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1. Party coverage of a front runner party increases with a decrease in its poll
ratings.
2. Exposure to poll coverage increases campaign interest and turnout.
3. Exposure to more favorable poll coverage about a party increases the
odds of voting for this party, partly because of the increase in enthusiasm
and decrease in anxiety felt about this party.
The effect of polls on election outcomes is found to be a participatory act, resulting
from the influence of various actors including pollsters, journalists, and voters
themselves. Polls do incite emotions, which in turn influence attitudes towards
parties. However, this is more likely an indication that voters are actively responding
to campaign information, rather than that they are mindlessly following their herd
instinct.

Who is driving whom: The media, voters and the bandwagon

Opinion polls of vote intentions play a prominent role in today’s political campaigns.
When positive opinion poll results trigger additional support for a party, this is
denoted as a “bandwagon effect”. This dissertation has added a communication
science perspective to the study of the bandwagon effect, by evaluating how
poll ratings influence party coverage, and how exposure to poll coverage across a
campaign influences a voter’s campaign interest, emotions about parties, turnout
and vote choice. These questions have been investigated using panel surveys in
combination with content analyses of media coverage and poll data relating to
the German 2013 general (Bundestag) election campaign and the Dutch 2014
election campaign to the European Parliament. Results show that:
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Media, voters and the bandwagon

Introduction
Opinion polls of vote intentions play a prominent role in today’s political
campaigns. They are heavily reported on in the media, they are used by
politicians to inform their strategy, and many believe they have a profound
influence on voters as well (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008). Especially, their
assumed effects on voters are often criticized. In fact, the effects of polls are
feared by citizens and politicians to such a degree that their publication is
(partially) banned in a variety of countries. Petersen (2012) reports that 46%
of all countries have some version of a ban on polls. Such bans are restrictions
of the freedom of information, freedom of speech and freedom of the press,
which are particularly noteworthy as they are reserved for polls, but not other
campaign events. These bans are justified on the basis of the perceived effect
of polls on election outcomes, which is supposedly normatively harmful for the
democratic process (Petersen, 2012). Polls are believed to be very appealing
to voters and overshadow other campaign information. In addition, they,
allegedly, induce emotions that distract a voter from rationally forming a vote
choice.
Most studies into the effects of polls have investigated effects on vote
choice and turnout levels (Hardmeier, 2008). However, such research has so far
paid little attention to the role of the media, emotions or campaign interest.
This dissertation will pick up these issues and investigate how polls help shape
the coverage of parties in the media, how exposure to media poll coverage
can influence turnout through campaign interest, and vote choice through the
emotions they elicit. Studies in political science usually assume that people will
find out about polls in some way and rather study how people respond to poll
information. The mass media are an important information source for voters to
get such poll information, yet few studies have investigated the influence of
the media on the effect of polls. Media themselves are, in turn, becoming more
and more reliant on poll information (see Holtz-Bacha & Strömbäck, 2012).
Polls might influence media coverage, and the way polls are covered might
influence their effects on voters.
When considered across the time span of an election campaign, the
influence of polls on the outcome of the election might thus involve various
reciprocal processes. Polls express vote intentions, but might also influence
them. Polls might influence media coverage, but the influence of that coverage
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on vote intentions will be reflected in the changes of those same polls. This
dissertation presents three studies that each aim to examine a specific
aspect of such reciprocal processes. The first study looks at the influence of
poll ratings on how various media outlets cover parties over time within an
election campaign. The second study deals with the effects of exposure to
poll coverage, on interest in the campaign and turnout, and the third study
investigates how exposure to poll coverage influences how people feel about
parties and whether they (would change their) vote for them. These studies
thus suggest three different kinds of consequences of polls over the course of
a campaign. Their results can inform the construction of a model of poll effects
that takes account of the potential reciprocal processes during a campaign.
As these three studies look at specific aspects of a process which is
likely rather complex, it is important to contextualize them within the larger
literature. Polls and their effects have been debated from their very invention
(Robinson, 1937), so starting with the history of this debate will set the stage,
followed by a review of the empirical literature and the possible contribution
a communication science perspective can make. It will be argued that when
investigating the influence of poll coverage over the time span of an electoral
campaign, many actors are involved like voters, journalists, politicians and their
campaign teams. Each of them might shape interpretations and influence the
effects of polls. The studies in this dissertation will make a start to incorporate
each of them in the study of poll effects.

The debate around polls
Opinion polls of vote intentions aim to measure the will of the people. They
provide a quick and concise interpretation of the broad variety of opinions
present in a large group of people. Polls make these complex collective opinions
tangible by putting them into numbers. Other ways to get such information
would be to ask experts or talk to people in person. However, there is only a
limited number of people one can meet to discuss an issue personally, and the
impression formed in that way would likely be biased due to the small sample
of the opinions collected. Opinion polls simplify the diversity and complexity of
all individual opinions and distill aggregate opinions instead. This has important
practical implications. Policy makers can use polls to go beyond the particulars
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expressed to them in personal contacts to take account of, and respond to, the
will of the millions of people they are chosen to represent (see f.e., Donsbach &
Traugott, 2008). When politician’s voters indicate they would switch their votes
in favor of another party, this politician is apparently losing the former support
for her policy program.
However lofty the ideal of polls helping politicians to learn about the
wishes of their electorate, opinion polls have been under attack from the
moment of their first appearance in the political realm (Hardmeier, 2008). In
short, opinion polls simplify, and any simplification can lead to bias and be
used to deceive. Instead of expressing the population’s will and give people a
voice, some believe opinion polls actually have the opposite effect of numbing
people’s minds and transforming them in a flock of sheep blindly following the
numbers presented to them. Polls are believed to be so attractive as to stop
people’s rational thinking process and turn them into a mindless crowd. Claude
Robinson expresses this position in one of the first scientific articles to discuss
the effects of polls on democracy:
“In cases where public opinion is not deeply rooted, says this paper, straw polls
frequently tend to develop a bandwagon rush on the part of the electorate,
thus increasing the influence of mob action and decreasing the influence of
individual reason in determining the outcome.” (Robinson, 1937: 47)
The metaphorical term “bandwagon” used in this quote refers to a campaign
tactic used in 19th century American politics (Schmitt-Beck, 2015). A wagon
carrying a music band was used to attract a crowd to a politician’s campaign,
when his caravan went through a town. People gathered to march behind the
bandwagon to enjoy the music. Since then the “bandwagon effect” is used as a
term to describe people adjusting their opinion to conform to a group opinion.
In this dissertation it refers to voters, journalists or other actors adjusting their
behavior and attitudes in line with changes in party preferences as shown in
published opinion polls.
The idea behind a human herd instinct in opinion formation has a sound
scientific basis. In one of the classic experiments in psychology, Solomon
Asch (1951) showed participants three lines that clearly differ in length and
asked them to indicate which of the three lines equals the length of a fourth
line, shown directly next to the original three. As this task is fairly simple,
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participants tended to perform well in successive rounds of the test. However,
a different set of participants, the experimental group, were put in a room with
a number of other people who appear to be other participants, but in reality
collaborate with the experimenter. These other people gave unanimous, but
incorrect answers to a predetermined number of rounds of the test. Asch finds
that about a third of the participants adjust half or more of their own answers
in order to conform to this incorrect group opinion.
It seems reasonable to assume that the same mechanism is at work while
people are reaching their vote choice. Elections are also situations in which a
large group of people express their opinions simultaneously, and in making
their decision people can learn about the opinions of others through published
polls. Much research has explored the question of whether polls influence vote
choice, but for decades scientists were unable to agree on the existence of a
bandwagon effect in voting. Early studies find that, when asked, almost no
voter gives opinion poll results as the reason for their vote choice (Niemi, Iusi,
& Bianco, 1983). Some experiments even found support for an underdog effect
rather than a bandwagon effect (e.g. Ceci & Kain, 1982). The underdog effect
is the opposite of the bandwagon effect and describes the case when voters
move away from the likely winner of the election and vote for the competitor
instead. To try and move the debate further, scholars have started using more
advanced research designs and a consensus is now emerging in favor of a
(small) bandwagon effect in vote choice (Schmitt-Beck, 2015).
Whether the existence of such an effect is good or bad from a normative
point of view depends on what causes the effect as well as one’s preferred ideal
type of democracy. At one extreme of the spectrum of ideas about democracy,
Schumpeter (1976: 269) defines “the democratic method is that institutional
arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which individuals acquire the
power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.” In
Schumpeter’s view the people are distinct from the elites who compete for
their vote. The most important function of elections is the rotation of these
elites. Elites can make superior decisions to advance the common interest
through their knowledge and expertise. Which particular elites are chosen
is less important. Consequently, it is less important which motivation drives
the vote choices of the people. As ordinary citizens are not seen as capable of
making elite decisions on the best government policy anyway, they might just
as well be driven by a bandwagon rush. Advocates of this view of democracy
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point to the large body of work showing the low levels of political knowledge
among citizens, how predictably irrational people make decisions, and how
easily they may be misled (Clawson & Oxley, 2008; Fossen & Anderson, 2014).
Many disagree with this rather shallow view of democracy and require
more citizen involvement. Theorists advocating participatory democratic
models generally believe people can and should actively participate in political
decision making (Clawson & Oxley, 2008). Many citizens just lack the resources
to make government policy decisions, because democratic states give them
little opportunity to develop those through participation. Democracies
should encourage participation and get people in a positive cycle of increased
involvement. Participation can be self-rewarding as it helps self-development
and self-esteem. The value of a possible bandwagon effect from this perspective
depends on whether it helps people to participate more in politics and whether
it helps them make better, or more informed, voting decisions.

Review of the literature
The moral critique on the influence of polls hinges on various assumptions
about the mechanism behind a possible bandwagon effect: polls would reduce
rational argumentation in vote choice formation, they would spark emotions,
and suppress independent reasoning in favor of group conformation. Much
remains unknown about the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect, but
several empirical studies have investigated aspects relevant to whether polls
help or hurt democracy, These studies will shortly be reviewed and it will be
argued that the role of the media is important, but as of yet understudied.
The mechanism behind the bandwagon effect. The most elaborate
work on the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect is Mutz’ (1998) book
“Impersonal Influence”. She finds that poll exposure enhances political thinking.
Participants list more pro- and counter arguments when they consider their
candidate preference after they have been exposed to poll results. In another
experiment, when participants had no information that discredited or
supported a candidate, she found that participants relied on poll results as an
indication for a candidate’s quality (Mutz, 1998). These participants recognized
they lacked sufficient information, but reasoned that the poll expressed the
information others had. They used the poll result as a heuristic cue to help
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arrive at a more informed vote choice. Bartels (1988) investigated the use of
polls by US primary voters. In each primary multiple candidates compete.
He finds that voters use polls to choose among otherwise equally preferred
candidates to avoid wasting one’s vote and in the hope to increase the chance
to defeat another, disliked, but popular candidate. In each of these examples,
polls were used to inform decision making and bandwagon effects appear to
be beneficial in light of participatory democratic ideals.
Still, these three are only a few of the studies into the effects of polls
and the full picture might be more complex. Kenney and Rice (1994)
explore the psychology behind the bandwagon and add two additional
potential mechanisms. Contagion refers to the herd instinct and the crowd
psychology of following the leader because of the “emotional excitement, the
enthusiasm of the crowds” (Hardmeier, 2008: 509). Gratification is similar, but
refers to seeking emotional benefits of being on the winning side and avoid
disappointment by abandoning a losing candidate or party (Hardmeier, 2008).
Both these mechanisms highlight the potential contributions emotions might
make to explaining bandwagon effects. Emotions have often been cited when
discussing bandwagon effects, but rarely measured.
In addition, most studies investigate the immediate effects of poll exposure,
but their cumulative, and over time, effect across an election campaign might
be different (Mutz, 1998). Polls can have effects on other actors besides voters
and might have a separate influence on voters via these other actors. Henshel
and Johnston (1987) argue that polls can influence fundraising capabilities,
volunteer recruitment and endorsements, and Mutz (1998) adds free media
attention. Theoretical work has suggested that each can amplify or counteract
the other in producing effects (Henshel and Johnston, 1987; Mutz, 1998).
Polls can thus influence voters indirectly through their effect on the party’s/
candidate’s resources.
Such direct and indirect effects of polls might escalate over the course of a
campaign and might be more or less desirable from a participatory democracy
point of view. Boudreau and McCubbins (2010) note how polls are least reliable
when voters have acquired little substantial information on which to base their
choice. They give their preferences when asked by pollsters, but these could
likely change in the face of new information. This situation is typical for many
voters, when interviewed many months before an election. However, if such
polls trigger effects on the consequent proliferation of campaign information
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by advantaging some, and disadvantaging other contenders, this influences
the information environment in which these voters will consequently make
their voting decision. In a participatory democracy, voters use campaigns to
potentially alter their party preference and use their acquired insights to elect
the optimal government. In line with Mutz’ (1998) argument, polls might
trigger political thinking, but what if the information that comes to mind is
itself, in part, a consequence of the poll result? If polls influence party coverage,
this might lead to a non-rational, poll driven process of preference formation,
and result in sub-optimal vote choices (Boudreau & McCubbins, 2010).
The media. As the media form the main arena in which modern political
parties compete for votes, they are an appropriate place to look for evidence
of such indirect poll effects. That media exert an important influence within
the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect is often assumed or taken
for granted, but much less tested. Sigelman (1989: 36) notes, “Clearly, what
matters most in establishing [a bandwagon effect] is not a candidate’s actual
performance, but rather the interpretation (the so-called “spin”) that political
opinion makers place on this performance.”
Several studies implicitly do test media influences within the bandwagon
effect. They suggest that media effects are not only important in understanding
bandwagon effects, but might even determine what kind of effect polls have
at all. For example, Fleitas (1971) manipulated the experimental group in his
study with the description of the election as a “contest between an advantaged
frontrunner and a disadvantaged underdog”, and found that this group
increased its vote intention for the underdog compared to the control group.
The designation of the underdog as “disadvantaged” might have triggered
sympathy with the participants. These findings suggest that such media “spin”
might be responsible for some of the underdog effects found in the literature.
Polls can have an influence on campaign coverage in a variety of ways.
They are heavily covered themselves (Bhatti & Pedersen, 2015; Brettscheider,
1997; 2008), their coverage fits a tendency towards horse race coverage of
campaigns (Aalberg, Strömbäck & de Vreese, 2012), but they might also be
used as a framework for journalists to order other campaign news (Rosenstiel,
2005). Still, the relationship between polls and campaign coverage might not
be one-on-one. Searles, Ginn and Nickens (2016) find that media are an active
gatekeeper and choose which polls to report and which to neglect. Journalists
can also exert an influence in the way they describe poll results. They have some
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leeway in presenting a poll positively or negatively, for example by choosing
the reference point with which to compare the current result (Strömbäck,
2012a). A party can be down 2% since last week, but also still be outperforming
pre-campaign expectations. Voters, in turn, may be influenced by this poll
coverage, which can trigger affective as well as cognitive processes. Still, the
effect of poll coverage on voters is likely to depend on whether that coverage
is actually observed. Voters can avoid (certain) media coverage altogether, and
can be more or less interested in the coverage they do consume.
There is a large body of research into the relation between polls, media
coverage, and voters, but it has focused only little on the effects of polls, like
the effect of “spin” on voters. Instead, its major concern is with the kind of
campaign coverage associated with polls, usually called horse race or strategic
coverage (Aalberg, Strömbäck & de Vreese, 2011). Cappella and Jamieson
(1997) describe how, with the help of polls, campaigns are increasingly covered
in terms of winners and losers, rather than by attention for issue positions.
Voters confronted with this kind of coverage might get the impression that
all politicians care about is winning, rather than improving the common good.
Over time, this might lead to cynicism and reduced political participation. This
effect is not only due to horse race news taking up space within the news that
could otherwise have been used for substantive issues, but also because horse
race news attracts more attention and leads people to overlook the remaining
substantive issue coverage (Valentino, Buhr, & Beckman, 2001). Such an effect
would be bad from the viewpoint of participatory democracy, because cynicism
reduces participation and lack of attention for substantive issues makes it more
difficult for voters to adequately base their voting decisions on issue positions.
It is thus important to examine the role of the media within the mechanism
behind the bandwagon effect over time. The expertise of communication
scientists in studying the media can add to the already broad literature on the
bandwagon effect. Bandwagon research has progressed simultaneously in
separate fields. Economists care especially about rational actor assumptions
(e.g. Großer & Schram, 2010), and political scientists about effects of polls
on election outcomes (e.g. Van der Meer, Hakhverdian, & Aaldering, 2015).
Recently, political scientists have begun studying indirect effects of polls
on election outcomes via campaign funding and media coverage (e.g.
Box-Steffensmeier, Darmofal & Farrell, 2009; Christenson & Smidt, 2012), but
they have yet to capitalize on the full range of theoretical insights into media
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effects available among communication scientists (e.g. Zerback, Reinemann,
& Nienierza, 2015). Applied to bandwagon effects, it might be that polls can
influence campaign interest and accordingly enlarge the selection of campaign
information consumed.

Towards a dynamic theory of poll influence on voting
via media coverage
A variety of communication theoretical perspectives could contribute to
studies of bandwagon effects. In this dissertation, the focus will specifically
be on Slater’s (2007; 2015) reinforcing spirals model (RSM). He proposes that
the effects media have on individual attitudes and behaviors results from a
reinforcing spiral of an individual being exposed to media and influenced by
it, but also affecting this individual’s subsequent selection of media content,
exposure to which can than reinforce/enhance the effects of previous exposure
and again influence subsequent selection etc. As poll effects might develop
over the course of a campaign, analyzing how they influence vote choice
and turnout across an election campaign can benefit from such a dynamic
perspective. The studies in this dissertation are designed to apply Slater’s
(2015) model and extend it in three specific ways: by investigating the influence
of audience attitudes on media content in addition to media selection, by
positing “interest” as a key linking variable between media effects and media
selection, and by evaluating the role of emotions within the spiral of selection
and effects. Each will be shortly discussed and introduced here, but first it will
be evaluated how evidence on the bandwagon effect relates to an over-time
perspective, and then its fit with the RSM will be further examined.
Like the RSM, the bandwagon effect is likely to be the result of mutually
influencing processes developing over time. For example, polls can influence
campaign coverage over time, while exposure to campaign coverage might
change the preferences which translate in corresponding changes in polls.
Within this dynamic process effects might escalate or dampen (Slater, 2015).
Effects do not automatically reinforce each other and extrapolating short
term findings from experiments to a cumulative, over time, process might be
problematic. Repeated poll exposure might or might not lead to a stronger
effect on vote intention, but, in any case, media effects should not be expected
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to escalate without bounds (Slater, 2015). Likewise, aggregate level studies,
which have looked at effects of polls on voting, while ignoring individual
differences in information processing and poll exposure, might miss separate
but counteracting effects for different individuals. When, for example, positive
polls increase party support for some people, but decrease it for others, the
aggregate effect might be small even though the individual effect is substantial
(see Mutz, 1998).
In addition, when including time explicitly the process becomes more
complicated as various actors might (seek to) interfere. In any social process
actors have free will, influences upon them are not deterministic, and their
agency can play an important role. Humans do not merely react automatically
to a stimulus, they might anticipate it and reflect before they act on it. In the
process of campaign bandwagon effects, various actors might exercise their
agency to shape the outcome of the election. Parties/candidates likely want
to win, journalists want to sell their stories to their audience, and voters might
want to make an optimal vote choice. Campaign teams can feed stories to
the press, journalists can select and frame, and voters can select and process
information. Each reflecting on and influencing the ongoing process of polls
affecting vote intentions.
Development of such models of media effects over time is still in its
infancy, but is critical to judge the normative and practical relevance of, for
example, bandwagon effects. The current state-of-the-art is Slater’s (2007,
2015) reinforcing spiral model (RSM). This model emphasizes how media
exposure and effects feed off each other in a continuous feedback loop. Media
exposure creates interest and interest, in turn, breeds exposure. It should be
noted that the model does not necessarily predict an escalatory process. Slater
(2015: 373) describes how identity formation plays a crucial role in media
selection, but at the same time media exposure helps form and maintain that
identity: “The RSM argues that when social identity is under threat (during
political campaigns or other times when rival ideologies are becoming salient,
or at times of economic or social strain), selective use of attitude- and identityconsistent content should increase until a satisfactory equilibrium is reached.
When identity threats are diminished, such selectivity can be reduced.” Applied
to the effect of campaign coverage this might entail that voters are concerned
with selecting media that both help them maintain their identity, and form an
identity-consistent party preference.
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However, much of how this process precisely unfolds over time is still unknown.
Within this dissertation two extensions to the RSM will be proposed and
examined: emotions and media content. A growing body of research shows
how emotions guide information seeking as well as information processing,
both of which are central to Slater’s model (e.g. Marcus, MacKuen, & Neuman,
2011). Slater (2015: 373) does already imply the importance of emotions as he
emphasizes the importance of identity threat, and urges more research on this
topic. In addition, emotions are at the core of social identity theory, which Slater
posits as a cornerstone of the RSM. Tajfel (1981: 255) describes a person’s social
identity as: “knowledge of his membership in a social group (or groups) together
with the value and emotional significance attached to the membership”.1 Still,
emotions are not explicitly included as a variable in the RSM. Regarding the
role of emotions, Slater (2015) argues that identity threat might come about as
the result of accumulating processes over time, such as reduced employment
opportunity, immigration, changing moral values, international conflict or the
identity shifts inherent in adolescence. By describing the role of emotions as a
trigger for reinforcing media use in the RSM, Slater treats them essentially as
a background variable that might set off the RSM which then continues as an
independent, separate process.
However, it could be that emotions, more generally, play an additional
role within the spiral as well. Indeed, Slater (2015: 374) does acknowledge this
possibility for identity threat within his graphical depiction of the RSM. Still,
many other emotions besides threat can play a role. The effects of three emotions
in particular have been widely studied. According to Marcus, MacKuen, and
Neuman’s (2011) affective intelligence theory, anxiety can trigger information
search, aversion leads to avoidance and motivated reasoning, and enthusiasm
reinforces current efforts. Consequently, such different emotions can influence
media selection and media effects, and are not necessarily exogenous to media
exposure. Emotions can be the result of exposure to political media coverage.
Marcus, MacKuen, and Neuman (2011) argue that especially those emotions
that are linked most closely to our political attitudes, are most relevant in
explaining how those attitudes develop. Much research shows that media
exposure can induce various emotions (e.g. Lecheler, Schuck, & de Vreese,
2013). Emotions, in turn, have been linked to selection processes, as they
1 Also see Trang (2011).
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may trigger information search (e.g. Marcus et al., 2011), and emotions can
alter the effects of exposure through their effect on information processing.
In addition, emotions are highly intertwined with cognitive processes, which
might influence selection and exposure effects (Marcus et al., 2011). Emotions
might thus play a much broader and more influential role within Slater’s spiral.
They might not only trigger a reinforcing spiral, but also help form its path.
They might result from media exposure and influence which media sources are
selected, how often, and how their information is processed.
Media agency is another possible active node within the RSM chain of media
selection and media effects. Journalists, political parties, campaign teams, social
movements and all kinds of other actors might have a preference for and interest
in what is published in the media. Consequently, each of them might help shape
the media content in a way that is independent from the process of selection and
effects described by Slater (2015). Media might play an active role in influencing
exposure and effects. Through their roles as gatekeepers, by following news
values, and by observing norms such as balanced coverage, journalists might
actively shape the media agenda (Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Schudson & Anderson,
2009; White, 1950). The resulting media coverage can influence which information
is more or less likely to be encountered. Opinion polls, for example, may help
journalists to build and shape stories independently from political institutions
(Strömbäck, 2012b). Consequently, even if attitudes towards parties drive
selective exposure, the media exposed to might present campaign information
which differs in systematic ways from those party attitudes.
Figure 1 shows the proposed additions to Slater (2015: 374) graphic
depiction of the RSM in bold. The figure strongly simplifies Slater’s quite
elaborate depiction. The figure here only shows one slice out of the reinforcing
spiral process. In Slater’s full model, media exposure influences attitudes which
influence subsequent exposure, moderated by various background variables
and fueled by identity threat. Instead, the focus of the figure here is on the two
additions to the RSM described above. First, it adds the potential contribution
of media agency in the form of the production (including its supply by outside
actors) and selection of news. Media agency might alter media content, and
accordingly changes the media one is actually exposed to. Second, the figure
adds emotions more broadly, rather than just identity threat as a cause of
selection. In addition, it depicts emotions as influencing the effects of exposure
as well.
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media production
and selection

media content

media exposure

Emotions

Emotions

selection
Figure 1. A simplified slice of the Reinforcing Spirals Model including media agency and emotions.

Set up of the dissertation
This PhD thesis will apply these additions to Slater’s (2015) RSM to the
bandwagon effect, and investigate them sequentially in three separate studies.
Accordingly, it will seek to make three incremental steps in investigating the
mechanism behind the bandwagon effect. Figure 2 schematically depicts the
relation between the three studies and their main variables of interest. The
figure should not be interpreted as a full causal model, it rather shows how
each study investigates a specific addition to Slater’s RSM within the context
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of the bandwagon effect. Study 1 looks at news production and selection
by examining how poll ratings influence subsequent party coverage. It thus
investigates the role of media agency within the bandwagon effect. Study 2
investigates the role of interest within the relation between media selection
and effects. Interest could help explain why exposure leads to selection in the
RSM. Study 2 tests this notion by examining whether interest drives selection
and whether it mediates the effects of exposure on behavior, by examining
how poll coverage influences campaign interest and turnout. Hereby, it
examines the existence of a bandwagon effect in turnout, with the excitement
of polls increasing voter interest in the campaign resulting in higher turnout
levels. Such an effect would be the opposite of poll related coverage leading
to increased cynicism, which will be included as a control. Study 3 traces the
influence of exposure on emotions and behavior as exemplified by the relation
between poll coverage, emotions and vote choice.
Slater’s RSM will thus be applied to the study of the bandwagon effect
over the course of election campaigns by investigating how poll coverage
might influence campaign interest, and whether interest influences the effects
of poll coverage in turn. In addition, the conceptual mechanism of the RSM will
be extended to include the possible effects of emotions and media agency.
Media agency might influence party coverage, which in turn could affect
voting behavior over time, and media exposure might trigger emotions that
influence its effects.

selection
study 2
party poll rating

study 1

voter interest

turnout

voter emotions

vote choice

poll exposure

study 3

party coverage

Figure 2. How the studies complement each other.

The results of these studies could directly affect the normative desirability of
bandwagon effects. First, a possible mechanism behind the bandwagon effect
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could be that polls affect party coverage, which in turn affects vote intentions,
which affect polls. Early campaign polls might start off this process, which
then becomes self-fulfilling. However, in those early stages of the campaign
many voters have yet to make a definite voting decision and poll predictions
are shown to be rather imprecise (Jennings & Wlezien, 2016)2. In that case
the particular early campaign poll standings might be considered somewhat
arbitrary and a self-fulfilling spiral resulting from those standings would
thus reduce meaningful voter participation. Second, the coverage of polls
themselves might contribute to cynicism and reduce turnout, but might also
increase interest in the campaign as voters are drawn in by the bandwagon
effect. Voters find poll coverage more attractive and easier to understand
than issue coverage (Iyengar, Norpoth, & Hahn, 2004), so studying effects on
campaign interest can serve to determine which effect is stronger. More voter
involvement can be considered beneficial from a participatory democracy
perspective, while increased cynicism would be undesirable. Third, studying
the role of emotions in the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect is
normatively important as it directly addresses its earliest critique of spurring
a “rush on the part of the electorate” and leading to “mob action” (Robinson,
1937: 47). Emotions have often been contrasted with rational decision making
and blamed for irrational behavior. However, as noted, recent research shows
how emotions and cognitive reasoning are intimately intertwined rather than
mutually exclusive (see Marcus, Neumann, & MacKuen, 2000). The role of
emotions within the bandwagon effect may thus not only apply to contagion
or gratification type effects, but also to all other bandwagon mechanisms
described above.

Issues with cause and effect
Several methodological issues must be addressed to investigate the
bandwagon effect over time within a media effects perspective and in a
field setting. The most important one is to separate cause and effect. Going
beyond previous research, studies in this dissertation treat several variables as
potentially endogenous mediators within an evolving dynamic, rather than as
2	Especially for first order election, early polls for second order elections are found to be much more
informative.
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exogenous moderators to an instantaneous effect. Poll ratings can both be a
cause and consequence of changing vote intentions, likewise party coverage
can be a cause and consequence of polls. Campaign interest might influence
poll exposure, and poll exposure can lead to increased interest. Each of these
variables will be examined in a separate study, with a design most conducive
to determining its effect.
Ideally, to thoroughly study these question, one would use daily individual
level data on poll exposure, party emotions, and vote and turnout intentions,
in combinations with a full content analysis of party and poll coverage in
all media to which individuals are exposed in the months leading up to the
election. Unfortunately, such data does not (yet) exist and is way too expensive
to collect. Therefore a few methodological tricks are required to adequately
test the specified effects. For an optimal analysis the number of data points
over time or across individual units requires a trade-off. To be able to generalize
the findings a representative cross-sectional sample is needed, both of voters
and media coverage. To study over-time processes data needs to be collected
repeatedly over time for the same units of analysis.
Each of the studies in this dissertation makes a separate contribution.
Study 1 goes beyond previous research designs in the way it deals with the
relatedness of separate over-time processes within a campaign. Its design
takes account of the differences in poll predictions across polling firms, and
links party coverage of each party and in each outlet separately to each poll
prediction. Study 2 concentrates on the influence of selection effects, as not
everyone is equally likely to observe poll coverage in the first place, potentially
leading to biased estimates. In addition, it will go beyond previous studies and
model the selection process explicitly, including the drivers and consequences
of selection apart from exposure itself. Study 3 uses an individual level poll
exposure index, to help model the influence on voters of the portrayal of poll
results in the media rather than taking the poll ratings at face value as is done
in most previous studies. Each will be elaborated upon below.
Study 1: Polls and party coverage. Like poll coverage, party coverage
in modern campaigns is spread out over a variety of outlets, time slots and
newspaper sections. Measuring party coverage is somewhat easier, though, as
it is present much more consistently. Especially the major parties are at least
mentioned every day of the campaign in most of the prominent media slots.
This makes it possible to derive a rather fine-grained, day-to-day indicator per

23

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 23

31-12-16 17:45

Media, voters and the bandwagon

outlet. In order to relate this coverage to changes in poll ratings, this dissertation
will go beyond previous studies and evaluate the effect of polls from seven
different polling agencies separately for each of five parties in each of eleven
outlets. To do so it will aggregate party coverage for each party, in each outlet,
for each period between two consecutive polls by the same polling firm. Polling
firms generally do not publish daily poll ratings, and if they do, they often use
their samples from multiple days to arrive at their estimate (so called “tracking
polls”, see Searles, Ginn, & Nickens, 2016). Therefore, the design of this study
forsakes a day-to-day analysis of effects of polls on party coverage, in order to
get a more precise estimate of the effect of polls on party coverage across the
period until the next poll.
Study 2: Poll exposure, campaign interest and turnout. To arrive
at a better understanding of the role of selection processes within the
bandwagon effect, study 2 in this dissertation investigates what background
characteristics drive individual selection to poll exposure, and whether poll
exposure increases interest in the campaign and political participation, in the
form of turnout, or whether it merely breeds cynicism. The main causal issue
in this study is to adequately separate the effects of selection from those of
exposure. Eligible voters who are uninterested in the campaign and have no
intention of voting, might also be least likely to consume the kind of media
that report polls. They might, for example, be more interested in watching a
soccer game or reality soap on a different channel. Consequently, any study
that identifies a difference in turnout in line with a difference in poll exposure,
might simply grasp this selection effect of uninterested voters avoiding both
poll exposure and the act of voting. The standard way of dealing with this
issue is to use a panel design and look at within voter changes in campaign
interest and turnout intention with respect to poll coverage. Do individuals
who are exposed to polls become more interested and likely to vote
compared to before the campaign and compared to individuals who are not
exposed? However, this approach has two main disadvantages. First, some
people might be more likely to increase their interest and turnout intention
across the campaign than others, and this increase is likely to be related to
an increased likelihood of exposure to poll coverage. Second, by controlling
for pre-campaign attitudes and turnout intentions it is difficult to establish
how these pre-campaign attitudes contributed to turnout via self-selection
into poll exposure (see Slater, 2015). These issues will be addressed by using
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a unique four wave dataset, with three waves before the campaign and one
wave after. The first three waves are used to determine each individual’s
likelihood of exposure based on pre-campaign interest and turnout intention
as well as a host of other factors which might affect likely changes in interest
and turnout intention across the campaign. Following Imai and Ratkovic
(2014), the likelihood of exposure will be calculated as a Covariate Balancing
Propensity Score (CBPS). This CBPS can be used as a control variable to deal
with selection effect, but within a dynamic, over time, framework this would
be suboptimal. Instead, this study will go beyond previous research and
integrate the CBPS as a separate variable within a structural equation model
in order to separately estimate three different, but related, processes. The
model will first of all show which variables predict CBPS, and thus are the
main determinants of poll selection processes. Second, it will show what the
effects of selection are on interest and turnout, and third, it will show what
contribution actual poll exposure has on interest and turnout apart from
selection effects. In this way a fuller picture emerges of how the dynamics of
these media effects work.
Study 3: Poll exposure, emotions and vote choice. Assessing poll
exposure over time is challenging, as poll coverage is spread out over a
multitude of print, TV and online outlets and within those outlets across
a variety of sections, shows, and tabs, each of which can refer to polls from
different polling firms and interpret them independently or in relation to each
other. The poll coverage to which each individual voter is exposed depends on
which outlets are read or seen. Single TV shows or newspaper sections do not
usually interpret or even mention all polls for all parties each day, but instead
report on a selected set of new polls and usually only when they are released.
Consequently, calculating a uniform daily poll coverage indicator to which
each individual can be more or less exposed might be misleading. Instead, in
study 3 of this dissertation, poll coverage is sampled from the most prominent
news slots in the most prominent outlets, and then aggregated over the course
of the campaign. In this way differences in exposure between individuals can
still be distinguished, though at the cost of losing the day-to-day, over-time
development of coverage. By integrating these content analyses data with
panel survey data of individual media exposure, attitudes and behaviors, a
basic over-time effect of poll coverage during the campaign as a whole can be
investigated.
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To study how emotions mediate the bandwagon effect of poll exposure on vote
choice, a two wave panel survey is used to measure attitudes and behaviors both
before and after the campaign. Everything which happened in between the
survey waves can account for differences in responses and is therefore treated
as a large and complex, but single stimulus. This design allows to compare
emotions felt towards parties from before the campaign with those at the end
of the campaign, and relate these changes to the poll coverage to which each
individual is exposed. A major strength of this design compared to earlier field
studies is that it allows a stronger causal test of the effect of poll coverage on
vote choice. As argued, journalists have some leeway in how they present poll
results. In addition, individuals differ into which media outlets they select and
how often. The individual level poll exposure across the campaign can thus be
different from the aggregate changes in poll ratings which were recorded over
the same period. This difference can help to sort whether polls simply measure
changes in vote intention that have already taken place, making their effect on
vote choice spurious, or whether they, through poll coverage, also influence
vote choice.
Arguably both effects may be present, so distinguishing one from the
other is not easy. Still, changes in poll ratings reach voters via the media and
the consequences of media coverage and other campaign events on vote
intentions are registered in polls. Therefore, the effect of poll coverage on vote
choice while controlling for the effect of poll ratings on vote choice represents
the effect of journalist’s selection and interpretation of polls on the election
outcome apart from aggregate level factors like campaign events. The estimate
found in this way represents a lower bound, as the aggregate effect of poll
coverage on the electorate as a whole will be registered as a change in poll
ratings, and thus be controlled for. Only the individual level differences in
coverage are related to changes in vote choice. If an individual thus changes
her vote intention in response to poll coverage, but in line with aggregate
level changes within the electorate as a whole, these changes are not taken
up as effects of poll coverage within this design. The analysis rather compares
how differences in exposure between individuals lead to differences within
individuals in vote choice over time.
In this study, the role of emotions (enthusiasm versus anxiety) will also
be investigated. It is likely that the effect of emotions materializes at a shorter
timeframe than across an entire campaign, but the goal of this study is to set
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a first step in describing the role of emotions within the effect of polls on vote
choice. Analyzing how emotions change across a campaign and relating this,
on an individual basis, to poll coverage may help to see whether emotions
have a separate effect apart from cognitive predictors of vote choice used in
standard voting models, or whether emotions matter rather to explain how
these cognitive predictors change over time. Future studies can take an even
closer look and investigate how emotions influence the dynamics of the
bandwagon effect over the day-to-day course of the campaign and how they
influence cognitive processes and interpretations.
Together, these three studies thus contribute methodologically by
presenting new designs that incorporate differences between poll rating and
poll coverage, between polls from different polling firms and party coverage in
different outlets, between individual selection into poll exposure and effects
of poll exposure, and between individual affective responses to poll coverage
and aggregate level changes in vote intention. These designs contribute to
investigating the bandwagon effect as a dynamic, over time, process of media
selection and effects.

