 
European Parliament.

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to explicate the causal mechanism that manifests itself in 
the effect of MPP on voting, the existence of which was demonstrated in Chapter 1 and 2. 
I hypothesized that MPP affects participation indirectly, mediated by party identifi cation 
and political discussion. The results showed that the effect of MPP on electoral participa-
tion is indeed partially mediated via these two variables, but, at the same time, that these 
indirect effects absorb the total effect of MPP only to a limited degree. While the hypoth-
eses were thus empirically supported, they provide only a small part of the answer to the 
question that motivated this chapter.

Although not of direct relevance to the central question of this chapter, a slightly 
unexpected, but in the context of political communication noteworthy result from the 
analyses is that political discussion is a strong predictor of participation, stronger than 
exposure to political information. To some extent, this refl ects the indirect effect of politi-
cal interest, MPP and four other exogenous variables (see Figure 2) on political participa-
tion, but it also refl ects an autonomous impact of discussion. This is particularly relevant 
as political scientists more often than not omit this variable in individual-level analyses 
of electoral participation, conceivably because its effect is assumed to be absorbed by the 
more general concept of political interest (see, e.g., Franklin, 2004; Niedermayer, 1990; 
Powell, 1986, none of whom considers the effect of political talk in the explanation of 
electoral participation and turnout).

Why would political discussion have a stronger effect on participation than mass 
media exposure, which is more commonly included in analyses of electoral participation? 
One answer can be found in a focus-group study of Dutch non-voters and their reasons 
and motives for abstaining (Dekker, 2002). At the conclusion of the focus-group discus-
sion, one of the participants said ‘Maybe I will go and vote anyway. It is rather interesting 
once you’re talking about it’. Another respondent said: ‘Just now I’ve heard a lot of opin-
ions that I need to think about. Clearer than on TV. So one starts to think about it’. These 
remarks illustrate that political discussion of political issues may be a more important 
catalyst for refl ection and turning out, than more passive exposure to media contents 

51 This percentage is much smaller than the percentage found in Chapter 1 (27%). This may partly be 
due to the fact that the models tested in Chapter 1 and 4 are not identically specifi ed. A more impor-
tant explanation of the differences found is that the SEM-analyses reported in this chapter result in a 
R2 measure, whereas the logit models applied in Chapter 1 supply McFadden pseudo-R2s.



Context in Political Communication84

such as watching news on television. This conclusion is in accordance with McLeod, 
Scheufele, & Moy (1999), who found that political discussion has a strong impact on 
electoral participation, an effect that is larger than the impact of television news view-
ing on participation. It also supports earlier fi ndings by Gamson (1992), who found that 
people need to discuss politics with other people in order to make sense of political news 
to which they are exposed via mass media.

If we assume that the contextual variable media partisanship (MPP) can only affect 
electoral participation via other – individual-level – variables, the fact that the direct 
parameter remains signifi cant after including the mediating variables indicates that 
other mediating variables must exist at the individual level than those included in this 
chapter. Although the available data did not allow them to be tested, three such mediators 
may be of particular interest: societal norms with respect to participation, the perceived 
saliency of the election, and trust in political institutions.

Most democratic societies value political participation, particularly electoral partici-
pation. Low levels of turnout are commonly regarded as indirect signs of some kind of 
shortfall in the quality of representative democracy. Even if participation is not an explicit 
norm in itself, then strongly linked norms relating to citizen duty are. Such norms may 
be strengthened by high levels of MPP, because in that case attachments to groups (based 
on party-political grounds) get reinforced via partisan news from the media. It increases 
norms of support for the group which may be expressed in turning out and vote. Another 
explanation is that frequent exposure to the election campaign increases the sense of 
civic duty, which, in turn, promotes turnout. The reason for this expectation is that par-
tisan newspapers provide strong party endorsements, which imply a summons to turn 
out and vote. Highly partisan media contexts (systems with strong MPP) may especially 
promote such a sense of civic duty.

Elections to the European Parliament are generally perceived as relatively unimport-
ant. In other words, they are low-saliency events (Blumler, 1983b; Schmitt & Thomassen, 
2000; Van der Brug & Van der Eijk, 2007; Van der Eijk and Franklin, 1996). Saliency is 
one of the key factors explaining differences in turnout in elections to the European Par-
liament (Franklin, 1996), a factor that is strongly determined by the agenda-setting func-
tion of the media – mainly newspapers and television news (McCombs, 2004). Although 
the data that I used offer no possibilities to test this directly, I expect that the perceived 
salience of the election is greater in high MPP contexts, because it is particularly in such 
contexts that (partisan) media will attempt to mobilize their readers.

The third variable that may help translate the partisan nature of media context in 
mobilizing processes is trust in political institutions. Baldassare (1985) argues that expo-
sure to homogeneous views from interpersonal networks increases individuals’ trust in 
local government. This may especially be the case among lower educated people, as their 
levels of trust seem to be much more predicted by news media use than among more 
educated people (Chan, 1997). It seems plausible that this phenomenon is not limited 
to local politics, but that it will also exist at the national (or supranational) level, where 
exposure to mass media information fulfi ls the same function as interpersonal networks 
of information do at the local level. In highly partisan media contexts, media diversity 
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will be external (i.e., different party-political stances between media outlets) rather than 
internal (different party-political positions within media outlets). As a consequence, in 
such contexts individual citizens will be exposed to relatively homogenous media con-
tents when compared to citizens in low MPP contexts. This could promote higher levels 
of trust in political institutions, and, in turn electoral participation. This argument 
resembles Patterson’s (2002) who argues that ever since partisan journalism had died 
out in the US, political trust and electoral participation both started to decline. Moreover, 
he draws attention to the rise of ‘negative’ news – which has a demobilizing effect – as a 
consequence of declining media partisanship. This raises the question whether MPP is 
related to the extent of negativism in the news. I will return to this question in the fi nal, 
concluding chapter.

None of these three possible mediating variables were measured in the dataset used 
in my analyses. Therefore, future research on MPP effects should also examine these 
three variables and their role in the causal mechanism that generates the positive impact 
of media partisanship on electoral participation.





Conclusion
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‘Poor measurement, primitive theory’, that is how Blumler & Gurevitch (1975) described 
the state of the art in comparative research in political communication, thirty years ago. 
According to Voltmer (2000: 2), not much seems to have changed 25 years later: “While 
the interest in comparative research has increased considerably among students of mass 
communication, there is still a lack of a common core of theoretical concepts and empiri-
cal indicators specifying the central structural dimensions of the mass media”. This dis-
sertation aimed to defi ne and operationalize variables characterizing media contexts that 
can be expected to be of relevance for explaining electoral behavior (turnout). It does so 
from a political-communication perspective. In this concluding part of the book I fi rst 
summarize the main arguments and conclusions of each of the chapters. Then I discuss 
the extent to which the dissertation succeeded in defi ning and operationalizing contex-
tual variables, which will be followed by a few more general comments and conclusions. 
Finally, I will elaborate some of the consequences of this study for further comparative 
communication research.

Summary

Chapter 1 introduces Seymour-Ure’s (1974) theoretical construct of press-party parallel-
ism. It is broadened to media-party parallelism (MPP) – combining parallelism of the 
printed press with that of television news – and I argue that MPP may be expected to have 
a positive impact on electoral participation. MPP is operationalized by the strength of the 
linkage between voters’ party preferences on the one hand and their choice of newspapers 
and television news channels on the other. Using data from the 1999 European Election 
Study I found that MPP affects all citizens, irrespective of the amount of their media 
use, a phenomenon interpreted in terms of two-step fl ow processes (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 
1955). This fi nding strengthens the notion that MPP is a contextual characteristic, not an 
individual one. Moreover, the effect is strongest for those who are least politically inter-
ested. It has repeatedly been suggested in the literature that such interactions may exist 
with regard to media effects, on account of politically uniformed and/or uninterested 
citizens being most susceptible to (new) information (e.g., Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Iyen-
gar, Peters, & Kinder, 1982; Krosnick & Kinder, 1990). The results documented in this 
chapter are in accordance with this notion.

Chapter 2 focuses on Sweden. The analyses assess press-party parallelism only (as 
television news party parallelism is virtually absent in this country), but it does so com-
paratively over time (1979-2002). Data from Swedish election studies and media studies 
are used to demonstrate that press party parallelism has declined considerably over the 
last twenty years. The consequences thereof for electoral participation are shown to be 
considerable as well. This effect is shown to be strongest for respondents with lowest 
levels of political interest. These longitudinal fi ndings validate the causal interpretation 
of the cross-sectional results from Chapter 1. The chapter also assesses the interpreta-
tion of the contextual nature of the MPP effect – that it refl ects two-step communication 
fl ows – which fi nds signifi cant support. Finally, the chapter investigates the relationship 
between press party parallelism and cleavage voting which are strongly correlated in 
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the Swedish context, thus raising the danger that the consequences attributed to press- 
parallelism in fact refl ect cleavage voting. These specifi c analyses use cross-national 
cross-sectional data in addition to longitudinal Swedish data and yield the conclusion 
that parallelism and cleavage voting are really different phenomena and that the effects 
of the former do not refl ect the latter.

Chapter 3 focuses on contexts of consonance and dissonance, by which terms the 
match or mismatch is indicated between a person’s party preferences and the parti-
san character of the political information (s)he is exposed to. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & 
Gaudet (1944) reasoned that consonance elevates electoral participation, whereas disso-
nance generates cross-pressures that diminish participation. Political information may 
thus have different impacts on behavior, depending on its match to existing preferences: 
party-political predispositions are thought to moderate information exposure effects. 
This hypothesis is generalized to other preferences that may moderate behavior, namely 
references for the extent of European integration. The hypothesis of a preference-moder-
ated effect of information on electoral participation is subsequently tested empirically, 
using data about voting or abstaining in European Parliament elections. Differences in 
the expected direction are found in participation between consonance and dissonance 
groups, but the effects do not reach signifi cance. Nevertheless, as was shown in Chapter 
3, the effects remain quite substantial (but not signifi cant) after inclusion of the control 
variables. Considering this fact along with the small sample size, I think this fi nding 
should not be neglected and deserves further investigation in future studies.

