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Abstract

This study investigates the role of emotions in the (bandwagon) e�ect 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 e�ect of poll exposure on vote choice. 
Furthermore, the e�ect 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 in�uence vote choice, and do so partly because of 
the emotions they evoke.

This chapter is published (online �rst) 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 e�ect. 
International Journal of Public Opinion Research. DOI: 10.1093/ijpor/edw018
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How Anxiety and Enthusiasm Help Explain the 
Bandwagon E�ect

Since their introduction in the 1930s, opinion polls play an in�uential role in 
the media coverage of election campaigns (Strömbäck, 2012b). Ever since, 
there has been a continuous research interest in their alleged e�ect on 
election outcomes. Di�erent studies report di�erent e�ects. In addition to an 
�underdog� e�ect where voters support a losing candidate, the main �ndings 
refer to a �bandwagon� e�ect 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 e�ect.

The idea that polls trigger emotions goes far back. Robinson (1937, p. 47) 
describes the possible relation between emotions and the bandwagon e�ect: 
�straw polls frequently tend to develop a bandwagon rush on the part of the 
electorate, thus increasing the in�uence of mob action and decreasing the 
in�uence of individual reason in determining the outcome.� Today, emotions 
are still among the most prominent of the various proposed explanations of 
the bandwagon e�ect. Emotional excitement, enthusiasm of the crowds, and 
defection to avoid disappointment, are among the �rst causes for the e�ect 
to be listed by Hardmeier (2008, p. 509) in her review of the literature. Still, 
most empirical research into the mechanism behind the bandwagon e�ect 
investigates cognitive rather than emotional factors.

There is a growing literature on the role of emotions in the e�ect 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 e�ects 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 
e�ects. Journalists often accompany polls with their own interpretations. 
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Perhaps these reports evoke emotions with a reader/viewer. Such emotions 
might in�uence her attitude towards a party and even her vote choice. 

Although many studies about the bandwagon e�ect mention emotions, 
they only peripherally touch on the theory behind their e�ect (e.g., Faas, 
Mackenrodt, & Schmitt-Beck, 2008; Kenney & Rice, 1994). Several theories exist 
to account for the in�uence of emotions on attitudes and behavior.34 One of 
them, A�ective Intelligence Theory (AIT), was speci�cally 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 di�erently mediate the e�ect 
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 e�ect is present in real world election 
campaigns and whether emotions are partly responsible for it. 

Theory

The Bandwagon E�ect
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 e�ects for a range of 
emotions.
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parties is likely to attain an absolute majority and therefore multiple winners 
are possible. Me�ert, 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 e�ect seems to embody three 
distinct but complementary e�ects. 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 e�ect 
will be de�ned 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 e�ect is the underdog e�ect 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) e�ect, if 
any, best explains voting in the German 2013 election.

In election campaigns people are selective in their exposure to di�erent 
media outlets, and media may present poll results di�erently. 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 in�uence 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 e�ect 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 �gures 
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 in�uence of polls on vote choice in the 2005 German election 
campaign and found stronger e�ects 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 in�uence of amount 
and tone of journalist�s descriptions of polls, instead of just polls, on vote 
choice.	 Many explanations have been o�ered for the mechanism driving the 
bandwagon e�ect (Hardmeier, 2008). Although studies usually mention some 
emotions in describing the e�ect, they tend to empirically focus on cognitive 
explanations, like strategic voting (Faas et al., 2008; Me�ert 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 �rst to examine what their possible 
contribution can be in explaining the bandwagon e�ect. The model in this 
paper will include a possible direct e�ect of polls on voting and an indirect 
e�ect via party ratings, both of which need not be mediated by emotions. This 
will help to determine whether emotions help explain the bandwagon e�ect 
beyond purely cognitive factors (though the e�ect of emotions might still 
correlate with cognitive mechanisms).

35	� See Zerback, Reinemann und Nienierza (2013) for a recent study of the in�uence 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 E�ect
That emotions could be a reasonable candidate to help explain the e�ect 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 in�uence of emotions is Marcus, Neuman and MacKuen�s (2000) 
A�ective 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 speci�c qualities of current party leaders, while enthusiasm 
leads to greater reliance on habit in the form of party identi�cation. Enthusiasm 
and anxiety have an indirect e�ect 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 e�ect on vote intention or whether perhaps a 
direct e�ect or even reverse causation would be more probable. They reason 
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that if anxiety and enthusiasm have a moderating e�ect 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 re�ect that they are tied to that speci�c party and that current attributes 
of this party (i.e., poll reports) give rise to them. This paper will consider the 
e�ect 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 in�uence of aversion (anger). Mostly experimental studies 
�nd di�erent e�ects 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 speci�cally induced either aversion or anxiety while in large 
scale �eld studies the origins of emotions might be more varied and di�use. 
This makes it more di�cult to pick up the di�erences between these two 
kinds of negative emotions, as Lee and Kwak (2014) found in their study of 
the e�ects 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 �nd no di�erence 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 di�erences 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 a�ect the likelihood of this voter to vote for this party. For a 
bandwagon e�ect, 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 e�ect of emotions is expected 
to remain signi�cant controlling for both the direct e�ect of poll exposure on 
voting and the indirect e�ect exclusively via party ratings (H2). Figure 1 shows 
this conceptual model.  

polls

anxiety

ratings

vote

enthusiam

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the e�ects 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 
in�uence 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, di�erences in exposure on the individual level 
are accounted for. In this way the in�uence of exposure to poll reports can be 
better separated from the e�ects of other campaign events, as the e�ects 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 e�ect of exposure to poll reports on vote choice, the model can 
be expected to underestimate the e�ect. If a positive indirect e�ect of poll 
exposure is found via emotions on vote choice this would con�rm a bandwagon 
e�ect, while if a negative e�ect is found this would con�rm an underdog e�ect.

The majority of previous studies on the bandwagon e�ect are (�eld) 
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 �nd an across-the-board bandwagon 
e�ect (see Faas et al., 2008). Faas et al. (2008) argue that these non-�ndings 
could likely be due to sub-optimal data. The present study will measure the 
e�ect 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 e�ect. 
On top of this, di�erent media outlets can di�er in their coverage of the same 
polls and individuals can di�er in the extent to which they using each media 
outlet.

38	 �Andreas Schuck received a VENI grant from the Dutch Science Foundation (NWO) which �nanced 
these data collections.

39	� When regressing the poll index and the number of polls exposed to on total media exposure, the 
regression coe�cient of the poll index is not signi�cant (� = -0.001, p = 0.526, N = 1064)
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