Case selection
The studies in this dissertation are based on two specific cases: Study 1 and 3
investigate the German 2013 Federal election campaign to the “Bundestag”, and
study 2 examines the Dutch 2014 elections to the European Parliament (EP). In
addition, study 2 is based on a representative sample of young voters, who
are allowed to vote for the first time. Investigating how political participation
develops within this group is of special importance, as their turnout rates
are notoriously low within western democracies (see Phelps, 2005). Voting is
shown to be a habitual process, so if this habit is not instigated among this
group, this represents a threat for the future functioning of democracy from
a participatory perspective (Franklin, 2004). Study 3 uses a, more standard,
representative sample of the German electorate as a whole, which is more
appropriate when gauging the effects of poll coverage on the outcome of the
election.
These two settings are similar as they are both multi-party elections based
on (a form of ) proportional representation. Most research into the bandwagon
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effect in election campaigns have been conducted in two candidate/party
settings (Schmitt-Beck, 2015). In multi-party settings, effects are likely to
be more relevant. Especially in those using proportional representation
shifts in size of party support have more direct consequences compared
to two candidate races like those for the US presidency. Under proportional
representation, more votes mean more seats in parliament and usually a
stronger bargaining position for coalition formations. In addition, the number
of voters preferring a different party from the projected winner is larger under
such settings. Therefore the number of voters that may potentially alter their
vote intention following a poll is also larger. On the other hand, the effects of
polls can be more complex as media can report in a non-zero-sum way about
the poll results in such elections: there can be multiple winners. Outperforming
expectations and coming in second can be an important victory with direct
consequences for the likely governing coalition to be formed.

Chapter outline
As mentioned above, this dissertation consists of three studies, each presented
in a different chapter. The studies share polls as the independent variable,
and examine their consequences on a different dependent variable. They are
ordered along the causal chain from polls to election outcomes. Starting with
media agenda building in chapter 1, turnout in chapter 2 and vote choice in
chapter 3. In chapter 1 a potential driver of the bandwagon effect is tested,
in the form of the role of polls within the media agenda building process.
The study presented examines how poll ratings influence subsequent party
coverage. Such an effect can be considered an extreme case of media influence
in the bandwagon. Taking party coverage as a dependent variable is extreme,
as it does not just consider media influence on the mechanism behind the
bandwagon effect through the way they report on and discuss polls, but also
in the way they might use polls to arrange news on parties which is not directly
related to the polls in question.
Chapter 1 thus investigates a potential way in which such a bandwagon
effect could come about over time. Chapters 2 and 3 take a broader look by
considering the effects of the election campaign as a whole on the two main
outcome variables related to the effects of polls on election outcomes: turnout
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and vote choice. In order to influence the election outcome by voting for a
party, one first has to show up at the voting booth. This is the subject of chapter
2, which studies whether poll exposure can influence interest in the campaign
and overall turnout.
Chapter 3 then evaluates the party political consequences of polls on
the election outcome. While chapter 1 uses a content analysis to examine
effects of polls on media content, and chapter 2 uses a panel survey to track
the effects of poll exposure over time, chapter 3 combines a panel survey
with the media content analysis to individually track the relation between
the (positive/negative) tone of poll exposure regarding each party, emotions
and vote choice. Turnout can also play an important role within this potential
bandwagon effect of polls on vote choice. When turnout increases more
within the group of supporters of one party compared to another, this can
have important consequences for the election outcome. Such a potential
effect is especially interesting, as the literature on media effects emphasizes
that attitude reinforcement is just as important in persuasion compared to
attitude formation and change (Holbert, Garrett, & Gleason, 2010). This aspect
of turnout is included in the design of study 3.
The concluding chapter of this dissertation integrates the results of these
studies within the RSM and bandwagon frameworks outlined above, and
discusses their methodological and normative implications, and proposes an
agenda for future research.
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Abstract
Opinion polls form an important part of modern election coverage themselves,
but might also shape amount and tone of subsequent party coverage. A
typology is proposed for effects in stable poll contexts and tested using more
precise analyses than earlier studies. A multilevel-model separates effects of
36 polls on coverage of 5 different parties in 11 different outlets, based on a
manual content analysis (N = 3755) of the 2013 German Bundestag election
campaign. Results show that changes in ratings influence party coverage in
a counteracting fashion: coverage does not follow a bandwagon pattern of
increasing polls leading to more (positive) coverage. Instead, the amount of
party coverage for the front runner party increased after drops in its ratings,
and the challenger party received more negative coverage after increases in
its poll ratings. Media coverage did not follow the bandwagon but played an
active role within the election campaign.
An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the Annual Conference of
the International Communication Association, San Juan, Puerto Rico, as:
Stolwijk, S.B. and Schuck, A.R.T. (2015). Effects of opinion polls on media
coverage: All in the game?
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All in the Game: Effects of Opinion Polls on Party
Coverage in the 2013 German Election Campaign
Opinion polls are a central aspect of modern democratic campaigns and
media widely use them for their campaign coverage (Brettschneider, 2008).
Much research has looked at the various effects of polls on voting and turnout
(Hardmeier, 2008). There is growing evidence of a bandwagon effect of favorable
poll reporting resulting in an extra boost for the front runner candidate/
party, as voters are drawn to the likely winner (Robinson, 1937; Van der Meer,
Hakhverdian, and Aaldering, 2015). The enthusiasm of the crowds gives a party
momentum and induces a positive spiral as favorable poll ratings shed a more
positive light on a party and further increase support for it (Stolwijk, Schuck,
& de Vreese, 2016). Most studies investigate the effect of polls on voters (see
Hardmeier, 2008), but much less attention is given to their effect on media
coverage. This despite of the strong theoretical role ascribed to the media in
creating the bandwagon effect (Bartels, 1988; Patterson, 1993).
There are various indications that polls indeed alter campaign coverage
and a series of effects have been described. Polls are an attractive news
source for a number of reasons. They are constantly being released, provide
a continuous stream of fresh news, require little newsroom resources, give
coverage a scientific and objective connotation, and provide an opportunity for
journalists to add commentary (Searles, Ginn & Nickens, 2016). As a result, polls
are heavily covered (Bhatti & Pedersen, 2015; Brettscheider, 1997; 2008). Their
coverage fits and fuels a tendency towards horse race coverage of campaigns
in which campaign strategies, party performance and winning versus losing is
emphasized (Aalberg, Strömbäck & de Vreese, 2012). In addition, media discuss
the use, effects, reliability and desirability of polls (Frankovic, 2005; 2008).
While highly relevant, this paper seeks to go beyond such effects of polls.
Instead, its focus is on how polls might influence subsequent party coverage.
Here party coverage will refer to the amount of any sort of (positive/neutral/
negative) mentioning of a party or its politicians in the media that does not
refer to poll results. Rosenstiel (2005) argues that polls create a context for
journalists to explain and organize other news. Such indirect poll effects would
be highly relevant from a normative rational voter perspective. A rational voter
weighs pro’s and con’s of each party using the optimal information that can be
acquired. If polls influence how much media attention a party receives, and the
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tone in which it is covered, this would change the information environment of a
voter. If a party is not (or hardly) reported on, how can a voter decide this party
best represents her interest? If a voter wants to base her voting decision on
information other than polls, such information would be available less equally
and thus less optimally.
The literature on the influence of polls on party coverage is still limited.
Previous studies have mostly looked at US presidential campaigns and primaries,
but there are also studies on multiparty systems such as the Netherlands and
Germany (Box-Steffensmeier, Darmofal & Farrell, 2009; Christenson & Smidt,
2012; Vliegenthart & Van Aelst, 2009; Jandura & Petersen, 2009). These studies
tend to build their hypotheses on the bandwagon thesis. Overall, their results
confirm this theory: more positive poll ratings appear to contribute to more
and more favorable party coverage. However, there are many exceptions. Both
Christenson and Smidt (2012) and Vliegenthart and Van Aelst (2009) report
inter-party/candidate differences, which do not fit the bandwagon theory.
Likewise, Bartels (1988), Patterson (1993), and Sides and Vavrek (2013) find that
the effect of poll ratings on party coverage has more to do with the position
of a party in the horse race, than whether a particular poll rises or falls with
respect to the previous poll. For example, emerging candidates are treated
differently than steady front runners.
To aid in developing a general theoretical explanation for these different
findings, the present study will first integrate the newer findings within the
explanations offered by Patterson’s (1993) framework of poll-driven, generic
campaign storylines. As the different storylines are not equally applicable to
all campaigns, and depend on the availability of significant fluctuations in
polls over time, different election races might be covered differently. In this
study the influence of such context variations will be explored by examining
an example of such a different election campaign context: The 2013 campaign
for the German Bundestag elections. This was a campaign with relatively
stable polls in combination with one party (CDU) having, and maintaining, a
solid lead over the other parties in the polls. The campaign was stable as no
party gained or lost more than 5% of the vote between its lowest and highest
predicted poll rating during the campaign, and the front runner party and
the main challenger party did not switch places at any point. This limits the
applicability of two of Patterson’s (1993) storylines (that of a party gaining and
of losing ground), which are most likely to foster bandwagon type coverage.
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Although such poll dynamics are not uncommon, such campaigns have been
studied far less frequently (see Bartels, 1987, for a typology of campaigns).
Consequently, the 2013 German case offers an opportunity to get a better
idea of the role of the race-context for how media party coverage responds
to changes in poll ratings. Patterson’s (1993) framework will be extended by
proposing a typology of how party coverage may respond to changing poll
ratings under such conditions.
The effects of changing poll ratings on party coverage will be compared
for coverage in eleven media outlets over time, for polls from each of seven
different polling firms. In this way more polls published during the last key
part of the campaign can be studied. Within a campaign, bandwagon effects
occurring shortly before the election are of special interest. Polls matter most
on Election Day, as it is on that day that voter preferences are transformed
into institutional power. However, poll ratings are themselves an object
of contestation, as different polling firms compete for attention. Different
pollsters use different methods and consequently vary in systematic ways in
their estimations. To investigate the influence of changes in poll ratings on
media coverage in these critical last weeks of the campaign, and to include
the full scope of poll information available, this study goes beyond previous
research and proposes a model that takes differences between polling firms
explicitly into account.
The study considers poll ratings published for all five main parties in
the period between August 6th and September 21th, 2013. A content analysis
measures the daily amount and (positive/neutral/negative) tone of coverage
of each of these parties in the main TV-news broadcasts, national newspapers
and is the first to also include coverage on newspaper websites in this regard.
A multilevel-model with each outlet’s party coverage nested under the specific
combination of outlet and party and the particular poll publication is used to
compare coverage before and after each poll with changes in ratings. Results
show that the influence of changing poll ratings on party coverage indeed
appears to be context dependent. Media coverage is found to magnify small
poll changes for larger parties and respond to them in a “counteracting” fashion:
the observed pattern did not correspond to a bandwagon of increasing poll
ratings leading to more (positive) coverage. The front runner (CDU) gets more
coverage after decreases rather than increases in its poll ratings, while its trailing
challenger (SPD) receives additional negative, rather than positive, coverage
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when it rises in the polls. The findings thus challenge the overall bandwagon
effect suggested in some earlier studies.

Theory
There is much research on the influence of polls on media content in general,
but little progress has been made since Bartels (1988) and Patterson (1993) in
developing theory regarding the relation between polls and party coverage
over time. To set the scene, this study draws on Hamilton’s (2004) market
forces approach and Bennett’s (1990) indexing hypothesis, and then reviews
how recent empirical findings fit into Patterson’s (1993) four generic storylines
of a party leading, gaining ground, losing ground and trailing. This storyline
perspective will then be applied and extended to the case of relatively stablepoll campaigns with a clear front runner party. Evidence is reviewed that outlines
different possible media responses. A typology will be proposed describing
four theoretically plausible effects on party coverage: poll magnification,
counteracting, ignorance, and substitution.
Polls and the Media
Surveys show that journalists are interested in polls and often use them in
their work (Weaver, 2008; Wichmann & Brettschneider, 2009). Journalist’ selfreports indicate that polls have a moderate influence on their news selection.
If asked if opinion polls influence their perception of what is newsworthy they
give a score of 2.5 on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very influential) (Weaver,
2008). Hamilton (2004) provides a theoretical explanation of why polls should
have an influence on coverage. He retraces party coverage to the origin of the
mass media and argues that market forces shape which news is reported and
how. Different coverage attracts different audiences, which in turn determine
advertising revenue. If Hamilton is right, strategic profit-seeking editors should
be expected to follow their audience’s preferences for news, and thus the poll
ratings which are indications of them. For this effect to be present, journalists
need not even be consciously aware of how the market drives news selection.
Competition between outlets over time ensures that only those making the
best decisions will survive in the marketplace (Hamilton, 2004).
It appears that Hamilton’s (2004) perspective overlaps with the
bandwagon thesis and both predict a positive relation between polls and
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amount and tone of party coverage. US studies show how audiences align their
media consumption to their political preferences (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2010;
Hamilton, 2004). Consequently, in order to preserve or extend their audience,
news outlets have an economic incentive to tailor their coverage accordingly. If
polls for a party go up and the corresponding audience grows, media could be
expected to follow. This argument could apply just as well to public outlets as
to commercial ones, as public outlets are likewise interested in viewer ratings.
Strömbäck, Karlsson and Hopmann (2012) report how, in selecting news,
public and private German journalists rate the importance of an event being of
interest to many people 4.24 on a scale of 1 to 5.3
The media bandwagon effect is also consistent with Bennett’s (1990)
indexing hypothesis. The higher a party’s standing in the polls the more
powerful and authoritative it becomes and thus the more worthy it is of
coverage. Hopmann, de Vreese and Albæk (2011), for example, find how the
incumbency bonus of additional media attention for governing parties is larger
for parties expected to win an election compared to weaker governments.
Taken together, these rough depictions of the market forces and indexing
arguments indeed appear to lend strong plausibility to bandwagon thesis for
the effect of polls on party coverage.
Still, there are likely many more factors affecting volume and tone of media
coverage than merely responsiveness to audience’ political preferences. For
one, the newsworthiness of a party can be context dependent. For example,
Green-Pedersen, Mortensen and Thesen (2015) argue that the newsworthiness
of governing versus non-governing parties is different in election campaigns
compared to regular coverage. They find that outside campaigns journalists
follow the “watch dog” norm and focus on scrutinizing government behavior,
while during campaigns journalists switch to the norm of impartiality and give
more balanced attention to incumbent and challenger parties. In other words
the newsworthiness of a party can be dependent on its institutional position
and the phase of the electoral cycle. The same kinds of context effects on
party newsworthiness can be expected to operate during, and within, the last
intensive parts of election campaigns.

1

3	But see Lischka (2014) for differences in the reporting of economic news between public and private
outlets.
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Generic Storylines
When taking a more detailed look at Bennett’s (1990) indexing hypothesis,
he argues that the main mechanism behind it are the relations developed
over time between media and powerful actors. Such ties guarantee a steady
stream of news, in return media give these actors a preferential position in
news selection and content. Such a dynamic is also likely for German polling
agencies. Brettschneider (2008) describes the relationship between media
outlets and polling agencies in Germany as “symbiotic”. News media are among
the polling agencies main clients and specific outlets have longstanding
partnerships with specific agencies (Holtz-Bacha, 2012). These relations are so
good, partly because of the predictable and steady stream of news delivered
by polls. Media, thus, have an active interest in their use of polls and are likely
to give them a preferential position in the news as well (see Strömbäck, 2009).
Patterson (1993) argues that media will create a storyline out of these poll
results, in order to turn this stream of polls into a continuous stream of news.
This storyline might make some parties more newsworthy than others. In his
study of US primary election coverage, Patterson (1993) listed four generic
stories that can be applied depending on the position of a candidate within the
horse race: gaining ground, losing ground, trailing or leading. Corresponding
with the bandwagon thesis, those candidates who are gaining ground get
the most favorable coverage. However, this phase of positive portrayal can
be short-lived: as soon as the candidate’s gains are stabilizing or even falling
again, the press reverts to its more usual, negative, style of coverage. The
opposite of a gaining candidate is a candidate who is losing ground. When a
candidate drops in the poll ratings the press starts to investigate the causes
for this drop, yielding a corresponding negative tone of coverage. A third
story is that of a trailing candidate, or “likely loser”, whose ratings are low and
stable. This candidate is least likely to get good coverage. In fact, this candidate
is least likely to get any coverage at all. There are a few variations within the
likely loser coverage category though: weak contenders get little coverage, a
candidate with ascribed potential might be awarded the status of “underdog”
and even get favorable coverage, and a few losing candidates get a host of
negative attention. The fourth generic story, that of a stable leading, front
runner candidate, yields reasonably positive coverage, but not as positive as
a gaining candidate, as media tend to focus on the maneuvers of this front
runner candidate to maintain his lead.
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In line with this perspective, Sides and Vavreck (2013) report that the media
coverage of emerging candidates in the 2012 US republican primary followed
a three stage discovery-scrutiny-decline cycle. New emerging candidates with
rising poll ratings start with positive coverage followed by negative coverage as
they become the front runner, followed by lack of coverage when their support
has evaporated (for a similar argument, see Robinson and Sheehan, 1983).
According to Patterson (1993) this pattern of poll related coverage is more
pronounced during primaries compared to general elections. This is because
during primaries, contrary to the general election, there is no partisanship
anchor available to differentiate candidates, each candidate is attacked by
each of his five or more competitors, and voters are still less familiar with the
candidates in question. Still, the difference in coverage depending on overall
poll ratings (being ahead or behind in the race) and poll dynamics (rising or
falling ratings), can be expected to hold for a general election as well, as there
is a similar need for the media to build a continuing storyline.4
Recent studies into the effect of polls on amount of coverage do not
mention the need for a storyline, but their findings do seem to support this
perspective. In general, they tend to find a positive relation between changing
poll ratings and both amount and tone of coverage. Both Vliegenthart and Van
Aelst (2009), and Christenson and Smidt (2012) report how media generally
positively adjust their amount of party/candidate coverage to changes in poll
ratings.5 But they also find exceptions. Christenson and Smidt (2012) study the
2008 US primaries and show how the effect of polls on amount of coverage is
not significant for all individual candidates. Vliegenthart and Van Aelst (2012)
found a relation for the three largest Dutch parties, but fail to find the effect for
the smaller parties. In addition, the effect found for the largest party is negative,
which they argue could be because for a leading party negative ratings are
more newsworthy. This finding can fit well within the storyline perspective, a
stable front runner does not automatically generate positive news as stable
polls have little additional news value. When its ratings go up, this changes
little about the likely outcome of the election and it does not fit in the storyline

1

4	Of course media party coverage is formed by many other factors besides journalistic choices.
Patterson (1993) for example, mentions economic indicators, and pre-fabricated stories that rival
campaign teams aim to get into the media. In this paper, however, the origin of party coverage is not
the main focus, but rather the resulting party coverage as presented by the media.
5	Also see McGowen and Palazzolo (2014) for a similar result across the 2012 US primaries, but using a
different definition of poll/electoral success (momentum). See Shah et al. (1999) for a null finding.
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of a party defending its lead. However, when it starts losing ground, this makes
the race more exciting and fuels the need for stories with explanations of this
drop, as well as stories how this party aims to defend the lead it still has. With
respect to the (null) results of Vliegenthart and Van Aelst (2012) regarding the
smaller parties, this fits within the “trailing” party generic storyline. It makes
sense that the effects of polls are less visible for parties that in general fail to
make the news. These findings suggest that using the storyline approach as a
context for the study of the effects of poll changes on party coverage might
have the potential for a more general theoretical explanation.
Given this hypothesized dependency of party coverage on the horse race
storyline, the stable poll ratings during of the 2013 German election campaign
create a challenging case. As ratings were fairly stable during the last phase of
the campaign, there is a corresponding lack in the need for stories explaining
why a party wins or loses in consecutive polls. This leaves a void in potential
coverage, for which journalists have to come up with a solution if they are to
fill their pages. Nonetheless, journalists can still rely on the generic stories for
the front runner party (and likely winner) versus trailing parties (which will
likely lose). These two storylines can be expected to influence party coverage
during the campaign, but are less prolific without their gaining ground and
losing ground counterparts. The front runner party, CDU, can be expected
to be most newsworthy and receive most attention as it is the likely winner,
yielding positive stories about its qualities and why it is winning. However,
it will also be subject to negative “watch-dog” coverage, as the media feel
obliged to scrutinize the weaknesses of this potential winner. The CDU, in this
specific case, is likely to get more coverage due to its authority of being the
incumbent, which is amplified by its stable leading position in the horse race
(Bennett, 1990; Patterson, 1993). The trailing parties can be expected to be
either ignored or portrayed in a negative light. For the main challenger party
(SPD), journalists might be prompted to go over all the potential causes for
their likely loss.6 Still, the objectivity norm during election periods will push for
balanced coverage and thus yield additional positive and negative attention
for this challenger party (Green-Pedersen et al., 2015). Based on the trailing
6	In addition to being a stable second in the 2013 horse race, the SPD can be considered the main
challenger as during the 2002 campaign the SPD had made a jump of 10% in the polls to overtake
CDU against previous expectations (Jandura & Petersen, 2009). In addition, the gap between SPD
and CDU was portrayed to be smaller in August 2013, than in at the same stage during the 2009
election (“Wahlumfrage; Steinbrück macht sieben Prozentpunkte auf Merkel gut.”, 2013).
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party storyline, little coverage is expected for the smaller (trailing) parties, as
they do not pose a serious chance to win.7 These expectations form a baseline
for the expected overall party coverage in the present study. These baseline
inter-party differences in coverage will be described rather than analyzed, as
only five main8 parties competed. The storylines of the stable front runner and
trailing parties, thus yield the following hypothesis on overall coverage:
H1:	The front runner party (CDU) gets most (positive, negative and neutral) party
coverage, followed by challenger party (SPD), while the smaller parties (FDP,
Linke, Grüne) get least (positive, negative and neutral) coverage.

1

Stable Polls and Party Coverage: A typology
The dynamic question regards the effect of (small) changes in poll ratings on
party coverage in such an election race. As said, the poll changes were quite
small, which makes it unclear which reaction of the media should theoretically
be expected. Logically, four different responses are possible: party coverage
can follow poll changes, counter them, ignore them or replace coverage of
them with other types of coverage. There is support in the literature for each
of these four, quite different, possible reactions of media to such (small) poll
changes.
Magnification. Even though strong upward or downward poll trends did
not occur in the 2013 German federal election, the media still might be tempted
to rely on the generic (bandwagon) storylines of gaining and losing ground.
These stories are the most prolific from the viewpoint of the media, as each new
twist can be presented as news. In general, changing ratings are continuously
newsworthy, make the horse race more exciting and create the need for
additional explanatory stories. To keep these storylines, the media could grasp
any short term change and report on it as if it were the beginning of a strong
7	As the German electoral system favors coalition based governments the performance of the FDP, as
the first choice coalition partner of CDU, is highly relevant for the likely outcome of the election. Still,
it is unclear whether poll increases/decreases of FDP would therefore make the FDP itself more or
less newsworthy, as FDP would remain a trailing party. Even if FDP would be elected (they ended up
not reaching the minimum German federal electoral threshold of 5 % of the vote), they would only
be a very junior coalition party to the CDU. Poll dynamics of FDP might therefore even be expected
to influence coverage of CDU rather than FDP, but this is beyond the scope of the present article.
8	Many more parties competed, but these five parties were most established as they were part of
the federal parliament at the time. In addition, analyses done for this paper showed that they took
up the bulk of the party coverage in the campaign. The party with most coverage after these five
parties, AfD, received less than 1% of the amount of coverage that these parties received.
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rising or falling trend. Therefore, the type of media response in which small
changes in poll ratings positively affect party coverage is labeled “magnification”
here. Indeed, studies find that journalists frequently interpret poll changes that
fall within the sampling error as if they were substantial and meaningful (Bhatti
& Pedersen, 2015; Brettschneider, 2008; Patterson, 2005). Extrapolating on these
findings on poll coverage to party coverage would yield the expectation that
party coverage increases with rising polls and becomes more positive in tone.
This response would be in line with the bandwagon narrative of the generic
gaining ground or losing ground storylines.
Counteracting. A related response would be to counter any poll change.
This response type resembles the magnification type in that “meaningless”
changes in polls are interpreted as meaningful, but it differs in the kind of
interpretation given. Technically, “counteracting” would refer to any reaction in
party coverage to changes in poll ratings that is at odds with the bandwagon
pattern (narrative) in which positive poll changes lead to more (positive) party
coverage. Counteracting coverage can result from journalistic choices, but
also from outside actors seeking to get their own preferred interpretation and
stories into the media. Journalists can select and interpret stories to build their
own narrative, or simply report stories of outside actors that feed them.
Journalists in democratic corporatist countries like Germany are known
for their interventionist interpretation of journalistic autonomy (Donsbach &
Patterson, 2004; Schudson & Anderson, 2009; Weischenberg, Malik & Scholl,
2006). Donsbach and Patterson (2004) compare journalistic norms across
countries and typify German journalists as “active-advocates”. This corresponds
to the journalist types of “ideologues”, “missionaries” or “interpreters”. German
journalists score highest on Donsbach and Patterson’s (2004) neutrality-versusadvocate scale, in that they seek to position themselves as independent from
political parties and are critical to authorities. They also score very high on
Donsbach and Patterson’s (2004) passive-versus-active scale, as they seek to
actively influence politics by advocating their views. As Köcher (1986: 52) finds,
“German journalists, however, assign considerably more importance than their
British colleagues to the chance to pursue their own interests further and to
influence political decisions, as well as to the role of critic and to opportunities
for self-expression.”
As argued above, polls are one way that enable journalists to do so. When
polls lack a continuing storyline of a gaining or losing candidate, an alternative
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must be found to achieve the norm of journalistic independence. The most
direct way to do so would be to counter current political trends. In its purest
form, this would lead to an underdog-type effect in which party coverage
becomes more positive when poll ratings drop (see Ceci & Kain, 1982).
Alternatively, the counteracting response type could also reflect the effect
of campaigning by parties or other actors. For example, campaign teams
who witness dropping poll ratings of their party might be afraid that these
polls might induce more negative party coverage, and increase their efforts
to prevent this from happening. Mutz (1998) illustrated how outside actors
might be motivated by anti-bandwagon preferences. She reports how strongly
committed and highly knowledgeable supporters of a candidate increase
their campaign contributions after losses by that candidate in the polls. Mutz
quotes Kayden to help explain her findings (1985: 95),”the small donor derives
satisfaction -a moral uplift- from contributing to a campaign. The issues that
provide satisfaction are apt to be issues in which the donor is in the minority.
After all, if one is in the majority, why worry?”. As campaign teams and interest
groups can be considered committed and highly knowledgeable, such same
motivations might guide their attempts to influence media coverage after
decreasing poll ratings. Indeed, Box-Steffensmeier, Darmofal and Farrell
(2009) report that during the 2000 US presidential election campaign, Gore’s
expenditures on campaign ads and commercials decreased, rather than
increased, for two days after an increase in Gore’s poll rating.9 In addition,
they find that Gore’s expenditures decreased, rather than increased, after
more positive media coverage of Gore. Both findings suggest that poll ratings
can motivate outside actors to interfere with media coverage in a way that is
contrary to a bandwagon narrative.
Ignorance. In contrast, a third possible response could be for the media
to ignore small poll changes. The literature on news values would suggest that
rather stable poll ratings would not make it in the news at all, because they lack
the key attribute of novelty/surprise (Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Harcup & O’Neill,

1

9	In the article Box-Steffensmeier et al. (2009: 320) argue, “The Gore campaign’s expenditures decisions
were not exogenous to the expected vote, as the Gore campaign appears to have sought to build on
increases in Gore’s support by boosting its expenditures in response. A one unit positive shock in the
expected vote for Gore is predicted to have produced a cumulative increase in Gore expenditures for
most of the next eight days of the campaign.” However, it appears that the y-axis in the first panel of
their figure 4 to which they refer, and which they present on the same page, is either mislabeled or
misinterpreted. The figure shows a predicted two day decline in Gore expenditures following a one
unit positive shock in the expected vote for Gore.
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2001; Patterson, 1993; Wilke & Reinemann, 2001). Both Searles, Ginn and
Nickens (2016) and Matthews, Pickup and Cutler (2012) find that stable polls
themselves are less likely to be reported, and are reported in shorter articles
with less interpretation than volatile polls. If stable polls are not newsworthy,
how can they be part of a storyline and why would small variations in polls
affect consecutive party coverage? In this case, no response in party coverage
would be expected after small poll changes.
Substitution. A related kind of media response to small poll changes
could be to substitute the horse race storyline with another storyline. As argued
above, German media have a rather symbiotic relation with pollsters, as they
rely on them for a steady stream of news. However, in this particular election
that constant stream lacked strong twist and turns to report on. In other words,
the expected steady stream of news dried up in the 2013 election. Zaller (1998)
describes a case in which, similarly, an institutionalized news source dries up.
In his study he finds how journalists are annoyed by attempts of politician’s
media management tactics to manipulate their coverage. In order to bypass
these attempts, but still fill their pages, they come up with their own, negative,
campaign story. Journalists thus substitute a story they do not want for another
kind of story to allow them to fill their pages.
Shehata (2010) extends the phenomenon of substitution to include
poll coverage. He argues that, in addition to negativity, polls can also be a
fruitful potential news source to use as a substitution for elite claims. Polls
can be used to generate the kinds of storylines discussed above, and bypass
storylines proposed by politicians. However, it should be noted that polls,
in turn, have become an institutionalized news source in their own right.
Thus, following the same line of reasoning, poll coverage could be subject to
substitution just as well (also see Strömbäck, 2012b). Barring journalists want
to follow politician’s media management tactics, the negativity described
by Zaller (1998) would be the most obvious candidate to substitute polls. In
this response type, more negative coverage would be expected after each
publication of a stable/neutral poll rating compared to after a rising or falling
poll.
These four different response types pose quite opposite expectations. The
literature offers little guidance as to whether one of them might dominate the
other. They could also cancel each other out, or perhaps one might apply to one
party, while the other to another party. To explore how the different theoretical
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perspectives outlined in the typology can help explain party coverage in the
2013 German Bundestag election, therefore, a research question rather than a
hypothesis is formulated.
RQ1:	How does party coverage change in relation to changes in party poll ratings
over time?

Method

1

The aim of the analysis is to examine the effect of poll ratings on party coverage
during those last crucial six weeks of the campaign. During that period a variety
of polls are released. Poll ratings are themselves an object of contestation, as
different polling firms compete for attention. Different pollsters use different
methods and consequently vary in systematic ways in their estimations
(see Appendix A). Previous research have roughly applied two methods to
determine day-to-day poll ratings. One approach restricts itself to using only
one polling source, usually in the form of a rolling cross-sectional survey (e.g.,
Box-Steffensmeier et al., 2009). A second approach tries to combine ratings
from different polling firms into a continuous measure. To do so they use the
rating published for a certain day when available, regardless of source. When
multiple firms publish their polls on the same day averages are used, and
when no poll is published adjacent results are extrapolated (e.g., Jandura &
Peterson, 2009). Both approaches have their drawbacks. In the first approach,
it is unclear how unpublished ratings would influence the production of media
content, especially as in Germany pollsters gather poll data over a certain
time-slot and then take some time to analyze them before they publish the
results. All published ratings are, in this respect, old when they reach journalists,
as they represent voter preferences from a few days before. In the second
approach, daily variations could be the result of differences in polling method
(see Rosenstiel, 2005; Wlezien, 2003). In addition, in Germany, as well as in many
other countries, there are established ties between some of the polling firms
and some of the media outlets (Holtz-Bacha, 2012; Searles et al., 2016). Such
ties could lead to differences between the influences of certain firms’ ratings on
party coverage in different outlets (see Searles et al., 2016).
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The design of the present study aims to address these issues by a more precise
model specification. Analyses will combine the best of both approaches. Polls
from multiple sources will be used, but each poll will be compared not to its
most immediate predecessor in time, but to the nearest preceding poll by the
same firm. These changes in ratings over time are then related to the party
coverage between these consecutive polls by the same firm, for each outlet. In
this way, each of the three issues listed above are avoided: Differences in polling
methodology are accounted for as the focus is on change within the predictions
of a single polling firm. The causal relation between polling information and
media coverage is more direct as the publication date of the polls is used as
the reference point for its influence, and by using data from all seven main
polling agencies in relation to each of the eleven media outlets the multifaceted
information environment and possible links between polling firms and media
outlets are explicitly accounted for. One consequence of using this data
structure is that each day of party coverage could be related to the poll ratings
of each of the polling firms and thus occurs multiple times within the dataset.
If only certain outlets respond to certain polling firms and not others, including
all outlets biases our findings downwards. By including a range of polling firms
as well as a range of outlets this downward bias is avoided, but only if all polling
firms agree on the change in ratings. The observations included in this analysis
are thus not independent, but related to the poll in question, to the party and
outlet. A multilevel model is used to account for the various interdependencies
in this party, outlet and poll publication-grouped data set.
Media Content Analysis
Sample. The content analysis (N = 3755 articles/TV news items) includes
all campaign related text articles on the front page of the main German
national newspapers (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung; Die Welt; BILD-Zeitung;
Süddeutsche Zeitung), on the main and politics tabs of newspaper websites
(www.bild.de; www.spiegel.de; www.faz.net) and all items of the main TV news
broadcasts (Tagesschau, ARD (20.00h); Heute, ZDF (19.00h); RTL News, RTL
(18.45h); SAT.1 Nachrichten, SAT.1 (19.55/20.00h) from August 2nd to September
21th, 2013.10 Coding was done by five native German speaking coders in October
and November 2013, after having received a two-week coder training.
10	Andreas Schuck received a VENI grant from the Dutch Science Foundation (NWO) which financed
this data collection.
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Dataset. As introduced above, the dataset is constructed by computing
daily averages of party coverage per outlet over the periods between each
consecutive poll publication by each polling firm. This yields a dataset of
36*11*5=1980 cases. For example, each poll about each party occurs 11 times
in the dataset as it is related to the coverage in each outlet, similarly each outlet
occurs (36*5=) 180 times as it is related to 36 published lists of polls about 5
parties. The coverage about each party in each outlet can be compared to
the preceding coverage of that party in that outlet and the change in the poll
rating for that party in polls by the same polling agency. The model thus makes
1980 of such comparisons.