Chapter 4 again studies the phenomenon of media partisanship. It investigates how 
– via which causal mechanisms – the partisan nature of the media context (as measured 
by media-party parallelism) affects electoral behavior. The effect is likely to be mediated, 
as argued in Chapters 1 and 2. The literature suggests that party identifi cation and politi-
cal discussion as the most likely mediating variables. The former variable can be found 
in the literature as a mediator of mobilizing effects of exposure to partisan news (e.g., 
Brynin & Newton, 2003; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; Newton & Brynin, 2001); 
the latter mediator should be present if two-step fl ow communication processes really 
take place. In this chapter European Election Study data 1999 are used to test a Structural 
Equation Model including these two mediation terms. It turns out that the MPP effect 
on participation is indeed partly mediated by these two variables. The fact that a signifi -
cant direct effect remains of MPP on electoral participation indicates that there may be 
more mediators that are not considered in this model (mainly because the absence of rel-
evant data). Chapter 4 fi nishes with three mediators that should be considered in future 
research, in addition to political discussion and party identifi cation: sense of civic duty, 
perceived saliency of the election, and trust in political institutions.
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Refl ection, discussion and implications

Comparing helps understanding
It is clear from the analyses that the specifi c contextual features of political commu-
nication studied in this dissertation vary between cultures. Moreover, media contexts 
structure the behaviour of individuals. Adding information about the media context to 
our models helps us explaining – and thus understanding – specifi c phenomena, such as 
electoral behavior. Differences in voting behavior across contexts can partly be explained 
by the specifi c media and communication context people are exposed to. This context is 
an addition to the explanation of electoral behavior, beyond more commonly used politi-
cal contextual variables such as the extent of cleavage voting. The Swedish case in Chap-
ter 2 is illustrative in this point, as the interpretation of fl uctuating (on the short term) 
and declining (on the long term) electoral participation was on fi rst glance due to one and 
the same phenomenon – whether it was labeled a decline in cleavage voting or a decline 
in press-party parallelism. However, studying these two phenomena in conjunction for 
16 EU systems, it became clear that media-party parallelism was related, but different 
from cleavage voting. A relationship between the two phenomena was clearly present, 
but it was not a one-to-one association as one would be inclined to conclude from the 
Swedish data solely. On the one hand, this example illustrates that media-contextual vari-
ables can enrich the explanation of electoral participation, next to existing (party-) politi-
cal contextual variables. On the other hand, it also illuminates one of the advantages of 
comparing: the fact that specifi c patterns of covariation between phenomena found in a 
specifi c country (such as the relationship between MPP and cleavage voting in Sweden) 
may found to be different in other countries.

Overall considerations
In Chapter 1 and 2, we found that turnout is relatively high in countries with strong 
media-party parallelism. This may be caused by long-term media endorsements of politi-
cal parties or political ideologies that repeatedly (and sometimes implicitly) appear in 
newspapers (and, in some cases, on television news). In these countries, short-term cov-
erage (such as events or scandals) may have a smaller effect on electoral participation, 
because people tend to be less susceptible to new information – particularly when exist-
ing party preferences are rather stable. Consequently, traditional studies of media effects 
(focusing on short-term coverage as independent and preferences or behavior as depen-
dent variables) will not fi nd many signifi cant results in such countries. Zaller (1996), 
points out that (and why) it is “maddeningly diffi cult to demonstrate that the mass media 
actually produce powerful effects on opinion” (p.17; see also Zaller, 2002). To this obser-
vation I can add that it may be more valuable to conduct such short-term coverage studies 
in countries where MPP is low. According to Zaller: “When media inputs to mass opinion 
vary sharply, mass opinion is highly responsive” (1996, p.19). The kind of variation that 
Zaller refers to is within media, not between media. The fi ndings of this current study in 
combination with the fi ndings by Zaller (1996) therefore suggest that:
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1 Short-term political communication effects on electoral behavior are stronger in 
countries with low MPP than in countries with high MPP;

2 Long-term political communication effects on persuasion are stronger in countries 
with high MPP than in countries with low MPP.

Bartels (1993) discusses why the fi ndings of many studies in communication science 
seem to support the paradigm of minimal effects. “Political scientists studying the 
impact of listening to or reading reported news have been unable to document signifi cant 
effects upon the attitudes, cognitions, or behavior of citizens” (Arterton, 1978 in Bartels, 
1993, p.267). Bartels argues that ‘negative fi ndings’ and ‘nonfi ndings’ are partly due to 
limitations of research design and partly to measurement error. Zaller (2002) attributes 
this preponderance of non-signifi cant effects to endemic shortfalls in statistical power in 
the fi eld of communication effects research. However, another pitfall of current media 
effects research might be the focus on individual-level media effects on individual-level 
(political) behavior. The current study shows that such a focus neglects the very impor-
tant effects of media context in explaining and predicting dependent variables such as, 
in our/my case, electoral participation. For it is not only exposure to single news items 
that moves behavior. In the fl ow of information that people receive every day, exposure to 
one or a couple of news items in an experimental setting will not make much of a differ-
ence. What might make a difference, however, is the constant fl ow of (partisan) news that 
people receive. Living in an environment of partisan media stimulates people to partici-
pate in democracy, even if they do not expose themselves to any partisan news, because of 
the effect of constant exposure on the perceived importance of participating. Therefore, 
in addition to controlling for measurement error and looking more carefully at research 
design, we should take the media context into account and particularly its effects on the 
magnitude of short-term inter-individual and intra-individual communication effects.

In Chapter 4, I referred to Patterson (2002), who argued that political trust and electoral 
participation decline as a consequence of the contemporary absence of partisan journal-
ism52. He also argues that this decline in partisan news is related to a rise of ‘negative’ 
news. These observations by Patterson prompt the question whether levels of MPP covary 
with the prevalence of negative news. Not many studies exist studying the political media 
coverage of all EU-15 countries studied here. One of the exceptions is a cross-national 
comparative content analysis of television election coverage (EP election, June 1999) in 
the same EU countries under study here (Peter, 2003). Peter’s study takes both the rep-
resentation on television news of EU-representatives and of non-EU-representatives into 
account. It turned out that television coverage in Spain, United Kingdom, and Ireland 

52 His argument applies to American newspapers and network news, not to cable news such as Fox News 
– which is often accused for being right-wing and conservative, and reporting with a pro-Republican 
bias (see, e.g., Kitty, 2005). Especially since the share of cable news viewing has grown substan-
tially the last decade (and this growth mainly being due to Fox News viewing, source: Journalism.
org, 2007), it is important for future studies on American news media bias to take cable news into 
account.
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(in that order) was most positive towards politicians, whereas television news in Italy, 
Sweden, Austria, France, Greece, Finland and Denmark was most negative. This is only 
a partial representation of what is usually understood as ‘negative news’. Nevertheless, 
Peter’s study does not support the presumption that low MPP coincides with high nega-
tivity in media coverage, as the lowest MPP values were found in Finland, Ireland, and 
Germany, and the highest in Greece and Italy. Nevertheless, the relationship between 
media partisanship and negativity of news deserves further investigation, and particu-
larly in longitudinal perspective.

The last aspect that I want to discuss here, is that media partisanship seems to be in 
decline in many developed democracies. There are several indicators for this develop-
ment, one of which is the trend in Sweden, shown in Chapter 2. Another indication is the 
ongoing ‘professionalization of journalism’ which implies a broad array of developments 
in journalism, amongst which the application of more objective reporting standards, 
which reduces the partisan content in especially newspapers (Hadenius & Weibull, 1999; 
Gunther & Mughan, 2000). Newspapers tend to hide their ideological identities in order 
to reach an audience that is as broad and large as possible (Hallin & Mancini, 2004).

A consequence of this trend may be that participation rates will decline, as is indi-
cated by Chapter 1, 2 and 4. Nonetheless, partisan media outlets may return, as exempli-
fi ed since 1996 by Fox News in the US. Apart from the possibility of new partisan news 
outlets emerging, partisanship may get expressed along other lines than support for 
political parties. One may think of political leaders, for example. With the trend towards 
personalization of politics (see, e.g., McAllister, forthcoming), not media-party parallel-
ism but media-politician parallelism may structure voting behavior in the future. This 
possibility will be discussed more extensively in the next section.

Suggestions for further research
One of the intentions of this dissertation was to show that it is important to ‘go compara-
tive’. Not so much for the sake of comparison per se (i.e. asking oneself ‘what is the level 
of media partisanship in various European countries?’), but rather because compara-
tive variables explain structures beyond individual variables. The comparative method 
also promotes the parsimony of explanatory models: it explores similarities of outwardly 
diverse phenomena in different countries (see Introduction). The fact that one can 
sometimes derive contextual variables from individual-level survey data, as we did in 
the construction of the MPP-variable, is encouraging, especially because (representative) 
individual-level survey data are relatively abundant and thus allow explorations in con-
textual analysis with small investments in terms of time and money (for a more exten-
sive discussion of the relationship between individual-level and contextual variables, see 
Lazarsfeld & Menzel, 1969). The fact that media contexts seem to vary to a signifi cant 
extent – even within ‘relatively similar’ systems such as the member-states of the EU – is 
promising for the explanation of sundry social or political phenomena that are likely to 
be affected by media and media contexts.
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Although originating from a different starting point, Brynin & Newton’s (2003) 
research has clear connections to this one. While focusing on individual-level data, they 
found that exposure to partisan media contents affects participation positively. This study 
showed that partisanship of the media as an aggregate level (i.e., contextual) variable also 
affects participation in a positive way. Although it might seem straightforward that an 
effect at the individual level also manifests itself at the aggregate level, this is not always 
necessary the case, as aggregate units are more than a mere accumulation of relevant 
features of the individuals who form part of it (Franklin, 2003).

The aggregate-level effects found in the current study may take place via two-step fl ow 
phenomena. This indicates that partisan news may affect even those who are not directly 
exposed to any partisan news, but only indirectly by talking with family and friends, a 
notion that is supported by this study. It is remarkable to note that in this second stage 
of media infl uence (from political discussion to participation), the same phenomenon 
is likely to be repeated as in the fi rst stage (from MPP to discussion), namely selective 
exposure. In the fi rst stage, exposure to partisan information reinforces existing party-
political preferences, thereby elevating participation. According to some studies, selective 
exposure also plays a role in the second stage. Scholars have indicated that people tend to 
talk about politics with relatively similar people, that is, people who hold the same or com-
patible party-political preferences (Mutz & Martin, 2001). Other studies show that talk-
ing to similar people stimulates people to vote (Mutz, 2002; Brynin & Newton, 2003). On 
the basis of the mediation effect of interpersonal discussion (see Chapter 4) indications 
are that this phenomenon refl ects itself in the data studied here as well. An adequate test 
of this effect would require data on the party-political preferences of the respondent as 
well as such preferences of conversation partners. As such data are at present not avail-
able, this should be a topic on the agenda for future research.

The question remains whether the measures of MPP and PPP are also applicable in 
non-Western European countries, as truly comparative measures should be valid in any 
political system. I think that this may be possible in one form or another as long as one 
takes into account the main characteristics of the political system. As a case in point, 
political parties in the new EU member states from Central and Eastern Europe seem to 
have evolved differently than their Western European counterparts, with extreme orga-
nizational instability as a consequence. They emerged (and in many cases: disappeared) 
rapidly after the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, experienced frequent splits, mergers, 
and even switches of prominent politicians from one party to another (Stojarová, Šedo, 
Kopeček, & Chytilek, 2007). This would make it more diffi cult for stable patterns of 
media partisanship to evolve, even more so because not only the political system, but also 
the media system experienced a revolutionary transformation from before to after 1989.

Central and Eastern European parties’ identities are not as established as they are in 
Western European parties and the number of parties is large (Stojarová, Šedo, Kopeček, 
& Chytilek, 2007). In such a party-political environment, it is not diffi cult to imagine that 
party leaders, rather than the parties themselves, or even rather than party ideologies, are 
the ‘hooks’ for political identifi cation, and that leaders may be the entities towards whom 
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media display partisanship when reporting about national politics. This implies that we 
should not consider (preferences for) parties, but rather preferences for politicians when 
we want to extend the concept of MPP to Central and Eastern European countries, obvi-
ously leading to a different – yet comparable – concept of parallelism between the worlds 
of politics and the media.

Chapter 4 showed that MPP affects participation via political discussion and party 
identifi cation. If we would fi nd MPP to exist in Central and Eastern Europe, then the 
effect on electoral participation is probably not mediated through party identifi cation 
– due to the characteristics of the party system – but through political discussion (and 
perhaps also other variables).

Likewise, in the US, MPP probably should also be operationalized in a different (but 
comparable) manner. Like in Western Europe, party ideologies are the means of refer-
ring to parties, but in case of the US, this is not the complete story. Much more than in 
Europe, people also relate to politicians. Studying MPP for the US, then, should involve 
both party preferences and preferences for politicians.

In conclusion, the future research agenda could expand the concept of MPP to other 
(non-Western European) political systems. Doing that, one should fi rst study the politi-
cal system, in order to identify the foci of citizens’ political preferences53 and their media 
use. In this way, the concept can be broadened to a very wide variety of political systems, 
irrespective of the nature of citizens’ political identifi cations.

More generally, it seems important to expand the number of contextual concepts in 
comparative media studies. Not only do they explain variation between contexts by them-
selves, they also explain variation in other (party-political) variables. The importance of 
enlarging the number of ways in which communication or media systems can be charac-
terized is not limited to scholars in political communication, but extends to those in other 
fi elds as well, who are equally in need of fi nding structures behind the ‘proper names’ of 
countries or other contextual entities (Przeworski & Teune, 1970).

53 These foci are not exhausted by political parties and politicians. One may think about some political 
systems in Africa, where local patrons exchange people’s votes for benefi ts.
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Appendix A 
European Election Study 1999 (used in Chapter 1, 3, and 4)

The data utilized in this publication were originally collected for the European Election 
Study Workgroup, consisting of Cees van der Eijk, Klaus Schoenbach, Hermann Schmitt, 
Holli Semetko, Wouter van der Brug, Michael Marsh, Mark Franklin, Sören Holmberg, 
Renato Mannheimer, Jacques Thomassen and Bernhard Wessels. Fieldwork took place 
immediately after the European Parliament Elections, between June 14 and July 8, 1999; 
it was carried out by a consortium of European survey organizations, co-ordinated by 
IPSOS (Hamburg, GFR). This study has been made possible by grants from the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam, the Dutch National Science Foundation (NWO, the Netherlands), The 
Bundespresseamt (Bonn, GFR), the CIS (Madrid, Spain), the University of Mannheim, 
the ISPO Institute (Milan, Italy) and Trinity College (Hartford. Conn., USA). Neither the 
original collectors of the data nor their sponsors bear any responsibility for the analy-
ses or interpretations published here. The data are distributed by Steinmetz Archive, 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and associated data-archives.

Detailed reports of fi eldwork, coding and weighting, response rates, etc., can be 
obtained from http://www.europeanelectionstudies.net.

Response rates, in % of the net sample:
Finland 41.2; Sweden 31.0; Denmark 59.0; United Kingdom 49.0; Ireland 29.4; 

Germany 49.3; Austria 50.4; Netherlands 30.2; Belgium 37.0; Luxembourg 30.1; France 
44.0; Portugal 44.5; Greece 28.0; Spain Not appropriate (quota study); Italy Not appropri-
ate (Internet study).
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Specifi cation of variables used in the analyses of 
Chapter 1 and 4

Electoral participation 
EP elections 1999

“A lot of people abstained in the European Parliament elections on June 10 
while others voted. Did you cast your vote?” Yes (1) No (0).

Age Age at time of interview.

Attendance of 
religious services

“How often do you attend religious services: several times a week(5), once a 
week (4), a few times a year (3), once a year or less (2), or never (1)?”

Individual media 
exposure

A variable constructed from a series of separate observations regarding expo-
sure to newspaper titles and TV news programmes. See Chapter 1, footnote 19.

Party attachment “Do you consider yourself to be close to any political party?” very close (3), 
fairly close (2), merely a sympathiser (1), not at all (0).

Internal effi cacy “So many people vote in elections that my vote does not matter.” (1) Strongly 
disagree; (2) disagree; (3) agree; (4) strongly agree.

EU good thing “Generally speaking, do you think that <your country’s > membership of the 
European Union is a good thing (1), a bad thing (0), or neither good nor bad 
(0)?” (Recoded into a dichotomy).

MPP Contextual measure for the homogeneity of media use groups. See Appendix C.

Party preference The following question was asked for each of the political parties in a country: 
“We have a number of parties in <name of your country> each of which would 
like to get your vote. How probable is it that you will ever vote for the following 
parties? Please specify your views on a 10-point-scale where 1 means “not at 
all probable” and 10 means “very probable”.” (Follows separate item for each 
party).

TV news programme 
exposure

(Open question) “Which channels or television news programs do you watch 
regularly?” Coded per programme (0) no regular exposure; (1) regular exposure.

Newspaper exposure (Open question) “Which newspaper or newspapers do you read regularly?” 
Coded per newspaper (0) no regular exposure; (1) regular exposure.

Compulsory voting Compulsory voting law in effect? (1) Belgium and Luxembourg; (0) all other 
countries.

Concurrent national 
elections

(1) Belgium, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Spain; (0) all other countries.

Self-reported social 
class

“If you were asked to choose one of these fi ve names for your social class, 
which would you say you belong to – the working class, the lower middle class, 
the middle class, the upper middle class or the upper class?”

Urbanization “Would you say you live in a rural area or village, in a small or middle size town, 
or in a large town?”

Religion “Do you consider yourself as belonging to a particular religion?”
(If yes:) Which one?

Membership of 
trade union

“Are you a member of a trade union?” Yes (1); No (0).
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Political interest
For two items in the questionnaire relating to political interest, scaling has been used in 
order to ascertain whether or not these two items can be regarded as tapping a single, 
unidimensional latent trait. The two questions “To what extent would you say you are 
interested in politics? Are you very interested, somewhat interested, a little interested or 
not at all interested?” and “Thinking back to just before the elections for the European 
Parliament were held, how interested were you in the campaign for those elections: very, 
somewhat, a little, or not at all?” jointly indicate political interest.

The analyses for unidimensionality has been performed with a stochastic cumula-
tive scaling model, known as Mokken-scaling54. The results are reported below in terms 
of diffi culties (i.e. proportion of the sample providing a ‘positive’ response), and coef-
fi cients of scalability, H (in the case of a 2-item scale, as exists here, the item scalability 
coeffi cients and the coeffi cient for the entire scale are identical). In general, the following 
guidelines for interpreting scalability coeffi cients are used: H < 0.30: no scale;.30 < H 
<.40: weak scale;.40 < H <.50: medium scale;.50 < H: strong scale.

Political Interest Scale

Country Diffi culty of 
interest politics

Diffi culty of 
interest campaign

Scalability (H)

(‘positive’: codes 3, 4) (‘positive’: codes 3, 4)

Austria .60 .42 .50

Belgium – Flanders .27 .30 .69

Belgium – Wallonia .39 .31 .58

Britain .54 .30 .55

Denmark .67 .52 .53

Finland .50 .24 .54

France .52 .27 .68

Germany .70 .36 .52

Greece .49 .22 .54

Ireland .59 .40 .43

Italy .30 .31 .41

Luxembourg .59 .26 .62

Northern Ireland .52 .20 .54

The Netherlands .48 .42 .85

Portugal .30 .31 .59

Spain .31 .33 .46

Sweden .75 .22 .54

54 See: Mokken, 1971; Niemöller & Van Schuur, 1983.
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Example of the calculation of the MPP-variable
(used in Chapters 1, 2, and 4)

The calculation of the MPP variable, as it is used in Chapters 1, 2, and 4, is explained 
below. For all countries it is constructed in an analogous fashion. The fi nal scores of the 
calculations (for each country) indicate the size of MPP and are used in the subsequent 
analyses of explaining variation in electoral participation. Below the calculation is illus-
trated for Austria, 1999.