1

Variables
Independent variable: Change in poll ratings. Poll ratings are expressed
in percentages of the total expected vote, so 0.01 represents 1% of the vote.
The absolute poll ratings used were coded for the day they were released
in expected part of the party vote11, and thus theoretically range between
0 and 1 (i.e., between 0% and 100% of the vote). The change in poll ratings
represents the in-/decrease in the poll rating of a party as reported in the
current poll with respect to the previous poll published by that same polling
agency (M = - 0.00; SD = 0.01; range [-0.03; 0.02]). In two cases the preceding
poll was published before the start of the content analysis, but in each case
the content analysis still contained (over) 18 days of preceding coverage
to serve as a pre-poll publication benchmark.12 Polls are collected from
7 polling agencies and drawn from www.wahlrecht.de. Polls are included if they
are published after August 9th and before September 20th. In this way there is
enough content data left to estimate party coverage preceding each poll, and
there is at least one day of coverage left after the poll, but before the election
to estimate the effects of poll changes on party coverage.
Dependent variables. All dependent variables were calculated based on
the content analysis. Specifically one set of items were used: the actor valence
11	In Germany voters can cast two votes, one Erststimme for a regional candidate and one Zweitstimme
for a party. As the analysis here is focused on parties, the Zweitstimme is used, which is also the
common practice among pollsters.
12	The preceding polls from before the start of the content analysis are from June 12th, June 16th. The
polls themselves were published on August 21th and August 20th, leaving respective lags of 19 and
18 days of preceding media content. Analyses were repeated with and without these polls and
yielded equivalent results.
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coding. The actor valence coding denotes whether this article/item portrays
this actor as very negative (-2), negative (-1), neutral (0), positive (+1) or very
positive (+2) from the viewpoint of this actor. As the content analysis was part
of a much larger project, a large number of specific actor codes where available
for the coders. Coders were allowed to code up to ten (most prominent) actors
within each article/item. Actors could be specific persons, like Angela Merkel,
but also institutions or organizations such as a party, like “die Linke”. For this
specific application of the content analysis all actors belonging to a party
are recoded as representing a party. If multiple actors associated/referring
to the same party were coded within the same article/item, their average
valence score was calculated. The inter-coder reliability for the actor coding
was assessed for a limited reliability test sample, as is common for the kind
of large scale content analyses projects similar to the one in which this study
is embedded. In this test sample not all parties were equally represented.13
Therefore, the best indications of reliability for each of the dependent variables
are those referring to the two main parties CDU/CSU and SPD. From the actor
valence coding, two main measures are deduced: amount of party coverage
and valence of party coverage.
Amount of party coverage is denoted by the number of articles/items
mentioning this party per outlet per day. The content of an outlet referring
to a party is aggregated from article level to a daily level, and then averaged
per day over each period between the publications of two polls by the same
polling agency (M = 0.86; SD = 0.80; range [0; 5]; CDU Krippendorff’s alpha =
0.91; CDU percent agreement = 99%; CDU Standardized Lotus (λ) = 0.89; SPD
Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.73; SPD percent agreement = 99%; SPD Standardized
Lotus (λ) = 0.97, for Lotus (λ) see Fretwurst, 2013)). So on average each outlet
published slightly under one article/item per party per day on their top spot.
The coverage on the day of publication of the poll in question itself is excluded
from analysis. If the timing of the publication of a poll is driven by campaign
events, the coverage on these days might be a-typical. By omitting these days
from the analyses any spurious correlation between poll ratings and coverage
due to a campaign event is avoided.14
13	For the purpose of the reliability test, in contrast to the actual content coding, coders could only
indicate up to five actors per article/item.
14	Analyses were repeated including the coverage of the date of a poll publication to the (control of )
coverage preceding the poll, yielding equivalent results.
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Valence of party coverage refers to whether the coverage related to this party
or its politicians was explicitly described positive (+1), neutral/balanced (0), or
negative (-1) (CDU Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.65; CDU percent agreement = 87%;
CDU Standardized Lotus (λ) = 0.84; SPD Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.64; SPD percent
agreement = 86%; SPD Standardized Lotus (λ) = 0.68).15 If various statements
were made per article, the average valence was calculated. From this coding
three variables were computed, each aggregated and averaged per day over
each period between the publications of two polls by the same polling agency:
The number of positive articles per party in an outlet per day (M = 0.07; SD =
0.16; range [0; 1.33]), the number of neutral articles per party in an outlet per
day (M = 0.63; SD = 0.59; range [0; 3.67]), and the number of negative articles
per party in an outlet per day (M = 0.16; SD = 0.22; range [0; 1.5]).
Controls: Poll list. A categorical variable indicates for each case to which
poll list (= list of poll ratings per party published by a polling firm) it refers.
Each category refers to one instance (n = 36) in which one of the polling
agencies publishes poll ratings for each of the parties (i.e., CDU/CSU, SPD,
FDP, Grüne, Linke). Time trend. It can be expected that coverage increases
towards Election Day. To control for such possible time trends in the data,
each poll list publication is coded for the number of days from the start of
the dataset (August 2nd) to its publication date, this variable thus increase
towards Election Day. Separate time trends are estimated for the front runner
(CDU), challenger (SPD) and small parties (FDP, Grüne, Linke). TV debate.
German federal campaigns only have one TV debate between the two main
party leaders, as this debate generates massive publicity two dummies are
used (see Reinemann & Wilke, 2007). One to indicate whether the debate
took place during the period of coverage directly after the publication of
the relevant poll list (i.e. the period over which the dependent variables are
calculated), and one for the period of coverage directly preceding the relevant
poll list. These dummies only refer to CDU and SPD, as the other parties did
not take part in the debate and descriptive analysis showed the debate had
little effect on their coverage (not shown). Amount of campaign coverage.
In addition to the debate, there might be other periods in the campaign
which might trigger more coverage of all parties, as a general control for such
events a measure is included summing the total number of articles/items

1

15	Krippendorff’s alpha was calculated based on a four category coding, including “missing” if an article
didn’t mention this party.
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referring to the election campaign, which might or might not refer to one or
more of the parties, on average per day over the period between each two
consecutive polls for the same polling firm. Again two versions of this measure
is included, one referring to the period preceding the poll list, and one to the
period following it. Lag length. One consequence of the data structure is
that the number of days between two consecutive poll lists by the same firm
might vary (range [2; 19], M = 7.06), as the effects of polls on coverage might
dissipate or escalate over time, differences in lag length might affect the
findings, to control for this possibility two measures are included counting
the lag length in number of days in the period preceding and following the
poll list (See Appendix B for an example of the model equation used).
Table 1 Descriptives of total, positive, negative and neutral coverage on average per day of the campaign in
one of the outlets per party.
coverage
Positive
negative
Neutral
Total

CDU
0.17
0.25
1.09
1.53

SPD
0.12
0.26
0.76
1.15

FDP
0.02
0.12
0.40
0.55

Grüne
0.03
0.10
0.64
0.77

Linke
0.02
0.05
0.24
0.32

Note. Total scores can deviate from sum of positive, negative and neutral coverage due to rounding.

Results
Table 1 shows the overall campaign coverage of each of the five parties across
all eleven outlets. It appears that most party coverage was neutral and only
a small amount made explicit positive or negative comments about a party.
The results overall correspond descriptively to H1. Front runner CDU indeed
gets most total, most neutral and most positive coverage, but challenger SPD
gets slightly more negative coverage. The smaller parties get least coverage,
although still a substantial amount as over a third of all party coverage
mentions either of these parties (see Figure 2 in Appendix A for an overview of
party coverage over time)16.
16	As can be seen in figure 2 the fluctuations in party coverage from day to day seem to correlate
between the parties, indicating the likely influence of campaign events, illustrating the importance
of using a control for such across party fluctuations. The big peak in the center of figure 2 illustrates
the effect of the TV debate.
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Table 2 Explained variance at the poll list, party, outlet and party-outlet combination levels, of five intercept
only models explaining amount of party coverage.
Level
Poll list
Party
Outlet
Party-outlet combination
Unexplained

Model 1
8%
92%

Model 2
30%
70%

Model 3
12%
88%

Model 4
49%
51%

Model 5
10%
50%
40%

1

To explore the relevance of the interdependencies between the observations
in the dataset in terms of the poll list they are related to, the party and the
outlet, Table 2 shows the proportion of explained variance for each of these
levels if tested separately on an intercept-only model (so without predictor
variables). The table lists results for total amount of coverage, but results are
similar for the other dependent variables in this study. The figures in the first
three columns show that variance in amount of party coverage is largest across
parties, there is also considerable difference between outlets and poll lists.
These results justify a cross-party perspective for the analysis of these data, as
apparently differences between parties account for much of the differences in
party coverage within the dataset. The fourth column of Table 2 shows that the
variance between combinations of outlets and parties is larger than just the
sum of its parts. While 30% of the variance in total amount of party coverage is
accounted for by the party level and 12% by the outlet level, the combinations
between each party and each outlet explain 49%.17 Apparently, different
outlets cover different parties differently, underlining the importance of
properly accounting for these differences. The fifth column shows the nesting
structure used for the analysis of RQ1 below, a cross-classified model of poll
lists and combinations of parties and outlets.18 The bottom row shows that the
remaining unexplained variance is smallest for this model, compared to the
other models in this table. Using this specification is thus the most precise test
for RQ1.

17	The literature disagrees on the appropriateness of using levels with less than twenty units (see
Gelman & Hill, 2006), by using combinations of outlets and parties, this problem is avoided (as this
level has 11*5 = 55 units).
18	A cross-classified model allows each unit to be clustered separately in each of the levels, in this case
poll lists and outlet-party combinations.
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To test whether there is any change in party coverage following poll changes,
and whether this differs across parties, a series of models has been run. The
various columns in Table 3 show the results of comparing the effects of changes
in ratings for front runner CDU, challenger SPD and the other parties on total
amount of party coverage, positive coverage, negative coverage and neutral
coverage. The first row shows the effect for front runner CDU, the second for
challenger SPD and the third for the smaller parties (FDP, Grüne, Linke). The first
thing to notice is that there are no across party effects, in fact, the coefficients for
front runner CDU are quite different from those of the other parties, and often
opposite in sign. In addition, the coefficients for the front runner are the only
ones to be significantly different from zero, while there are marginal significant
effects for the challenger on amount of total coverage and negative coverage.
For the front runner the effects of polls contradict a bandwagon effect, when
CDU poll ratings go up the amount of their total, positive and negative coverage
goes down. However, although the CDU had a solid lead over the other parties
throughout the campaign, the changes in polls for CDU were on average
negative (M = -0.2%). Consequently, the more likely interpretation of the CDU
results are that when its ratings go down, its coverage increases.19 The effect is
modest: for each percent drop in the polls, coverage of the front runner grew
on average with 0.09 (β = -8.61) articles/items. As the range of average party
coverage per outlet per day is between 0 and 5 (prominent) articles/items,
this is an effect amounting to 1.7% of the range for each percentage point
increase or decrease. To make this figure more transparent, note that it refers
to 0.09 articles/items per day on average in each of the eleven outlets during
the period until the next poll by the same polling firm. So if that period lasts
5 days, this amounts to an additional coverage of 5*11*0.09 ≈ 5 articles/items
across this time period across all outlets for each percent that the CDU drops in
the polls. Note that there are no effects on neutral coverage, so effects refer to
articles/items in which journalists give some (positive or negative) qualification
to the CDU. This implies that such party references are interpretative rather
than merely descriptive in nature. These results appear to align best with the
counteracting type media response described above. More specifically, they
correspond to Patterson’s (1994) leading party generic storyline. Still, the
increase in coverage after a decrease in poll ratings is not generally positive
19 Additional analyses splitting positive and negative polls confirm this interpretation.
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coverage, as would be expected for the underdog version of a counteracting
type effect, but negative coverage increases at an about equal rate as well.
The effects for challenger party coverage are quite different. In line with
Patterson’s generic trailing party storyline, the challenger (SPD) in general
received less coverage than front runner CDU (β = 0.38 vs β = 0.85), and the
effects of polls on its coverage were likewise smaller. The two marginally
significant positive effects on total coverage (β = 5.25 / 1.0% of its range) and
negative coverage (β = 2.04 / 1.3% of its range) again, broadly, appear to support
the counteracting type media response. Apparently, increasing poll ratings did
make the challenger more likely to be covered, but this increased coverage was
mostly negative. Again the results do not fit neatly in any one type of media
response within the typology outlined above. The positive effect of total SPD
coverage with changes in poll ratings seems to support the magnification
type, and resembles a bandwagon response. However, the negative tone of
this coverage rather supports the counteracting type response. The results for
the smaller parties (FDP, Linke and Grüne) are not significant, and support the
typology’s ignorance media response category. 20
Looking at the various controls illustrates the robustness of the results.
For example, the control for an SPD time trend shows that the SPD slightly
gained in amount of coverage over time during the campaign (β = 0.01, p =
0.01). This increase is equivalent to 1 additional article/item per day (2.0% of its
range) every ten days. However, SPD poll ratings were, on average, also slightly
increasing over time.21 These two trends overlap for SPD, but the overall positive
trend in amount of SPD coverage is not included in the positive effect found
of its (on average positive) changes in poll ratings on amount of coverage over
time, as it is controlled for. It could be that the average increase in poll ratings
and amount of media coverage of the SPD are in fact related to each other and
that the estimates presented here for responses in SPD coverage to changes in
SPD poll ratings are underestimations. Still, one cannot be confident that the
correlation between these trends is not spurious, so the conservative choice is
to control for this part of the effect, as is done in this model (see Hollanders &

1

20	Additional analyses were conducted to test the typology’s substitution scenario of neutral polls
yielding more negative coverage compared to positive or negative polls, no significant effects were
found.
21	SPD poll ratings increased, for example, according to Forschungsgruppe Wahlen from 25% of the
expected vote on August 16, at the beginning of the campaign, to 27% of the expected vote by
September 19, in the final days of the campaign.
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Vliegenthart, 2008). The controls for the TV debate and other campaign events
(“General amount of campaign coverage”) also explain significant parts of
party coverage (see also Reinemann & Wilke, 2007). External events thus have
a strong influence on party coverage, and perhaps also on poll ratings, but
these effects are excluded from the estimates of the effects of poll changes
presented here. Including these controls thus increases the confidence in the
robustness of the findings.
Table 3 Results of multilevel model explaining next amount of total, positive, negative and neutral coverage.
Predictor

Change in front runner poll rating
(CDU)
Change in challenger poll rating
(SPD)
Change in poll rating (all parties)
Past amount
CDU time trend
SPD time trend
General time trend
After TV debate
Before TV debate
General amount of campaign
coverage after poll
General amount of campaign
coverage before poll list
Lag length before poll
Lag length after poll
Party dummies:
-CDU
-SPD
Constant
Explained variance at poll list level
Explained variance at party-outlet
combination level
Explained by predictor variablesa
Log-likelihood

Total amount
of party
coverage
(Coef.)
-8.61**

Amount of
positive party
coverage
(Coef.)
-3.69***

Amount of
negative party
coverage
(Coef.)
-3.53**

Amount of
neutral party
coverage
(Coef.)
-1.58

5.25*

-0.50

2.04*

3.04

-0.15
-0.05**
0.00
0.01**
0.00
0.60***
0.22***
0.10***
0.01**

0.21
0.01
0.01***
0.00**
0.00*
0.10***
-0.01
0.01***

0.84
-0.17***
-0.01***
0.00
0.00***
0.07***
0.09***
0.01***

-1.18
-0.09***
0.00
0.00**
-0.00
0.42***
0.13**
0.08***

0.00

0.00

-0.01
0.00

-0.00*
0.00

0.00
-0.00

-0.01*
0.00

0.85***
0.38**
-0.22**
3.75%
45.14%

-0.03
0.04
-0.06***
0.89%
20.83%

0.32***
0.17***
-0.08**
3.98%
31.97%

0.59***
0.18
-0.06
2.78%
42.69%

10.27%
-1270.15

17.68%
1261.24

7.18%
653.38

0.01**

5.55%
-876.66

Note. aExplained variance at poll list and party-outlet combination levels in the intercept only model
minus the explained variance at the poll list and party-outlet combination levels in the models
listed here. * = p<0.10, ** = p<0.05, *** = p<0.001, N(cases) = 1980, N(poll lists) = 36, N(parties) = 5,
N(outlets)= 11.
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Discussion
Poll ratings influenced party coverage in line with Patterson’s (1994) generic
storylines of leading and trailing parties. The front runner (CDU) received most
positive and negative coverage throughout the campaign, followed by its main
challenger (SPD), while the smaller trailing parties (Linke, Grüne, FDP) received
least coverage. Still, their combined coverage amounts to about a third of all
(prominent) party coverage in the campaign.
To combine Patterson’s (1994) storyline perspective with the studies of the
effects of poll changes on party coverage, this study then took a closer look at
the implications of Patterson’s (1994) approach for responses to changing poll
ratings within the generic storylines of a leading party or a trailing party. In
these two storylines, changes in poll ratings can be considered less relevant,
especially when they are small. Accordingly, media could have responded
by either ignoring these changes altogether, substituting the generic horse
race storylines with negativity, or magnifying the changes to make the race
appear to be about parties gaining and losing ground. However, results instead
support a counteracting type response: party coverage did react to (marginal)
changes in the ratings of the front runner and challenger party, but not in the
bandwagon direction. In addition, the kind of effects found fit in the generic
storyline applicable to the party in question. In line with a leading party
storyline, negative ratings for the front runner (CDU) are found to be more
news worthy than positive ratings, replicating a similar finding by Vliegenthart
& Van Aelst (2009). The additional coverage for the front runner was both
positive and negative in tone. In line with a trailing party storyline, the effect
found for poll increases on amount of coverage for the main challenger party
(SPD) is positive, but the tone of this coverage was mostly negative. The effect
of poll changes on media coverage for smaller parties (FDP, Grüne, Linke) was
non-significant and thus corresponded to the ignorance type response: Their
poll changes were ignored in building the party coverage agenda. Patterson
(1993) argued that smaller parties matter little to the horse race and tend to be
ignored in general.
The small effect sizes of the front runner (CDU) and challenger party (SPD)
of changing ratings on coverage may likewise be indications of the ignorance
type response. Apparently, the small changes in poll ratings were not magnified
to the extent that they determined consecutive party coverage in a major way.

1
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For the front runner party (CDU) a one percent decrease in the polls was found
to increase its party coverage with about one article/item per day in any of
eleven outlets. Although small, this effect can still be considered substantial,
as these are articles/items in highly prominent media slots, such as the front
page of a newspaper or the main TV news broadcast. The effect sizes reported
here are also in line with previous research. Vliegenthart and Van Aelst (2009)
report an increase of two articles per week in any of three daily newspapers
after a decrease of one percent in the polls for the front runner party (PvdA).
These findings are very similar to those presented here: When converted to the
scale used in the present study, Vliegenthart and Van Aelst (2000) also find an
effect of one additional article per day, in any of eleven hypothetical outlets, in
response to a one percent drop in the polls.22
Some other studies of the effects of polls on party coverage such as those
by Patterson (1994), Sides and Vavreck (2013), Jandura and Petersen (2009)
and Christenson and Smidt (2012) study campaigns with much more volatility
in party poll ratings. They record jumps and falls of over 10% in candidate/
party poll ratings and see one candidate overtaking the other to take the lead.
Such campaigns lend themselves much more for generic storylines of a party/
candidate gaining ground and losing ground (Patterson, 1994). Such twists and
turns give journalists much more opportunity to use polls to structure their
campaign narrative, so larger effects on party coverage can be expected. The
results presented here can thus be considered a lower bound for the effects of
polls on party coverage.
Party coverage of the larger parties, thus, did react to changing poll ratings.
In Patterson’s (1993) terminology the CDU was the front runner party throughout
the campaign23, and, in line with Patterson’s expectation, it received the most
(positive and negative) coverage. However, it is unclear from Patterson’s (1993)
work how party coverage of a front runner would react to small poll changes.
Findings support a, modest, counteracting type of response. The relationship
between poll changes and amount of front runner coverage was negative.
Decreasing poll ratings led to an increase in its amount of coverage. The results
for coverage of the main challenger party (SPD) are a little more complex. The
22	Vliegenthart and Van Aelst (2010) find two additional articles per week in three outlets, this
corresponds to (2/7=) 0.286 articles per day, and thus (0.286/3=) 0.095 articles per outlet per day.
Converting this to a situation with eleven outlets would therefore yield (0.095*11=) 1.05 articles per
eleven outlets per day.
23	CDU always was ahead of its rival SPD by 10% or more in any of the polls.
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marginal significant positive effect found of poll changes on amount of coverage
supports the amplification type of response: Media seizing on small poll changes
and amplifying their substantial meaning by projecting them (implicitly or
explicitly) onto larger future trends. However, the additional coverage following
increasing poll ratings was mostly negative, suggesting that the future trend
projected was not in the bandwagon direction. Thus, overall, the results for the
challenger party more likely support the counteracting type of media response.
It appears German media and/or campaign teams and interest groups, build
their own storyline around the poll results.
The typology of possible media responses to polls presented here shows
that counteracting effects reported here were not the only ones possible. The
media might, alternatively, have reported on the campaign using magnification
of changes in poll results instead. As various studies find that party coverage
can influence polls as well as be influenced by them, such reporting might have
created a self-fulfilling prophecy (e.g. Box-Steffensmeier et al., 2009). Additional
and positive coverage following the, in general, slowly increasing poll ratings for
the main challenger party (SPD) could have amplified those changes, creating
a further need for positive stories and triggered in a bandwagon. Such an effect
was observed by Jandura and Petersen (2009) in the German 2002 Bundestag
campaign. Many factors could have contributed to the counteracting effect
found here, but the stable lead of the front runner in combination with the
large and consistent gap with the challenger appear as a plausible explanation.
In 2002 the gap between the two parties was much smaller and the challenger
party (SPD) received a strong boom in positive coverage at the start of the
campaign.24 Rising SPD polls nicely fitted the storyline of a successful party
gaining ground. Indeed, the SPD soon was a credible opponent to the front
running party (CDU) and overtook it in the polls around two weeks before the
election. The much larger gap of 10% or more between the two parties in 2013,
in combination with no party gaining or losing more than 5% of the expected
vote at any stage of the campaign, made such a scenario unlikely for the 2013
election and thus warranted a different media response. Alternatively, the CDU
campaign team might have learned from their failure in 2002 and successfully
prevented a press narrative like that from happening.

1

24	in response to their handling of a flood in East Germany (Jandura & Petersen, 2009).
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However, various other explanations are just as possible for the findings here.
Parties and journalists all have their own stakes in the election campaign game.
If polls do not show exciting trends or sudden jumps, journalists search for
other ways to make the campaign appealing. Journalists might have used the
opportunity of small poll changes to re-tell the front runner vs. likely loser story
about CDU vs SPD. Alternatively, the changes in campaign coverage might
have been the result of actors other than the media, as (CDU) campaign teams
or other interested parties might have been motivated by negative polls to get
more positive stories into the news (see Box-Steffensmeier et al., 2009). Using
a quantitative content analysis enables more precise examinations of cause
and effect, but the data at hand cannot differentiate between these various
explanations for the effects found.
As the results support a counteracting response in party coverage to
changes in poll ratings, they question an implicit assumption within Slater’s
(2007, 2015) Reinforcing Spiral Model (RSM) of media effects. Slater (2015)
explains how identity processes drive individuals to select media content in
line with their attitudes, which in turn help form and sustain that identity. It
appears the RSM implicitly assumes media content to be predictable in terms
of attitude consistency, so that the individual media consumer is able to avoid
counter attitudinal information through pre-selection. However, especially
when attitudes are shifting, media outlets might also have some agency
in this process. Media might follow, reinforce or contradict such shifts. They
might deliberately seek to either provide attitude consistent coverage in line
with the shifting attitudes of their audience, or oppose the shifts and actively
appear or try to counter them through their choice and tone of coverage. They
might do so for ideological reasons, as they want to advocate a certain political
perspective and persuade their audience, but their motives can also be nonideological, as general news values might steer them either towards or away
from attitude confirming content.
Shifting poll ratings can be seen as an indication of such shifts in audience
attitudes to which media may or may not respond. The results of this study show
that when attitudes are shifting, media do not always provide “predictable”
attitude confirming coverage. Increasing support for a party, as indicated
by rising poll ratings, does not always generate more and more favorable
coverage of this party. In this way individuals, even if they had selected an
attitude confirming media diet, are confronted with counter attitudinal
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messages. Slater (2015) notes that media selection can be driven by various
motivations, including utility, pleasure or other emotional needs, which might
lead to counter attitudinal message exposure. However, this study finds that
such exposure can also result from media agenda building processes apart
from motivated selection. Future research into the agency of media within the
RSM can yield more insight into the effects of media agenda building when
consumer attitudes are shifting.
As with any individual election case-study, there is only data on a limited
number of parties and only within this specific campaign context. This makes it
difficult to precisely explain differences with other campaigns. Larger analyses
including more parties and elections can also explore party differences with
party-level variables such as government versus opposition or left-right
orientation. The same goes for explaining outlet differences with outlet-level
variables, like ownership or left-right readership. The present study is already
complicated by the many dependencies between cases (by party, outlet and
poll list), but if possible, adding a cross-election or cross-country layer in future
research would be highly interesting to yield more systematic explanations for
the effects of polls on media party coverage.
In this paper the data is sorted according to periods before and after
the publication of each list of poll ratings by a polling agency. This was done
to capture effects distributed over a number of days, and avoid the various
problems of aggregating different polls of the same party published on the
same day, of comparing poll ratings of the same party by different polling
agencies over time, or of dealing with days without any poll being published.
This approach does have its own disadvantages though. One such possible
disadvantage would be that it does not allow examining the differences
between immediate and delayed effects, as it combines periods of different lag
lengths into one analysis. However, the limited explained variance at the poll
list level, and the small and non-significant coefficients for lag length effects
provide some confidence that this problem is not too large.
Compared to earlier studies, this study has used a more precise model of
changes of poll effects on party coverage and accounts for differences
between polling firms, outlets and parties. It also examined a different kind
of campaign: one with overall stable poll ratings. In lieu of exact theoretical
expectations for such a case, a four category typology of media responses was
proposed. Findings support a counteracting type response as party coverage

1
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in the 2013 German campaign reacted even to marginal changes in poll ratings
and, in line with the storyline perspective, in different ways for different parties.
Party coverage in this democratic corporatist state did not mindlessly follow a
bandwagon, but took a rather active role in the election campaign itself.

60

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 60

31-12-16 17:45

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 61

31-12-16 17:45

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 62

31-12-16 17:45

Chapter 2:

More Interest in Interest:
Does Poll Coverage Help or Hurt Efforts to
Get Young Voters into the Ballot Box?

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 63

31-12-16 17:45

Chapter 2

Abstract
Turnout in second order elections, like those for the European Parliament, is
notoriously low, especially among younger voters. Previous media effects
studies on turnout have looked at media modality or media frame effects,
but not specifically at poll coverage. This paper investigates whether news
reporting about polls can increase interest and turnout. Using matching and
data from a four wave panel survey of young voters (N = 747) in the 2014
European Parliament Election, results show that exposure to polls in election
coverage can stimulate interest and turnout among young voters. As both
early life turnout and interest are important predictors for later life political
involvement, this study shows promising potential for increasing young voter
political involvement.
An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the Annual Conference of
the International Communication Association, Fukuoka, Japan, as:
Stolwijk, S.B. and Schuck, A.R.T. (2016). More Interest in Interest: Does Poll
Coverage Help or Hurt Efforts to Get Young Voters into the Ballot Box?
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More Interest in Interest: Does Poll Coverage Help or
Hurt Efforts to Get Young Voters into the Ballot Box?
Declining turnout rates of young voters are a growing concern both in the
academic literature and in political policy debates (see Phelps, 2005). Habit
plays an important role in determining turnout, so starting that habit to vote
at one’s first election is important for future electoral participation (Cutts,
Fieldhouse, & John, 2009; Franklin, 2004; Möller, de Vreese, Esser, & Kunz, 2014;
Plutzer, 2002). Many efforts to increase turnout of young voters have failed
(Kaid, McKinney, & Tedesco, 2007; Nickerson, 2006). A large literature examines
the effect media can have on turnout. The scholarly debate is situated between
two opposing perspectives: media malaise theory which holds that the media
have a negative effect (Robinson, 1976), and the virtuous circle thesis that
media have a self-reinforcing positive effect (Norris, 2000). One prominent
line of media research investigates the effect of strategic campaign coverage,
with polls as a central characteristic (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). Recently,
Aalberg, Strömbäck, and de Vreese (2011) argued that the effect of polls per
se might be more positive than other aspects of strategic coverage, therefore
this study starts from a positive perspective and considers whether and how
poll coverage can increase interest in the campaign and consequently turnout.
News media have shifted toward more strategic campaign coverage
in order to make the campaign more exciting and attract more attention
(Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011). Nowadays strategic news, such as coverage of
opinion polls, dominate campaign news coverage (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko,
2002; Strömbäck, 2012b). Understanding poll coverage, as opposed to issue
coverage or other elements of strategic coverage, requires less background
information, so it might be more accessible for young voters who often
complain they lack the proper resources to make a voting decision (Banducci
& Hanretty, 2014; Bartels, 1988; Kaid, McKinney, & Tedesco, 2007). Polls could
provide a starting point for further campaign interest, for example, by fueling a
bandwagon effect and enticing enthusiasm for a candidate or party (Stolwijk,
Schuck, & de Vreese, 2016; Robinson, 1937; Robinson & Sheehan, 1983).
Still, many studies point out negative effects of exposure to strategic
coverage in general. The media’s focus in such campaign coverage diverts
attention away from issues, thus hampering rather than helping voters learn
about party platforms (Moy & Rinke, 2012). On top of this, studies found how
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strategic news increases political disengagement (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997).
In these studies, strategic news is often defined to include polls and projections
of election outcomes, but also the use of language of sports and wars and
reports on the campaign strategic motives of politicians. Aalberg, Strömbäck
and de Vreese (2011) argue that especially that latter aspect is likely to have a
negative effect, while poll coverage could have a positive effect.
This study evaluates the effect of poll exposure on turnout of young voters
in the 2014 European Parliament (EP) election. It contributes theoretically by
theorizing a central role of campaign interest as a mediator for the effect of
poll exposure on turnout. A growing literature finds a reciprocal relation
between interest and media exposure, which might be especially relevant
for young voters who have yet to develop their interest (Atkin, Galloway, &
Nayman, 1976; Boulianne, 2011; Hillygus, 2005; Kruikemeier & Shehata, 2016;
Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010). Higher interest is likely to contribute to more poll
exposure, but poll exposure could in turn increase interest in a positive spiral
(Norris, 2000; Slater, 2004, 2007). This process could increase the likelihood of
turnout over time. Hence, the current research design should be especially
sensitive to selection effects: those more interested are already more likely to
be exposed to polls and have higher turnout. This study goes beyond previous
field research in evaluating the causal effect of media exposure on turnout by
using Covariate Balancing Propensity Score matching (CBPS) (Imai & Ratkovic,
2014)25, in combination with a four wave panel survey, and supported by a
media content analysis of poll coverage. Taking these analytical challenges
explicitly into account, results show that young voters indeed become more
interested in the campaign as a consequence of poll exposure, and this higher
interest in turn increases their odds of voting.