For each of the parties included in the party preference question (see Appendix B) a 
regression of the following kind was estimated:
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where
Y1 = score on party preference scale for – in this case – the ‘SPÖ’ party (10-point scale);
X

1 
= Regular readership of ‘Kronen-Zeitung’ (dummy);

X
2 

= Regular readership of ‘Kleine Zeitung’ (dummy);
X

3 
= Regular readership of ‘Kurier’ (dummy);

X
4 

= Regular readership of ‘Der Standard’ (dummy);
X

5 
= Regular readership of ‘Die Presse’ (dummy);

X
6 

= Regular readership of ‘Täglich Alles’ (dummy);
X

7 
= Regular readership of ‘Salzburger Nachrichten’ (dummy);

X
8 

= Regular readership of ‘Oberösterreichische Nachrichten’ (dummy);
X

9 
= Regular exposure to ‘Zeit im Bild 1’ (dummy);

X
10 

= Regular exposure to ‘Zeit im Bild 2’ (dummy);
X

11 
= Regular exposure to ‘Zeit im Bild 3’ (dummy);

X
12 

= Regular exposure to ‘ARD/ZDF-Nachrichten’ (dummy).

Analogous regressions were estimated for Y
2
 through Y

6
, the other parties included in 

the party preference question – ‘ÖVP’, ‘FPÖ’, ‘Grüne’, ‘LIF’, and ‘CSA’. In all these equa-
tions, the independents consist of all newspaper titles that were separately coded from 
the responses to the newspaper exposure question (see Appendix B). The adjusted R2s for 
each of these estimated equations are summed to arrive at the country-level MPP vari-
able, after having been weighted by the percentage of votes obtained at the last national 
parliamentary election.
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In the case of Austria in 1999, this yields the following result per party, and – after 
weighted summation – for the country’s MPP value:

Party Adjusted R2 Size of party# Size * adj. R2

SPÖ 0.026 38.1 0.9906

ÖVP 0.029 28.3 0.8207

FPÖ 0.085 21.9 1.8615

Grüne 0.143 4.8 0.6864

LIF 0.152 5.5 0.8360

CSA 0.016 0.0 0.0000

Total for parties distinguished 98.6§ 5.1952

MPP 5.27 (=5.1952/98.6*100)
# In percentage of votes gained at last national parliamentary election before EP election in June, 1999.

§ The difference between this total and 100% represents ‘other’ parties.



Appendix D
Standardized regression coeffi cients from regressions 
of party preferences on exposure to newspapers and 
TV channels – per country, Chapter 1

The tables below indicate the relationships between party preferences and media use, 
resulting in the MPP scores stated below the tables for each country. The coeffi cients 
are standardized regression coeffi cients, thus allowing comparison within columns, not 
between columns.

Austria

SPÖ ÖVP FPÖ Grüne LIF CSA
Zeit im Bild 1 (ORF), 19:30 .108* -.105* -.018 -.060 .023 -.056

Zeit im Bild 2 (ORF), gegen 
22.00 Uhr

-.019 .036 -.060 .046 .104* .058

Zeit im Bild 3 (ORF), gegen 
Mitternacht

.032 .015 .021 -.040 -.009 -.061

ARD, ZDF-Nachrichten -.099 -.032 -.050 -.096* -.101* -.060

Kronen-Zeitung .087 .035 .159** -.174** -.131** .066

Kleine Zeitung -.006 .046 -.060 -.030 .100* .131*

Kurier -.022 .126* -.125* .017 .109* .082

Der Standard .071 -.180** -.184** .281** .257** -.108*

Die Presse -.081 .038 .038 -.028 .029 -.002

Täglich Alles .081 -.001 .028 -.037 -.058 -.014

Salzburger Nachrichten .067 -.021 -.058 .114* .011 .019

Oberösterreichische Nach-
richten

-.021 .121* -.002 .020 -.010 .103*

n 409 408 406 403 402 388

Adj. R2 .026 .029 .085 .143 .152 .016

Size of party 38.1 28.3 21.9 4.8 5.5 0.0
Weighted adj. R2 =.053
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Belgium – Flanders 

SP VLD Agalev CVP Vlaams Blok VU-ID21
TV 1 “Het journaal”, 19:00 .092 .143 -.014 .389** -.152* -.012

Canvas “Journaal”, 20:00 .163* .031 -.056 -.034 -.037 -.071

TV 1 “Het journaal laat”, 
rond 23 uur

-.185** .003 -.040 -.039 .058 -.008

“VTM “Nieuws en sport” 
19:00

.050 -.081 -.187* .038 .276** -.016

“VTM-Laat”, rond 23 uur -.039 -.030 -.195** -.039 -.012 -.060

Het Laatste Nieuws -.156* .019 -.301** -.083 .251** -.212**

De Gazet van Antwerpen .027 .093 -.200** -.039 .027 -.134

n 196 196 196 197 200 197

Adj. R2 .066 .019 .170 .127 .239 .021

Size of party 12.6 13.1 4.4 17.2 7.8 4.7
Weighted adj. R2 =.100

Belgium – Wallonia

PS PRL-FDP-MCC Ecolo PSC FN
RTBF La Une “Journal”, 19:30 -.082 -.063 -.168 -.016 .000

RTL-TVI “Journal”, 19:00 .046 -.018 -.020 .200* .184*

TV 1 “Het journaal”, 19:00 -.031 .044 .022 -.124 -.008

Le Soir -.025 -.112 .075 -.199* -.011

La Dernière Heure -.132 -.192* -.127 -.167 .231*

La Meuse / La Lanterne .113 -.133 .119 -.231* -.041

n 125 122 126 126 125

Adj. R2 .001 .008 .017 .076 .052

Size of party 11.9 10.3 4.0 7.7 2.3
Weighted adj. R2 =.024
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Britain

Conser-
vative Labour

Lib. 
Dem. SNP

Plaid 
Cymru

Green 
Party UKIP

BBC 9 o clock news .083* .018 .022 -.057 -.039 .031 -.031

BBC 6 o clock (early evening) 
news

-.009 .063 .023 -.043 .026 -.001 -.059

BBC lunchtime news .066 -.051 .004 .002 .011 -.039 -.001

ITN 6.30 news (ITV’s main 
evening news programme)

.029 .070 .016 .009 .020 -.047 .048

ITN 11.00 pm news (late 
news headlines)

.045 .010 -.022 -.035 -.041 -.024 .006

ITN lunchtime news .012 -.010 -.043 .009 -.008 .036 .069

Channel Four News at 7pm -.035 .027 -.038 -.027 -.011 -.003 .009

Channel Five News (anytime) .050 -.022 .016 .122** .067 .067 .070

BBC2’s Newsnight (daily 
programme at 10.30pm)

.011 -.026 -.031 -.046 -.006 .016 .068

SKY News (anytime) .000 .003 -.021 -.033 -.007 .033 -.011

Telegraph .149** -.194** -.027 -.071 .016 -.074* .033

Times .063 -.036 -.021 -.062 -.023 -.019 -.003

Guardian -.075* .081* .072 -.030 .023 .084* -.009

Financial Times -.030 .045 .031 .006 -.034 .002 -.018

Independent -.097** .006 .059 -.054 -.005 .067 -.074

Mail .183** -.051 -.022 -.110** -.059 -.069 .025

Express .103** -.117** -.021 -.038 -.024 -.073* .012

Sun .038 -.020 -.081 .066 .119** -.108** .050

Mirror -.097** .092** -.042 -.021 .016 .006 -.034

Star -.058 .052 .015 -.012 .009 -.001 .003

n 767 767 762 694 641 752 703

Adj. R2 .112 .073 .000 .030 .002 .032 .010

Size of party 30.7 43.2 16.8 2.0 0.5 0.2 0.0
Weighted adj. R2 =.071
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Denmark

Social-
demokr. Venstre

Kons.
Folk. Soc. Folk. Junibev. Folkebev.

DR1 18.30 (TV-Avisen) .024 -.037 -.025 -.051 .054 .016

DR1 21.00 (TV-Avisen) .043 -.099** .007 .087* .068 .059

TV2 19.00 (Nyhederne) .096** .016 .041 -.035 -.031 -.029

TV2 22.00 -.027 .008 -.065 -.011 -.047 -.045

TV3 18.15 (Dagens Nyheder) .017 .068* -.001 -.036 -.025 -.041

Politiken .079* -.122** -.055 .243** .084* .078*

Berlingske Tidende -.190** .221** .224** -.100** -.093** -.113**

JyllandsPosten -.146** .233** .194** -.113** -.085* -.091*

Ekstra Bladet -.042 -.059 -.025 .071* .160** .183**

BT -.018 .080* .010 -.033 -.039 -.073*

Børsen -.028 .056 .034 -.080* -.055 -.044

Aktuelt .115** -.116** -.047 .075* -.014 .004

Kristeligt Dagblad .016 -.043 -.017 -.017 -.002 -.005

n 809 811 808 807 801 802

Adj. R2 .075 .154 .085 .113 .049 .058

Size of party 36.0 24.0 8.9 7.5 0.0 0.0

Denmark (continued)

Dansk 
folkep. CD Radikale V.

Rød-
grønne

Krist. 
Folkep. Fremskr.p.

DR1 18.30 (TV-Avisen) -.021 -.094** -.043 .005 -.005 -.031

DR1 21.00 (TV-Avisen) -.114** .010 .094** .041 .028 -.111**

TV2 19.00 (Nyhederne) -.015 .004 -.015 -.065 -.011 -.042

TV2 22.00 .031 .012 -.053 -.006 .008 .038

TV3 18.15 (Dagens 
Nyheder)

.069* .010 -.028 -.046 -.002 .036

Politiken -.136** .013 .193** .142** -.046 -.127**

Berlingske Tidende -.056 .090* .024 -.070* .044 -.049

JyllandsPosten -.010 .104** .060 -.088* .045 -.027

Ekstra Bladet .086* -.095** -.115** -.024 -.044 .104**

BT .129** .007 -.071* -.008 -.004 .036

Børsen -.035 -.060 -.009 -.064 -.033 .020

Aktuelt -.014 .003 .000 .088* -.034 -.056

Kristeligt Dagblad -.016 .032 .006 .057 .069 -.018

n 806 804 805 803 804 804

Adj. R2 .065 .021 .068 .053 -.001 .040

Size of party 7.4 4.3 3.9 2.7 2.5 2.4
Weighted adj. R2 =.091
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Finland

SDP
Kes 
kusta

Kokoo-
mus RKP Vih reät

Vasem-
mist.