Theory
There is little research explicitly examining the effect of exposure to media poll
coverage on turnout.26 There is a strong literature investigating the effect of
polls per se on turnout, but these are either mostly experimental studies and
25	See Appendix E for robustness checks using other forms of matching, such as Coarsened Exact
Matching (CEM) and Entropy Balancing (EB), as well as a first difference model.
26 For an exception see Niemi, Iusi, and Bianco (1983).
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geared toward strategic voting behavior, or focus on exit polls rather than preelection polls (e.g., Großer & Schram, 2010; Jackson, 1983; Klor & Winter, 2007;
Morton, Muller, Page, & Torgler, 2015). Exit polls provide information about vote
choices casted up to that point, and might influence the last minute decision
making before oneself casting a vote. Voters can update their cost/benefit
calculus from voting versus not voting in light of this new information, but are
unlikely to change their preferences underlying those calculations in this very
short time span. As pre-election polls also present information about the likely
cost/benefit pay off of turnout, it is important to acknowledge possible turnout
effects of these polls as well.
In contrast to these short term effects studies, attitude change is observed
more consistently across the time frame of an election campaign. However, the
many field studies that focus on the campaign effects of pre-election polls are
measuring the effects of strategic/game/horse race frames and not the effects
of poll coverage as such (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Aalberg, Strömbäck, &
de Vreese, 2011).27 The present study situates itself at the intersection of these
discussions as it investigates the effects of poll coverage rather than the
broader concept of strategic coverage, but within the context of the effects of
campaign coverage over time. Each of these literatures will thus be reviewed
here shortly to evaluate what it can contribute to the purposes of this paper.
Starting with studies that look at the effects of polls per se, field studies
mostly investigate the effects of exit polls. A good example is the study of
Morton, Muller, Page, and Torgler (2015) which exploits a change in French
electoral law. Before the change, some voters in overseas parts in different
time zones of the French republic voted after the election result was already
known. By carefully comparing voting before and after the law change, they
find that exit poll information decreased turnout by about 11%, especially for
the losing party. This strong effect is likely different from that for pre-election
polls. In this experiment the election outcome is known, in some cases the
losing candidates had even already publicly admitted their defeat before
voting in these territories started. Pre-election polls, in contrast to exit polls,
are only projections and one’s own voting behavior might still potentially alter
the election outcome. What might be most noteworthy about the result of

2

27	Various names are used for this kind of coverage, including horse race news and the game frame (see
Aalberg, Strömbäck, & de Vreese, 2011). In this paper strategic news coverage is used as a generic
term to refer to all of these.
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this study by Morton et al. is that so many voters (between 40 and 60% of the
electorate) still turned out, despite the fact that most of them likely knew with
certainty that their votes were irrelevant to the election outcome. So although
strategic considerations might be an important part of the effect of polls on
turnout, there remains much to be explained.
Similar strategic voting effects are the main focus of most experiments
on polls and turnout. Typical experimental studies let participants vote (or
not) in sessions of many successive rounds of voting, manipulating their poll
exposure, cost of voting and pay offs for election outcomes. During each
voting round the costs and potential pay offs of voting are fixed and fully
known, as they are expressed in monetary terms. Consequently, participants
do not have to worry about which candidate best fits their preferences, which
candidate is more trustworthy, or which is a rising star. As Großer and Schram
(2010) note, the focus of such studies is thus on how voters act strategically to
express their preference after it has formed, and they neglect the influence of
campaigns and especially that of poll coverage on the preference formation
process. Hardmeier (2008) concluded in her meta-analysis that the effects of
polls on turnout in these studies cannot be statistically distinguished from
zero. However, recent, more methodologically advanced studies, tend to show
a slight increase in turnout for the majority candidate, but only in close races
or under public voting rules (e.g., Klor & Winter, 2007; Morton & Ou, 2015). EP
elections do not rely on public voting and, moreover, use a complex nationtiered proportional system of voting which obscures the direct relation of a
particular vote on the eventual outcome. These elections select members
for a multi-party parliament in which each party consists of various national
sub factions. The election outcome is also not related to the formation of a
government, so, all in all, a close race between two clear parties/candidates is
not probable. Strategic turnout considerations found in these experiments are
thus unlikely to have much influence on the results of the current study, which
focusses on EP pre-election poll coverage.
The classic work on the effect of poll-related (strategic) news coverage
on political engagement is Cappella and Jamieson’s (1997) “The Spiral of
Cynicism”. They argue that a focus on strategic news over substantive issues
leads to a greater attention for politician’s self-interest, which in turn increases
political cynicism and decreases political involvement. This seminal work has
inspired much research into the effects of strategic news. Subsequent studies
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have offered mixed support, with some supporting the hypothesis that
strategic news exposure decreases turnout, while others find a contrary or null
effect (e.g., Adriaansen, Van Praag, & de Vreese, 2012; Lengauer & Höller, 2012;
Valentino, Beckman, & Buhr, 2001).
To help clarify the findings, Aalberg, Strömbäck and de Vreese (2011) argue
that scholars should separate the game frame from the strategy frame. While
game frame coverage focuses on who will win, strategy coverage expands
on the motives and tactics of politicians. The latter is conceptually closer to
the kind of coverage that should lead to increased cynicism and decreased
involvement. Poll coverage, on the other hand, might increase interest because
of its appealing nature. Indeed, Iyengar, Norpoth and Hahn (2004) find that
voters pay far more attention to such game frame news over issue and strategy
news. Polls even appear to be so interesting that they suppress attention for
issue news. Valentino, Buhr and Beckmann (2001) compared different parts of
the strategy frame and find experimentally that including polls as such to an
article distracts attention from the substantive issues also mentioned in that
article. Over time, the attractiveness of poll coverage appears to have a positive
effect on interest. In two of the few studies specifically on poll coverage, Zhao
and Bleske (1998) found a positive relation between poll exposure and interest
in other election messages, and Meyer and Potter (1998) find that knowledge
of polls in one wave positively predicts issue knowledge in the next wave. Poll
coverage could thus both be attractive and might stimulate future campaign
interest. These findings suggest that the effect of poll coverage may very well
be different from other forms of strategic coverage. Over time, poll coverage
might increase both interest and involvement (Norris, 2000; Slater, 2007; Zhao
& Bleske, 1998).
Exposure to poll coverage could increase campaign interest in a variety of
ways. For one, it is less complicated to interpret compared to issue news and so
lowers the accessibility threshold for news consumption (for a similar argument
see Liu & Eveland, 2005). In this way it could provide a way into news consumption
for the less sophisticated as it can help increase internal efficacy and make
consequent coverage easier to understand (see Kaid, McKinney, & Tedesco, 2007;
Möller, de Vreese, Esser, & Kunz, 2014). Poll coverage has also been associated
with a bandwagon effect in which voters are drawn into the enthusiasm of the
winning party (Robinson, 1937), and with inciting fear of the prospect of a liked
party losing or a disliked party winning (Stolwijk, Schuck, & de Vreese, 2016;
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Moy & Rinke, 2012). In addition, in their decision to cover pre-election polls
journalists implicitly signal to the public that the outcome of that election is
important, relevant and therefore interesting (Robinson & Sheehan, 1983).
Surprisingly, the large literature of campaign media effects on turnout pays
only scarce attention to the role of interest as a potential mediator (e.g., Aarts &
Semetko, 2003; Goldstein & Freedman, 2002; Wattenberg & Brians, 1999). Sure
enough, interest is usually included in the list of control variables and accounts
for a large share of the explained variance, but it is not discussed theoretically.
This in contrast to findings that, when asked, people state the lack of interest
as one of the most important reasons for not voting (Shaffer, 1981), and in
empirical studies political interest is one of the variables most consistently
found to have a positive influence on turnout (Smets & Van Ham, 2013). Many
studies appear to assume that political interest is a trait-like characteristic, and
stable over time (Prior, 2007). However, like turnout, it is only believed to be
a stable variable after a voter reaches a certain age (Bhatti, Hansen, & Wass,
2012; Strömbäck & Johansson, 2007). From this perspective, how interest forms
in young voters is extra important, as it is an important predictor of turnout
which then persists throughout the life cycle. Consequently, several authors
have argued for more research into the antecedents of political interest among
young voters (Prior, 2007; Maier, Rittberger, & Faas, 2016). Election campaigns
provide a good opportunity for young voters to develop such interest, as media
carry richer political media content in campaign periods, and young voters are
likely more motivated to start looking into this content as it is directly relevant
in the light of the upcoming potential vote choice.
Taking up the challenge of exploring such antecedents, an increasing
number of studies report findings that contradict the perspective of political
interest as a constant factor (Atkin, Galloway, & Nayman, 1976; Boulianne, 2011;
Hillygus, 2005; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010). Instead, they point to a reciprocal
relation between political interest and media use, with the more interested
consuming more political media and consequently reinforcing their interest.
They also show marked, but inconsistent, differences in the effect on interest
of tabloid versus broadsheet media, and between TV, newspaper and online
news. To help explain such differences, calls are made to move beyond the
study of the effects of outlets, and look instead at the effects of specific content
(Newton, 1999). In addition, Hillygus (2005) specifically recommends to take
better account of the dynamics of campaign attention by looking at interest
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in the campaign rather than interest in politics in general. Campaign interest
is conceptually closer to the specific election in question, compared to general
political interest. It is also more likely to be related to attention, as interested
people are more likely to be attentive to the news they are exposed to. Various
studies find that news attention yields stronger media effects compared to
news exposure (e.g., Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986; Möller & de Vreese, 2015;
Moy, Torres, Tanaka, & McCluskey, 2005; Shehata, 2014; Slater & Rasinski, 2005;
Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010). Taken together, this study will study whether
campaign interest mediates the effect of poll exposure on turnout, yielding
the following hypotheses:
H1:	Exposure to poll coverage increases the likelihood of turnout of first time
voters.

2

H2:	Campaign interest positively mediates the relation between exposure to
poll coverage and turnout.

Method
Case. Data from a representative four wave panel survey among Dutch voters
between the age of eighteen and twenty years old at the time of the election
was used. These young adults (age 18-19) were allowed to vote for the first time
in the 2014 European Parliament (EP) elections.28 EP elections are second order
elections and attract much less media attention and achieve lower turnout
compared to national parliament elections (Hix & Marsh, 2011; Van der Brug,
Gattermann, & de Vreese, 2016). Söderlund, Wass and Blais (2011) show that
political interest is of extra importance for turnout in such low salience EP
elections. In the 2014 EP elections only 42.6% of the European electorate went
to the ballot box, the lowest figure in the history of EP elections.29 Average
campaign interest among young voters in the current study directly before the
campaign (wave 3) is only 2.9 on a scale from one (no interest at all) to seven
28	As some participants only reached the legal voting age of 18 years during the panel survey, a few
participants were still 17 when the first survey wave was fielded.
29	See Franklin (2001) for an account of how declining turnout in EP elections is mostly due to EU
enlargement bringing in countries with lower turnout.
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(very interested) for young voters in our sample. As political interest plays such
a large role in political behavior over the life span and is still developing among
young voters, this is an ideal case to study the influence of poll exposure on
turnout via campaign interest.
Sample. The study uses the 2014 European Parliament Election campaign
study data (de Vreese, Azrout, & Möller, 2014). A four-wave panel survey
was carried out in the Netherlands by TNS NIPO, a research institutes that
complies with ESOMAR guidelines for survey research and holds the relevant
ISO approvals. Respondents were interviewed about six months prior, four
months prior, and one month prior to the May 2014 elections for the European
Parliament and immediately after the elections. Fieldwork dates were 13
December 2013 – 19 January 2014 for the first wave, 20 – 30 March 2014 for the
second wave, 17 – 28 April 2014 for the third wave, and 26 May - 9th of June
2014 for the fourth wave. The survey was conducted using Computer Assisted
Web Interviewing (CAWI).
A total of 1433 respondents participated in wave one, 1013 respondents
participated in wave two, 836 participated in wave three, and 747 in wave
four. The sample was drawn from the TNS NIPO database. The population was
defined as born between 12 September 1994 and 22 May 1996. The database
consists of 200 000 individuals that were recruited through multiple recruitment
strategies, including telephone, face-to-face, and online recruitment. Quotas
(on age, gender, and education) were enforced in sampling from the database.
The average response rate was 65% in wave 1, the re‐contact rate 70.7% in wave
2, 82.5% in wave 3, and 89.4% in wave 4. The sample shows a slight deviation in
distributions in terms of gender, age and education compared to census data.
Panel attrition did not lead to a significant difference in the composition of the
panel with regard to age, gender, and education.
Content Analysis. In addition to the survey on which the analyses of this
paper are performed, a content analysis of poll coverage was done (de Vreese,
Azrout, & Möller, 2014). The subsample relevant to this study includes in total
2117 newspaper/online articles or TV news items were coded, which referred
to the EU or EP election campaign and were published/aired between waves
three and four. From four newspapers, two quality (NRC, Volkskrant), one tabloid
(Telegraaf ) and one online (nu.nl), all articles were coded that mentioned the
EU or the EP campaign within the front page, political/news section or the
editorial section. For TV news, all items were coded that mentioned the EU or
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EP election within the main TV news broadcasts (NOS, RTL). As results will show
that the amount of poll coverage was rather small, the subsample of media
coverage included in the content analysis was too small to yield a representative
individual level indicator of poll exposure. Instead, the content analysis is used
to describe the context of the study in terms of campaign coverage. It will show
the amount of poll coverage to which participants could have been exposed,
and give an impression of the distinctiveness of poll coverage versus other kinds
of coverage. By analyzing the overlap between poll coverage and other forms
of strategic news coverage and issue coverage, results will illustrate whether
those who have been exposed to poll coverage were therefore also more likely
to be exposed to these other types of coverage. This content analysis is thus
used to give a descriptive overview of poll coverage within the campaign.
Approach. As interest can be both a cause and consequence of media use
(e.g., Boulianne, 2011), selection effects are likely to play a large role. Evaluating
the effect of exposure to poll coverage on turnout by just comparing turnout
between those who saw and those who did not see polls could be biased, as
people, de facto, self-select into seeing polls. Those who are more likely to
cast a vote are more interested in the campaign and more likely to see polls.
Regression analysis with control variables is the most often used way of taking
care of these selection effects. If certain characteristics predict whether an
individual takes the treatment and these same characteristics also influence
the dependent variable, then using panel data with lags of these variables as
controls is an appropriate choice.
However, control variables are estimated to have the same effect on all
people, but if the composition of treated (i.e. exposed to poll coverage) and
untreated (i.e. not exposed to poll coverage) groups is inherently different, this
assumption might not hold. In the present analysis the group of people who
saw polls can on average be expected to be more interested in politics, higher
educated etc. than those who did not. To remedy this problem and arrive at
estimates of causal inference closer to those obtained in experiments, where
randomization ensures similar characteristics of treated and untreated units,
various matching procedures are being developed. These procedures have in
common that they try to compose a control group of untreated units who are
similar in background characteristics to the treated group, so that problems of
non-linearity in expected outcomes are equal for treated and untreated groups
and thus do not affect the relation between the treatment and the outcome.

2
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This study will go beyond previous research in addressing these potential
problems and report results using a Covariate Balancing Propensity Score
(CBPS) (Imai & Ratkovic, 2014) (see Appendix E for an overview of pros and cons
of various matching methods).
To test the mediating effect of campaign interest a SEM model is built
in which selection effects are explicitly modeled, so their influence can be
compared relative to the influence of actual exposure. The CBPS method
is most suitable for this purpose as it represents the propensity for each
participant to be exposed to polls based on her background characteristics.
Incorporating this CBPS score as a control variable that predicts poll exposure,
campaign interest and turnout, and comparing total effects of CBPS versus
that of poll exposure alone, allows for a direct test of the relative size of
the effect of poll exposure due to being more/less likely to see polls versus
actually seeing them. In addition the SEM model will include alternative
wave four mediators, like political cynicism, campaign cynicism, internal
efficacy, external efficacy, amount of positive emotions felt towards parties,
amount of negative emotions felt towards parties, passive campaign media
exposure, active campaign media exposure, attention to campaign news and
amount of talking about politics, in addition to campaign interest in order to
increase confidence that the positive effect path of poll exposure to interest
to turnout is the main mechanism, rather than, for example, a negative path
of poll exposure to cynicism to turnout.
Measures. Turnout was measured directly after the elections (wave 4) by
asking respondents whether they had voted (n = 319 / 43%) or not (n = 428 /
57%) in these elections. Turnout intention was measured in waves one to three
on a scale from one (certainly will not vote) to seven (certain to cast a vote)
(see Table 1 in Appendix D for descriptives for all variables used in this study).
With regard to polls each participant was asked (both in wave 3 and 4) whether
or not opinion poll results were seen in the last four weeks.30 Interest in the
campaign was measured in both waves on a “not at all interested” (=1) to “very
much interested” (=7) scale for the question: “In May 2014 the elections to the
European Parliament will be held: To what degree are you interested in these
30	Originally poll exposure was measured on a 5-point scale from “never seen any polls in the last four
weeks of the campaign” to “saw six or more polls”. However the distribution was rather skewed as
59% reported to see no poll at all, and another 30% reporting to see only “one or two polls”. Therefore
it was decided to recode this into exposure to “zero” versus “one or more” polls.
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elections?”. For the operationalization used for the control variables, see the
results of the full SEM model in Appendix C.
To compute the CBPS score of seeing polls, the covariates were used
that were likely to be related to either the treatment of poll exposure or the
dependent variable of turnout.31 All predictors included for the matching
procedure are from wave one, two or three, so from before the campaign to
avoid endogeneity with the treatment. The results found by the matched data
analysis are dependent on which selection effects were found to be present
and relevant. In this respect results of analyses using matching are superior
to experimental data. Matching methods take the empirically found selection
effects into account. Their results show the effects of exposure specifically with
regard to those people who are actually exposed in real life, rather than the
effects of exposure for random people. In randomized experiments everyone
is equally likely to be in the exposure condition, and information about selfselection is typically lost. Some people are very unlikely to be exposed in
real life, but might respond differently to exposure compared to people who
are more likely to be exposed. As every individual is weighed equally in such
experiments, these cases are unrepresentative of actual exposure outside of the
laboratory, and thus could compromise the external validity of experimental
results.
To estimate the mediating effect of campaign interest, the CBPS score
was used as a control variable. In addition a number of potential alternative
mediators were specified. For each of these alternatives the wave 3 variable
was used as a control and the wave 4 variable as a parallel mediator. To check
whether the operationalization of the various latent constructs was reliable
and has sufficient discriminant validity, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was
performed in AMOS 21, to achieve adequate model fit some indicators were
removed and relevant covariances were added between indicators of the same
construct. The final CFA has a good model fit (N = 747, χ2 (1889) = 4850.53; CFI

2

31	The covariates used to calculate the propensity score are: vote intention for PvdA, VVD, PVV, D66,
SP (wave 3), age, education (wave 1 and 2), gender, income (wave 1 and 2), interest in opinion polls
(wave 3), amount of TV exposure (wave 1,2,3), amount of newspaper exposure (wave 1,2,3), amount
of internet exposure (wave 1,2,3), interest in the election campaign (wave 1,2,3), amount of talking
about politics (wave 1,2,3), amount of talking about the EU (wave 1,2,3), amount parties associated
with negative emotions (wave 3), amount of parties associated with positive emotions (wave 3),
knowledge about politics (wave 1,2,3), knowledge about politics and the EU (wave 3), political
efficacy (wave 1,2,3), political cynicism (wave 1,2,3), cynicism towards the EP election campaign
(wave 3), political participation (wave 1,2,3), seen polls or not (wave 3), turnout intention (wave
1,2,3), attention to campaign news (w3).
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= .92; TLI = .90; RMSEA = .046 (CI: .044, .047)) (for model fit measure thresholds,
see Kline, 2011).32
Based on these results a structural regression model was built, featuring the
hypothesized effects of the CBPS score on poll exposure, campaign interest and
turnout, as well as the various potential mediating effects of poll exposure on
turnout. If appropriate, covariances were added between error terms of related
mediators. See Figure 1 for a schematic depiction of the final SEM model. The
following alternative mediators were considered: internal efficacy (see Kaid et
al., 2007; Möller et al., 2014) , external (in)efficacy, number of parties associated
with positive emotions, number of parties associated with negative emotions
(Stolwijk, Schuck, & de Vreese, 2016), political cynicism, cynicism about
campaign (see Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), self-reported paper/TV/radio use
about campaign, amount of talk about EP elections/politics, active campaign
information use and attention to campaign news (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986).
The final model had a good model fit (N = 747, χ2 (2057) = 5337.23; CFI = .91;
TLI = .90; RMSEA = .046 (CI: .045, .048)) (for model fit measure thresholds, see
Kline, 2011).
Internal efficacy wave 4

Internal efficacy wave 3

Amount of parties
associated with negative
emotions wave 4

Amount of parties
associated with negative
emotions wave 3
Amount of parties
associated with positive
emotions wave 3

Amount of parties
associated with positive
emotions wave 4

CBPS

Turnout intention wave 3
Campaign interest
wave 4

Campaign interest wave 3

Active media exposure
wave 3
Passive media exposure
wave 3
External inefficacy wave 3

Turnout

Poll
exposure
Active media exposure
wave 4
Passive media exposure
wave 4
External inefficacy wave 4

Political talk wave 3

Political talk wave 4

Campaign cynicism wave 3

Campaign cynicism wave 4

Political cynicism wave 3

Political cynicism wave 4

Campaign attention
wave 3

Campaign attention
wave 4

Figure 1. Schematic full SEM model.
32	A full correlation/covariance matrix of all variables used in the model can be obtained from the
authors upon request.
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Results
The content analysis shows that the media attention for the EP campaign was
modest. From the 2117 coded articles/items which mentioned the EU or EP
election, only 136 (6%) discussed the EP campaign. From those 136 articles, 35
(25%) included some sort of prediction of the outcome of the election. From
these 35 poll articles, 28% mention winners or losers, 37% mention tactical/
strategic motives of politicians or parties, 37% say the election is boring and
turnout is likely to be low, and 31% discuss at least one substantive campaign
issue. Poll coverage of the EP campaign was thus modest, and those exposed to
this coverage were likely to also be exposed to at least some tactical/strategic
and issue coverage.
To test H1 on the effect of self-reported poll exposure on turnout, Table
1 shows the results of logistic regressions with and without control variables
using a standard model, and with CBPS as a control. All models estimate the
effect to be significant at p<0.01, though the size of the effect varies between
1.25 for the basic logit model down to 0.57 for the CBPS controlled model.
The results uniformly support hypothesis 1: poll reporting exposure increases
turnout.

2

Table 1 Logistic regression of poll exposure on turnout.

Poll exposure

Logit
turnout
1.25***
(3.50)

Multivariate Logit
turnout
0.69**
(1.99)

-0.82***
NO
0.07
747

0.85
YES
0.28
747

Propensity to see polls
Constant
Covariates included
Pseudo R2
N

CBPS Logit
turnout
0.57**
(1.77)
1.98***
(7.22)
-1.35***
NO
0.10
747

Note. Logistic regression on turnout, odds ratios in brackets * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Logit =
regular logit model. The covariates used are: age, education, gender, income, interest in opinion polls
(wave 3), amount of TV exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), amount of newspaper exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), amount
of internet exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), interest in the election campaign (wave 1,2,3), political efficacy
(wave 1,2,3), political cynicism (wave 1,2,3), seen polls or not (wave 3), turnout intention (wave 1,2,3)
and attention to campaign news (wave 3). Pseudo R2 of the base model including only poll exposure
is 6.57%.
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The first column of Table 1 shows the difference in turnout between those who
did and did not see polls. The odds ratio shows that seeing polls can make
someone up to 3.5 times as likely to cast a vote compared to someone who
did not see polls. Poll exposure explains about seven percent of the variance
in turnout. As argued above, this effect is likely driven by differences in sample
composition of those who did and did not see polls. The logit models in the
second and third columns confirm the presence of selection effects. The effect
size shown explicitly by CBPS in the third column shows that young voters who
were very likely to see polls (CBPS = 1) are over seven times as likely to turnout
as those who were very unlikely to see polls (CBPS = 0) to begin with. The
second column of Table 1 shows the estimate that would usually be reported:
that of a multivariate regression with control variables. More precise (matching)
approaches for correcting sample composition yield estimates which are a
little lower (third column, also see Appendix E). The various approaches to
control for these selection effects all show that seeing polls makes a young
voter around two times as likely to turn out. In those models, poll exposure still
explains between one and two percent of the variance in turnout. Given how
modest poll coverage was, this can be considered a substantial effect.
The second hypothesis on the mediating role of campaign interest is
tested via SEM models. The models are estimated using maximum likelihood
and yields regression estimates based on a 95% bias-corrected 5000 bootstraps
interval. As a first test, a basic model is tested which exactly represents the one
displayed in Figure 2. The figure shows the direct effects between the propensity
to see polls (CBPS), actual poll exposure, campaign interest and turnout. The
hypothesized positive relations are all significant and confirmed. Young voters
who are more likely to see polls (CBPS), are exposed to them more often. This
poll exposure makes them more interested in the campaign, controlling for
their higher pre-campaign likelihood to become interested in the campaign
(CBPS). As a result of this increased interest, young voters who are exposed to
polls turnout more often than those who were not exposed to polls.
Evaluating the nature of selection effects (CBPS) on turnout, a few things
stand out. Table 2 shows the direct, indirect and total effects of CBPS and poll
exposure on turnout. The top two rows, referring to the basic model, illustrate
that selection effects are strongly present and that when effects of CBPS on poll
exposure and campaign interest are included, the total indirect effect of CBPS
on turnout is over five times (0.69 vs 0.13) the size of the total effect of actual
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poll exposure on turnout. The major part of the effect of being exposed to polls
is thus due to background characteristics of this young voter, which made her
more likely to be exposed to polls to begin with and also made her more likely
to become interested in the campaign and eventually turnout. Still, actual poll
exposure also makes a significant difference, as noted above. In addition, the
negative (small and non-significant) direct effect of CBPS on turnout illustrates
that the effect of the propensity to see polls (i.e. the selection effect of poll
exposure) on turnout is fully mediated by campaign interest. Controlling for
poll exposure and campaign interest in wave 4, the effect of being more likely
to see polls (CBPS) on turnout is actually negative: those more likely to see polls,
who then not see polls during the campaign and not become more interested
are even less likely to turnout, compared to those who were less likely to see
polls to begin with.

2

Figure 2. SEM results of the (selection) effects of exposure to poll reports on turnout via campaign
interest. N = 747, ***= p<0.001, **= p<0.01, *= p<0.10. Fit: This basic model is just identified, fit measures
are unavailable.

As this model is rather simple and the mediation effect of campaign interest
might pick up effects of other potential mediators, a second, full structural
regression model is estimated as outlined in the methods section, which
includes predictors and latent variables for the other potential mediators
internal efficacy, external (in)efficacy, number of parties associated with
positive emotions, number of parties associated with negative emotions,
political cynicism, cynicism about campaign, self-reported paper/TV/radio use
about campaign, amount of talk about EP elections/politics, active campaign
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information use, and attention to campaign news. Figure 1 and Table 1 in
Appendix C show a schematic depiction of this SEM model and list the estimates
and standardized estimates for each separate effect. The results show that the
effects found in Figure 2 are robust. In addition, the results give information
about the antecedents for selection effects, and the added value of modeling
the influence of selection effects (CBPS) explicitly rather than only including
control variables.
First of all, Table 1 in Appendix C shows which wave three variables
contribute most to selection effects (CBPS), from the wave 3 antecedents
for the potential mediators included in the model, amount of talking about
(EU) politics, passive EP news exposure, and internal efficacy have the largest
standardized effect on selection (see Figure 1). Interestingly, campaign interest
(wave 3) does not significantly contribute to the odds of seeing polls (CBPS).
Table 2 Direct, indirect and total effects of CBPS and poll exposure on turnout.

Basic model
Full model

CBPS
Poll exposure
CBPS
Poll exposure

Direct
effect on
turnout
-0.10
0.05
-0.25
0.08

Total Indirect Total effect
effect on
on turnout
turnout
0.69
0.59
0.08
0.13
0.42
0.17
0.06
0.13

Model 3:
Model 3:
Indirect effect Total effect
NA
NA
0.35
0.07

NA
NA
0.11
0.14

Note. N = 747. NA = Not Applicable. SEM model 3 estimated with only the path through campaign
interest as a potential mediator and removing covariances between campaign interest and other
potential mediators, but still including all other possible mediators as controls.

To illustrate how modeling CBPS explicitly improves the results compared to
using control variables only, the bottom two rows of Table 2 show the direct,
indirect and total effects of CBPS and poll exposure on turnout for this model.
As AMOS does not report p-values for indirect and total effects, significances
are not displayed in this table. The same model was estimated using STATA
13, which showed that all these effects are significant at p < 0.001 except for
the direct effect of poll exposure on turnout which is significant at p = 0.10.33
The results again support H2, campaign interest mediates the effect of poll
exposure on turnout. However, the results also show that CBPS still strongly
33	The STATA 13 model was estimated using maximum likelihood estimation, but the latent variables
were imputed from the CFA instead of incorporating the full measurement model to help STATA fit
the model. As AMOS 21 had no problems fitting the full structural regression model, those results are
reported here.
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contributes to both campaign interest (wave 4) and turnout even when
controlling for covariates, which suggests that these covariates fail to control
for the full selection effect. The total effect of CBPS on turnout is much smaller
compared to the basic model without control variables, as it drops from 0.59 to
0.17, however it still has a larger total effect on turnout than poll exposure (0.17
vs 0.13). The total effect of poll exposure on turnout remains unaffected by the
inclusion of control variables, which shows that controlling for CBPS indeed
sufficiently corrects for selection effects.
To get a better idea of the relative size of the effect of campaign interest
with respect to the various other potential mediators included, a variant of the
full SEM model (Model 3) is estimated in which the only indirect path from poll
exposure to turnout is that via campaign interest. The last two columns of Table
2 show the indirect and total effects of CBPS and poll exposure on turnout
for this model. The indirect effect of poll exposure via campaign interest on
turnout is still 0.07 and nearly equal to the 0.08 and 0.07 effects found in the
basic model and the full model (Model 1 and Model 2). So even controlling
for the indirect effects of CBPS and the various control variables via campaign
interest (wave 4) as well as via the other mediators, the size of the indirect effect
of poll exposure on turnout remains unaffected by removing its alternative
indirect paths: Campaign interest accounts for as good as all of the indirect
effect of poll exposure on turnout. The absolute size of this mediating effect
should be interpreted with care as the estimates are based on a linear SEM,
whereas the logistic regressions presented in Table 1 take the dichotomous
nature of the dependent variable, turnout, better into account. The value of the
SEM analysis is rather to show the relative contribution of campaign interest as
a mediator. Campaign interest is by far the dominant mediator for the effect of
exposure to poll coverage on turnout: All three models presented here show
that it accounts for over half of the total effect (0.07 vs 0.13).

2

Discussion
Poll exposure significantly improved the likelihood of turnout for young
voters in the 2014 EP elections by increasing campaign interest. The study
makes three main theoretical and one methodological contribution. First, the
potential difference in young voter turnout after exposure to pre-election poll
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coverage rather than strategic coverage more broadly, or exit poll information
more specifically, is evaluated in a field setting. Results show that exposure to
strategic coverage and poll coverage likely overlapped, but still a positive effect
of exposure to poll coverage on turnout is found. Second, the empirical and
theoretical value of looking at campaign interest rather than political interest
is proposed, and results confirm that young voter campaign interest is indeed
malleable over the course of a campaign and consequential for turnout. Third,
analyses in this paper have compared the relative contribution of campaign
interest versus other mediators identified in past research. Campaign interest
is found to be the most important mediator by far, and its effect is stronger
than that of other possible mediators such as internal efficacy (see Kaid et al.,
2007; Möller et al., 2014) , external (in)efficacy, number of parties associated
with positive emotions, number of parties associated with negative emotions
(Stolwijk, Schuck, & de Vreese, 2016), political cynicism, cynicism about the
campaign (see Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), self-reported paper/TV/radio use
about the campaign, amount of talk about EP elections/politics, active campaign
information use and attention to campaign news (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986).
Its methodological contribution is to evaluate these claims more thoroughly
using matching (CBPS) explicitly integrated within a SEM model and based on
four-wave panel data. Selection effects were found to have a strong influence
on each of the main variables: exposure to poll coverage, campaign interest and
turnout. Explicitly modeling selection effects illustrated how more traditional
approaches such as control variables in multivariate regression or lag (in)
dependent variables in a SEM panel model can fail to account for as much as
half of the selection effects and so lead to an overestimation of the treatment
effect. The integration of CBPS within the present SEM model thus allowed for
a more stringent test of the hypotheses.
The results of this study touch on the general debate on media effects.
Media malaise theories, such as that by Cappella and Jamieson’s (1997) “The
Spiral of Cynicism”, which stress the negative impact of exposure to (strategic)
campaign coverage on political involvement, are not supported by the results.
The total effect of poll exposure on turnout is positive, even controlling
for selection effects and the effects of political cynicism. The suggestion of
Aalberg, Strömbäck and de Vreese (2011) that the effects of poll coverage as
such, can be different from that of strategic coverage more generally is one
probable explanation for this finding, future studies can further compare
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different parts of the strategy frame to examine further how each may have
a distinct effect. However, the results of the large media content analysis of
the Dutch EP campaign presented here showed that those exposed to polls
were also very likely to be exposed to at least some of the other elements of
the strategy frame. Either the positive media effects of polls outweigh those of
other strategy frame elements for the context of this study, but it appears more
likely that further research is needed on the conditions under which (different
aspects of ) strategic coverage have a more positive or a more negative effect
on involvement.
The results do support the growing literature on the reciprocal relation
between interest and media exposure (Atkin, Galloway, & Nayman, 1976;
Boulianne, 2011; Hillygus, 2005; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010) and the perspective
of a virtuous circle between media exposure and political involvement (Norris,
2000; Slater, 2007). The second part of the virtuous circle argument, that media
exposure can increase interest is especially supported by the findings presented
here. Within the data presented in this paper, preceding campaign interest
(wave 3) is also positively correlated with likelihood of poll exposure (CBPS), but
after controlling for other likely antecedents this effect is no longer significant.
The results support a reciprocal relation between political involvement more
generally and media exposure, but also suggest that this relationship works
in more complex ways than just interest and media exposure feeding of each
other. Future research can look at the conditions under which different aspects
of involvement, such as interest, efficacy or talking about politics, influence
consecutive media exposure and when media exposure influences each of
these aspects of involvement.
A positive effect of media on political involvement has been found
in experiments (Adriaansen, Van Praag & de Vreese, 2012), and in heavily
covered campaigns, such as the Danish referendum on the introduction of
the Euro (de Vreese & Semetko, 2002). Still, there might also be something
specific about the second order election context studied here, which makes
a positive effect more likely. According to Moy and Rinke (2012) the effects of
polls as a consensus heuristic, i.e. indicating the popularity of a party, is most
likely in “rare” situations such as low-profile elections were little substantive
issue information is available. As argued above young voters generally have
difficulty understanding the complex issues in election campaigns, and the
difficulty of the European institutions and electoral system likely exacerbate

2
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these problems. These conditions might help explain the positive effect of poll
exposure on turnout. This is all the more probable as many other explanations
found in the literature for the effect of polls on turnout, like the closeness and
competitiveness of the election race, do not seem applicable in the context of
EP elections (Kriesi, 2008; Moy & Rinke, 2012).
So although the results support the perspective of positive effects of
media exposure for civic participation and democracy, it should be noted
that campaign interest and turnout alone are only one particular aspect
of democratically desired behavior. Valentino, Buhr and Beckmann (2001)
found that including polls as such to an article distracts attention from the
substantive issues also mentioned in that article. Indeed, the main role of
campaign interest as a mediator for the effect of exposure on turnout found
here might give the impression of an “empty” kind of political involvement.
An involvement driven by interest, but unsupported by increased information
search or substantive knowledge gains. Maybe turnout is increased, but do
these votes reflect meaningful, reasoned choices? The results of this study do
not lend much support for this skepticism. Although, campaign interest is the
main mediator, it is positively correlated with passive and active media use,
as well as with attention to campaign news. The results of this study rather
support the findings of Zhao and Bleske (1998) and Meyer and Potter (1998):
Even though exposure to poll coverage might distract from issue news within
the same article, it can stimulate campaign interest, attention and exposure
over time.
In fact, the strong effect found for campaign interest as a mediator is
partly related to its effect on attention, as both mediators have a positive
covariance (see Table 1 in Appendix C), confirming results of earlier studies
that attention plays an important role in media effects (Liu & Eveland, 2005;
Möller & de Vreese, 2015; Moy, Torres, Tanaka, & McCluskey, 2005; Strömbäck
& Shehata, 2010). However, when controlling for campaign interest, the
effect of attention on turnout becomes non-significant. Increasing campaign
interest explains the effect of attention on political involvement. The two
variables co-evolve, but attention does not add to the explanatory power of
campaign interest, while campaign interest does explain attention. Future
research can investigate whether the stronger effect found of campaign
media attention versus media exposure in other election contexts can also
be explained by campaign interest.
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Selection was found to play an important role within the effects of exposure to
poll coverage. Some young voters are much more likely to both see polls and
vote than others. When comparing various methods to account for selection
effects the estimates vary, but are unanimous in indicating the effect of poll
exposure on turnout is less strong than it would appear when disregarding
selection. Experiments with random selection are needed to fully account
for selection effects, as there could be variables other than those included in
the present model driving both poll exposure and turnout. Still, using a field
study has its own advantages as it allows analyzing both the drivers and size of
selection effects, and as field study results have improved external validity as
no one is forced to see polls who would not otherwise have seen them and all
stimuli and behavior are real rather than constructed for/related to the study.
Low levels of turnout among young voters are a concern for the future
of representative democracy as scholars warn that the current dip is likely to
persist across the lifespan of this generation (Putnam, 2000). Whereas many
other efforts to increase turnout have failed, this study shows that more poll
coverage in secondary elections can be a good way to initiate the habit of
voting through stimulating campaign interest, for this critical group within the
electorate. As campaign interest is associated with various civic values, such as
political participation and knowledge in addition to turnout, the result of this
study presents an optimistic note for the future of civic engagement.
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Abstract
This study investigates the role of emotions in the (bandwagon) effect of
opinion polls on vote choice. It combines a media content analysis of poll
reporting (N = 2772) on an individual basis with a two wave panel survey (N
= 1064) during the 2013 German Bundestag election campaign. Results show
that anxiety and enthusiasm mediate the effect of poll exposure on vote choice.
Furthermore, the effect of polls on vote choice is found to be a consequence of
how these polls are presented in the media. Polls are more than neutral interim
campaign statistics as they influence vote choice, and do so partly because of
the emotions they evoke.
This chapter is published (online first) as:
Stolwijk, S.B., Schuck, A.R.T. and C.H. de Vreese (2016). Emotions and
bandwagons: How anxiety and enthusiasm help explain the bandwagon effect.
International Journal of Public Opinion Research. DOI: 10.1093/ijpor/edw018
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How Anxiety and Enthusiasm Help Explain the
Bandwagon Effect
Since their introduction in the 1930s, opinion polls play an influential role in
the media coverage of election campaigns (Strömbäck, 2012b). Ever since,
there has been a continuous research interest in their alleged effect on
election outcomes. Different studies report different effects. In addition to an
“underdog” effect where voters support a losing candidate, the main findings
refer to a “bandwagon” effect according to which voters increase their support
for a winner in the polls (Moy & Rinke, 2012). Some see the phenomenon as
an indication of a healthy democratic process, they argue that polls provide
information to voters about the inferred quality of a party (e.g., Lau & Redlawsk,
2001). Others see it as an indication of the failure of the democratic process,
in which voters are manipulated and persuaded by sub-conscious, emotional
processes (e.g., Marsh, 1985; Robinson, 1937; Rothschild & Malhotra, 2014). In
the latter perspective voters mindlessly follow the bandwagon in a desire to
join the winning crowd, rather than expressing their actual personal preference.
This paper investigates the role of emotions in the bandwagon effect.
The idea that polls trigger emotions goes far back. Robinson (1937, p. 47)
describes the possible relation between emotions and the bandwagon effect:
“straw polls frequently tend to develop a bandwagon rush on the part of the
electorate, thus increasing the influence of mob action and decreasing the
influence of individual reason in determining the outcome.” Today, emotions
are still among the most prominent of the various proposed explanations of
the bandwagon effect. Emotional excitement, enthusiasm of the crowds, and
defection to avoid disappointment, are among the first causes for the effect
to be listed by Hardmeier (2008, p. 509) in her review of the literature. Still,
most empirical research into the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect
investigates cognitive rather than emotional factors.
There is a growing literature on the role of emotions in the effect that media
have on their audience (e.g., Iyer, Webster, Hornsey, & Vanman, 2014; Kühne,
Schemer, Matthes, & Wirth, 2011; Lecheler, Schuck, & de Vreese, 2013). Media
messages may evoke emotions, which mediate the effects these messages
have on attitudes. Opinion polls are communicated to voters via media, so
the reports about them and their consequences could be regarded as media
effects. Journalists often accompany polls with their own interpretations.