Kristilli-
set

PS 
Perus

MTV3:n 19 .047 .029 -.031 -.110* -.030 -.059 -.023 -.024

Nelosen 20 .040 -.044 -.009 -.046 -.053 .029 .039 .085

FST:n 18.15 -.021 -.037 -.069 .096 .028 -.015 -.025 -.043

YLEn 20.30 .109* -.019 .018 -.142** .001 -.052 .074 -.027

Helsingin Sanomat .002 -.185** .124* .067 .146** .005 -.008 -.072

Hufvudstadsbladet .010 -.030 .027 .261** -.034 -.013 -.077 -.014

Ilta-Sanomat .043 -.031 .063 -.044 -.039 .039 -.004 -.041

Iltalehti .085 -.042 -.012 .067 .065 .187** -.028 .043

Turun Sanomat .028 -.027 .082 .072 -.013 .045 -.003 -.023

Aamulehti .038 -.148** -.048 .035 -.042 .030 -.059 -.093

n 401 398 391 388 394 395 398 363

Adj. R2 .002 .031 .014 .092 .008 .018 -.007 -.006

Size of party 22.9 22.4 21.0 5.1 7.3 10.9 4.2 1.0
Weighted adj. R2 =.018

France

PS – PRG RPR UDF PC
F2 Télématin .014 .040 .010 .017

F2 20h .145** -.069 -.057 .080

F2 13h .038 -.036 -.035 .040

TF1 20h -.069 .155** .094* -.042

TF1 13h -.003 .110** .081 .049

Arte 71/2 -.003 .022 .047 .043

F319h30 .005 -.039 -.025 .080

F3 12h30 .013 .016 -.029 -.021

F3 22h30 .012 -.049 -.058 .086*

LCI -.052 .093* -.006 .030

Le Monde .079 -.052 -.015 .052

Libération .108* -.113** -.080 .059

LeFigaro/L’Aurore -.182** .132** .062 -.159**

L’Humanité -.031 -.033 -.045 .274**

Présent /Minute -.082 -.065 -.095* -.074

Les Echos -.040 .062 .042 -.068

France soir -.051 .046 .105* -.023

La Tribune .035 -.011 -.004 .006

Parisien/Aujourd’hui .007 .003 -.036 -.048

La Croix .009 -.048 .022 -.025

n 556 551 543 554

Adj. R2 .075 .101 .039 .112

Size of party 38.6 22.7 21.0 3.7
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France (continued)

Verts LCR DL FN / MN RPF
F2 Télématin .058 -.017 -.003 .056 .007

F2 20h .040 .024 -.026 -.068 -.056

F2 13h -.012 -.066 -.128** -.026 -.062

TF1 20h -.108* -.038 .133** .106* .084

TF1 13h .000 .039 .157** .202** .087*

Arte 71/2 .042 .087* .015 -.030 -.021

F319h30 -.017 .082 .045 .078 -.004

F3 12h30 -.034 -.001 .054 .004 .065

F3 22h30 .031 .015 -.065 -.007 -.001

LCI -.024 .009 -.028 .022 .002

Le Monde .096* .019 -.060 -.061 -.140**

Libération .117** .014 -.096* -.038 -.174**

LeFigaro/L’Aurore -.204** -.140** .151** .035 .227**

L’Humanité .042 .156** .054 .028 -.029

Présent /Minute -.092 -.046 -.079 .168** .027

Les Echos .000 -.049 .036 -.017 .004

France soir -.045 -.030 .088 -.035 .036

La Tribune .017 .014 .033 -.020 -.002

Parisien/Aujourd’hui .023 .088* -.064 -.056 -.003

La Croix .018 -.077 -.051 -.068 -.079

n 556 552 522 559 549

Adj. R2 .068 .042 .103 .078 .117

Size of party 1.7 2.1 2.0 5.7 0.0
Weighted adj. R2 =.075
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Germany

CDU / 
CSU SPD

Bündnis90/
Grünen FDP Republikaner PDS

ARDTagesschau 20.00 .024 .035 .028 -.008 -.021 -.018

ARDTagesthemen 22.30 .019 .006 .074* .056 -.002 -.013

ZDF heute 19.00 .058 -.050 -.088** -.034 -.057 -.053

ZDF heute 21.45 .017 .030 .028 .021 -.050 -.002

RTL aktuell 18.45 .019 .013 -.085 -.018 .039 .006

Sat1 18:30 .010 -.048 .026 .034 .068 -.022

FAZ-Frankfurter Allgemein 
Zeitung

.085* -.015 -.003 .093** .014 -.045

Die Welt .090** -.056 -.076* .030 -.017 -.043

Frankfurter Rundschau -.077* .025 .080* -.010 -.040 .036

Sueddeutsche Zeitung -.032 .030 .027 .013 -.029 -.034

BILD -.058 -.026 -.098** -.032 .124** -.013

taz .003 -.078* .002 .065 -.001 .041

n 846 846 851 850 844 850

Adj. R2 .012 .005 .038 .007 .022 -.002

Size of party 35.1 40.9 6.7 6.2 1.8 5.1
Weighted adj. R2 =.010
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Greece

PASOK ND KKE SIN DIKKI
Pol. 
Aniksi Fileleyt

MEGA- κεντρικό δελτίο ώρα 
20.00

-.008 -.031 .076 .120 .055 .016 .096

MEGA- μεσημεριανό δελτίο 
ώρα 14.00

.032 -.070 .031 -.055 -.087 -.090 -.173*

MEGA- βραδυνό δελτίο 
ώρα 24.00

-.009 -.129* .145 .135 -.040 -.143 .047

ANT- κεντρικό δελτίο ώρα 
20.00

-.138* .141* -.014 -.082 .056 .026 -.070

ANT- μεσημεριανό δελτίο 
ώρα 14.00

.070 -.019 -.098 -.017 .065 -.052 -.002

ANT- βραδυνό δελτίο ώρα 
24.00

.013 .099 .043 .110 -.015 -.045 -.040

SKAI 20:00– κεντρικό 
δελτίο ώρα 

.004 -.078 .089 .066 .118 .102 .049

SKAI 14:00 -.035 .011 .028 .013 -.017 .035 .110

SKAI 24:00 .059 .004 -.009 -.071 .052 .021 -.018

STAR 20:00 -.018 .149* .099 .000 .072 .059 -.036

STAR 14:00 .037 -.067 -.126 .004 -.034 -.123 -.038

STAR 24:00 -.144* -.008 -.062 -.112 .008 .147* .018

ET1 20:00 .156* -.109 -.079 .020 -.028 -.209** -.128

ET1 14:00 .024 -.156* .031 -.062 .046 .175* -.154

ET1 24:00 -.093 .038 .092 -.025 .040 -.056 .136

NET 20:00 -.058 -.033 .077 .085 .103 .071 .090

NET 14:00 .092 .070 .044 .074 .013 -.085 .058

NET 24:00 -.086 -.028 -.007 -.018 -.016 -.039 -.090

EA .116* -.143** -.013 -.111 -.057 -.058 -.161*

ΕΛΕΥΘΕΡΟΤΥΠΙΑ -.082 -.092 .094 .160* .020 .020 -.018

ΚΑΘΗΜΕΡΙΝΗ -.127* .099 -.086 -.069 -.156* -.020 .080

ΒΗΜΑ .156** -.040 -.110 .079 -.047 .058 .081

ΑΠΟΓΕΥΜΑΤΙΝΗ -.162** .179** -.068 -.095 -.014 .001 -.050

ΕΛΕΥΘΕΡΟΣ ΤΥΠΟΣ -.320** .282** -.016 -.061 -.031 -.004 .114

ΕΘΝΟΣ .096 -.030 -.040 .034 -.020 -.058 -.066

n 265 268 266 266 267 267 263

Adj. R2 .205 .272 .032 .058 -.004 .046 .042

Size of party 41.5 38.1 5.6 5.1 4.4 2.9 0.0
Weighted adj. R2 =.199
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Ireland

Fianna 
Fail

Fine 
Gael Labour

Progr. 
Dem.

Sinn 
Fein

Green 
party

Dem. 
Left

RTE 1 o’cl news .048 .013 -.030 .026 .069 .006 -.012

RTE 1 6:00 NEWS .006 .034 .047 .004 .030 .058 .047

RTE 1 News – 9pm .065 .050 .033 .102* -.112* -.004 -.052

RTE “Primetime” -.001 -.046 .018 -.215** .003 .050 -.047

RTE “Questions and 
Answers”

-.074 -.041 -.019 .190** -.022 -.055 .086

TV3 news at 7 -.018 -.139** .044 -.066 -.012 .069 .043

TV3 11 news tonight .077 .069 -.040 -.102* -.023 -.081 .015

TV3 “20-20” .005 .008 .004 .010 .062 .097 .114*

Netw 2 8:25 news 2 .090 -.051 -.021 .030 .101 .014 -.088

Netw 2 10:45 news 2 -.063 -.008 .039 .058 -.013 .036 .171**

Irish Independent .128* -.052 -.099 .048 -.042 -.030 -.065

Irish Times -.004 .021 .069 .153** -.014 .177** .109*

The Star .128* .006 -.043 .006 .115* .003 -.040

The Examiner -.024 -.043 .043 .022 .031 .053 .066

n 440 437 434 430 436 434 396

Adj. R2 .025 .002 -.002 .048 .021 .026 .032

Size of party 39.3 28.0 10.4 4.7 2.6 2.8 2.5
Weighted adj. R2 =.016
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Italy

Forza Italia Dem. Di Sin. All. Nazionale Lista Pann./Bonin.
Tg1 (RAI1) -.059** .084** -.054** -.055**

Tg2 (RAI2) -.032 .105** -.019 -.001

Tg3 (RAI3) -.148** .100** -.135** -.086**

Tg4 (Rete 4) .080** -.069** .069** .002

Tg5 (Canale 5) .284** -.162** .210** .151**

Studio Aperto (Italia 1) .079** -.047* .067** .011

TMC News (Tele Monte 
Carlo)

.010 -.002 .022 -.027

Il Corriere della Sera -.010 .003 -.004 .033

Il Foglio -.002 -.031 -.022 -.031

Il Giornale .072** -.048* .058** .062

Il Giornale di Sicilia .050** .004 .011 .005

Il Giorno -.038* .016 -.042* -.062**

Il Mattino -.016 .062** -.001 .005

Il Messaggero -.041* .026 .026 -.015

Il Resto del Carlino .012 .016 .006 .007

Il Secolo XIX .008 -.008 -.002 .028

Il Sole 24 Ore .025 -.012 .055** .003

La Nazione -.017 .029 -.043* -.054**

La Repubblica -.201** .228** -.198** -.111**

La Stampa -.030 .005 -.024 .005

Il Manifesto -.064** -.018 -.070** -.071**

n 2285 2234 2257 2235

Adj. R2 .231 .156 .164 .076

Size of party 20.6 21.1 15.7 1.9
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Italy (continued)

I Democratici Lega Nord Rif. Comun. PPI CCD
Tg1 (RAI1) .132** -.047* -.033 .136** .093**

Tg2 (RAI2) .028 -.067** .002 .000 .000

Tg3 (RAI3) .055** -.062** .104** .005 -.059**

Tg4 (Rete 4) -.057** .016 -.077** -.021 -.011

Tg5 (Canale 5) -.062** -.020 -.144** -.053* .088**

Studio Aperto (Italia 1) -.023 .021 -.013 .030 .040

TMC News .033 .040 .008 -.008 -.066

Il Corriere della Sera .049* .065** .027 .027 -.009

Il Foglio -.004 .047* .007 .030 .012

Il Giornale -.031 .079** -.025 -.002 .092**

Il Giornale di Sicilia .078** -.045* -.019 .098** .089**

Il Giorno -.010 .090** .034 .032 -.015

Il Mattino .064** -.063** .048* .048* .025

Il Messaggero -.006 -.035 .015 -.028 -.050*

Il Resto del Carlino .020 -.018 -.040* -.020 -.032

Il Secolo XIX -.023 .025 .044* -.019 -.013

Il Sole 24 Ore .019 -.023 -.004 .000 .024

La Nazione -.011 -.038 .033 -.025 -.035

La Repubblica .114** -.100** .081** -.036 -.139**

La Stampa .001 .081** .031 -.016 -.056**

Il Manifesto -.072** -.027 .189** -.040 -.050*

n 2210 2216 2215 2198 2203

Adj. R2 .066 .065 .097 .037 .066

Size of party 2.5 10.1 8.6 3.7 5.8
Weighted adj. R2 =.144

Luxembourg

CSV / 
PCS

DP /
PD

LSAP / 
POSL ADR

Déi 
Greng

Déi 
Lenk GAL

RTL Eng Stonn fi r Lëtzebuerg .205** -.041 -.120 -.046 -.041 -.086 -.031

ARD 20.00 .135* -.012 .031 -.071 .059 -.054 -.129

RTL (D) 6.00/7.00/12.00 -.011 -.061 -.020 .005 -.034 -.081 .016

Pro7 19.30 -.133* -.039 .041 .090 -.068 .035 -.073

TF1 13.00/20.00 -.033 -.061 .014 -.150* -.035 -.057 -.064

d’Lëtebuerger Wort .078 .117 .029 .013 -.122 -.070 -.161*

d’Tageblatt -.081 -.123 .258** -.071 -.160* .044 -.120

de Republicain Lorrain -.074 .017 -.049 -.014 -.051 -.047 -.078

n 239 235 232 233 237 230 225

Adj. R2 .094 .011 .042 .010 .010 -.002 .028

Size of party 30.3 19.3 25.4 9.0 9.9 1.8 1.7
Weighted adj. R2 =.045



Appendices 125

Netherlands

PvdA CDA VVD D66 GroenLinks
20.00 NOS Journaal -.029 .022 .015 -.038 .047

18.00 NOS Journaal -.033 -.012 -.075* -.075* -.012

22.00 NOS Journaal .061 -.023 -.013 .019 .044

RTL Nieuws 19.30 .036 .060 .066* .014 -.014

RTL Nieuws 18.30 -.031 -.041 -.026 .017 .022

RTL Nieuws 23.00 -.043 -.048 .045 -.052 -.010

SBS Nieuws 19.30 .021 .027 -.053 .051 -.009

22.30 Hart v Nederland .041 -.015 -.049 .031 .029

RTL5 Nieuws (alle tijden) -.062 -.005 .036 -.034 -.012

20.30 NL 1 Netwerk .081* -.005 -.035 .111** .105**

17.30 TV2 2 Vandaag .022 .025 -.009 .036 .039

22.30 NL 3 NOVA -.003 -.035 .016 -.001 .016

Volkskrant .104** -.175** -.186** .037 .214**

Telegraaf -.167** -.018 .222** -.146** -.124**

Algemeen Dagblad -.009 .007 .030 -.059 -.034

NRC Handelsblad -.046 -.115** .061 .034 .031

n 860 861 860 858 859

Adj. R2 .043 .042 .097 .039 .085

Size of party 29.0 18.4 24.7 9.0 7.3

Netherlands (continued)

SGP SP CD RPF GPV
20.00 NOS Journaal -.012 -.039 -.044 -.011 -.045

18.00 NOS Journaal -.020 .029 -.065 -.017 -.008

22.00 NOS Journaal -.026 .030 -.044 .031 .012

RTL Nieuws 19.30 -.056 -.044 .015 -.086* -.059

RTL Nieuws 18.30 .038 .060 .051 .024 .006

RTL Nieuws 23.00 -.016 .006 .063 -.009 .002

SBS Nieuws 19.30 .015 .048 .054 .109** .055

22.30 Hart v Nederland -.008 -.018 -.010 .040 .022

RTL5 Nieuws (alle tijden) .036 .002 -.044 .005 .005

20.30 NL 1 Netwerk -.051 .010 -.055 -.067 -.060

17.30 TV2 2 Vandaag .047 .046 .049 .076* .078*

22.30 NL 3 NOVA .033 .082* -.056 .054 .041

Volkskrant -.066 .145** -.065 -.083* -.083*

Telegraaf .043 -.074* .050 -.015 .031

Algemeen Dagblad -.010 -.034 .001 -.011 -.011

NRC Handelsblad -.040 -.050 -.034 -.060 -.031

n 842 855 854 843 840

Adj. R2 .001 .038 .026 .023 .008

Size of party 1.8 3.5 0.6 2.0 1.2
Weighted adj. R2 =.057
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Portugal

PS PSD CDS / PP CDU
Bloco 
de Esq.

20.00 RPT1 – Telejornal -.044 -.043 -.099 -.039 -.036

RPT1 – 24 Horas -.077 -.144* -.035 .097 .039

13.00 RTP1 Jor. da tarde -.093 -.083 .079 .040 .040

22.00 RPT2 – Jornal 2 -.226** .058 .100 .098 .114

20.00 SIC Jor. da noite -.070 .112 -.147* -.009 .036

01.00 SIC Último jor. .043 .066 .045 .064 .167*

13.00 SIC – Primeiro jor. -.181** -.040 -.182** -.128* -.028

21.00 TVI – Directo XXI .036 .051 -.004 -.004 -.034

Correio da Manhã .104 .076 -.006 .003 .045

Diário de Noticias .047 .156** -.027 -.012 -.070

Jornal de Noticias .118 .114 .082 -.021 -.146*

Público .046 .080 .100 .040 .079

n 276 315 276 276 276

Adj. R2 .076 .056 .065 .011 .053

Size of party 43.9 34.0 9.1 8.6 0.0
Weighted adj. R2 =.062

Spain

PP PSOE IU CiU PNV EH
21.00 TVE 1 .057 .045 -.118** -.086* -.093* -.079

ANTENA 3 Noticias 21.00 -.001 -.039 -.047 .015 -.009 .019

TELE 5 20.30 .018 .030 .009 -.074 .008 .004

TVE1 15.00 .105** .011 .004 -.026 -.053 -.010

Antena 3 15.00 .044 .072 -.069 -.045 -.011 -.079

TELE 5 14.30 -.112** .097* .013 -.058 -.043 -.045

TVE2 22.00 .018 .017 .017 -.071 -.030 -.045

Canal+ 21.00 -.128** -.008 .033 .099* -.011 .051

El Pais -.189** .145** .093* -.071 -.067 -.075

ABC .155** -.069 -.079 -.038 -.004 -.037

El Mundo .072 -.144** .051 -.016 -.035 .026

La Vangurdia -.006 .000 .024 .250** .070 .031

El Periodico -.179** .062 .026 .195** .023 .008

El Correo -.083* -.038 .025 -.049 .302** .116**

n 604 603 599 595 586 588

Adj. R2 .172 .052 .029 .169 .104 .019

Size of party 38.9 37.5 10.6 4.6 1.3 0.7
Weighted adj. R2 =.105
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Sweden

Vänsterpartiet Socialdem. Miljöpartiet Centerpartiet
Rapport TV2 .008 .053 -.030 -.078

Nyheterna TV4 .075 .023 .051 -.001

Aktuellt Kanal1 -.119* -.112* -.069 -.003

TV3 Direkt .017 .034 -.007 .006

Aftonbladet .145** .148** -.005 -.073

Dag. Nyheter .045 -.011 .088 -.067

Svenska Dagbladet -.220** -.212** -.213** -.129**

Göteborgs-Posten .070 .041 -.020 -.021

n 452 459 454 453

Adj. R2 .084 .074 .044 .015

Size of party 36.4 22.9 12.0 11.8

Sweden (continued)

Folkpartiet Kristdem. Moderaterna
Rapport TV2 -.076 .013 -.051

Nyheterna TV4 -.015 -.026 -.049

Aktuellt Kanal 1 .153** .081 .078

TV3 Direkt .026 -.023 -.020

Aftonbladet -.172** -.106** -.145**

Dag. Nyheter .088 -.047 .024

Svenska Dagbladet .192** .212** .250**

Göteborgs-Posten -.025 .001 -.102*

n 455 456 456

Adj. R2 .094 .054 .099

Size of party 5.1 4.7 4.5
Weighted adj. R2 =.068

All tables

* Signifi cant on 5% level

** Signifi cant on 1% level



Appendix E
Specifi cation of variables used in the analyses of 
Chapter 2

Age Age at election year in 3 categories: 1) 21-30; 2) 31-60; 3) 61-80.