3
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Perhaps these reports evoke emotions with a reader/viewer. Such emotions
might influence her attitude towards a party and even her vote choice.
Although many studies about the bandwagon effect mention emotions,
they only peripherally touch on the theory behind their effect (e.g., Faas,
Mackenrodt, & Schmitt-Beck, 2008; Kenney & Rice, 1994). Several theories exist
to account for the influence of emotions on attitudes and behavior.34 One of
them, Affective Intelligence Theory (AIT), was specifically designed around the
context of election campaigns (Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000). It posits
two basic cognitive systems both driven by emotions. Enthusiasm fuels the
dispositional system which is inclined to habitual behavior and reinforces
current attitudes. Anxiety, in contrast, triggers the surveillance system which
monitors novel threats and reconsiders current behavioral intentions and
attitudes. This paper examines the relevance of AIT in the context of poll reports
by evaluating whether enthusiasm and anxiety differently mediate the effect
of poll reports on vote choice.
To do so, this study traces the poll reports about each party that each
voter was actually exposed to and relates them to this voter’s emotions and
vote choice. It reports the results of a media content analysis of poll reporting
in major German newspapers, newspaper websites, and TV-news broadcasts
during the German 2013 general (Bundestag) election campaign, integrated
within a two-wave panel study at the start and end of that campaign. In both
waves respondents rate their emotions about each party. This will allow this
study to explore whether a bandwagon effect is present in real world election
campaigns and whether emotions are partly responsible for it.

Theory
The Bandwagon Effect
A bandwagon is about shifting vote intentions during a campaign due to
poll exposure. One could conceptualize this as people voting more often for
a party leading in the polls as compared to voting for other parties (Moy &
Rinke, 2012). However, in multi-party systems such as Germany, none of the
34	Among which are various discrete emotion theories such as cognitive appraisal theory (e.g., Frijda,
Kuipers, & Ter Schure, 1989) which stipulate a more varied set of causes and effects for a range of
emotions.
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parties is likely to attain an absolute majority and therefore multiple winners
are possible. Meffert, Huber, Gschwend and Pappi (2011) show how under
such conditions voters also use polls to anticipate possible coalitions or parties
failing to meet the electoral threshold. A party can be a winner or loser in each
of these respects. As the present study is within the context of a multiparty
system, the bandwagon concept will be broadened to include all such winning
parties: those that exceed expectations, those that get the largest number of
seats, those that manage to overcome the electoral threshold, etcetera. What
matters is that they are portrayed as a winner.
Taking an even closer look, a bandwagon effect seems to embody three
distinct but complementary effects. Voters previously intending to vote for
a losing party should be more likely to change their intention and vote for
a winning party, while at the same time voters already predisposed to vote
for such a winning party should be less likely to change their intention. In
addition to vote switchers, a bandwagon might be formed by previously
undecided voters whose opinion crystallizes during the campaign (Dilliplane,
2014; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1965). Therefore, the bandwagon effect
will be defined here as a voter’s increased likelihood to vote for a party after
exposure to more positive poll coverage about that party. The alternative to
the bandwagon effect is the underdog effect in which voters come to the aid of
a losing party, yielding the opposite hypothesis: an increased likelihood to vote
for a party after exposure to more negative poll coverage about that party. This
study will evaluate whether a bandwagon (H1a) or an underdog (H1b) effect, if
any, best explains voting in the German 2013 election.
In election campaigns people are selective in their exposure to different
media outlets, and media may present poll results differently. Journalists may
choose a reference point with which to compare the current poll results. They
can refer to last week’s polls or compare them with the current number of seats
of a party in parliament. For example, consider a party that is down one seat with
respect to last week, but up ten seats with respect to its current number of seats
in parliament. Journalists can further support their proposed interpretation by
giving a certain ‘spin’ to their ensuing discussion of the poll results (Strömbäck,
2012a). To capture the influence of journalists in describing the poll results
“positive (negative) polls” will refer to poll reports which are explicitly described
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positively (negatively) with regard to the party in question.35 That journalist
interpretation might be important in the bandwagon effect is illustrated by
the recent large scale survey experiment of Van der Meer, Hakhverdian and
Aaldering (2015). They found that voters presented with realistic poll figures
during an actual campaign did not adjust their vote preference in response to
the numbers, but instead in response to the journalistic descriptions of those
polls.
In addition to the degree to which polls are evaluated as either positive
or negative, the amount of polls to which an individual is exposed is also likely
to be important. The more polls are reported in a media outlet and the more
frequent an individual uses this outlet the higher the chances are for this
individual to observe these polls. Faas, Mackenrodt, and Schmitt-Beck (2008)
analyzed the influence of polls on vote choice in the 2005 German election
campaign and found stronger effects of polls for those who reported to
have observed them more frequently. To capture each of these aspects, this
study will go beyond previous studies to evaluate the influence of amount
and tone of journalist’s descriptions of polls, instead of just polls, on vote
choice. Many explanations have been offered for the mechanism driving the
bandwagon effect (Hardmeier, 2008). Although studies usually mention some
emotions in describing the effect, they tend to empirically focus on cognitive
explanations, like strategic voting (Faas et al., 2008; Meffert et al., 2011). In
practice no clear cut distinction can be made between emotional and cognitive
mechanisms, as emotions and cognitions are highly intertwined (Marcus,
MacKuen, & Neuman., 2011). Emotions might very well be a contributing factor
prompting strategic voting, but this is beyond the scope of the current paper.
Instead, the focus will be on emotions first to examine what their possible
contribution can be in explaining the bandwagon effect. The model in this
paper will include a possible direct effect of polls on voting and an indirect
effect via party ratings, both of which need not be mediated by emotions. This
will help to determine whether emotions help explain the bandwagon effect
beyond purely cognitive factors (though the effect of emotions might still
correlate with cognitive mechanisms).

35	See Zerback, Reinemann und Nienierza (2013) for a recent study of the influence of the media (polls)
on electoral expectations of voters in the run up to the 2013 German elections.
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Emotions and the Bandwagon Effect
That emotions could be a reasonable candidate to help explain the effect of
poll reporting on voting is illustrated by an experiment by Valentino, Hutchings,
Banks and Davis (2008). They successfully used a manipulated poll report as a
stimulus to induce emotions. In the context of voting, the most popular theory
explaining the influence of emotions is Marcus, Neuman and MacKuen’s (2000)
Affective Intelligence Theory (AIT). AIT holds that individuals are inclined
to habitual behavior and hold on to previous attitudes (the dispositional
system), except when feelings of anxiety signal the presence of a novel,
potential threat deserving careful attention and more detailed information
processing (the surveillance system). In AIT anxiety triggers the surveillance
system, which reevaluates the situation and consequently might, or might not,
lead to adjusting behavior and attitudes. Enthusiasm, on the other hand, is
usually associated with the dispositional system and reinforces one’s present
inclinations (Marcus et al., 2000).
Within the context of in reaching a voting decision this means that anxiety
leads to a greater reliance on current party attributes, like a party’s proposed
policies and the specific qualities of current party leaders, while enthusiasm
leads to greater reliance on habit in the form of party identification. Enthusiasm
and anxiety have an indirect effect on vote choice, only through their role in
altering how that decision is made. Enthusiasm reinforces existing attitudes
and beliefs, which therefore should lead to voting for this (already favored)
party more often. Anxiety prompts reconsideration of previously held beliefs,
possibly increasing doubts about this party, which makes casting a vote for this
party less likely, even if this party was favored initially. Anxiety does not directly
lead to vote switching in AIT as it only heightens careful attention to the issue at
hand. The new information considered might just as well lead one to maintain
one’s previous vote intention. Still, on average more vote switching should be
expected for anxious voters than for less anxious voters. This is especially so if
the new information that gives rise to the anxiety is about this party. In that
case, the new information shows that there is something to worry about in the
current attributes of this party, which is then processed more carefully due to
the anxiety it triggers.
Ladd and Lenz (2008) questioned whether anxiety and enthusiasm indeed
have an indirect moderating effect on vote intention or whether perhaps a
direct effect or even reverse causation would be more probable. They reason
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that if anxiety and enthusiasm have a moderating effect it shouldn’t matter
what triggers these emotions, it only matters that they are felt when an
evaluation is made. Marcus, MacKuen, and Neuman (2011, p. 333) disagree, “It
is anxiety about our habits that initiates the active consideration of political
life.”36 It matters whether anxiety arises with respect to one’s favorite party or
its rival. In this view AIT requires emotions to be tied to the disposition they
reinforce or challenge. A recent paper by Johnston, Lavine and Woodston
(2015) expands on this point and uses Expectancy Violation Theory (EVT) to
argue that vote choice is altered as a consequence of unexpected enthusiasm
and anxiety. Enthusiasm about one’s preferred party is expected, but about a
rival party is not. Likewise anxiety about a rival party is expected, while anxiety
about one’s preferred party is not. In the current paper AIT will be extended
further and poll reports will be considered as a potential source of enthusiasm
and anxiety about a party. It will model emotions about parties as mediators
to reflect that they are tied to that specific party and that current attributes
of this party (i.e., poll reports) give rise to them. This paper will consider the
effect of emotions about all parties, expecting that more enthusiasm felt about
a party increases the likelihood of voting for it, while more anxiety decreases
that likelihood.
In addition to enthusiasm and anxiety, there is a growing literature
on the separate influence of aversion (anger). Mostly experimental studies
find different effects of aversion compared to anxiety with regard to risk
perception, risk taking, information seeking and political participation
(Druckman & McDermott, 2008; Lerner & Keltner, 2001; MacKuen, Wolak,
Keele, & Marcus, 2010; Valentino, Hutchings, Banks, & Davis, 2008). However,
these studies specifically induced either aversion or anxiety while in large
scale field studies the origins of emotions might be more varied and diffuse.
This makes it more difficult to pick up the differences between these two
kinds of negative emotions, as Lee and Kwak (2014) found in their study of
the effects of political satire. Although their study too was an experiment,
they used an un-manipulated political satire clip and found that such more
complex real world stimuli can elicit multiple emotions and that anger and
anxiety showed high levels of multi-collinearity.37 Marcus, MacKuen, Wolak
36 Emphasis in original.
37	Brader (2006) likewise found in his content analysis of political ads that they tended to use multiple
emotions.
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and Keele (2006, p. 40) explain that aversion is “a dynamic phenomenon,
drawn out by some stimuli but not others”. They find no difference between
anger and anxiety with respect to presidential candidate Bob Dole, while they
do for President Bill Clinton. To avoid missing out on this possible distinction
indicators of both anxiety and aversion are included in this study.
In sum, it is expected that differences in exposure to poll reports about
various parties elicits changes in the degree of enthusiasm and anxiety felt
towards the respective parties as well as in the voter’s ratings of these parties,
both of which affect the likelihood of this voter to vote for this party. For a
bandwagon effect, feeling more enthusiastic about a party in response to polls
should increase the likelihood of voting for it, while feeling more anxious about
it should decrease that likelihood. The mediating effect of emotions is expected
to remain significant controlling for both the direct effect of poll exposure on
voting and the indirect effect exclusively via party ratings (H2). Figure 1 shows
this conceptual model.

3

anxiety
enthusiam
polls

vote
ratings

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the effects of exposure to poll reports about a party via feelings of
anxiety and enthusiasm about that party and/or party ratings on voting for that party.

Method
These hypotheses are tested using a two-wave panel survey at the start and
end of the 2013 German Bundestag election campaign in combination with
a media content analysis of all major German newspapers, their websites, and
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TV news broadcasts during that campaign.38 By measuring each respondent
both at the start and end of the campaign, this study is able to account for the
influence of poll reports during the campaign on top of pre-existing feelings
and attitudes in arriving at a certain vote choice. By integrating the content
analysis with the panel survey, differences in exposure on the individual level
are accounted for. In this way the influence of exposure to poll reports can be
better separated from the effects of other campaign events, as the effects of
these events themselves should not be expected to vary across individuals
according to poll exposure. As media exposure itself could be a confounder it
is controlled for by including the amount of polls exposed to as a control in the
model.39 In order to be sure the model does not just describe changing vote
intentions which are described by polls, such changes across the campaign for
each party are included as a control variable as well. As the controls for both
amount of polls and changes in absolute poll ratings are expected to pick up
part of the effect of exposure to poll reports on vote choice, the model can
be expected to underestimate the effect. If a positive indirect effect of poll
exposure is found via emotions on vote choice this would confirm a bandwagon
effect, while if a negative effect is found this would confirm an underdog effect.
The majority of previous studies on the bandwagon effect are (field)
experiments (e.g., Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1994; Daschmann, 2000; Mehrabian,
1998; Van der Meer, Hakhverdian, & Aaldering, 2015). Studies that do explore
real election campaigns often fail to find an across-the-board bandwagon
effect (see Faas et al., 2008). Faas et al. (2008) argue that these non-findings
could likely be due to sub-optimal data. The present study will measure the
effect of polls with enhanced precision. In contrast to earlier studies relying on
forced or aggregate poll exposure, individual poll exposure scores in this study
are calculated based on media use and its content. Being presented as a winner
or loser should be especially relevant in the context of the bandwagon effect.
On top of this, different media outlets can differ in their coverage of the same
polls and individuals can differ in the extent to which they using each media
outlet.

38

 ndreas Schuck received a VENI grant from the Dutch Science Foundation (NWO) which financed
A
these data collections.

39	When regressing the poll index and the number of polls exposed to on total media exposure, the
regression coefficient of the poll index is not significant (β = -0.001, p = 0.526, N = 1064)
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Panel Survey
Sample. The panel survey was conducted by Infratest dimap (Berlin), a German
electoral and political research company with large experience in opinion
polling, using CAWI40 with sampling quotas for age, gender, education and
region (Bundesland). The first wave was fielded August 23 and completed
September 1, 7824 invitations for the study were send out, 1844 people (24%)
started filling in the questionnaire of which 1587 met the sampling quota and
finished it (20%).41 The second wave was fielded the day after the elections
(September 22) and completed September 24, yielding a net sample of 1064
respondents (31% panel attrition). The final sample is comparable in terms of
age and region to national census data, but includes a slightly larger share
of men and a lower proportion of citizens with only lower education (see
Appendix F).
To include emotions felt by each respondent towards each party
separately, this dataset was then stacked according to party. This resulted in a
new dataset of 6384 cases representing all possible combinations of the 1064
respondents with each of the six major parties: CDU/CSU, SPD, FDP, LINKE,
GRÜNE and Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) (for a similar approach, see Bos,
Van den Burg, & de Vreese, 2011; Walgrave, Varone, & Dumont, 2006). Using this
dataset, the model can include separate measures of poll exposure, anxiety,
enthusiasm and party ratings for each party for each respondent, and relate
these variables to whether or not this respondent voted for that party. This
design explicitly includes the choice space of each respondent in the model
as it compares whether more positive (negative) poll exposure increases the
likelihood of voting for that party relative to the poll exposure for other parties.
Each respondent can vote at most one time, so voting for one party precludes
voting for another party. If a respondent votes for a party doing badly in the
polls this means not voting for a party doing even worse in the polls or for a
party doing better in the polls. Whether or not a relation can be found thus
depends on the poll exposure of this individual relative to other parties, but
also relative to other respondents. Investigating the relation between poll
exposure and voting in this dataset thus implicitly ranks the various parties

3

40	CAWI stands for Computer Assisted Web Interviewing, so these are internet surveys.
41	This response rate is comparable to other CAWI panel studies (e.g., Schneider, Otto, Alings, & Schmitt,
2014). It is considerably better than the industry standard of 15% as reported by Google (McDonald,
Mohebbi, & Slatkin, 2012).
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according to their poll coverage in each respondent’s media diet and weighs
the vote choices according to individual differences in poll exposure.
Measures. Both panel waves included an official-format voting form,
exactly resembling the layout as was used in the elections. Respondents could
indicate their vote choice on this form. In Germany each voter has two votes:
one for a regional candidate to be elected to the Bundestag (Erststimme) and
one for a national party list (Zweitstimme), the second vote being the one
directly affecting the distribution of seats in parliament. As each region (Land)
has its own list of local and/or regional candidates, the Zweitstimme is used as
the respondent’s indicated vote for this study.
Both panel waves included questions on the experience of eight discrete
emotions (i.e., fear, anger, hope, enthusiasm, indignation, pride, worry, disgust)
in relation to each of the main contending parties (CDU / SPD / FDP / LINKE /
GRÜNE / AfD) on a seven point scale from “not at all” to “very much”. This large
(8 x 6 =) 48 item battery enables this study to measure anxiety and enthusiasm
more precisely than in previous studies. Each item asked the respondent to
think about the party in question and list the degree to which each emotion
was felt (see Appendix G for question wording). The wording for these items
resembles the American National Election Study (ANES) questions regarding
emotions felt towards presidential candidates in US elections (see Appendix H
for descriptives).
A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted in AMOS 21 on the
stacked dataset using maximum likelihood estimation to evaluate whether
these emotion items indeed measured enthusiasm and anxiety or whether
aversion was a distinct concept.42 Fear, anger, indignation, disgust and worry
were predicted by a single latent variable for each wave respectively, as were
hope, pride and enthusiasm. Standardized factor loadings [ranging between
0.79-0.95] were all adequate and above 0.7 indicating good convergent validity
(Kline, 2011). Discriminant validity was good as the correlation between anxiety
and enthusiasm was only -0.06 in wave 1 and -0.11 in wave 2, far below the 0.90
threshold (Kline, 2011). Party ratings were included as a single indicator per
wave. Respondents rated each party on an eleven point scale from “don’t like
42	To help AMOS fit the model it is important that the variances of the variables included are in the
same range. To achieve this party ratings were divided by two. This manipulation does not affect the
resulting regression coefficients (Kline, 2011). Variables included in the CFA were the poll exposure
index, changes in vote share, amount of polls exposed to, all emotion indicators in both waves, party
ratings in both waves and vote choice in both waves.
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this party at all” (=1) to “like this party very much” (=11). The question wording
was adapted from the ANES and the German Longitudinal Election Study
(GLES) (wave 1: N = 5805, M = 5.43, SD = 3.24; wave 2: N = 6014, M = 5.27, SD =
3.33). As Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) does not allow for missing values,
regression imputation was used to estimate those cases. Discriminant validity
between emotions and party ratings was also good as the various correlations
between them did not exceed 0.68, confirming that emotions and attitudes are
indeed different concepts. To improve the model fit unanalyzed covariances
were added between the corresponding wave one and two measures of
disgust, hope and pride, as well as between worry and fear in wave one and
again in wave two. The latter adjustments points to the remaining small
difference found between anxiety and aversion.43 The resulting model fit was
good: χ2 (165) = 2435.33; CFI = .98; TLI = .98; RMSEA = .046 (CI: .045, .048).44,45
Media Content Analysis
Sample. The content analysis (N = 2772) includes all campaign related text
articles on the front page of the main German national newspapers (Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung; Die Welt; BILD-Zeitung; Süddeutsche Zeitung), on the
main and politics tabs of newspaper websites (www.bild.de; www.spiegel.de;
www.faz.net) and all items of the main TV news broadcasts (Tagesschau, ARD
(20.00h); Heute, ZDF (19.00h); RTL News, RTL (18.45h); SAT.1 Nachrichten, SAT.1
(19.55/20.00h). The sample period covers the same time period as the panel
survey and starts August 21 and runs up to the date of the election (September
22). Coding was done by five native German speaking coders in October and
November 2013, after having received a two-week coder training.
Measures. For these outlets, each item was coded for containing a
reference to polls about the Bundestag elections (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.65,
percent agreement = 97%; full sample: N(CDU) = 50, N(SPD) = 57, N(FDP) = 29,
N(GRÜNE) = 42, N(LINKE) = 8, N(AfD) = 13). Coders then evaluated whether the

3

43	If instead separate latent variables for wave one and wave two aversion are added to the model
their correlations with the corresponding anxiety latent variables exceeds the 0.9 threshold, so
discriminant validity between anxiety and aversion is too small to use them as separate concepts
(Kline, 2011).
44	See Table 2 in Appendix I for a full overview of the bivariate correlations between each of the
variables used in the final model.
45	For the confirmatory factor analysis regular standard errors are used, as this is needed to calculate
the relevant fit indices.
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poll report was explicitly very positive/positive/ negative/very negative (or not)
for each party/candidate mentioned, from the viewpoint of that party. The poll
report evaluations for each party were summed up per outlet, reaching from
very positive (+2), positive (+1), neutral (0) negative (-1) to very negative (-2).
Describing only numbers results in a neutral coding (0), describing a party to
drop/improve in the polls suffices to be coded as negative/positive, additional
comments can lead to a “very” positive/negative rating (M(CDU) = 0.71, M(SPD)
= -0.09, M(FDP) = -0.55, M(GRÜNE) = -0.68, M(LINKE) = 0.50, M(AfD) = -0.08)46. In
the random sample drawn for the intercoder reliability analysis, the reliability
could not be calculated for the evaluation of polls due to lack of variation.
Still the larger content analysis project wherein this study is embedded
coded a larger number of instances of actor-evaluations of CDU/CSU/Merkel
(Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.71; percent agreement = 88%; Standardized Lotus (λ)
= 0.85) and SPD/Steinbruck (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.32; percent agreement
= 87%; Standardized Lotus (λ) = 0.84) which use the same identical coding
instructions as those for evaluation of polls (for Lotus (λ), see Fretwurst, 2013).47
The difference in Krippendorff’s alpha between the CDU and SPD measures
disappears when considering percent agreement or Lotus (λ), which suggest that
the reliability of both measures is sufficient and the very low Krippendorff’s alpha
for SPD is an artifact of the skewness in the reliability test sample (see Vogelgesang
& Scharkow, 2012).
To arrive at an individual-level per party poll exposure index the outlet sums
were multiplied by the number of days this respondent used this specific outlet.
In this way the index is sensitive to the higher chance of someone using an outlet
every day of the week of observing a specific poll report relative to someone
only using it one day of the week. The basic index sums these weighted poll
report totals per party over all outlets used by this respondent (N = 6384; M =
-0.13, SD = 33.01). The CDU-index combines reports about sister parties CDU and

46	These mean scores reported here are calculated based on all articles containing polls about that
party, in contrast the poll index is based on poll reports aggregated separately for each party in each
outlet.
47	As an additional robustness check, the poll index was recoded into negative (-1), neutral (0), positive
(+1) for each item in the content analysis and the data for two coders was omitted to achieve a
stronger inter-coder reliability CDU/CSU/Merkel (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.78; Standardized Lotus (λ)
= 0.93; percent agreement = 96%) and SPD/Steinbruck (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.70; Standardized
Lotus (λ) = 0.70; percent agreement = 93%). Using this poll exposure index for the model in this
paper yields equivalent results.
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CSU48, and those about CDU top-candidate Angela Merkel. Likewise, poll reports
for SPD were combined with those for SPD top-candidate Peer Steinbrück. If a
certain item included polls about, for example, both CDU and CSU, the average
evaluation was used. To correct for skewness, a logistical transformation49 was
applied to arrive at the final index. The resulting scores range from -5.30 to +5.52
(N = 6384, M = -0.25, SD = 2.48). Negative scores (N = 2847) indicate that this
respondent was exposed to more negative (in amount and valence) than positive
poll reports about this party. A score of zero on the index (N = 1310) indicates a
lack of exposure or an exact balance in exposure to positive and negative poll
reports. A positive score (N = 2227) a positive balance in poll exposure.
The poll exposure index thus measures both the valence (positive/negative)
of poll reports and the amount. Still, there are obviously many other events within
the campaign, besides poll reports, which make people feel differently about a
party and which also drive changes in polls. Any effect of the poll index might
be due to such spurious causes driving both vote intentions and polls. This study
deals with this by separating the effects of the amount of exposure from the
effects of poll trends alone. A variable was constructed to reflect the overall tone of
poll reporting about each party. This variable “poll valence” indicates whether the
exposure to poll reports about the party was net negative (1), balanced or zero (2),
or positive (3) (N = 6384; M = 1.90, SD = 0.89). Controlling for this variable allows
the separation of the effects of the amount of (positive/negative) exposure from
the effects of the (positive/negative) kind of exposure. Similarly the (weighted)
amount of polls (N = 6384; M = 38.44; SD = 44.57) to which a respondent is
exposed might be partly due to other causes then journalistic choices, like the
amount of media one consumes. To arrive at a proper distribution for this control
variable, these count scores are logistically transformed (N = 6384; M = 2.88; SD
= 1.48). Other control variables usually related to vote choice and media effects
included here are age (N = 6384, M = 49.39, SD = 15.66), gender (N = 6384, n(men)
= 3342, n(women) = 3042, SD = 0.50), and education (N = 6384, range [1; -8], M =
3.87, SD = 2.06).50

3

48	CSU and CDU combine their party list at the national (federal) level. CSU competes in Bavaria, while
CDU does not. CDU competes in all other regions (Lander) while CSU does not.
49	The analyses in this paper have been repeated using the untransformed poll index, yielding
substantially equivalent results.
50	All descriptives are reported for the stacked dataset, so each participant is included six times.
Education is measured ordinal ranging from no degree (1) to college degree (8);
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It is important to note that exposure to polls is not the same as observing polls,
not everyone reads every article in a newspaper or pays attention to each item
in the news. The polls included in our sample are only a part of the total number
of polls to which a person is exposed as polls might be reported by other outlets
as well. Still, the more polls an individual is exposed to the larger the probability
of this person actually observing them and our sample of media outlets is quite
varied.
Poll ratings. To control for shifts in vote intention described by polls
rather than caused by them, the model includes a variable measuring such
shifts in vote intention. Various polling firms collect and publish polling data
in Germany. For this study poll ratings from five polling firms (Allensbach,
Emnid, Forsa, Forschungsgruppe Wahlen, INSA) were collected from www.
wahlrecht.de. These five firms were selected as they published poll ratings
closest to the field dates of the first and second survey wave. For each party
the difference in predicted share of the vote was calculated by subtracting the
poll rating published between August 29th and September 4th from the poll
rating published between September 19th and September 20th. The measure
for changes in vote share in the model equals the party average of the change
scores obtained from each polling firm expressed in percentages (N = 6384,
range [-2.9; 2.28], M = 0.08, SD = 1.58).51

Results
To see whether a bandwagon effect of exposure to poll reports about a party
is present, logistic regression analysis was performed predicting vote choice.
Table 1 shows the results controlling for amount of poll exposure, poll valence,
pre-campaign vote intention, party rating, anxiety, and enthusiasm, as well as
for gender, education, and age.52 For this analysis the untransformed versions of
the poll exposure index and amount of polls are used to facilitate interpretation.
The table shows how the poll exposure index significantly predicts voting for
51	Due to the stacked nature of the dataset into respondent-party combinations, the six parties
included in the analysis result in 6384 cases of changes in vote share which are constant per party
across respondents, but differ across parties for each individual.
52	The imputed values of the CFA were used for the anxiety and enthusiasm variables. Additional
analysis showed that other possible control variables as political knowledge, interest in polls and
interest in politics likewise did not substantially change the effects reported.
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a party, together with pre-campaign vote intention and changes in predicted
vote share of a party across the campaign.53 Effect sizes of a logistic regression
are different at different values of each predictor. When all predictors are at
their mean value (poll index =-0.13) the probability of voting for that party
is 4.19%. When an individual is exposed to one additional positive (+1) poll
report about a party in each of the outlets, using these outlets for the average
amount of days, the poll index of this individual for this party rises to 15.72
and the probability of voting for this party to 5.12%. When the same individual
is instead exposed to one additional negative (-1) poll report about a party
and all other predictors remain at their mean value, the probability of voting
for that party decreases to 3.43%. For this range of poll exposure the effect is
pretty modest, but note that the difference between the lowest score on the
index (-200.7) and the highest (248.5) amounts to a predicted probability of
voting for that party of 0.31% compared to 53.58%. So although the marginal
poll exposure effect is modest, their potential total effect can be sizeable.

3

Table 1 The results of a logistic regression predicting vote choice by poll exposure.
Predictor for vote choice
Poll exposure index
Vote choice (wave 1)
Poll valence
Amount of polls
Change in vote share
Party rating (wave 1)
Anxiety (wave 1)
Enthusiasm (wave 1)
Age
Gender (women)
Education
Constant

Coefficient (SE)
0.01*** (0.00)
2.36*** (0.14)
0.00
(0.08)
0.00
(0.00)
0.23*** (0.04)
0.30*** (0.03)
-0.26*** (0.05)
0.24*** (0.04)
0.00
(0.00)
-0.01
(0.08)
0.00
(0.02)
-4.95*** (0.35)

Odds Ratio
1.01
10.64
1.00
1.00
1.26
1.35
0.77
1.27
1.00
0.99
1.00
0.01

Note. N = 6384, SE = cluster robust standard errors (respondent), Pseudo R square = 0.47.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

53	Similar results are obtained if this model is estimated as a cross-classified multilevel model for party
and respondent, as well as when using cluster bootstrapped standard errors for party (see Cameron,
Gelbach & Millar, 2008)
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Figure 2. SEM results of the effects of exposure to poll reports about a party via feelings of anxiety
and enthusiasm about that party and/or party ratings on voting for that party. All effects reported are
significant at p<0.01 level.

Possible mediation effects of emotions and party ratings were calculated
using SEM. This technique is especially suited to model the effects of multiple
possible mediation paths at once. The model is based on the results of the CFA
discussed above, but now with the hypothesized causal structure of Figure 1. In
addition to the main variables under study (the poll index, anxiety, enthusiasm,
party ratings and vote choice), it includes control variables for corresponding
wave 1 measures, changes in vote share across the campaign for each party, poll
valence, amount of polls exposed to, age, gender and education (see Appendix
I, Figure 1 for the full SEM model). To get an acceptable fit additional cross
lagged effects were added between anxiety and enthusiasm in both waves and
effects between party ratings in wave 1 and both anxiety and enthusiasm in
wave 2 respectively. The resulting fit is good: χ2 (245) = 4995.78; CFI = .96; TLI =
.95; RMSEA = .055 (CI: .054, .056).
Table 2 Indirect effects for each path from poll exposure to vote choice.
Indirect effect path
Log transformed poll index via:
-anxiety
-anxiety and party ratings
-enthusiasm
-enthusiasm and party ratings
-party ratings

Vote choice
.0002 ( p = 0.057)
.0003 ( p = 0.011)
.0033 ( p < 0.001)
.0022 ( p < 0.001)
.0042 ( p < 0.001)

Note. N = 6384, SE = cluster robust standard errors (respondent), estimated using each path in Figure 1
with STATA 13.
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Figure 2 shows the regression coefficients for the main effects under study
based on 95% bias-corrected 5000 bootstraps interval.54 The effect of poll
exposure on vote choice is positive and significant, as well as the effect of poll
exposure on enthusiasm and party ratings and the effect of enthusiasm and
party ratings in turn on vote choice. The effect of poll exposure on anxiety
is negative and significant, while the effect of anxiety on both party ratings
and vote choice is negative as well. These are all indication of a bandwagon
effect of poll exposure on vote choice, an underdog effect should yield these
relations but with the reverse sign (i.e. the negative effects should be positive
and the positive effects should be negative). Apparently, voters ended up
voting for parties doing better in the polls more often than those doing worse
in the polls, proportionally to their amount of exposure to those polls (which is
expressed in the poll index). The direct and indirect paths from poll exposure to
vote choice unmediated by emotions are both significant, indicating that each
path has some explanatory value of its own and emotions do not explain the
bandwagon effect in full.
To compare the relative influence of the various paths, Table 2 shows
the various indirect effects of the log transformed poll index on vote choice.
The paths through party ratings are stronger than those exclusively through
emotions, indicating that party ratings and emotions co-evolve. The path
exclusively through party ratings is the strongest indirect effect, indicating
that emotions explain only one part of the bandwagon effect. Still, the paths
through both anxiety and enthusiasm are (marginally) significant, even
controlling for paths through party ratings, which demonstrates that emotions
add an independent part to the explanation of the bandwagon effect.