Read about politics “How often do you read news and articles about politics in the daily 
press?” 1) never reads news and articles about politics; 2) occasionally 
reads news and articles about politics in the daily press 3) often reads 
news and articles about politics 4) reads what there is in the newspaper 
of news and articles about politics.

Political interest “In general, how interested in politics are you?” 1) not at all interested; 
2) not very interested; 3) fairly interested; 4) very interested.

Party attachment Party identifi cation, strength. 1) no party preference; 2) party preference; 
3) adherent; 4) strongly convinced adherent.

Political effi cacy “The parties are only interested in people’s votes, not in what they 
think”. 1) strongly agree; 2) agree; 3) disagree; 4) strongly disagree.

PPP Contextual measure press-party parallelism, calculated in a similar fash-
ion as MPP (media-party parallelism, see Appendix C; solely calculated 
for newspaper exposure)

Cleavage Voting See appendix F



Appendix F
Construction of the variable ‘cleavage voting’, used in 
Chapter 2

The procedure of measurement of the ‘cleavage voting’ variable is based on Franklin 
(1992), and it is analogous to the measurement of MPP. Like in MPP, the dependent vari-
ables are party preference scores. These scores were regressed on 11 variables which dis-
tinguish cleavage groups. Seven dummies55 were included for subjective class; 1 dummy 
for having paid employment or not; 1 dummy for trade union membership; 1 variable 
(4 categories) for the degree of urbanization; and one variable (5 categories) for income. 
The adjusted R2’s – the amount of variance of the sympathy score of each party explained 
by these variables – are summed after weighting by party size (national parliamentary 
election result). For Sweden in 1979, this is the result per party: 

Party Adjusted R2 Size of party# Size* adj. R2

Vänsterpartiet 0.097 5.6 0.5410

Socialdemokraterna 0.194 43.2 8.3722

Centerpartiet 0.099 18.1 1.7973

Folkpartiet 0.051 10.6 0.5438

Moderaterna 0.148 20.3 3.0085

97.8 14.2627

Cleavage voting 14.58 (=14.26/97.8*100)
# percentage of votes gained at national parliamentary election.

For the other election years analysed in Chapter 2, it is constructed in an analogous fash-
ion. The results are 13.86 (1982), 13.07 (1985), 10.69 (1988), 7.96 (1991), 10.28 (1994), 
7.00 (1998), 5.49 (2002).

55 In the Swedish election studies, subjective class is usually asked in 8 categories, resulting in 7 dummy 
variables.



Appendix G
Specifi cation of variables used in the analyses of 
Chapter 3

Electoral participation EP elections 1999 “A lot of people abstained in the European Parliament 
elections on June 10 while others voted. Did you cast your 
vote?” Yes (1) no (0)

Electoral participation last General 
Elections

“Which party did you vote for at the 1997 General 
Election?” Did not vote (0) voted for any party (1)

Consonance between attitude towards the 
EU and exposure to European discourse in 
newspaper 

Consonance category (1) contrasted to those who do 
neither experience consonance nor dissonance (cross-
pressures) on this topic (0)

Cross-Pressures between attitude towards 
the EU and exposure to European discourse 
in newspaper

Cross-pressured (dissonance) category (1) contrasted 
to those who do neither experience consonance nor 
dissonance (cross-pressures) on this topic (0)

Political interest Political interest score, see Appendix B.

Number of days reading a newspaper “Normally, how many days of the week do you read a 
newspaper?” (0-7 days)

Attention to news about Europe “How much attention do you pay to news about Europe?” 
A lot (4), some (3), a little (2), or none (1)?

EU ‘good thing’ “Generally speaking, do you think that Britain’s 
membership of the European Union is a good thing, a 
bad thing, or neither good nor bad?” ‘Good thing’ (1) 
contrasted to ‘neither’ (0)

EU ‘bad thing’ “Generally speaking, do you think that Britain’s 
membership of the European Union is a good thing, 
a bad thing, or neither good nor bad?” ‘Bad thing’ (1) 
contrasted to ‘neither’ (0)

Social class “If you were asked to chose one of these fi ve names for 
your social class, which would you say you belong to?” 
The working class (1), the lower middle class (2), the 
middle class (3), the upper middle class (4) or the upper 
class (5)?

Age Age at time of interview



Appendix H
Construction of the weighting variable used in 
Chapter 1, 3, and 4

Source: http://www.europeanelectionstudies.net

The weighting variable used in all analyses (except for those reported in Chapter 2), is a 
political weight variable, that is transformed so that the effective number of cases is equal 
for each of the political systems. The fi rst part of this Appendix describes the technical 
construction of the variable. The second part focuses on the effects of the use of this 
variable.

Technical construction of the weighting variable
The fi rst step of the weighting procedure consisted of applying (fractional) weights which 
ensure that in each of the member states of the European Union the sample distribu-
tion of reported voting behavior and party choice in the European elections was ren-
dered identical to the offi cial election result. This fi rst step assigned equal weights to all 
non-voters, i.e. assumed all kinds of non-voters to be equally under- or over-represented 
in the sample. This assumption appears implausible in the light of the low level of turn-
out in most countries. A more plausible assumption would be that over- or under-repre-
sentation in the sample of groups with specifi c party preferences applies to both voters 
and non-voters. This assumption lets us take advantage of the close resemblance that 
exists in all countries between European vote and national vote intention. In other words, 
we make the assumption that when preferences for a particular party are overrepresented 
among the voters in the sample (as can be gauged from their European party choice), they 
are also overrepresented among the European non-voters (for whom party preferences 
can be gauged from their intended party choice in national elections). A correction for 
any such overrepresentation or corresponding under-representation of non-voters was 
made in the second step of the weighting procedure.

The following table illustrates the procedure by means of a hypothetical example, 
which describes the distributions in a fi ctional sample from a country with three parties 
A, B and C. The cell-entries in this table (aa, nb, C

tot
) are frequency counts. The quantities 

A
EE

 etc. are target frequency counts, i.e. the numbers of observations which should occur 
in each row, had the sample refl ected the election result exactly.
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National vote intention
European Party Choice Party A Party B Party C No vote Total Target Distribution

Party A aa eb ac an A
tot

A
EE

Party B ba bb bc bn B
tot

B
EE

Party C ca cb cc cn C
tot

C
EE

No vote na nb nc nn N
tot

N
EE

For those who voted in the European elections the weighting procedure is quite simple. 
Respondents who voted for party A, were assigned a weighting coeffi cient w

a
=A

EE
/A

tot
. 

Respondents voting for party B were assigned a weighting coeffi cient w
b
=B

EE
/B

tot
 and 

those who voted for party C a coeffi cient w
c
=C

EE 
/ C

tot
.

For European non-voters the procedure is more complicated and consists of two 
stages. In the fi rst stage preliminary weights are calculated: European non-voters who 
indicate a national party preference for party A are assigned a fi rst-stage weighting coef-
fi cient

 
as follows:

w
p 

= (aa*w
a
 + ba*w

b
 + ca*w

c
) / (aa+ba+ca)

Likewise for European non-voters who intend to vote for party B, or party C in national 
elections, fi rst-stage coeffi cients w

q
 and w

r
 are defi ned as follows:

w
q 

= (ab*w
a
 + bb*w

b
 + cb*w

c
) / (ab+bb+cb)

w
r 

= (ac*w
a
 + bc*w

b
 + cc*w

c
) / (ac+bc+cc)

European non-voters who express no intended party choice for national elections are 
assigned a fi rst-stage coeffi cient ws as follows:

w
s 

= (an*w
a
 + bn*w

b
 + cn*w

c
 + nn*(N

EE
 / N

tot
)) / (an+bn+cn+nn)

The second stage, in which fi nal weighting coeffi cients for European non-voters are 
defi ned, is necessary in order to ensure the same proportion of non-voters in the weighted 
sample as in the population. The weights involved are as follows:

For European non-voters with a national vote intention for A: w
u 

= w
p
*w

t

For European non-voters with a national vote intention for B:  w
v 

= w
q
*w

t

For European non-voters with a national vote intention for C:  w
w 

= w
r
*w

t

For European non-voters with no national vote intention:  w
x 

= w
s
*w

t

where

w
 

= N
EE

 / (na*w
p
 + nb*w

q
 +nc*w

r
 + nn*w

s
)
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Application of the variable
When applied, the weighting variable generates a distribution of turnout and party choice 
that is identical to the actual results of the June 1999 European election in the respective 
countries. This variable was constructed in the same way as its counterparts in the 1989 
and 1994 European election study datasets. Applying this weight leaves the effective 
number of cases unchanged from the raw data for each country, which vary from 500 in 
the case of Luxembourg to 3,700 for Italy. In order to estimate and test the effects of con-
textual variables such as MPP without bias, each political system should weight equally 
in the comparative analyses. In order to ascertain this, the weighting variable described 
above is transformed by multiplication with a system-specifi c constant so that the effec-
tive number of cases is equal for each of the political systems, while the pooled number of 
cases across systems is unaffected. This variable thus accomplishes equal weights for the 
different political systems, while at the same time ensuring that the sample distribution 
of voting behavior in each system mirrors the actual outcome of the European elections 
in that system. More information on the weighting variable described above can be found 
on http://www.europeanelectionstudies.net.
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Dit boek behandelt de rol van mediacontext binnen de politieke communicatie, en de 
effecten die mediacontext kan hebben op electoraal gedrag, met name het al dan niet 
gaan stemmen. Onderzoek op het gebied van effecten van politieke communicatie heeft 
zich tot nu toe vooral gespitst op individuele blootstelling aan mediaberichten en de effec-
ten daarvan op individuele houdingen en gedrag. In die verklaringen ontbreken meestal 
systeemvariabelen die de mediacontext beschrijven. Systeemvariabelen kunnen op 
macroniveau bepaalde mediakenmerken omvatten, zoals de partijdigheid van het media-
systeem, of de objectiviteit van het mediasysteem. Hierbij is het individu dus niet meer 
de meeteenheid, maar dit is juist het systeem, of de omgeving, waarbinnen dit individu 
functioneert: een regio of een land bijvoorbeeld. Zulke systeemvariabelen zijn belangrijk 
als beschrijving op zich, maar ze kunnen wellicht ook een deel van de variantie verklaren 
van een aantal sociale verschijnselen zoals electoraal gedrag – de afhankelijke variabele 
die in deze studie centraal staat.

De grootte en impact van systeem- of contextuele variabelen wordt bestudeerd met 
behulp van vergelijkend onderzoek. In vergelijkend onderzoek worden verschillende his-
torisch of geografi sch bepaalde eenheden met elkaar vergeleken. Daarbij worden relatief 
soortgelijke systemen met elkaar te vergeleken, zodat er zo min mogelijk ruis ontstaat 
in het blootleggen van de structuren die worden onderzocht. In dit boek worden relatief 
soortgelijke systemen vergeleken in termen van tijd (Zweden van 1979 tot 2002, hoofd-
stuk 2), in termen van geografi sche ligging (de 15 landen van de EU in 1999, hoofdstuk 1 
en 4), en in termen van groepen van personen die al of niet worden ondersteund in hun 
opvattingen door specifi eke mediablootstelling (hoofdstuk 3).

Hoofdstuk 1 handelt over de partijdigheid van mediasystemen (kranten en televisie-
nieuws per land), uitgedrukt in de variabele ‘Media-Party Parallelism’ (MPP). Dit is het 
centrale concept in het boek. Een stapsgewijze procedure wordt ontwikkeld om op basis 
van survey data (op individueel niveau) de contextuele MPP-variabele te ontwikkelen. Kort 
gezegd wordt er gekeken naar de samenhang tussen partijvoorkeuren en mediagebruik 
(niet hoe vaak men leest of kijkt, maar welke titels men leest en naar welke programma’s 
men kijkt). Die samenhang wordt vervolgens gebruikt als indicator voor de partijdig-
heid van het mediasysteem. De beschrijvende analyses van media-party parallelism in 
de 15 lidstaten die de EU in 1999 telde, laten zien dat de verschillende systemen onder-
ling grote verschillen vertonen. Terwijl de partijdigheid van het mediasysteem in Italië 
sterk is en in Griekenland zelfs zeer sterk, is het nihil in Finland, Ierland en Duitsland. 
Nederland scoort gemiddeld op de maat voor media-party parallelism. De partijdigheid 
in het krantensysteem is in bijna alle landen veel hoger dan de partijdigheid van het 
televisienieuws.

Eerdere onderzoeken vonden ondersteuning voor de idee dat blootstelling aan par-
tijdige media attitudes ten opzichte van partijen alsmede electorale participatie kunnen 
versterken. In hoofdstuk 1 is getest of MPP een positief effect heeft op electorale partici-



Context in Political Communication136

patie. Uit de analyses bleek dit inderdaad het geval. Als er een onderscheid wordt gemaakt 
naar kranten en televisie, dan blijkt dat de partijdigheid van de televisienieuwscontext 
net zoals de krantencontext een positief effect heeft op participatie. Naast dit hoofdeffect 
bleek er ook sprake van een interactie-effect, namelijk dat politieke interesse het effect 
van MPP op participatie modereert. Minder politiek geïnteresseerden bleken meer ‘vat-
baar’ voor het MPP effect dan de politiek geïnteresseerden. Deze bevinding is in lijn met 
eerdere studies die hebben aangetoond dat het de minst politiek geëngageerde mensen 
zijn, die het meest ‘gevoelig’ zijn voor media-effecten.

Hoofdstuk 2 past het concept MPP toe in longitudinaal perspectief, namelijk voor 
acht achtereenvolgende Zweedse verkiezingen (van 1979 tot 2002). De analyses in dit 
hoofdstuk kunnen de causale conclusies uit het vorige ondersteunen en verduidelijken. 
De vraag die open bleef na het lezen van hoofdstuk 1 is de volgende: als MPP een positief 
effect heeft op electorale participatie, kunnen we dan verwachten dat electorale participa-
tie zal dalen als MPP daalt (ceteris paribus)? Deze vraag komt mede voort uit conclusies 
van eerder onderzoek, namelijk dat partijdig nieuws steeds vaker vervangen wordt door 
nieuws dat veel meer ‘objectief’ is, en/of waarin meerdere kanten van het verhaal belicht 
worden. In de literatuur wordt dit veelal aangeduid met de ‘Amerikanisering’ van het 
nieuws. De longitudinale analyse voor Zweden laat zien dat zowel MPP als electorale 
participatie in de periode 1979-2002 dalen. De partijdigheid in de kranten is over die 
jaren sterk afgenomen (en op TV was, en is, deze partijdigheid nihil). MPP heeft ook in 
deze analyse een positief effect op electorale participatie, waarmee de vraag die hierboven 
gesteld is inderdaad bevestigend beantwoord kan worden: electorale participatie zal afne-
men als MPP daalt. Daarnaast was er een andere belangrijke bevinding in dit hoofdstuk: 
MPP heeft niet alleen een effect op individueel stemgedrag, maar de variabele heeft ook 
een effect op contextniveau. Dat wil zeggen dat niet alleen de lezers van een partijdige 
krant vaker gaan stemmen als MPP hoog is, maar ook de niet-lezers. Door interpersoon-
lijke communicatie komen ook niet-lezers in aanraking met de informatie, waardoor ook 
voor hen een positief effect op electoraal gedrag optreedt. Dat laatste laat zien dat het 
effect van MPP inderdaad contextueel is en niet individueel. Al met al ondersteunen de 
bevindingen uit hoofdstuk 2 de eerdere resultaten uit hoofdstuk 1.

Het derde hoofdstuk betreft een andere contextuele variabele, namelijk de conso-
nantie of dissonantie van informatie in relatie tot bestaande attitudes. Het is gebaseerd 
op theorieën van cognitieve dissonantie, die voorspellen dat mensen zullen proberen om 
cognitieve dissonantie tussen de informatie die zij krijgen en de attitudes die zij hebben te 
vermijden of verminderen. Deze idee wordt toegepast op Europese verkiezingen in Enge-
land. Daarnaast hebben verschillende onderzoeken aangetoond dat de houding (positief 
of negatief) tegenover de EU een impact heeft op participatie in Europese verkiezingen. 
In hoofdstuk 3 worden deze twee ideeën gecombineerd en wordt getest of blootstelling 
aan informatie die dissonant is aan de bestaande attitudes ten opzichte van de EU leidt 
tot minder participatie, en of blootstelling die consonant is aan de bestaande attitudes ten 
opzichte van de EU leidt tot meer participatie. Concreet is de vraag dan: is de opkomst bij 
verkiezingen voor het Europees Parlement hoger onder mensen die een krant lezen die 
overeenkomt met hun attitude tegenover de EU (pro- of anti-) dan onder mensen die een 
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krant lezen die niet overeenkomt met die attitude? Hiervoor is gebruik gemaakt van een 
bestaande indeling van Britse kranten op basis van de toon van berichtgeving over de EU, 
namelijk pro-en anti-EU, en van de houding van personen ten opzichte van de EU. De 
studie laat echter geen sterke signifi cante effecten zien. Blootstelling aan informatie die 
consonant is met attitudes tegenover de EU lijkt een zwakke positieve invloed te hebben 
op participatie, maar om dit effect beter te testen is een grotere steekproef nodig. Dis-
sonantie heeft geen effect.

Hoofdstuk 4 grijpt terug op de variabele MPP, en bestudeert met behulp van Struc-
tural Equation Modelling wat het mechanisme achter het MPP effect op participatie is. 
Dit is belangrijk omdat we willen weten of er mediators zijn, zodat het hele model – inclu-
sief mediators en alle veronderstelde effecten – kan worden getoetst. Blijft het MPP effect 
overeind staan in een gecompliceerder model en door welke variabelen wordt het effect 
gemedieerd? Op basis van de literatuur wordt een aangepast model opgesteld en wordt het 
effect van MPP getoetst, gemedieerd door partij-identifi catie en politieke discussie. De 
analyses laten zien dat het effect slechts deels via partij-identifi catie en politieke discussie 
verloopt. Nader onderzoek zou kunnen uitwijzen welke andere variabelen het MPP effect 
op electorale participatie mediëren. Hoofdstuk 4 besluit met suggesties voor mogelijke 
andere variabelen waar in toekomstig onderzoek naar gekeken zou kunnen worden.

In het laatste hoofdstuk, de conclusie, wordt het belang van vergelijkend onderzoek 
betoogd, in het bijzonder in het veld van politieke communicatie. Ook het belang van het 
gebruik van mediasysteem-variabelen in de verklaring van individueel electoraal gedrag 
wordt besproken. Daarnaast wordt er gesteld dat een equivalent van de variabele Media-
Party Parallelism ook toegepast zou kunnen worden voor nieuwe lidstaten van de EU in 
Oost-Europa. Het feit dat partijsystemen daar veel minder stabiel zijn dan in West-Europa 
maakt dat het concept van Media-Party Parallelism veel minder van toepassing is op de 
mediasystemen daar. Partijleiders zijn daar echter wel een veel stabielere factor, terwijl 
zij ook veel sterker dienen als identifi catiemiddel met de politiek, in plaats van partijen. 
Vervolgonderzoek zou kunnen uitwijzen of het concept van Media-Party Parallelism zou 
kunnen worden uitgebreid naar een variant voor Oost-Europese landen, waarbij wordt 
gekeken naar de identifi catie met partijleiders in plaats van met partijen. Tevens is het 
interessant om te bekijken of deze variabele, net als MPP in West-Europa, een positief 
effect heeft op electorale participatie, en door welke variabelen zo’n eventueel effect zou 
worden gemedieerd.

De meer algemene conclusie die getrokken kan worden uit het onderhavige onder-
zoek is dat mediacontext een belangrijke variabele is om electoraal gedrag op individueel 
niveau te begrijpen. Vanuit politicologisch opzicht is de mediacontext een interessante 
variabele om toe te voegen naast de politieke context aan bestaande modellen voor elec-
torale participatie; voor de communicatiewetenschap is de mediacontext een belangrijke 
toevoeging als exogene variabele aan bestaande modellen voor (politieke) attitudes en 
gedrag, naast variabelen die individueel mediagebruik meten.
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