3

Discussion
This study shows how exposure to poll evaluations in the media influences
vote choice during an election campaign, and the key role of emotions in this
bandwagon mechanism. Both anxiety and enthusiasm make an independent
contribution as mediators of the relation between poll exposure and vote
choice. The effects of these emotions are more than just the effects of
54	See appendix I, Table 1 for a full list of SEM regression coefficients.
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attitudes expressed in emotional language: each makes its own independent
contribution. Enthusiasm/anxiety and party ratings (i.e., attitudes) are found to
evolve together and operate as serial mediators.
Studying poll effects necessitates dealing with issues of causality as polls
themselves are indicators of the vote choice on which they are supposed to
have an effect. By combining a panel survey with a media content analysis
on an individual level, with a high degree of granularity, this study goes
beyond previous studies. The first survey wave allows controlling for preexisting attitudes, feelings and intentions. The media content analysis enables
differentiation of the size of the effect of polls based on the amount of actual
exposure. Future research using a rolling cross section design could still further
improve the causal argument, as it could temporally differentiate between
campaign events and polls. Shifts in polls during the campaign are likely
driven by campaign events other than poll reports. Still, as such factors are not
obviously related to poll exposure on a participant-by-participant basis this
should not automatically compromise the reported results. In addition, as far
as these events translate into shifting poll ratings, they are controlled for.
Determining causality for the mediators is more difficult. The emotions
themselves are measured in the same survey as vote choice and their influence
on vote choice is modeled as a direct effect, so the results cannot differentiate
between AIT and the affect transfer model suggested by Ladd and Lenz
(2008). In affect transfer emotions have a direct instead of an indirect effect
on changing vote intention, both of which are equivalent with the findings
presented here. Green, Ha and Bullock (2010) explain how difficult it is to assess
causality in mediation analyses, let alone doing so for serial mediation. The
single study presented here, like any other, is not able to determine the causal
role of any mediator in a definite sense. Still, it presents one extra empirical
argument compared to other survey studies: The analyses in this paper only
incorporate a small part of the influence of emotions on vote choice, namely
that which is related to poll exposure. Polls are measured before the second
survey wave. They are very unlikely to be the single determinant of emotions
and party ratings, as many other factors during the campaign, and perhaps
also after the election, might affect responses to the questions on emotions
and party ratings. The smaller part which is explained by exposure to polls is
thus more likely to be causally prior to vote choice than are the full reported
emotions and party ratings.
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With respect to the measurement of emotions, no distinction between anxiety
and aversion was found. This result adds to the argument of Marcus, MacKuen,
Wolak and Keele (2006) and Lee and Kwak (2014) that such a distinction is only
present for specific contexts. Perhaps, measuring emotions over a one month
interval results in only picking up a more general emotional “end” state which
is a product of various events throughout the campaign. In experiments the
stimulus is much more highly present and concrete which might help inducing
more fine grained emotional states. In the course of an election campaign
many events might trigger emotions and one emotion might follow another. If
aversion does not play a specific and prominent role within a campaign, then
consecutive events are likely to trigger multiple negative emotions about a
loathed party resulting in anxiety being highly correlated to aversion. Emotions
might become blended over time, but might also occur consecutively. Anxiety,
for example, which in AIT triggers information search, might very well be
followed by enthusiasm based on the new information considered. If this
enthusiasm is about another party, maybe the anxiety felt previously towards
that party is likewise reduced by this new information. Recently, Robin Nabi
(2015) has proposed the term “emotional flow” to study the effects that
different sequences of emotions have in the context of health communication.
For voting research, studying emotional flow might be a fruitful avenue for
further research as well.
The analysis explicitly compared the influence of poll reporting versus poll
ratings and results replicate the field experimental findings of Van der Meer
et al. (2015) in a panel survey setting. The influence of polls on vote choice
relies more on the descriptions of journalists than on the bare poll figures by
themselves. The emphasis on poll interpretation (by journalists) raises questions
for further research into the mechanisms through which such interpretations
arise. The poll exposure index used in this study is based on a limited sample of
the polls to which individuals were exposed during the campaign. Polls figure
prominently on other pages of newspaper than just the front page, they are
also frequently reported in magazines, talk-shows and current-affairs shows.
People may learn about polls through discussions with co-workers, friends or
family rather than through media alone, and different people may be more or
less susceptible. Perhaps, including such exposure to (evaluations of ) polls can
give a more detailed picture of their effect.

3
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Extending this point, one alternative explanation for the results found could be
that poll evaluations influenced the journalists of the outlets reporting them or
the other way round. Perhaps, outlets that reported more positively on a certain
party tended to describe their polls in a more positive light, or, maybe, positive
poll results changed the way journalists of that outlet saw and reported on that
party.55 Both situations would produce differences in the portrayal of parties
related to polls which instead might be the drivers of the effects found here.
One study by Jandura and Peterson (2009) suggests that poll reports precede
changes in media coverage, supporting the argument presented here.
After polls being interpreted and reported, the bandwagon effect of poll
reports on voting can be the result of many different routes. While the emphasis
here has been on emotions, Hardmeier (2008) lists various other (overlapping)
possibilities. In the German multiparty context studied here, strategic voting
can be expected to play an important role. Emotions might or might not play
a role within strategic voting as is illustrated by the significant path found
from poll exposure directly on voting. Further studies can investigate whether
emotions play different roles for different kinds of bandwagon effects.
This study shows how the amount of exposure to poll evaluations in the
media contributes to individuals changing their vote intention over the course
of the campaign. It presents empirical support for the role played by both
enthusiasm and anxiety in the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect.
There is indeed a bandwagon effect in real election campaigns and affective
intelligence theory can help explain it.

55	The reverse would hold for negative polls, they might be a cause of or consequence for more
negative reporting on a party.
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Discussion and Conclusion
Bandwagon effects continue to inspire debate among scholars, journalists,
politicians, and the general public. Politicians complain about undue
influences on their electoral results, journalists scrutinize their accuracy, voters
suspect large effects and scholars try to establish their existence, conditions
and exact dynamics. This dissertation has focused on the mechanism behind
the bandwagon effect by investigating how opinion polls influence political
party coverage, and how poll coverage influences campaign interest, emotions
towards parties, turnout and voting. Its results highlight the many dependencies
at work behind the bandwagon effect. Journalists interpret the results of polls
and may use them to focus attention to a party, but so do campaign teams
and other interested groups. As a consequence, the net effect of polls on
party coverage differs per party, with smaller parties being neglected and
larger parties being treated depending on their position in the electoral horse
race. Increasing poll ratings do not translate automatically into more or more
favorable media coverage. This might help explain why the overall effects
found of poll coverage on voting and turnout are relatively small. Perhaps,
if media coverage had responded stronger and more positively to polls, the
effect of polls on turnout and voting would have been correspondingly larger.
Still, in line with the bandwagon hypothesis, exposure to poll coverage was
found to increase interest and turnout in the Dutch 2014 elections for the
European Parliament. In addition, when the tone of that poll coverage was
more positive towards a party, this reduced negative emotions and enhanced
positive emotions leading to increased electoral odds for this party.
The introduction outlined how the three chapters in this dissertation each
aim to explain a specific aspect of the mechanism behind the bandwagon
effect. Here, the relevance of their results will be discussed for the bandwagon
effect and on how they relate to Slater’s (2007; 2015) Reinforcing Spirals Model
(RSM). The normative implications of these findings will be described, and it
will be argued that polls played a beneficial role in election campaigns from
the viewpoint of participatory democracy. In the pursuit of these results, the
studies have proposed various methodological innovations that are relevant
for future research. Examples are the use of a multilevel design to evaluate the
influence of polls by different polling firms for each party in each outlet within
one model, the incorporation of a covariate balancing propensity score (CBPS)
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within a structural equation model (SEM) to model both the antecedents and
consequences of media selection, and the use of an exposure index of poll
coverage, rather than poll ratings, when investigating effects on vote choice.
The contribution of each of these innovations will be further elaborated below.
Obviously, these designs still had their limitations, which will be discussed
before making recommendations for further research.

Theoretical implications
This dissertation has added a communication science perspective to the
study of the bandwagon effect, by evaluating how poll ratings influence party
coverage, and how exposure to poll coverage across a campaign influences a
voter’s campaign interest, emotions about parties, turnout and vote choice. It
shows how party coverage of a front runner party increases with a decrease
in its poll ratings, that exposure to poll coverage increases campaign interest
and turnout, and that exposure to more favorable poll coverage about a
party increases the odds of voting for this party, partly because of the rise
of enthusiasm and decrease of anxiety felt about this party. The combined
results of the studies in this dissertation suggest two extensions of Slater’s
(2015) Reinforcing Spirals Model: media agenda building and emotions. Media
coverage plays an important and active role in the bandwagon effect, but
so do voters’ (emotional) responses to that coverage. In line with the goals
of participatory democracy, the effect of polls on elections is shaped by the
strategic interactions of all parties involved.
Each of the chapters in this dissertation represents a separate study with its
own focus and conclusions, but when combined they also yield some additional
insights, both for the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect and for the
RSM. The studies investigated whether media coverage played an active role in
the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect. The influence of media coverage
on the bandwagon effect will be interpreted as a form of media agency. Media
coverage was not a mere reflection of other causes, like poll ratings, but made
its own independent contribution to the causal chain from polls to vote choice.
Like media coverage, voters themselves also actively contributed to the effects
that polls had on their vote choice. Polls influenced them differently depending
on whether they avoided exposure to poll coverage or not, and, when exposed,
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it mattered how they reacted emotionally to that coverage. Both media and
voter agency will be further elaborated below, followed by a discussion of their
implications for the bandwagon effect and the RSM.
Media agency. The analyses in chapter 1 examined whether party
coverage merely follows the bandwagon, or whether this coverage plays
a more active role within the bandwagon mechanism. Not withstanding
the arguments on economic incentives outlined by Hamilton (2004) and on
indexing by Bennett (1990), the results showed that media coverage of parties
does not automatically follow the bandwagon. This chapter built on the generic
horse race storylines framework developed by Patterson (1993) to explain the
conditions under which polls can have different effects on party coverage. Its
results show that, when poll results do not support the storylines of gaining
ground or losing ground, their effect on party coverage follows a different
logic. For the front runner party, negative changes in poll results were found
to be more newsworthy and generated additional coverage. For the trailing
challenger party, positive poll changes did little for their coverage, and the
additional attention they received tended to be negative.
This finding suggests that either the media built their own storyline to deal
with the low volatility in poll ratings, or other actors, like the CDU campaign
team and other CDU proponents, were successful in countering poll decreases
with more positive campaign news. This finding did not support Hamilton’s
(2004) market forces perspective, when it is interpreted as saying that media
outlets should follow the (small changes in) party preferences of their audience.
Still, maybe the audience did not want to see/read party preference consistent
stories and were more interested in what the media had to say about the front
runner.56 Whatever the exact causes for this result, it shows how media coverage
does not automatically support a bandwagon effect and can play an active role
within its mechanism or even counteract it. This illustrates the importance of
studying how polls shape media coverage to explain the conditions that favor
a bandwagon effect in vote choice, and might help account for null findings or
even underdog effects in other studies. The results presented in chapter 1
similarly show how media coverage plays an active role. The way poll results
56	However, additional analyses in study 2 on the drivers of selection to poll coverage showed that
voters preferring a party that did well in the polls (such as D66) were more likely to report to have
been exposed to poll coverage than voters preferring other parties. If applied to study 1, this would
thus contradict the relevance of Hamilton’s market forces theory to explain the findings.
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are described and interpreted by journalists is more important with respect
to influencing vote choice, than the poll rating by itself (also see Van der Meer,
Hakhverdian, & Aaldering, 2016). Thus, the way poll results are reported on,
forms another entry point from which media can influence the occurrence of
a bandwagon effect. It appears that chapters 1 and 3 complement each other
in this respect and it would be interesting to seek to combine their findings.
However, combining the results of both these studies to give a fuller account
of media agency has some complications. Chapter 1 presents effects of polls
on party coverage, but does not include effects on vote choice. The analyses
presented in chapter 3 investigate the effects of poll coverage on vote choice,
but do not model how poll coverage is related to poll ratings. Extrapolating the
results on party coverage from chapter 1 to those on vote choice in chapter 3 is
thus not straightforward.
Still, when judging the available evidence, it appears that the effects of
party coverage and poll coverage were working in tandem to influence vote
choice. Overall, the poll index in chapter 3 is positively related to changes in
poll ratings across the campaign.57 As poll ratings were, for example, found
to be negatively related to party coverage of CDU, it appears poll coverage
and party coverage had an opposite influence for this party. However, when
examining the relation between the poll index and changes in poll ratings per
party, a different impression emerges. When looking only at the parties whose
coverage was found to be related to poll changes in chapter 1, the average poll
index in chapter 3 was in line with the effects of their polls on party coverage.
While poll ratings of CDU declined across the campaign, the average poll index
for this party was positive, and exposure to CDU poll coverage had a positive
effect on voting for CDU. Likewise, results in chapter 1 show that CDU coverage
increased in response to decreases in its poll ratings. This additional CDU
coverage can similarly be expected to have a positive effect on voting for CDU
(see Hopmann, Vliegenthart, de Vreese, & Albæk, 2010). The same holds for
SPD, the poll index for SPD was negative while its poll ratings increased across
the campaign. The negative poll index decreased the odds of voting for SPD. Its
positive poll ratings led to increased negative coverage, which can similarly be
expected to decrease the odds of voting for SPD.

57	The poll index correlated with changes in poll ratings when all parties are examined together (r =
0.12, p < 0.001, N = 6384).
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As the expected effects of the poll index and changes in party coverage for
these parties are in the same direction, it could either be that the results found in
chapter 3 of the poll index on vote choice were actually a spurious consequence
of the effect of party coverage, or that each had an independent influence. It is
likely that the effects of exposure to poll coverage and party coverage on vote
choice are independent from each other for three reasons. First, the overall
tone of CDU media coverage was negative, while its poll index was positive.
This shows that if poll coverage and party coverage would have a similar effect
on voters, these effects would presumably counteract each other. Second, the
effect that was found of the poll index on vote choice was controlled for the
amount of general media exposure, which would include party coverage.58
Third, a study on the same 2013 German election campaign, by Zerback,
Reinemann and Nienierza (2015) found that both the perceived tone of party
coverage and recalled poll results made an independent contribution to the
perceived party popularity and expected vote share of a party. Suggesting that
each played a (different) role in the bandwagon effect. It is thus more likely
that both aspects of coverage made their own independent contribution to
the bandwagon. Taken together, these findings support the argument of this
dissertation that the bandwagon effect is driven for an important part by the
interpretations of polls by the media.
Voter agency. Voters themselves are the second active contributor to
the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect considered in this dissertation.
Voters’ behavior and attitudes might have an influence on the effects that polls
have on their vote choice in various ways, two of which were investigated here.
Chapter 2 shows how voters use media selectively, and chapter 3 shows how
the change in their individual emotional reactions towards parties helps shape
the effect of poll exposure on vote choice.
Starting with voter selection of media, chapter 2 evaluated the personal
characteristics that predicted poll exposure. Previous exposure to news,
negative emotions felt towards parties, internal efficacy, and talking about
politics with others were each among the main contributors to increase the

58	This was done through controlling for the number of polls to which an individual was exposed. As
noted in chapter 3, the poll index was found to be unrelated to total media exposure after controlling
for this variable.
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odds of poll exposure.59 The effect of internal efficacy and negative emotions
felt towards parties indicate that personal characteristics are important
determinants of whether an individual is exposed to poll coverage or not. By
avoiding poll coverage, or not, voters play an active role in the mechanism
behind the bandwagon effect. In addition, both the effect found of previous
exposure to news on the likelihood of being exposed to polls, and the effect
of talking about politics with others on this likelihood, support the notion that
exposure has a social component. This illustrates how the bandwagon effect is
an interdependent process between many actors, including the news media,
the voters themselves as well as their social environment.60
The emotional reactions of those exposed to poll reports form another
active link within the effects of polls in the bandwagon mechanism. Even
when measured with a considerable time lag, i.e. after the election, changes in
emotions felt towards parties correlated with changes in vote choice. This effect
held up even after controlling for changes in vote intention observed in polls
across the campaign, the overall tone of poll coverage for this party, and the
individual attitudes toward this party as expressed in a feeling thermometer. This
implies that the observed effect of emotions is no spurious consequence of, for
example, campaign events, and also that it is no mere reflection of (cognitive)
attitudes. It is likely that the effect of emotions plays out most succinctly on a
much shorter timescale, as emotions and cognitive attitudes coevolve (Marcus,
Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000). Emotions may influence changes in attitudes
towards a party. In turn, the changed attitudes might translate in changes in
poll ratings, both of which are used as controls in the model. This makes it all
the more noteworthy that, in chapter 3, an independent effect of emotions
is still found. Taken together, voters thus had an important influence on the
effects of polls on their vote choice through their media selection and personal
(emotional) responses to poll coverage.
The bandwagon effect. These findings on media and voter agency have
direct bearing on the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect. It was argued in
59	Additional analyses showed that partisan selective exposure was also present in the data, as
supporters of parties that were doing well in the polls were more likely to report having seen polls
compared to supporters of other parties with otherwise similar background characteristics.
60	In addition, voter agency can be illustrated by the differences in the effects of poll exposure for
individuals with different characteristics. Neither the analyses in chapter 2 nor those in chapter
3 investigated whether the effect of exposure to polls was different depending on individual
characteristics, but additional analyses, as well as much other research, indicates that they are (e.g.
Mutz, 1998).
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the introduction that little is known about how the bandwagon effect develops
over time within an election campaign. The studies in this dissertation have
evaluated various possibilities, pertaining to effects of polls on party coverage,
campaign interest, turnout, emotions towards parties and vote choice. In line
with previous research, their results show that bandwagon effects are no iron
law that determine the attitudes and behavior of all potential actors involved in
an election campaign. Whether or not, and to what degree a bandwagon effect
materializes appears to depend on actions and reactions by each of the actors
involved, as exemplified by the findings on media and voter agency.
When the combined results of this dissertation are placed amidst the large
body of previous findings on the effects of polls on electoral outcomes, they
support a broader, more interactive and contingent, model of bandwagon
effects. Various actors can interfere with the process of polls changing vote
intentions and electoral outcomes. Media can select polls and interpret them
in their coverage, voters can select coverage and voters’ emotional reactions to
the coverage influence the effect this coverage has on their vote choices.
Extrapolating on these findings suggests that the influence of polls
on election outcomes appears to depend on their fit with the multitude of
other factors shaping a campaign. Campaign context, electoral system and
media system, for example, are each proposed in this dissertation as factors
that might affect the influence of polls. If a campaign is less salient, such as
in EP elections, poll coverage might suggest to voters that the campaign is
important, and so generate interest in and attention to the campaign. In first
order elections, on the other hand, attention from both the media and voters
to the campaign is already larger and the public reactions to the polls are likely
stronger. In addition, if the media system is characterized by journalists having
an interventionist stance towards politics, it is not clear that media will reinforce
the effects of polls. Asch (1951) showed the importance of unanimity for group
pressure to be effective. Consequently, the unanimity of poll interpretations
might be important for their effect. Indeed, if societal actors, like journalists,
political parties and interest groups interpret polls in a non-bandwagon
way, bandwagon effects might be small, less likely to arise or even become
underdog effects.
The RSM. In the introduction to this dissertation, the study of the
mechanism behind the bandwagon effect was proposed as a potential practical
application of Slater’s (2007, 2015) Reinforcing Spirals Model (RSM). People are
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not passive bystanders awaiting the media’s influence, but actively select which
media outlets and content they look at or read. When they are exposed to
media, this exposure might influence their future media selection. Indeed, the
results presented in this dissertation support the RSM. Being exposed to polls
increased one’s interest in the campaign as well as future media use. However,
when taking a closer look, the dynamics between media/poll exposure and
selection into poll coverage are somewhat more complex than a direct spiral. In
line with the RSM, selection to poll exposure was driven by previous exposure to
news, but other factors like the negative emotions felt towards parties, internal
efficacy and most prominently talking about politics with others, were also
important. Slater’s (2007, 2015) hypothesized importance of threat to stimulate
a reinforcing spiral was confirmed, but personal characteristics and the social
environment also play a role. Politics is a highly social phenomenon, so it is not
surprising that campaign involvement has a social component. These findings
highlight how the working of the RSM, like that of the bandwagon effect, is
dependent on many cross-cutting influences. If people talk more about politics
they are more likely to subsequently self-select into poll coverage, which in
turn increases their chances of turnout beyond their turnout intention from
before the campaign. In the introduction, three potential contributions to
the RSM were proposed: two extensions in the form of emotions and media
agency, and one explanatory mediator in the form of campaign interest. Each
will be discussed in turn.
As argued above, the findings in chapter 2 and 3 support the role of
emotions in both driving media selection as well as influencing media effects.
These results suggest that emotions play an active role not only in triggering
a reinforcing spiral, but also in sustaining it. Similarly, the results presented
suggest that media agency plays an important role in the causal part from
selection to exposure to future selection. Especially the results of chapter
1 support adding media agency to the RSM. These results show that media
coverage does not automatically align with changing party preferences.
Decreases in party support do not automatically lead to a decrease in the
amount of positive coverage nor of total coverage. This makes it probable
that voters, who withdraw their support from a party, were consequently
confronted with increased counter-attitudinal media coverage. Incorporating
the way media respond to shifting voter attitudes may help the RSM to better
explain when spirals escalate towards more extreme attitudes and patterns of
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media use, and when they have a tendency to return to their former levels or
even de-escalate.
Chapter 2 presented some analyses relevant to the relation between
exposure and selection in the RSM, and the potential explanation offered by
interest for this relation. The chapter examined the effect of poll exposure on
turnout, and both posited and found a mediating effect for campaign interest.
Interest in the campaign, measured at the start of the campaign, predicted
poll exposure during the campaign, and poll exposure, in turn, influenced
subsequent campaign interest. This finding supports the proposed combination
of Slater’s (2007, 2015) Reinforcing Spirals Model (RSM) with the growing body
of literature on the reciprocal relation between interest and media exposure
(Atkin, Galloway, & Nayman, 1976; Boulianne, 2011; Hillygus, 2005; Strömbäck &
Shehata, 2010). Together, interest, selection and exposure seem to form a spiral
conforming to the RSM. However, upon closer inspection, the results in chapter
2 provide a more detailed account of the mechanism behind the RSM. Interest
is no longer a significant predictor of selection, when controlling for other
variables. In addition, some of these other variables, such as internal efficacy,
previous exposure to news, searching for and sharing information about the
campaign, negative emotions towards parties and talking about politics, were
found to predict selection of poll coverage, as well as be influenced by it. Each
of these variables might, consequently, provide an even better explanation of
the RSM spiral than interest does. Taken together, the results in this dissertation
thus suggest alternative explanations for the mechanism behind the RSM and
support the addition of media agency and emotions to the RSM, as proposed
in the introduction.

Normative implications
The findings presented in this dissertation relate directly to the normative
discussion around polls. It was argued in the introduction that the main
normative arguments leveled against the influence of polls in election
campaigns are that poll exposure might lead to herd behavior, divert from
rational deliberation in favor of emotional processing, and that they reduce
meaningful participation. The findings presented in this dissertation lend
little support to either of these claims. In fact, the effect of polls on election
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outcomes is found to be a participatory act, resulting from the influence of
various actors including politicians, pollsters, journalists, campaign teams and
voters themselves. In addition, polls can stimulate interest, information search
and talking about politics. They do incite emotions, which in turn influence
attitudes towards parties. However, as emotions and cognition are strongly
intertwined, this is more likely an indication that voters are actively responding
to campaign information, rather than that they are mindlessly following their
herd instinct. Two specific findings will be discussed in some more detail as
they represent the two most specific contributions of this dissertation to the
normative debate: the effect found of poll exposure on campaign interest rather
than cynicism, and the size of the effects found of polls in this dissertation.
Interest versus cynicism. The importance of campaign interest rather
than cynicism as a mediating variable between poll exposure and turnout
in chapter 2 contradicts fears of a demobilizing effect of polls (Cappella &
Jamieson, 1997). Poll exposure was not found to increase cynicism and decrease
political involvement, but rather the opposite. This finding might be explained
by the focus of the present study on poll coverage, rather than strategic
coverage as emphasized by Cappella and Jamieson (1997). Aalberg, Strömbäck
and de Vreese (2011) already suggested that the effects of poll coverage might
be different from other aspects of the strategy frame. It might also be that
in a complex election like those for the European Parliament, which receives
little media coverage in general, any easily understandable bit of information
can help young voters to set their first steps in becoming interested in the
campaign and turnout. Alternatively, a single campaign could be too short to
inspire cynicism in young voters and cynicism will only develop later in their
life. Still, such negative predictions are far from inevitable. Low participation is
already a problem among this group of voters and turnout tends to be a habit,
so the positive effect of poll exposure can just as likely be expected to increase
participation throughout their life.
Effect size. A second qualification to the normative critique on polls relates
to the size of their effects found. Notwithstanding the sizeable societal fears
surrounding the effects of polls, the general effect size found in bandwagon
studies tends to be small. Asch’s (1951) original study on group conformity
already showed that the effects of group pressure strongly diminish as soon as
even a single group member (other than the participant) breaks the unanimity
of the group opinion. Polls never show 100% support for a party or candidate,
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so expectations for very strong effects resulting from group pressure are
unrealistic. When looking specifically at polls and elections, Herbert Simon
(1954), also already in the 1950s, provides further arguments why small effects
should be expected. When polls in a two-candidate race accurately reflect
the voting preferences of the electorate, then the majority candidate already
has the majority support. So a bandwagon effect can only change the votes
of those who not already supported this candidate. As it is unlikely that poll
results would fully persuade all these voters, the net effect would be a (small)
increase of support for the majority candidate. Simon notes that this would
not change the election result. In those cases, the majority candidate would
already have won without the additional bandwagon votes. Mutz (1998) adds
that, on top of this, small net effects can result from simultaneously occurring
bandwagon and underdog effects.
The studies in this dissertation have examined multi-party rather than
two-party elections. In such elections, the share of voters not previously
intending to vote for any single party is larger. Consequently, bandwagon
effects could potentially influence a larger share of voters in multi-party
elections. In addition, the additional bandwagon votes have more direct
implications in elections with proportional representation. Such systems tend
to form coalition governments and additional votes mean additional seats in
parliament. These additional seats improve a party’s negotiation position in
the coalition formation process. This means that bandwagon effects have a
potential larger effect size and a greater potential to alter the outcome of such
elections.
Even under these more favorable conditions, the size of the effects
reported in this dissertation is modest and in line with previous research. It
must be noted, however, that the potential full effect of polls on vote choice
is not necessarily as modest as reported in this dissertation. For example,
in multi-party elections strategic voting can play an important role in vote
choice, but, as explained in chapter 3, such effects of polls were not specifically
analyzed here (see Meffert, Huber, Gschwend, & Pappi, 2011). Still, such effects
would speak in favor of the normative contribution of polls to participatory
democracy, as they would be an example of how voters rationally use polls to
arrive at a better informed vote choice (see Mutz, 1998).
Taken together, it can be expected, both on the basis of previous research
and on the evidence presented in this dissertation, that in most situations
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polls do not lead to automatic, and unreasoned, bandwagon-driven electoral
victories. There might, however, potentially be exceptions, for example, when
all actors reinforce each other. Still, even under such conditions, polls would
appear to have a positive influence from the viewpoint of participatory
democracy, as their effects are the result of the participation of all these actors.

Methodological implications
As described in the introduction, the designs of the studies in this dissertation
have presented several methodological contributions that are relevant for future
studies. The main methodological problems that the designs of the studies
sought to solve were those of how to aggregate data, and of which variables
should be examined. Having multiple measurements of the same unit increases
precision. However, it should be assumed that each measurement actually
measures the same thing. Aggregation is one method to enhance precision.
When data are aggregated over a longer time frame, more precise measures
can be obtained of overall effects. However, this accuracy comes at a cost: short
term effects can no longer be detected. Likewise, when data is aggregated over
multiple actors, overall effects across actors are measured more precisely, but
differences between them are lost. For example, aggregating content analysis
data of campaign coverage across an election campaign yields a more precise
estimate of the average campaign coverage, compared to what could be
obtained for any individual day during that campaign. However, this accuracy
comes at the cost of neglecting day-to-day variation. Likewise, aggregating
coverage over multiple outlets gives a more precise estimate of the overall
coverage, but at the cost of neglecting between outlet variation. Whether
such aggregation helps or hurts a specific analysis can be, partly, an empirical
question of whether meaningful variation exists, for example, between days in
the campaign or between outlets.
Three specific design solutions have been developed in the studies of
this dissertation, to aggregate data in a way that is still sensitive to variation
between units, and to test whether previous studies were correct in neglecting
some specific variables. The first chapter presents a multilevel model of party
coverage. This allows taking account of such coverage being different for
each party in each outlet. The model also accounts for differences in polling
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methods across polling firms by strictly comparing each poll prediction with
its predecessor by the same polling firm. The second chapter presents the
Covariate Balancing Propensity Score (CBPS) integrated within a structural
equation model, to capture the causes and consequences of media selection.
The third chapter proposes a structural equation model based on a party
stacked dataset to acknowledge the potential influence of poll coverage of
each of the various parties competing in a multiparty election.
Multiparty election campaigns are found to be contingent affairs in which
different parties are treated differently by different media outlets, in which
certain voters are more likely to encounter campaign coverage than others,
and in which effects of the same poll report can be positive for multiple parties
at the same time. Any research design must make choices on which variables to
focus and which to assume to be independent. A good research design is aware
of which background variables are important to acknowledge, and which can
safely be disregarded. The results of this dissertation show that emotions,
selection effects and differences in methodology across polling agencies are
three variables that have received too little attention in the design of previous
studies.
Incorporating the influence of processes over time within election studies
is hampered by the difficulty of obtaining continuous data across time for all
relevant variables. Consequently, all data in this dissertation are both sampled
and aggregated in some way. Either it is the aggregate change in emotions for
each individual across the duration of the campaign, or it is the average tone
of party coverage on a specific day in a specific outlet, or it is the exposure
to poll coverage across all outlet at any point during the campaign. Results
in chapter 1 show that the way poll data was aggregated in some previous
studies might have been misleading. The findings show, for example, that
aggregating polls across polling agencies might be a mistake as differences
in methodologies, rather than actual fluctuations in party support, might be
the cause of differences in predictions of two consecutive polls by different
agencies.
Results in chapter 1 also show that the sample used to determine party
coverage can have important effects as different outlets differ strongly in their
amount and tone of party coverage. This illustrates the importance of either
using a broad sample of media outlets, as is done in chapter 3, or relying on selfreported exposure across outlets, as is done in chapter 2, rather than relying on
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general media use indicators which only specify the (type of ) outlet. Additional
analyses for chapter 1 showed that party coverage varied per outlet, but that
this variation could not be explained by outlet type, i.e. differences between
online, TV or newspaper outlets, or even outlet ownership. For example,
coverage in Bild Zeitung differed significantly from that on their website www.
bild.de. These findings indicate that the differences between outlets are outlet
specific.
The influence of selection effects found in chapter 2 further stresses the
problematic nature of estimating the effects of exposure to an outlet type.
Common research designs that compare, for example, the effects of the
general (amount of ) social media use with TV news consumption or newspaper
readership likely fail to account sufficiently for selection effects. Even when
such studies control for effects of self-selection by including lagged values of
exposure, they are likely to (strongly) underestimate the effects of selection.
The CBPS score showed that selection is predicted, for an important part,
by many other variables besides lagged values of exposure. The difference
between selection effects as measured by CBPS and lagged exposure variables
was found to have a substantial influence on the media effects evaluated in the
model.

Limitations
The three separate studies in this dissertation each have their own limitations,
as discussed in each empirical chapter above in greater detail, but some
limitations warrant some extra attention here. Besides the obvious limitation of
each study addressing one specific aspect, rather than proposing and testing a
single comprehensive model, they relate to three key areas: emotions, relations
over time, and the context of the studies. These three more general limitations
are elaborated on as they pertain to the larger goals of this dissertation to
investigate the mechanism behind the bandwagon and RSM.
Emotions. The studies in this dissertation have been among the first
to explicitly analyze the role of emotions in the bandwagon effect and RSM.
Obviously, much more research is needed to accurately define their effects.
Within the study of emotions, their measurement presents an especially
poignant challenge. Conceptually, emotions are distinguished from cognitive
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processes, but they are measured, here and elsewhere, through survey
questionnaires. Emotions might be difficult to measure when asked cognitively
and retrospectively, and panel survey questions referring to the (longer) period
of time between the lags might fail to measure their larger and more varied
short terms effects (see Neuman, Marcus, Crigler & MacKuen, 2007).
Perhaps it is due to the delayed measurement of emotions that no
distinction is found between anger and anxiety in chapter 3. Emotions were
measured there with a large battery of indicators. These items separately
tapped the extent to which fear, anger, indignation, disgust, worry, hope,
enthusiasm and pride were felt towards each party. In line with Marcus, Neuman
and MacKeun’s (2000) Affective Intelligence Theory (AIT), the responses to
these items are clustered in two factors: enthusiasm and anxiety. Although
an increasing body of research differentiates aversion from anxiety, no such
difference was found among the indicators of negative emotions used in the
confirmatory factor analysis for chapter 3 (e.g., Lerner & Keltner, 2001). It could
still be that aversion had a different effect from anxiety, but it appears that over
the timeframe of this election campaign such responses blended together. This
might not be surprising as being fearful of the election forecast of a party might
translate into aversion about it over time and vice-versa. Marcus, MacKuen,
Wolak and Keele (2006) argue that only if aversion is strongly elicited during a
campaign does it maintain sufficient distinctiveness from anxiety to be picked
up after the campaign.
Although delayed, the measures used in chapter 3 were very sensitive,
compared to earlier studies, as they consisted of a large number of items. The
measures used in chapter 2 were much coarser. In fact, there were only five
items in each wave of the questionnaire: respondents could indicate which
emotion they associated most with each of five parties. More than five parties
competed in this election, and such a measure is unable to detect to what
degree an emotion is felt. Also, this measure does not allow a factor analysis to
explore whether, for example, aversion would load on a different factor from
anxiety. Consequently, the number of parties to which positive, or negative,
emotions were felt were used as indicators. Results in chapter 2 showed that
the number of parties to which positive emotions were felt did not significantly
contribute to the selection of poll coverage. It could very well be that positive
emotions did play a role within poll selection, but that this measure was just
too crude to detect it. This makes it all the more noteworthy that, in line with
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AIT, an effect of negative emotions was detected using this measure (see also
Obermaier, Haim, & Reinemann, 2014).
Relations over time. These issues with emotion measurement directly
highlight the second area of limitations of this dissertation: relations over
time. The subject of this dissertation is about how, over the course of a
campaign, poll ratings influence election results. Tracking such dynamics
requires longitudinal data. However, as explained in the introduction, practical
constraints in resources for the current project required a trade-off between
the number of time points at which each individual was measured and the
number of individuals included in the panel surveys. Consequently, each of
the studies in this dissertation has some issues with the limited number of
time points included and with delayed measurement. Chapter 1 aggregates
party coverage over the periods between poll publications, rather than per
day. Chapter 2 used a four wave panel survey, but polls were only published
between the last two waves, so the analysis essentially focusses on the effect
of the campaign as a whole. Chapter 3 employed only two waves, so had no
option but to likewise consider the effects of the campaign as a whole.
The issue of aggregation, as explained above, is especially relevant as, for
example, the results of chapter 1 on the differences between polling firms,
and on differences between outlets in their coverage of parties, show that
commonly used ways to aggregate data can be misguided. In addition, and
as alluded to above in the context of emotions, delayed measurement of short
term effects might obscure (part of ) their effect. More generally, Slater (2015)
explains that different effects might materialize over different time lags and
studies need to take account of that. He argues that while the effect of media
exposure on attitudes can be relatively fast and should be measured at short
time intervals, the influence of changing attitudes on media consumption can
be a slower process, as media use tends to be habitual, and should be measured
across a longer time interval.
Consequently, using data with many more time points would require less
aggregation and could help disentangle the various cross-influences between,
for example, the behavior and attitudes of politicians, journalists, voters and
other actors. Two examples will illustrate this point. First, the model used in
chapter 3 controlled for aggregate changes in poll ratings across the campaign,
and thus potentially missed many effects that, for example, mid-campaign
polls and behavior of other actors had on vote choice which were already
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picked up in consecutive poll ratings. Second, the relation found between poll
ratings and party coverage in chapter 1 is likely related to many other forms
of campaign coverage, most especially poll coverage. Although the sample
used for the content analysis of this study was large in comparison to other
studies, it still only included the main media outlets. It was a-priori unlikely that
polls are discussed that prominently for each party on each day of the week
in each outlet. Consequently, the poll coverage detected in the data tended
to be infrequent and varied strongly per outlet, with many days without poll
coverage in a specific outlet. This irregular daily distribution of poll coverage
across outlets formed the main obstacle against including it in the analyses for
chapter 1.
Context. The third main limitation is the context provided by the two
campaigns that were studied. As argued at several points in this dissertation,
context factors like media system, electoral system, the degree of poll volatility,
and whether an election is first or second order might make a difference for the
results found. Although the studies in this dissertation extended the literature
by investigating contexts which have previously received less attention, they
still only include two specific contexts. It is argued throughout this dissertation
that, based on the larger literature, the results of the studies presented here
are likely to be generalizable. Still, using a comparative design would enable a
much stronger test of this assumption. Especially with regard to the theoretical
additions of the role of emotions and campaign interest in the bandwagon
effect and the RSM, comparative research can shed further light on the
influence of context.
Campaigns with much more poll volatility might influence media coverage,
voter preferences, and strategic responses by politicians to a much larger
degree than the effects reported in this dissertation. It might very well be that
effects of polls on media coverage, voters and politicians only really take off if
Patterson’s (1993) storyline of gaining ground presents itself sufficiently. As the
effects of each actor is more likely to reinforce the other, resulting in a strong
effect over time (see Henshel & Johnston, 1987). Comparative studies between
campaigns with different poll dynamics might help uncover the conditions for
such escalating effects to take place.
Another important aspect of context is the group of voters examined.
Chapter 2 looked at young voters of only 18 or 19 years old, it was argued that
these voters are especially relevant to the future of democracy. There is no
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obvious reason why the results found in chapter 2 on the role of campaign
interest and turnout would not be generalizable to other voters, as they are
in line with other research based on general population samples, and the
model included strong controls for selection effects through the CBPS. In fact,
Möller and de Vreese (2015) find that the positive influence of media use on
political involvement of adolescents becomes stronger over time. Still, the
results presented in chapter 2 also show that background characteristics play
a strong role in the selection of poll coverage, and much research shows that
young voters differ systematically from older voters in, for example, political
efficacy, cynicism, interest and knowledge (f.e. see Kaid, McKinney, & Tedesco,
2007). In addition, psychological studies show that emotional experiences
differ between younger and older adults (e.g. Charles & Carstensen, 2010).
Comparative studies between younger and older voters can help uncover
differences in the effect of these variables across these groups of voters.

Future research
The discussion on limitations already highlights some aspects that might
warrant further study. Comparative multi-country studies, content analyses
incorporating social media trends, investigations on the motivations of
journalist in using polls to build the media agenda, each were mentioned at
some stage of this dissertation as potential ways to extend the findings. In
this paragraph, however, three specific extensions relating to the core theme
of this dissertation will be further elaborated: using the concept of emotional
flow to study the effects of emotions over time, further application of the
typology of media responses developed in chapter 1, and the role of interest
versus selection and attention in the study of media effects. Each will be
shortly elaborated upon in turn. In addition, some short suggestions will be
given on how the study of the bandwagon effect might further benefit from
communication science theories in addition to the insights presented in this
dissertation.
Emotional flow. Robin Nabi (2015) proposed the concept “emotional
flow” to study the effects of how different emotional experiences follow upon
one another during exposure to a health message. Her concept highlights that
the influence of emotions likely depends on path dependent factors. Fear after
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hope is different from hope after fear, in fact they might have quite opposite
effects in terms of behavior (Nabi, 2015). This emphasis on the temporal
ordering over time relates to a point made in the discussion of the limitations
of this dissertation above. It is argued that aversion and anxiety might become
conflated over time as one might induce the other. In line with the main aim
of this dissertation to emphasize over-time effects, studying how consecutive
emotions in response to campaign coverage influence its persuasive effects,
could make an important addition to political communication scholarship.
As argued above, the effects found of emotions in this dissertation are likely
underestimations, due to the cognitive and delayed form of measurement
used. Still, even with these limitations, their influence was demonstrated.
Studying emotions with increased precision and over time can be the next step
in this line of research.
Typology. Chapter 1 presents a typology of media responses to poll
changes, when those poll changes are small. The typology illustrates how
different strands of communication science scholarship have developed
separately in different directions, but are not often integrated within one
perspective and applied along each other to help explain a single case.
Chapter 1 makes a first step to compare predictions made on the basis of
different perspectives. Results show, for example, that news values, media
systems, and the search for a horse race storyline by journalists each appear
to make their own contribution to the observed party coverage. Future studies
can disentangle under which conditions which perspective offers the better
explanation. Alternatively, or concurrently, future studies can aim to integrate
the different perspectives into a single, more general, theoretical framework.
The results presented in chapter 1 suggest the potential of such a framework,
as they suggest that magnification, counteracting and ignorance each played
a role in this campaign.
Selection, attention and interest. The third recommended area for
further research refers to the relation between selection, attention and
interest in explaining media effects. It is argued in chapter 2 that the effects
of selection are currently underappreciated within many model specifications
in communication science. Although the focus in chapter 2 is on field (panel)
survey studies, this critique applies equally well to much experimental
research, as forced exposure makes it difficult to determineselection effects
(see Arceneaux & Johnson, 2013). In addition, most media effects research
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investigates exposure, while a growing body of work points to the importance
of attention (e.g. Liu & Eveland, 2005; Möller & de Vreese, 2015; Moy, Torres,
Tanaka, & McCluskey, 2005; Shehata, 2014; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010).
Chapter 2 extends this debate with a call for more interest in interest. When
looking closely to the predictors of turnout in the regression equation for this
part of the SEM (see Table 1 in appendix C), it appears that, when controlling
for campaign interest, attention to campaign news has no effect on turnout.
Interest and attention are, of course, related, as interest is likely to lead to
attention. They differ, however, in their implications for media effects. General
interest in a topic is conceptually closer related to an inclination for action as
it implies a positive attitude towards this topic. Attention might, on the other
hand, merely be a consequence of a person being alarmed by a headline
and on the lookout for potential threats. The two concepts also differ in that
attention implies exposure, while interest can rather be seen as a motivation to
be exposed and attentive. Further research can study how selection, attention
and interest work together to produce media effects.

Communication science theories
It was argued in the introduction that the study of bandwagon effects could be
aided by insights from communication science, as polls tend to be communicated
via the media over the course of a campaign. This dissertation has touched on
several of them. Still, there are many more communication theoretical insights
that could be of value (e.g. Zerback, Reinemann, & Nienierza, 2015). The agenda
building literature can help develop a fuller account of the influence of polls
on campaign coverage (Weaver & Elliot, 1985). Framing theory (Entman, 1993)
can inform studies on how the same poll result might be described differently
and how this influences voters, and the literature on selective exposure can
help investigations on the effects of individual differences that drive which poll
information different people actually receive from the media (Mills, Aronson, &
Robinson, 1959). Each of these theories have received some (implicit) attention
in this dissertation and their potential for further research will be discussed in
turn.
Agenda building. Chapter 1 essentially studied the role of poll ratings
within the agenda building process. However, it only investigated party
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coverage, while the agenda building literature stresses that many more forces
are at work behind media selection, and that effects on coverage might be
expressed in different ways than through the tone of party coverage alone (f.e.
see Wahl-Jorgensen & Hanitzsch, 2009). Future studies can investigate whether
polls influence the supply of news stories to journalists by outside actors, such
as campaign teams staging events. Another possibility would be to examine
whether polls change the perceptions of journalists about the parties in
question, which then colors their reporting on these parties. A third possibility
would be to examine whether economic incentives and news values steer party
coverage through newsroom directives, incentives and routines. In addition, as
noted in chapter 3, polls can influence media coverage in many other ways, such
as through the reporting of polls, the style of reporting in general or through
the polls being the object of discussion themselves (Aalberg, Strömbäck & de
Vreese, 2012; Frankovic, 2005). Studying the agenda building process can shed
a more comprehensive light on the mechanism through which polls influence
campaign coverage and thus directly extend the results of this dissertation
and point to other aspects of campaign coverage that might play a part in the
bandwagon effect.
Framing. Chapter 3 looked at the effects of how polls were interpreted
in the media, which can be seen as a framing effect. Reminiscent of the
famous equivalency framing studies, the arguments in chapter 3 suggest, for
example, that journalists have some leeway to present the same poll in a “gain
frame” or “loss frame” depending on the reference point chosen (Druckman,
2001; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Combining this argument with the finding
of chapter 1 that the coverage of a frontrunner party is more sensitive to
losses than to gains in the polls, provides an interesting research avenue for
evaluating the role of decreasing polls within the bandwagon effect. The results
presented in chapter 1 highlight the potential of studying the effects of poll
losses in addition to the effects of poll gains. They show how the leader in
the horse race might be decreasing in its lead, but still be leading. This allows
journalists to frame their polls as losses or wins depending on the reference
point. The theoretical work describing the bandwagon effect emphasizes the
attraction of the winning side, so much research is focused on the effects of
poll increases. However, decreasing polls might have their own role to play.
Future studies could incorporate the concept of loss aversion more explicitly
in studies of the effects of polls, especially on highly committed people like
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campaign team members, politicians, journalists and committed supporters
alike (see Mutz, 1998).
Selective exposure. Finally, selective exposure can be an interesting
avenue for further research. Most contemporary studies in this area relate to
partisan selective exposure (see Stroud, 2010). Indeed, additional analyses
done in relation to the analyses for chapter 2 of this dissertation showed that
pre-campaign supporters of parties that did better in the polls (D66, PVV) were
somewhat more likely to report to have seen polls, compared to supporters for
other parties, controlling for the other predictors of selection into poll exposure
mentioned in chapter 2. However, the results of chapter 2 suggest a wider
research program for selective exposure. They highlight three other factors
important in this context: predictors of media exposure other than partisanship,
the effects of attention to media content when exposed, and most particularly
the influence of interest in the topic of exposure. Partisanship might not be
the only variable causing divisions in society. Chapter 2 argues for example
about the importance of the divide between young and old, between those
interested and not interested in politics, between those who develop political
resources and those that are left out of the participatory democratic process.
Internal efficacy, searching for and sharing information about the campaign,
and talking about politics all were important predictors and consequences of
poll exposure. Over time these factors might thus reinforce each other creating
a divide between those who get more and more involved and those that feel
incapable of participating (see also Möller, de Vreese, Esser, & Kunz, 2014).
Further research can explore the relevance of this divide and how the media
might help create it over time in more detail and in other contexts.
Each of these possibilities for further research illustrates the limitations
as well as the accomplishments of this dissertation. Even in the longstanding
research tradition of investigating the bandwagon effect, much is left to be
explored. This dissertation has provided a communication science perspective,
and results show that polls do not influence party coverage in a straightforward
bandwagon way. Who is driving whom? Media coverage of polls has its own
dynamics and effects. Some voters avoid poll exposure, while others seek it.
Some are emotionally affected by it, while others care little. Various actors, like
political parties, campaign teams, journalists, and voters, each play an active
role in the mechanism behind the bandwagon effect. Overall, the findings
support a rather positive contribution of polls to participatory democracy.
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Appendix A
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Figure 1: An illustration of systematic differences between polling firms: CDU/CSU poll predictions over
time according to three (of the seven) different polling firms studied.
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Figure 2: Amount of coverage (on average per outlet per day) over time per party.
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Equation
An example of the multilevel regression equation for the total amount of
articles referring to a party on average per day in an outlet following a poll
would be:
Where subscript “i” denotes the specific party, subscript “j” the specific outlet
and subscript “k” denotes the specific poll list publication, and “c” denotes the
constant. The lagged dependent variable “past total amount” is party, outlet
and poll list publication specific, as is the change in poll rating. The effect of
changes in poll ratings is estimated separately for the front runner, challenger
and smaller parties. The time trend is likewise estimated separately for these
three party categories. The “TV debate”-variable is related to party as it only
applies to the two parties partaking in the debate (CDU and SPD) and related to
poll list as it only refers to specific lists published right before or after the debate.
While poll change is a first difference variable, lagged dependent variables
are used for amount of (positive/negative/neutral) coverage. These two different
ways to account for change are used together because using first difference
variables presupposes the coefficient of the lagged dependent variable to be
equal to one, which is the case for polls, but not for amount as can be seen in
the results (Table 3). Using a lagged variable for polls would be substantially
difficult to interpret as absolute poll levels are strongly party related, in addition
to causing high multi-collinearity with the current poll level.61
61	This study has not looked at the reverse effect of media coverage on polls. This relation appears intuitive
and is found in earlier studies (e.g., Box-Steffensmeier, Darmofal & Farrell, 2009; Vliegenthart & Van Aest,
2009). However, the surveys of German polling agencies are fielded over a period of multiple days and
their results are not published directly, but after a time lag. Depending on the specific poll and polling
agency it can take up to a week after the last survey is filled out before its results are published (see
www.wahlrecht.de for field and publication dates). It is likely that such delays are also present outside
the German context and therefore might have biased the results of earlier studies reporting the effect
of media content on polls. In this study we only have access to the aggregate poll rating and have no
knowledge of how respondents within a poll’s sample slot differed over time. This makes it difficult to
determine what specific media content should logically relate to each subsequent poll in the analysis.
The difference between the date respondents fill out a poll’s survey and the date of its publication
has one important advantage: it makes it less likely that party performance is a confounder of the
relation found in this paper between polls and coverage. If performance explains both media coverage
and changes in polls, these changes in coverage would likely coincide with changes in poll ratings.
However, due to the delay, such coverage would then precede the publication of that poll. The analyses
in this paper are centered around these publication dates and preceding coverage is included as a
control. Therefore, it is unlikely that party performance confounds our findings.
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CBPS
CBPS
CBPS
CBPS
CBPS

CBPS

CBPS
CBPS
CBPS
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4

P

CBPS

S.E.

CBPS

<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3
<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 3
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3
<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 3
<--- Intention to turnout
wave 3
<--- Amount of parties
associated with positive
emotions wave 3
<--- Amount of parties
associated with negative
emotions wave 3
<--- Campaign interest wave 3
<--- Attention to EP campaign
news wave 3
<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 3
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3
<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 3
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3
<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 3

Estimate

CBPS

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Full list of SEM estimates for CBPS controlled effect of poll exposure on turnout via campaign interest,
self-reported paper/TV/radio use about campaign, amount of talk about ep elections/politics, internal
efficacy, external (in)efficacy, number of parties associated with positive emotions, number of parties
associated with negative emotions, cynicism about campaign, political cynicism, and attention to campaign
news.

-.099

-.056

.020

.006

-.104

-.021

.007

.002

.236

.054

.008

***

.075

.015

.006

.019

-.073

-.017

.009

.044

.265

.083

.012

***

.100

.014

.004

***

.022

.005

.006

.357

.110

.021

.005

***

.027
-.004

.005
-.001

.006
.008

.423
.902

.385

.092

.010

***

-.086

-.082

.046

.077

-.028

-.010

.016

.547

.002

.001

.018

.973

-.009

-.003

.015

.836

.037

.015

.020

.450

.140

.075

.029

.008
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Poll exposure wave 4

Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
active media exposure (latent)
wave 4
External (in)efficacy (latent) wave 4
Internal efficacy (latent) wave 4
Campaign cynicism (latent) wave 4
Political cynicism (latent) wave 4
Amount of passive news exposure
(latent) wave 4
Amount of talk about (EP) politics
(latent) wave 4
Campaign interest wave 4
Amount of parties associated with
negative emotions wave 4
Amount of parties associated with
positive emotions wave 4
Campaign interest wave 4
Attention to EP campaign news
wave 4
Attention to EP campaign news
wave 4
Amount of parties associated with
negative emotions wave 4
Amount of parties associated with
positive emotions wave 4

P

Poll exposure wave 4

S.E.

Poll exposure wave 4

Estimate

Poll exposure wave 4

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Continued

.011

.005

.025

.855

-.004

-.001

.009

.913

.009

.004

.013

.772

.005

.001

.011

.890

.012
-.014

.004
-.006

.014
.018

.779
.758

.573
.383

.977
.641

.097
.059

***
***

.562

.576

.039

***

.538

.548

.043

***

.487

.440

.034

***

.688

.668

.045

***

.333

.478

.067

***

.468

.477

.048

***

.335
.428

.357
.422

.031
.032

***
***

.447

.452

.032

***

.125
.227

.424
.257

.120
.033

***
***

.226

.633

.100

***

<--- Poll exposure wave 4

-.041

-.127

.125

.311

<--- Poll exposure wave 4

.037

.089

.099

.370

<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 3
<--- Intention to turnout
wave 3
<--- Amount of parties
associated with positive
emotions wave 3
<--- Amount of parties
associated with negative
emotions wave 3
<--- Campaign interest wave 3
<--- Attention to EP campaign
news wave 3
<--- CBPS
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3
<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 3
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3
<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 3
<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 3
<--- Campaign interest wave 3
<--- Amount of parties
associated with negative
emotions wave 3
<--- Amount of parties
associated with positive
emotions wave 3
<--- Poll exposure wave 4
<--- Attention to EP campaign
news wave 3
<--- Poll exposure wave 4

150

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 150

31-12-16 17:45

Appendix C

Estimate

S.E.

P

Amount of talk about (EP) politics
(latent) wave 4
Amount of passive news exposure
(latent) wave 4
Political cynicism (latent) wave 4
Campaign cynicism (latent) wave 4
Internal efficacy (latent) wave 4
External (in)efficacy (latent) wave 4
active media exposure (latent)
wave 4
active media exposure (latent)
wave 4
External (in)efficacy (latent) wave 4
Internal efficacy (latent) wave 4
Campaign cynicism (latent) wave 4
Political cynicism (latent) wave 4
Amount of passive news exposure
(latent) wave 4
Amount of talk about (EP) politics
(latent) wave 4
Amount of parties associated with
positive emotions wave 4
Amount of parties associated with
negative emotions wave 4
Campaign interest wave 4
Attention to EP campaign news
wave 4
searched for EP campaign info on
website
searched for EP info on party
website
read party material about EP
campaign
read a tweet about EP campaign

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Continued

<--- Poll exposure wave 4

.106

.266

.092

.004

<--- Poll exposure wave 4

.186

.499

.115

***

<--<--<--<--<---

-.046
.042
.077
.012
.156

-.112
.111
.203
.034
.272

.107
.117
.096
.123
.067

.294
.342
.034
.782
***

<--- CBPS

.333

.992

.125

***

<--<--<--<--<---

CBPS
CBPS
CBPS
CBPS
CBPS

-.137
.190
-.050
-.059
.276

-.682
.849
-.223
-.242
1.260

.215
.201
.200
.184
.226

.002
***
.264
.188
***

<--- CBPS

.245

1.046

.214

***

<--- CBPS

.112

.464

.173

.007

<--- CBPS

.173

.901

.220

***

<--- CBPS
<--- CBPS

.317 1.829
.323 1.543

.225
.190

***
***

.761 1.028

.037

***

.871 1.280

.053

***

.741 1.188

.058

***

.755

.940

.045

***

.712

.985

.051

***

.820 1.140

.050

***

.736 1.224

.061

***

Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 4

<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 3
shared something about EP
<--- active media exposure
campaign on a social network site
(latent) wave 3
shared EP vote intention on a social <--- active media exposure
network site
(latent) wave 3
tried to convince others of a vote
<--- active media exposure
choice
(latent) wave 3
tried to convince others of my
<--- active media exposure
political opinions
(latent) wave 3

C

.747 1.000
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S.E.

P

searched for EP campaign info on
website wave 4
searched for EP info on party
website wave 4
read party material about EP
campaign wave 4
read a tweet about EP campaign
wave 4
shared something about EP
campaign on a social network site
wave 4
shared EP vote intention on a social
network site wave 4
tried to convince others of a vote
choice wave 4
tried to convince others of my
political opinions wave 4
people like me have no influence
on EU decisions wave 3
the EU doesn’t care about people
like me wave 3
people like me have no influence
on decisions in the Netherlands
wave 3
the Dutch government doesn’t care
about the opinions of people like
me wave 3
people like me have no influence
on EU decisions wave 4
the EU doesn’t care about people
like me wave 4
people like me have no influence
on decisions in the Netherlands
wave 4
the Dutch government doesn’t care
about the opinions of people like
me wave 4
I am qualified to participate in
politics wave 3
I am better informed about politics
than others wave 3
I understand the important political
issues regarding the EU wave 3
I am sufficiently informed to advise
friends on for whom to vote at the
EP elections wave 3

Estimate

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Continued

.871

.030

***

.825 1.099

.047

***

.597

.801

.049

***

.570

.613

.040

***

<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3
<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3
<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3

.580

.585

.037

***

.724

.798

.040

***

.742

.825

.040

***

<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4

.774 1.000
.766

.833 1.000
.814

.957

.037

***

.824

.950

.036

***

<--- external (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 3

.796

.920

.037

***

<--- External (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 4
<--- External (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 4
<--- External (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 4

.844

1.000

.766

.884

.037

***

.830

.944

.036

***

<--- External (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 4

.811

.897

.035

***

<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 3

.823

1.000

.887

.983

.034

***

.833

.920

.034

***

.807

.852

.033

***
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S.E.

P

I am qualified to participate in
politics wave 4
I am better informed about politics
than others wave 4
I understand the important political
issues regarding the EU wave 4
I am sufficiently informed to advise
friends on for whom to vote at the
EP elections wave 4
Many promises made during the EP
campaign are not kept wave 3
During the EP campaign politicians
care more about their image than
the future of Europe wave 3
During the EP campaign politicians
are too concerned with their poll
ratings wave 3
Many promises made during the EP
campaign are not kept wave 4
During the EP campaign politicians
care more about their image than
the future of Europe wave 4
During the EP campaign politicians
are too concerned with their poll
ratings wave 4
Most politicians will betray their
ideals/promises when it will
increase their power wave 3
Most politicians are in politics for
their personal benefit wave 3
Most politicians are honest to their
voters (reverse coded) wave 3
Most politicians are dedicated and
we should be grateful for their work
(reverse coded) wave 3
Most politicians will betray their
ideals/promises when it will
increase their power wave 4
Most politicians are in politics for
their personal benefit wave 4
Most politicians are honest to their
voters (reverse coded) wave 4
Most politicians are dedicated and
we should be grateful for their work
(reverse coded) wave 4

Estimate

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Continued

.886 1.009

.034

***

.843

.955

.035

***

.846

.918

.033

***

.952

.029

***

.961

.028

***

.896 1.017

.034

***

<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 4

.866

.034

***

<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3

.775 1.000

<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 3

.823 1.045

.050

***

.498

.507

.040

***

.414

.474

.045

***

<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 4

.779 1.000

<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 4
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 4
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 4

.823 1.052

.052

***

.489

.522

.042

***

.386

.453

.047

***

<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 4
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 4
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 4
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 4

.825 1.000

<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 3
<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 3

.880 1.000
.884

<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 3

.896

<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 4
<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 4

.842 1.000

.963

C
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Turnout at EP election
Turnout at EP election
Turnout at EP election
Turnout at EP election
Turnout at EP election

P

Turnout at EP election

S.E.

Turnout at EP election

Estimate

How often have you seen
something about the EP campaign
on TV wave 3
How often have you seen
something about the EP campaign
in a newspaper wave 3
How often have you seen
something about the EP campaign
on the radio wave 3
How often have you seen
something about the EP campaign
on TV wave 3
How often have you seen
something about the EP campaign
in a newspaper wave 3
How often have you seen
something about the EP campaign
on the radio wave 3
How often do you talk about
politics with family, friends or coworkers wave 3
How often do you talk about EU
politics with family, friends or coworkers wave 3
How often do you talk about
politics with family, friends or coworkers wave 4
How often do you talk about EU
politics with family, friends or coworkers wave 4
Turnout at EP election

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Continued

<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 3

.819

1.000

<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 3

.783

.853

.038

***

<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 3

.778

.887

.040

***

<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 4

.808

1.000

<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 4

.767

.857

.043

***

<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 4

.699

.866

.047

***

<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 3

.861

1.000

<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 3

.872

.880

.031

***

<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 4

.923

1.000

<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 4

.885

.859

.026

***

<--- Intention to turnout
wave 3
<--- active media exposure
(latent) wave 4
<--- External (in)efficacy
(latent) wave 4
<--- Internal efficacy (latent)
wave 4
<--- Campaign cynicism
(latent) wave 4
<--- Political cynicism (latent)
wave 4
<--- Amount of passive news
exposure (latent) wave 4
<--- Amount of parties
associated with positive
emotions wave 4

.250

.057

.008

***

-.032

-.018

.029

.539

-.034

-.011

.014

.410

-.009

-.003

.016

.841

.041

.015

.013

.241

-.052

-.021

.017

.219

-.074

-.027

.017

.117

-.006

-.002

.012

.849
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Turnout at EP election

P

Turnout at EP election
Turnout at EP election

S.E.

Turnout at EP election
Turnout at EP election

<--- Amount of parties
associated with negative
emotions wave 4
<--- Campaign interest wave 4
<--- Amount of talk about (EP)
politics (latent) wave 4
<--- Poll exposure wave 4
<--- Attention to EP campaign
news wave 4
<--- CBPS

Estimate

Turnout at EP election

Standardized
estimate

Table 1 Continued

.072

.023

.010

.019

.548
.039

.158
.015

.012
.019

***
.434

.080
.012

.078
.004

.037
.016

.036
.793

-.148

-.246

.086

.004

Note. N = 747; *** p<0.001.
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Table 1 Descriptives for variables used in this study.
Variable
Turnout EP election
Poll exposure wave 4
Poll exposure wave 3
CBPS
searched for EP campaign info on website wave 3
searched for EP info on party website wave 3
read party material about EP campaign wave 3
read a tweet about EP campaign wave 3
shared something about EP campaign on a social network
site wave 3
shared EP vote intention on a social network site wave 3
tried to convince others of a vote choice wave 3
tried to convince others of my political opinions wave 3
people like me have no influence on EU decisions wave 3
the EU doesn’t care about people like me wave 3
people like me have no influence on decisions in the
Netherlands wave 3
the Dutch government doesn’t care about the opinions of
people like me wave 3
I am qualified to participate in politics wave 3
I am better informed about politics than others wave 3
I understand the important political issues regarding the EU
wave 3
I am sufficiently informed to advise friends on for whom to
vote at the EP elections wave 3
Many promises made during the EP campaign are not kept
wave 3
During the EP campaign politicians care more about their
image than the future of Europe wave 3
During the EP campaign politicians are too concerned with
their poll ratings wave 3
Most politicians will betray their ideals/promises when it will
increase their power wave 3
Most politicians are in politics for their personal benefit wave
3
Most politicians are honest to their voters (reverse coded)
wave 3
Most politicians are dedicated and we should be grateful for
their work (reverse coded) wave 3
How often do you talk about politics with family, friends or
co-workers wave 3
How often do you talk about EU politics with family, friends
or
co-workers wave 3

M
0.43
0.41
0.26
0.40
1.27
1.26
1.32
1.35
1.22

SD
0.49
0.49
0.44
0.29
0.69
0.69
0.75
0.82
0.64

Min
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.01
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00

Max
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
6.00
6.00
6.00
6.00
6.00

N
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747

1.24
1.25
1.40
4.59
4.50
4.26

0.71
0.71
0.85
1.69
1.65
1.62

1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00

7.00
6.00
6.00
7.00
7.00
7.00

747
747
747
747
747
747

4.16

1.62

1.00

7.00

747

2.44
2.33
2.52

1.54
1.40
1.40

1.00
1.00
1.00

7.00
7.00
7.00

747
747
747

2.14

1.33

1.00

7.00

747

4.61

1.63

1.00

7.00

747

4.28

1.55

1.00

7.00

747

4.45

1.54

1.00

7.00

747

4.65

1.58

1.00

7.00

747

4.19

1.56

1.00

7.00

747

5.15

1.25

2.00

7.00

747

4.73

1.40

1.00

7.00

747

2.64

1.41

1.00

7.00

747

2.06

1.22

1.00

7.00

747
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Table 1 Continued
Variable
How often have you seen something about the EP campaign
on TV wave 3
How often have you seen something about the EP campaign
in a newspaper wave 3
How often have you seen something about the EP campaign
on the radio wave 3
I am qualified to participate in politics wave 4
I am better informed about politics than others wave 4
I understand the important political issues regarding the EU
wave 4
I am sufficiently informed to advise friends on for whom to
vote at the EP elections wave 4
searched for EP campaign info on website wave 4
searched for EP info on party website wave 4
read party material about EP campaign wave 4
read a tweet about EP campaign wave 4
shared something about EP campaign on a social network
site wave 4
shared EP vote intention on a social network site wave 4
tried to convince others of a vote choice wave 4
tried to convince others of my political opinions wave 4
people like me have no influence on EU decisions wave 4
the EU doesn’t care about people like me wave 4
people like me have no influence on decisions in the
Netherlands wave 4
the Dutch government doesn’t care about the opinions of
people like me wave 4
Many promises made during the EP campaign are not kept
wave 4
During the EP campaign politicians care more about their
image than the future of Europe wave 4
During the EP campaign politicians are too concerned with
their poll ratings wave 4
Most politicians will betray their ideals/promises when it will
increase their power wave 4
Most politicians are in politics for their personal benefit wave
4
Most politicians are honest to their voters (reverse coded)
wave 4
Most politicians are dedicated and we should be grateful for
their work (reverse coded) wave 4
How often have you seen something about the EP campaign
on TV wave 4
How often have you seen something about the EP campaign
in a newspaper wave 4
How often have you seen something about the EP campaign
on the radio wave 4

M
1.83

SD
1.12

Min
1.00

Max
6.00

N
747

1.63

1.00

1.00

5.00

747

1.69

1.05

1.00

7.00

747

2.56
2.45
2.66

1.58
1.49
1.48

1.00
1.00
1.00

7.00
7.00
7.00

747
747
747

2.34

1.42

1.00

7.00

747

1.65
1.49
1.67
1.58
1.35

1.11
0.98
1.14
1.15
0.92

1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00

6.00
6.00
7.00
7.00
7.00

747
747
747
747
747

1.34
1.41
1.44
4.59
4.42
4.19

0.87
0.95
0.95
1.73
1.69
1.67

1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00

7.00
7.00
6.00
7.00
7.00
7.00

747
747
747
747
747
747

4.20

1.62

1.00

7.00

747

4.62

1.56

1.00

7.00

747

4.31

1.50

1.00

7.00

747

4.47

1.47

1.00

7.00

747

4.63

1.56

1.00

7.00

747

4.28

1.56

1.00

7.00

747

5.06

1.28

1.00

7.00

747

4.68

1.41

1.00

7.00

747

2.84

1.63

1.00

7.00

747

2.20

1.47

1.00

7.00

747

2.51

1.63

1.00

7.00

747
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Table 1 Continued
Variable
How often do you talk about politics with family, friends or
co-workers wave 4
How often do you talk about EU politics with family, friends
or co-workers wave 4
Campaign interest wave 3
Campaign interest wave 4
Attention to EP campaign news wave 3
Attention to EP campaign news wave 4
Information efficacy wave 1
Information efficacy wave 2
Information efficacy wave 3
Vote choice: VVD
Vote choice: PvdA
Vote choice: PVV
Vote choice: SP
Vote choice: D66
Vote intention wave 3: VVD
Vote intention wave 3: PvdA
Vote intention wave 3: PVV
Vote intention wave 3: SP
Vote intention wave 3: D66
Age
Completed level of education wave 1
Completed level of education wave 2
Gender
Income wave 1
Income wave 2
Interest in opinion polls wave 3
Amount of exposure to TV news and current affairs shows
wave 1
Amount of exposure to TV news and current affairs shows
wave 2
Amount of exposure to TV news and current affairs shows
wave 3
Mean amount of days reading a newspaper wave 1
Mean amount of days reading a newspaper wave 2
Mean amount of days reading a newspaper wave 3
Mean amount of days reading news on internet wave 1
Mean amount of days reading news on internet wave 2
Mean amount of days reading news on internet wave 3
Mean amount of days reading news on TV/newspaper/
internet wave 1
Mean amount of days reading news on TV/newspaper/
internet wave 2

M
2.64

SD
1.35

Min
1.00

Max
6.00

N
747

2.25

1.21

1.00

6.00

747

2.86
2.83
2.06
2.41
2.53
2.60
2.36
0.02
0.03
0.07
0.04
0.08
0.04
0.04
0.12
0.05
0.12
17.92
4.92
5.68
1.54
10.19
4.83
2.40
9.29

1.56
1.70
1.22
1.39
1.23
1.30
1.25
0.15
0.17
0.25
0.20
0.28
0.21
0.19
0.33
0.21
0.33
0.66
1.65
1.65
0.50
3.88
1.57
1.44
8.63

1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
17.00
2.00
2.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
0.00

7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
6.75
7.00
7.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
19.00
9.00
9.00
2.00
14.00
9.00
7.00
70.00

747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747

9.74

9.18

0.00

70.00

747

9.09

8.56

0.00

54.00

747

5.91 6.20
6.31 7.52
5.59 6.56
5.45 6.90
5.30 6.50
5.16 6.48
20.65 16.93

0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

55.00
70.00
47.00
36.00
33.00
42.00
135.00

747
747
747
747
747
747
747

21.35 18.24

0.00

140.00

747
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Table 1 Continued
Variable
Mean amount of days reading news on TV/newspaper/
internet wave 3
Campaign interest wave 1
Campaign interest wave 2
Campaign interest wave 3
Amount of talking about politics wave 1
Amount of talking about politics wave 2
Amount of talking about politics wave 3
Amount of talking about EU politics wave 1
Amount of talking about EU politics wave 2
Amount of talking about EU politics wave 3
Amount of parties associated with positive emotions wave 3
Amount of parties associated with positive emotions wave 4
Amount of parties associated with negative emotions wave 3
Amount of parties associated with negative emotions wave 4
Intention to turnout wave 1
Intention to turnout wave 2
Intention to turnout wave 3
Poll exposure wave 3
Political participation wave 1
Political participation wave 2
Political participation wave 3
Knowledge of politics wave 1
Knowledge of politics wave 2
Knowledge of politics wave 3
Knowledge of EU and general politics wave 3
Political efficacy (reverse coded) wave 1
Political efficacy (reverse coded) wave 2
Political efficacy (reverse coded) wave 3
Political cynicism wave 1
Political cynicism wave 2
Political cynicism wave 3
EP campaign cynicism wave 3
First difference of EP turnout

M
SD
19.84 17.16

Min
0.00

Max
124.00

N
747

3.02
3.09
2.86
2.94
3.08
2.64
2.07
2.12
2.06
1.12
1.21
1.58
1.69
4.15
4.39
3.76
0.26
1.74
1.74
1.64
0.59
0.66
0.66
1.85
4.48
4.38
4.35
4.67
4.72
4.68
4.38
-0.03

1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
1.67
1.00
1.67
1.75
1.25
1.25
1.40
-1.00

7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
6.00
7.00
4.00
5.00
5.00
5.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
1.00
6.00
5.88
6.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
6.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
1.00

747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747
747

1.63
1.61
1.56
1.53
1.52
1.41
1.22
1.22
1.22
1.18
1.20
1.52
1.50
2.02
2.04
2.09
0.44
0.96
0.96
0.95
0.37
0.35
0.37
1.31
1.07
1.10
1.09
1.01
1.05
1.10
1.01
0.44
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Appendix E
This appendix first outlines relative pros and cons of various matching
procedures and then applies them, as well as a first difference model, as
robustness checks for the findings of this paper. It also explores more fully how
explicitly modelling selection effects through CBPS within a SEM panel model
is superior to the more traditional approach of using lagged (in)dependent
variables as controls.
Comparing Matching Approaches
The first matching procedure considered here is propensity score matching
(Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983). It consists of two stages. First, a model is developed
to predict the likelihood for each individual to be exposed to the treatment.
This “propensity score” is than used as a control in the regression analysis. If
conducted properly this ensures that the effect of the estimated effect of the
treatment is no longer related to the propensity of getting the treatment.62 In
addition, this allows for the possibility of controlling for differences in the size/
direction of the effect of the treatment at different values of the propensity
score, by including the interaction between the propensity score and the
treatment as a covariate in the regression equation. Less formally: if those who
are more likely to see polls (and turnout) are also more sensitive to get even
more interested and turnout when they do see polls compared to those who
are less likely to see polls, this would lead regular regression to overestimate
the effect of polls on turnout. The interaction between poll exposure and the
propensity score allows evaluating whether this is the case, and controlling for
its possible bias in the main effect estimate of poll exposure on turnout.
While intuitively appealing and some studies showing strong support
(Dehejia & Wahba, 1999), propensity score matching is criticized for failing to
consistently produce better quality estimates compared to regression analysis.
Like all matching methods estimates of the treatment effect will depend on
the covariates included. If an important covariate is omitted, this biases the
estimates. Matching methods only control for observable differences between
the treatment groups. More specifically with respect to propensity score

62	Many variations of propensity score matching exist, many do not use the propensity score as a
control, but rather as a sample weight. See Imbens (2004) for an overview of weighting procedures.
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matching, Angrist and Pischke (2008) argue that the assumptions underlying it
are quite similar to those for regression, so there is not much gain there.
The success of matching depends on the degree to which it ensures that
the treated and untreated group are equal or “balanced” (Ho, Imai, King &
Stuart, 2007). As the procedure to arrive at the propensity score is ad hoc and
inferential it is unlikely to produce perfect balance. To remedy this problem
Hainmueller (2011) developed entropy balancing (EB). EB is based on a
computer algorithm that computes a set of weights to achieve optimal balance
for the covariates entered by the researcher. A researcher can set the desired
balance for each covariate in terms of means, variance and skewness. As it is
not possible to balance an infinite number of covariates to an infinite degree
for any unlimited sample, a researcher needs to choose, which covariates
should be balanced to what degree. In the sample yielded by using EB weights
the treated and untreated groups are not just equal in their propensity to see
polls, but in each of the separate variables used in the EB procedure. In addition
Imai and Ratkovic (2014) proposed the Covariate Balancing Propensity Score,
which uses a similar procedure to arrive at optimal balance, but also produces a
propensity score which can be used to explicitly model selection effects.
Both propensity score matching and EB thus compute a linear score/
weight for each individual and thus assume that the relevant differences
between treated and untreated individuals can be expressed in linear terms.
Matching was originally designed exactly because this might not be the case
and various forms of matching exists which create pairs of individuals which
are exactly equal on the values/categories rather than the means of a set of
covariates. Exact matching procedures tends to results in a loss of cases, as not
all individuals will be an exact match on the covariates with someone in the
other group. From the various approaches to arrive at pairs of individuals with
the most alike covariate scores, this paper uses “Coarsened Exact Matching”
(CEM). In CEM the covariates are divided into categories as requested by the
researcher and exact matches are selected based on these categories (Iacus,
King & Porro, 2009). The advantage of using categories instead of all exact
values/categories is that it will result in more matches, so fewer cases need to
be dropped and more covariates can be used to match on. Dropping too many
cases can be dangerous as it might give the impression of good balance, but at
the cost of variance (Ho, Imai, King & Stuart, 2007).

E
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Robustness Checks Using Matching
Reporting various tests can help to get a better idea of the influence of selection
effects. For example, Levendusky (2011) used CEM to evaluate the influence
of exposure to political information on political behavior and finds that crosssectional studies tend to strongly overstate the causal effect of such exposure.
He compares the CEM results to panel data analysis of the effect within and
between individuals to support his results. Still, he warns that CEM is no golden
standard for causal inference as it is still based on observed differences between
those exposed and not exposed. Only experiments with random selection of
those exposed and not exposed can fully eliminate the possibility that any
unmeasured differences between people drive both exposure to political
information and political behavior, but at the cost of decreased external validity
compared to field studies.
Table 1 Logistic regression of poll exposure on turnout.
Logit

Poll exposure

turnout
1.25***
(3.50)

Propensity to see
polls

Multivariate CBPS Logit Logit, CBPS
Logit
interaction
turnout
turnout
turnout
0.69**
0.57**
0.87*
(1.99)
(1.77)
(2.39)
1.98**
2.35***
(7.22)

Propensity*poll
exposure
Constant
Covariates included
Pseudo R2
N

-0.82***
NO
0.07
747

0.85
YES
0.28
747

-1.35***
NO
0.10
747

EB Logit

CEM Logit

turnout
0.71***
(2.03)

turnout
0.52**
(1.68)

0.30**
NO
0.02
747

-0.30**
NO
0.01
485

(10.52)
-0.70
(0.49)
-1.46***
NO
0.10
747

Note. Logistic regression on turnout, odds ratios in brackets * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Logit =
regular logit model; EB = weighted by EB weights; CEM = weighted by CEM weights. The covariates used
are: age, education, gender, income, interest in opinion polls (wave 3), amount of TV exposure (wave
1,2,3,4), amount of newspaper exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), amount of internet exposure (wave 1,2,3,4),
interest in the election campaign (wave 1,2,3), political efficacy (wave 1,2,3), political cynicism (wave
1,2,3), seen polls or not (wave 3), turnout intention (wave 1,2,3) and attention to campaign news (wave
3). Pseudo R2 of the base model including only poll exposure is 6.57%.

As matching methods, such as EB or CEM require a (nearly) exact balance
of each covariate in the exposed and not exposed groups, using too many
covariates makes it more difficult to achieve this goal. Therefore the list
of covariates for EB is restricted to those variables which have a (nearly)
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significant influence on seeing polls or not.63 To keep the list as inclusive as
possible each covariate is only matched to the first degree (means). This means
that the mean of each covariate after EB weighing is exactly the same in the
exposed and not exposed groups. CEM is even stricter and requires that each
score on each variable which occurs in one group should also occur in the same
amount in the other group. If a participant has a score on a variable that does
not occur with another participant in the other group, this participant will be
dropped from the analysis. To maintain a representative sample of the original
participants, the list of CEM covariates is, thus, even smaller than that used
here for EB. It includes only turnout intention (wave 3), poll exposure (wave
3), interest in the campaign (wave 3) and interest in opinion polls (wave 3), as
these variables are most directly related to the independent and dependent
variables included in the hypotheses for this study.
The second column of Table 1 shows the estimate that would usually be
reported: that of a multivariate regression with control variables. More precise
approaches for correcting sample composition yield estimates which are a little
lower, both when correcting for linear sample differences through entropy
balancing or CBPS and when correcting for possible non-linear differences
through coarsened exact matching. The various approaches to control for
these selection effects all show that seeing polls makes a young voter around
two times as likely to turn out. The interaction term, in the fourth column,
between the propensity to see polls (CBPS) and poll exposure is negative and
not significant. The effect of poll exposure on turnout is not larger for those
more likely to see them, on the contrary the effect appears largest for those
least likely to see them, although not significantly so. The EB and CEM models
in the fifth and sixth column show that controlling for selection effects, poll
exposure still explains between one and two percent of the variance in turnout.
Given how modest poll coverage was, this can be considered a substantial
effect.

E

63	The covariates used to calculate EB weights are: vote intention for PvdA, VVD, PVV, D66, SP (wave 3),
seen polls or not (wave 3), education (wave 1), interest in the election campaign (wave 1,3), political
participation (wave 3), knowledge about politics and the EU (wave 3), age, gender, income (wave 1),
amount of anxiety about parties (wave 3), turnout intention (wave 3), interest in opinion polls (wave
3), political cynicism (wave 3), amount of talking about politics (wave 3), amount of talking about
the EU (wave 3), amount of exposure to TV, newpapers and internet combined (wave 3), attention to
campaign news (wave 3).
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Robustness Check Using a First Difference Model
Although matching procedures allow for a stronger causal test compared to
regular regression, they are just as susceptible to omitted variable bias (i.e. that
unmeasured variables from before the campaign cause differences between
the expected outcome in terms of wave 4 campaign interest and turnout of the
exposed and not exposed groups). When such omitted variables are constant,
fixed effects regression is a good way to deal with them. As fixed effects models
only look at effects within individuals, the differences between individuals
in their likelihood of seeing polls are kept out of the analysis. Using a fixed
effects model in this study is difficult though, as turnout only takes place once
and previous waves measure likelihood to turnout rather than turnout itself.
Likewise, polls mainly featured in the media between wave three and four, and
no measure of poll exposure is available for waves one and two. Therefore, a first
difference model is constructed, by transforming the self-reported likelihood of
turnout (in wave three) to a zero to one range and subtracting this score from
the actual turnout (did vote = 1; did not vote = 0) in wave four (N =747, M =
-0.03, SD = 0.44, range [-1; 1]). Similarly, seeing polls or not as measured in wave
three is subtracted from seeing polls or not in wave four (N =747, M = 0.15, SD
= 0.52, range [-1; 1]). In this way, the model compares changes in turnout to
changes in poll exposure, which takes care of constant unobserved variables.
The results of this model should be interpreted with care and in combination
with those from the other tests, as this particular model especially faces the
limitations of poll coverage increasing towards the election date, as well as
notorious over reporting of turnout intention (see Hillygus, 2005).
Table 2 First difference regression of change in poll exposure on change in turnout.
∆ Poll exposure
Constant
Covariates included
∆ R2
N

∆ turnout
0.08**
(0.03)
0.60
(0.45)
YES
0.01**
747

Note. Standard error in brackets * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. The covariates used are: age, education,
gender, income, interest in opinion polls (wave 3), amount of TV exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), amount of
newspaper exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), amount of internet exposure (wave 1,2,3,4), interest in the election
campaign (wave 1,2,3), political efficacy (wave 1,2,3), political cynicism (wave 1,2,3), seen polls or not
(wave 3), turnout intention (wave 1,2,3). ∆ R2 indicates the change in R2 due to adding ∆ Poll exposure
to the list of covariates.
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The results of the first difference model are shown in Table 2. The within effect
of poll exposure appears smaller than the effects found in Table 1, but these
coefficients cannot be directly compared. The models in Table 1 predict the log
odds of turnout, while those in Table 2 predict the difference between turnout
and the self-reported likelihood of turnout in wave three on a fourteen point
scale. Changes in poll exposure explains about one percent in the change
score of turnout. As changes in turnout are measured on a fourteen point scale
ranging from minus one to one, someone who did not see a poll before wave
3, but did see them after wave 3, increases a little over one point (1/12 of the
range of the scale) in likelihood to turn out.
Comparing CBPS versus Traditional Controls for Selection in Panel Models
The paper describes three SEM models to test the mediating role of campaign
interest. Here a fourth model is estimated, which again is a variant of the full
SEM model (Model 4). This model shows more directly how controlling for
CBPS is superior to only using control variables. In this model CBPS is only used
as a control for the effect of poll exposure on turnout, but not for the effect of
the mediators. The total effect of poll exposure on turnout found in this way is
comparable to that found when all covariates used in calculating CBPS would
have been included as controls in the full SEM model. The last column of Table
3 shows that the total effect of CBPS on turnout is now nearly zero, illustrating
that the control variables included in the model adequately take care of the
selection effects for the relation of poll exposure on turnout, and are indeed
representative for all the covariates used in calculating CBPS. However, in this
model, the total effect of poll exposure on turnout is almost twice as large (0.23
vs 0.13) as when properly controlling for CBPS (Model 2). This increase of 0.10
in total effect appears to be due to the increase of the indirect effect of poll
exposure via the various mediators on turnout from 0.07 to 0.15. In addition,
the indirect effect of CBPS on turnout is now equal to the total effect of poll
exposure on turnout, and much smaller than in the full model (0.23 vs 0.42).
Apparently, selection effects mainly influenced the effect of poll exposure
on turnout via its mediators: these mediators were already more likely to
increase/decrease for those more likely to see polls before the campaign, even
after controlling for their wave 3 antecedents. CBPS doesn’t only model the
pre-campaign propensity to see polls, but also the pre-campaign propensity to
be affected by polls in terms of the various potential mediators. CBPS models

E
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the baseline anticipated turnout based on pre-campaign characteristics, as
well as the anticipated change in mediator scores based on pre-campaign
characteristics. Those more likely to see polls are also more likely to become
more interested. A failure to properly control for this part of its effect, as is
common in most two-wave panel survey models, thus leads to overestimation.
Table 3 Specific indirect and total effects of CBPS and poll exposure on turnout.

CBPS
Poll exposure

Model 3
Model 3
Model 4
Model 4
Indirect effect
Total effect on
Indirect effect on
Total effect on
on turnout, poll
turnout, poll
turnout, CBPS only turnout, CBPS only
exposure only
exposure only
via poll exposure via poll exposure
mediated via
mediated via
campaign interest campaign interest
0.35
0.11
0.23
-0.02
0.07
0.14
0.15
0.23

Note. N = 747, SEM model 3 estimated with only the path through campaign interest as a potential
mediator and removing covariances between campaign interest and other potential mediators, but
still including all other possible mediators as controls; SEM model 4 estimated with only the path
through poll exposure as a potential mediator of CBPS on other mediators/turnout, but still including
all effects of poll exposure on all potential mediators and the covariances between those mediators
where applicable.
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Appendix F: Sampling distribution
Bundesland
Schleswig-Holstein
Hamburg
Niedersachsen
Bremen
Nordrhein-Westfalen
Hessen
Rheinland-Pfalz
Baden-Württemberg
Bayern
Saarland
Berlin
Brandenburg
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern
Sachsen
Sachsen-Anhalt
Thüringen
Sum

Census (%)
4
2
10
1
21
7
5
13
15
1
4
3
2
6
3
3
100

Sample (%)
3
2
10
1
22
7
5
12
16
1
4
3
2
5
4
2
100

Note. Post-election sample, N = 1064; German Federal Statistical Office Census data 2011.
Gender
Man
Woman
Sum

Census (%)
48
52
100

Sample (%)
52
48
100

F

Note. Post-election sample, N = 1064; German Federal Statistical Office Census data 2011.
Age
18-29
30-44
45-59
60-99
Sum

Census (%)
16
23
28
33
100

Sample (%)
15
23
27
35
100

Note. Post-election sample, N = 1064; German Federal Statistical Office Census data 2011.
Education
Lower Education
Middle Education
Higher Education
Sum

Census (%)
42
29
29
100

Sample (%)
34
33
33
100

Note. Post-election sample, N = 1064; German Federal Statistical Office Census data 2011.
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Appendix G: Question wording emotion items
As an example the question wording is presented about emotions felt toward
CDU, first the original wording in German, then below an English translation.
These items are answered on a scale from (1) “not at all” to (7) “very much so”
for each party and for fear (angst), anger (wut), hope (hoffnung), enthusiasm
(begeisterung), indignation (empörung), pride (stolz), worry (sorge), disgust
(abscheu).
“Leute verbinden ganz allgemein mit politischen Parteien unterschiedliche
Gefühle. Wie denken Sie ganz persönlich über die folgenden Parteien?
Wie denken Sie über die CHRISTLICH DEMOKRATISCHE UNION
DEUTSCHLANDS (CDU) Wie sehr ruft die CDU - wegen der Partei, die sie
ist, oder wegen etwas, was sie getan hat - bei Ihnen die folgenden Gefühle
hervor?”
In English:
“People in general relate different feelings to political parties. How do you
personally think about the following parties?
How do you think about the CHRISTIAN DEMOCRATIC UNION OF GERMANY
(CDU). To what degree do you experience the following feelings toward the
CDU – because of what this party is, or what it has done?”

168

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 168

31-12-16 17:45

Appendix H

Appendix H: Party emotion descriptives
Table 1 Emotions felt at the start of (wave 1) and end (wave 2) of the campaign for the 2013 Bundestag
elections, about a party for each party-respondent combination (N = 6384).
Emotion
Fear
Anger
Hope
Enthusiasm
Disgust
Pride
Worry
Indignation

N
6370
6370
6370
6370
6370
6370
6370
6370

Min.
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Wave 1
Max.
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7

M
2.80
2.85
2.74
2.44
2.66
2.26
3.12
2.94

SD
1.93
1.98
1.79
1.65
1.95
1.59
1.95
1.99

N
6378
6378
6378
6378
6378
6378
6378
6378

Min.
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Wave 2
Max.
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7

M
2.65
2.67
2.73
2.42
2.52
2.24
3.00
2.80

SD
1.89
1.98
1.83
1.67
1.94
1.62
1.95
2.00

Note. Min. = Minimum; Max. = Maximum.
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Appendix I: SEM results
Table 1 Regression coefficients of SEM analysis.
Effect on:
party ratings (w2) (half )

vote choice

anxiety (w2)

enthusiasm (w2)

From:
anxiety (w2)
enthusiasm (w2)
log transformed poll index
change in voteshare
party ratings (w1) (half )
education
number of polls
poll valence
gender (women)
age (in decades)
party ratings (w2) (half )
anxiety (w2)
enthusiasm (w2)
log transformed poll index
change in voteshare
education
number of polls
poll valence
gender (women)
age (in decades)
vote intention (w1)
log transformed poll index
change in voteshare
party ratings (w1) (half )
education
number of polls
poll valence
gender (women)
age (in decades)
anxiety (w1)
enthusiasm (w1)
log transformed poll index
change in voteshare
party ratings (w1) (half )
education
number of polls
poll valence
gender (women)
age (in decades)
anxiety (w1)
enthusiasm (w1)

Estimate
-0.23***
0.38***
0.07***
0.02**
0.46***
0.00
0.03**
-0.16***
0.05
0.01
0.03***
-0.01**
0.03***
0.02***
0.01***
0.00
-0.00
-0.03**
-0.01*
0.01**
0.50***
-0.04*
-0.03**
-0.12***
-0.01
0.01
0.06
-0.13*
-0.08***
0.51***
-0.06**
0.10***
0.03***
0.24***
0.01
0.06***
-0.09*
-0.00
-0.06***
-0.02
0.52***

S.E.
0.01
0.02
0.01
0.01
0.02
0.01
0.01
0.03
0.03
0.01
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.01
0.00
0.00
0.02
0.02
0.01
0.02
0.01
0.02
0.04
0.05
0.02
0.02
0.02
0.02
0.01
0.02
0.01
0.01
0.04
0.04
0.02
0.01
0.02
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Table 1 Continued
Effect on:
fear (w1)
anger (w1)
disgust (w1)
worry (w1)
indignation (w1)
fear (w2)
anger (w2)
disgust (w2)
worry (w2)
indignation (w2)
hope (w1)
enthusiasm (w1)
pride (w1)
hope (w2)
enthusiasm (w2)
pride (w2)

From:
anxiety (w1)
anxiety (w1)
anxiety (w1)
anxiety (w1)
anxiety (w1)
anxiety (w2)
anxiety (w2)
anxiety (w2)
anxiety (w2)
anxiety (w2)
enthusiasm (w1)
enthusiasm (w1)
enthusiasm (w1)
enthusiasm (w2)
enthusiasm (w2)
enthusiasm (w2)

Estimate
1.00
1.12***
1.07***
0.98***
1.13***
1.00
1.17***
1.10***
0.98***
1.18***
1.00
0.97***
0.87***
1.00
0.97***
0.89***

S.E.
0.00
0.01
0.02
0.01
0.02
0.00
0.02
0.02
0.01
0.02
0.00
0.01
0.01
0.00
0.01
0.01

Note. N = 6384, SE = Cluster robust standard errors (respondent). These effects are only the direct effects
found for this SEM model between these variables, controlling for specified indirect effects as well as
for the effect of the control variables: corresponding wave 1 measures, changes in vote share across the
campaign for each party, poll valence, amount of polls exposed to, age, gender and education. ***p <
0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

I

171

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 171

31-12-16 17:45

43743 Sjoerd Stolwijk.indd 172

0.09**
0.14**
0.04**
0.48**
0.47**
-0.20**
-0.20**
0.49**
0.47**
0.02
-0.02
0.02

0.10**

0.11**
0.02

0.10**

-0.01

-0.03**

0.03*

0.13**

-0.01
0.01
-0.01

-0.04**
0.01
0.02

0.09**

0.00

-0.01

0.02

0.04**

0.09**
-0.02

0.05**

vote
intention
poll
(w1)
valence

0.91**

0.14**

poll
index

Note. N = 6384, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

poll index
vote
intention
poll
0.10**
valence
amount of
0.14**
polls
∆voteshare 0.07**
party rating 0.45**
(w1)
party rating 0.52**
(w2)
anxiety
-0.20**
(w1)
anxiety
-0.22**
(w2)
enthusiasm 0.44**
(w1)
enthusiasm 0.52**
(w2)
age
0.02
gender
-0.02
eduction
0.02

vote
choice
0.16**
0.65**

Table 2 Bivariate correlations

0.07**
0.01
-0.08**

0.19**

0.16**

0.00

0.07**

0.18**

0.28**
0.16**

0.00
0.00
0.00

0.03*

-0.03**

-0.02

-0.01

0.02

-0.06**

amount
of polls ∆voteshare

-0.01
0.02
0.02

0.60**

0.69**

-0.38**

-0.42**

0.76**

party
rating
(w1)

0.01
0.04**
0.01

0.69**

0.60**

-0.45**

-0.38**

party
rating
(w2)

-0.05**
-0.06**
-0.03**

-0.14**

-0.08**

0.62**

anxiety
(w1)

-0.11**
-0.09**
0.01

-0.11**

-0.16**

anxiety
(w2)

-0.04**
-0.04**
-0.03*

0.72**
-0.07**
-0.03*
0.02

enthusiasm enthusiasm
(w1)
(w2)

gender

0.23**
-0.45** -0.16**

age
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Vote intention
Education
Gender
Age
Poll valence

Amount of polls
∆ vote share

Anxiety (w1)

Anxiety (w2)

Enthusiam (w1)

Enthusiam (w2)

Poll index
Ratings (w1)

Vote choice
Ratings (w2)

Figure 1. SEM model of the effects of exposure to poll reports about a party via feelings of anxiety and
enthusiasm about that party and/or party ratings on voting for that party. Blue arrows indicate the
controls added to the model: poll valence, amount of polls exposed to, change in predicted vote share,
anxiety in wave 1, enthusiasm in wave 1, party ratings in wave 1, vote intention in wave 1, age, education
and gender. In addition to the effects showed here, the actual model also included a measurement part
for the emotion variables, and covariances between the exogenous variables and between anxiety (w2),
enthusiasm (w2) and party ratings (w1). To get an acceptable fit additional cross legged effects were
added between anxiety and enthusiasm in both waves and effects between party ratings in wave 1 and
both anxiety and enthusiasm in wave 2.
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Opinion polls of vote intentions play a prominent role in today’s political
campaigns. They are heavily reported on in the media, they are used by
politicians to inform their strategy, and many believe they have a profound
influence on voters as well. Especially, their assumed effects on voters are often
criticized. When positive opinion poll results trigger additional support for a
party, this is denoted as a “bandwagon effect”. This dissertation has added a
communication science perspective to the study of the bandwagon effect, by
evaluating how poll ratings influence party coverage, and how exposure to poll
coverage across a campaign influences a voter’s campaign interest, emotions
about parties, turnout and vote choice. These questions have been investigated
using panel surveys in combination with content analyses of media coverage
and poll data relating to the German 2013 general (Bundestag) election
campaign and the Dutch 2014 election campaign to the European Parliament.
Results show that:
1. 	Party coverage of a front runner party increases with a decrease in its
poll ratings.
2. 	Exposure to poll coverage increases campaign interest and turnout.
3.	Exposure to more favorable poll coverage about a party increases the
odds of voting for this party, partly because of the rise of enthusiasm
and decrease in anxiety felt about this party.
The combined results of the studies in this dissertation suggest two extensions
of Slater’s (2015) Reinforcing Spirals Model of media effects over time: media
agenda building and emotions. Media react to opinion polls in their selection
and tone of coverage. They are not mere transmitters of information, instead
they respond according to their own logic. In doing so, media help shape
the agenda from which voters draw their information and thus influence
the reciprocal effects between media coverage and voters over time. Voters
likewise contribute actively to the influence that polls have on the election
outcomes, in part through their emotional responses to poll coverage. Voters
who experienced less emotions towards parties in response to poll coverage,
also were less affected by it. Over time, (the lack of ) emotional responses can
influence whether poll trends, presented in the media, are self-reinforcing or
not.
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These results highlight the many dependencies at work behind the bandwagon
effect. Journalists interpret the results of polls and may use them to focus
attention to a party, but so do campaign teams and other interested groups. As
a consequence, the net effect of polls on party coverage differs per party, with
smaller parties being neglected and larger parties being treated depending on
their position in the electoral horse race. Increasing poll ratings do not translate
automatically into more or more favorable media coverage. This might help
explain why the overall effects found of poll coverage on voting and turnout
are relatively small. Perhaps, if media coverage had responded stronger and
more positively to polls, the effect of polls on turnout and voting would have
been correspondingly larger. Still, in line with the bandwagon hypothesis,
exposure to poll coverage was found to increase interest and turnout in the
Dutch 2014 elections for the European Parliament. In addition, when the tone
of that poll coverage was more positive towards a party, this reduced negative
emotions and enhanced positive emotions leading to increased electoral odds
for this party.
These findings relate directly to the normative discussion around polls. The
main normative arguments leveled against the influence of polls in election
campaigns are that poll exposure might lead to herd behavior, divert from
rational deliberation in favor of emotional processing, and that they reduce
meaningful participation. The findings presented in this dissertation lend
little support to either of these claims. In fact, the effect of polls on election
outcomes is found to be a participatory act, resulting from the influence of
various actors including politicians, pollsters, journalists, campaign teams and
voters themselves. In addition, polls can stimulate interest, information search
and talking about politics among voters. They do incite emotions, which in turn
influence attitudes towards parties. However, as emotions and cognition are
strongly intertwined, this is more likely an indication that voters are actively
responding to campaign information, rather than that they are mindlessly
following their herd instinct.
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Opiniepeilingen van stemvoorkeuren spelen een prominente rol in moderne
verkiezingscampagnes. Peilingen vormen een belangrijk onderdeel van de
mediaberichtgeving tijdens campagnes. Ze worden door politici gebruikt om
hun strategie uit te stippelen en velen geloven dat peilingen een grote invloed
hebben op de kiezers waarover ze rapporteren. Vooral dat laatste effect wordt
vaak bekritiseerd. Wanneer positieve peilingen na publicatie resulteren in
nog meer electorale steun voor een partij wordt dit een “bandwagon effect”
genoemd. Deze dissertatie voegt een communicatiewetenschappelijk
perspectief toe aan de bestudering van het bandwagon effect, door na te gaan
hoe peilingen de berichtgeving over partijen beïnvloeden, en hoe blootstelling
aan berichtgeving over peilingen gedurende een campagne invloed heeft op
de interesse van kiezers in die campagne, de emoties die kiezers voelen over
partijen, de stemopkomst en de stemkeuze. Deze vragen zijn geanalyseerd
doormiddel van panel surveys in combinatie met inhoudsanalyses van
mediaberichtgeving en peilinguitslagen, met betrekking tot respectievelijk de
Duitse federale (Bundestag) verkiezingscampagne in 2013 en de Nederlandse
campagne voor de Europese verkiezingen in 2014. De resultaten van deze
studies laten zien dat:
1.	De hoeveelheid mediaberichten over een partij die voorop loopt in
de peilingen toeneemt, wanneer het aantal voorspelde zetels van die
partij in de peilingen af begint te nemen.
2.	Blootstelling aan berichtgeving over peilingen de interesse van kiezers
in de campagne laat groeien en de opkomst bij de stembus verhoogt.
3.	Blootstelling aan positievere berichtgeving over de peilingen van een
partij de kans vergroot dat een kiezer op die partij stemt en dat dit
mede veroorzaakt wordt door toegenomen enthousiasme over en
afgenomen angst voor deze partij.
De gecombineerde resultaten van deze dissertatie suggereren twee
uitbreidingen van Slater’s (2015) Reinforcing Spirals Model van media-effecten
over tijd: media-invloed op de media-agenda en emoties. Media reageren op
peilingen in hun selectie en toon van berichtgeving. Zij nemen veranderingen
niet klakkeloos over, maar reageren op basis van hun eigen logica. Door hun
selectie en interpretatie geven media een bepaald beeld door aan kiezers en
hebben zo invloed op de reciproque effecten tussen mediaberichtgeving en
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kiezer over de tijd heen. Kiezers hebben zelf ook invloed, aangezien ook zij de
peilingen interpreteren. Een deel van het effect van peilingen op kiezers is het
gevolg van de emotionele reacties van kiezers op berichtgeving over peilingen.
Kiezers die minder emoties voelden als gevolg van zulke berichtgeving werden
er ook minder door beïnvloed. Wanneer dit proces over iets langere tijd wordt
bekeken, zouden emoties er dus voor kunnen zorgen dat een trend in de
peilingen, zoals beschreven door de media, verder wordt versterkt dan wel
afvlakt.
Deze resultaten laten de vele onderlinge afhankelijkheden zien die
achter bandwagon effecten schuilgaan. Journalisten interpreteren peilingen
en gebruiken peilingen om de aandacht op een partij te richten, maar
campagneteams en andere belangengroepen doen hetzelfde. Als gevolg
hiervan verschilt het netto-effect van peilingen op berichtgeving per partij,
waarbij kleinere partijen worden genegeerd en grotere partijen worden
behandeld naar hun positie in de verkiezingsrace. Stijgende peilingen
vertalen zich niet automatisch in meer en positievere berichtgeving. Dit kan
misschien ook helpen verklaren waarom in de hier gepresenteerde studies
slecht relatief kleine effecten worden gevonden van berichtgeving over
peilingen op stemkeus en opkomst. Als de media in hun berichtgeving over
partijen meer ongeacht de partij en meer in lijn met de trends in de peilingen
hadden gereageerd, was het totale effect van peilingen op kiezers misschien
groter geweest. Toch laten de studies ook nu zien dat, zoals voorspeld door
de bandwagon hypothese, blootstelling aan verslaggeving over peilingen de
interesse en opkomst in de Europese Parlementsverkiezingen in 2014 heeft
vergroot. Ook blijkt dat als de toon van de berichtgeving over de peilingen
van een partij in de Duitse federale verkiezingen in 2013 positiever was, dit
de electorale kansen van een partij verbeterden, mede als gevolg van de
verminderde negatieve en toegenomen positieve emoties over die partij.
Deze resultaten hebben ook betrekking op de normatieve discussie die
rondom peilingen wordt gevoerd. De belangrijkste normatieve argumenten
tegen de invloed van peilingen op verkiezingscampagnes zijn dat peilingen
leiden tot kuddegedrag, afleiden van rationele overwegingen ten faveure
van emotionele reacties en dat zij betekenisvolle politieke participatie
verminderen. De resultaten in deze dissertatie bieden weinig steun voor deze
argumenten. In tegendeel, het effect van peilingen blijkt zelf het gevolg van
de gecombineerde participatie van vele verschillende actoren, zoals politici,
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peilers, journalisten, campagneteams en kiezers zelf. Daarbovenop stimuleren
peilingen de interesse in de campagne, het zoeken naar extra informatie en
politieke discussie onder kiezers. Peilingen roepen inderdaad emoties op, die
op hun beurt weer invloed hebben op de meningen over partijen, maar omdat
emoties en cognities sterk aan elkaar verbonden zijn, is het waarschijnlijker dat
deze kiezers actief op campagne-informatie reageren, dan dat zij gedachteloos
de kudde volgen.
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1. Party coverage of a front runner party increases with a decrease in its poll
ratings.
2. Exposure to poll coverage increases campaign interest and turnout.
3. Exposure to more favorable poll coverage about a party increases the
odds of voting for this party, partly because of the increase in enthusiasm
and decrease in anxiety felt about this party.
The effect of polls on election outcomes is found to be a participatory act, resulting
from the influence of various actors including pollsters, journalists, and voters
themselves. Polls do incite emotions, which in turn influence attitudes towards
parties. However, this is more likely an indication that voters are actively responding
to campaign information, rather than that they are mindlessly following their herd
instinct.

Who is driving whom: The media, voters and the bandwagon

Opinion polls of vote intentions play a prominent role in today’s political campaigns.
When positive opinion poll results trigger additional support for a party, this is
denoted as a “bandwagon effect”. This dissertation has added a communication
science perspective to the study of the bandwagon effect, by evaluating how
poll ratings influence party coverage, and how exposure to poll coverage across a
campaign influences a voter’s campaign interest, emotions about parties, turnout
and vote choice. These questions have been investigated using panel surveys in
combination with content analyses of media coverage and poll data relating to
the German 2013 general (Bundestag) election campaign and the Dutch 2014
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